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Non-Representational Theory presents a distinctive approach to the politics of
everyday life. Rangingacross a variety of the spacesin which politics and the political
unfold, it questions what is meant by perception, representation and practice, with
the aim of valuing the fugitive practices that exist on the margins of the known.
This book questions the orientation of the social sciences and hurnanities and makes
essential reading for researchers and postgraduates. It revolves around three key
functions:

» itintroduces the rather dispersed discussion of non-representational theory to
a wider audience, )

e itprovides the basis for an experimental rather than a representational approach
to the social sciences and humanities,

* it begins the task of constructing a different kind of political genre.

Nigel Thrift brings together further writings from a body of work that has come
to be known as non-representational theory. Thrift’s noteworthy book makes a
significant contribution to the literature in this area and provides a groundbreaking
and comprehensive introduction to this key topic making Non-Representational
Theory an incredibly useful text for students of social theory, sociology, geography,
anthropology and cultural studies.

Nigel Thrift, Professor at the University of Warwick, is also a Visiting Professor
at the University of Oxford and an Emeritus Professor at the University of Bristol.
He has authored, co-authored and co-edited more than 35 books and over 200
journal articles. His research includes work on international finance, new forms of
capitalism, cities, social and cultural theory and the history of time
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Preface

"This book summarizes and extends a batch of work carried out since the late 1990s
concerned with what I call non-representadonal theory. On one level this is a book
about the dynamics of susceptibility and about how we are being made susceptible
in new ways. Of course, we are continually being made into new creatures by all
kinds of forces, but it is surely the case that as the world is forced to face up to the
damage done, so we can no longer move along the same cul-de-sacs of practical-
cum-conceptual possibilities. Other possibilities need to be alighted upon for
thinking about the world. That requires boosting inventive attitude so as to produce
more contrary motion.

Then, on another level, this is a book about apathy. Given what has to be faced,
it seems important to find a way of expanding the capacity for action in a world in
which action is severely circumscribed. But it is not the heroic, individualized and
autonomous action of a certain kind of activist — ‘self-confident and free of worry,
capable of vigorous, wilful activity’ (Walzer 1988: 313) ~ that I want to concentrate
on in this book. Rather, rediscovering, at least to an extent, seventeenth-century
notions of agency and selthood, it is an action that can be associated with passivity,
but a passivity that is demanding, that is called forth by another (Gross 2006).

In days when the Iraq War, Afghanistan, 9/11, 7 /7 and other such events often
scem to have claimed total occupation of the Western academic psyche, and many
academics have reacted accordingly with mammoth statements about warfare,
imperialism, capitalism, global warming, and numerous other waypoints on the
road to perdition, it is difficult to remember that other kinds of political impulse
might also have something to say, something smaller and larger, something which
is in danger of being drowned out. Instead this book keeps faith with the small
but growing number of determined experimentalists who think that too often we
have been asking the wrong questions in the wrong way: those who want to re-
materialize democracy, those who want to think about the exercise of association,
those who want to make performances in the interstices of everyday life, those who
are intent on producing new and more challenging environments, those who want
to redesign everyday things, those who, in other words, want to generate more
space to be unprecedented, to love what aids fantasy, and so to gradually break
down imaginative resistance. Rather like Darwin’s restless earthworms, slowly going
about the work of tilling the soil (Graham and Thrift 2007), they are attempting
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to make progress in reworking the background by producing new and more
productive entanglements. The intent is to produce a political genre in much the
same manner that, in the history of painting, the work of the assistants who carried
out the painting of the background gradually comes into the light. What was
formerly understood as the cheap stuffto be inserted by the apprentices is gradually
foregrounded as the genre of landscape painting. The side panels take to centre
stage.

Of course, all of this is very easy to misread, especially if you want — even need -
to do so. Surely we should all be concentrating our attention on the millions
without food or water, the terrible wars, the multiple oppressions that characterize
so many people’s lives. But this kind of linearizasion of intent, classically associated
with those who want to configure a centre that thinks radical practices (Colectivo
Situaciones 2005), too often elides the complex, emergent world in which we
live, in which it is by no means clear that everyone could or should suddenly reach
a point of clarity and unanimity about means and ends, yet alone a state of com-
passion. Thisis a world that is simultaneously monstrous and wonderful, banal and
bizarre, ordered and chaotic, a world that is continually adding new hybrid
inhabitants, and a world in which the human is consequently up for grabsas ‘human
nature (the phrase already innocent, nostalgically distant) is melting, running off
in unpredictable directions’ (Rotman 2000: 59).!

Those involved in the kinds of projects that I have mentioned certainly see the
imprints of power but they do not believe that everything enters the machine: for
example, there can be moments of relation of which no residue remains upon which
therefore we may not easily be able to reflect but which can still have grip. Nor do
they believe that everyone enters into a contract as an ‘individual’ with her own
body and can therefore easily manifest intention. Rather there are flows of what is
and is not subjectivity (Wall 1999) making their ways across fields of flesh, touching
some parts and not others, and it has become clear that these flows of subjectivity
need to and doinvolve more and more actors — various kinds of things, various other
biological beings, even the heft of a particular landscape — in a continuous undertow
of matterings that cannot be reduced to simple transactions but can become part
of new capacities to empower.2
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1 Life, but not as we know it

When it was enthusiastically pointed out within memory of our present Academy
that race or gender or nation . . . were so many social constructions, inventions,
and representations, a window was opened, an invitation to begin the critical process
of analysis and cultural reconstruction was offered. ... The brilliance of
the pronouncement was blinding. Nobody was asking what’s the next step? What
do we do with this old insight? If life is constructed, how come it appears so
immutable? How come culture appears so natural?

(Taussig 1993: xvi)

‘production,’ then, is used according to the meaning of its etymological root
(i.e. Latin producere) that refers to the act of ‘bringing forth’ an object in space.
’ (Gumbrecht 2004: xiii)

a knowledge of arrangement or disposition is, of all others, the most useful.
(Humphrey Repton 1803, cited in Wall 2006: 6)

But can we really assume that the reading of such texts is a reading exclusively
concentrated on meaning? Do we not sing these texts? Should the process by which
a poem speaks be only carried by a meaning intention? Is there not, at the same
time, a truth that lies in its performance? This, I think, is the task with which the
poem confronts us.

(Gadamer 2000, cited in Gumbrecht 2004: 64)

we can and we may, as it were, jump with both feet off the ground into or towards
a world of which we trust the other parts to meet our jump.
(James 1999 [1911]: 230)

Introduction

Since the early 1990s I have been engaged in an attempt to develop what I call
non-representational theory. The chapters in this book are some of the later
results of that project, following on in a direct line from Spatial Formations (Thrift
1996) and Knowing Capitalism (Thrift 2005a). Indeed, the three books should
be considered together: they are all part and parcel of the same economic-cum-
cultural-cum-political venture.
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How to characterize this particular book’s contents, then? Stripped to its bare
essentials, this is a book about #he geggraphy of what happens. In large part, it is
therefore a work of description of the bare bones of actual occasions but it does
not, I hope, adopt a passive stance to its object of enquiry: what is present in
experience. And not just because —as I have tried to make clear here and elsewhere
— the content of what is present in experience has changed radically. For this is
also a book about how these actual occasions, howsoever they may have been
altered, might be enlivened — made more responsive and more active — by the
application of a series of procedures and techniques of expression. In other words,
it is intended as the beginning of an outline of the art of producing a permanent
supplement to the ordinary, a sacrament for the everyday, a hymn to the
superfluous.!

If that sounds too tentative, a little bit tortuous, or even rather portentous,
then I am afraid that that is how it will have to be. This is a tentative book because
it is not entirely clear what a politics of what happens might look like — indeed,
given that so much of what I want to outline is avowedly experimental, perhaps
too much in the way of clarity should not necessarily be counted as a good thing?
(although straightaway I can hear the criticisms from those who believe that
theory should slide home like a bolt). It is a little bit tortuous because there is a lot
of ground-clearing to do, a lot of hacking back of the theoretical undergrowth in
order to get to the nub of the matter. And it is portentous because it involves
taking some of the small signs of everyday life for wonders and this involves all
manner of risks, and not least pretentiousness. All I can say is that I think that the
risk is worth it in order to achieve a diagnosis of the present which is simultaneously
a carrier wave for new ways of doing things.

Certainly, in order to achieve its goals, this book has to be three things at once.
First, it has to be a work of social and cultural theory.3 The book builds on a series
of cognate traditions in order to construct what I hope is a convincing account of
how the worlds* are, given that encounters are all there is, and their results cannot
be pre-given (although they can, of course, be pre-treated). Complex trajectories
rather than blurred genres, as Strathern (1999: 25) puts it. But, second, the book
also has to be a diagnostic tool. It is intended to be a work that takes some of the
specificities of the present moment and weaves them into what might be called
a speculative topography. The contours and content of what happens constantly
change: for example, there is no stable ‘human’ experience because the human
sensorium is constantly being re-invented as the body continually adds parts in
to itself; therefore how and what is experienced as experience is itself variable.®
Then, third and finally, the book is intended as a political contribution to the task
of reconsidering our hopes for ourselves. This is, after all, a time in which the
invention of new ‘everyday’ forms of democracy has become a part of the political
ambition of many people, in which the ‘local’ and the ‘global’ have become increas-
ingly awkward political terms but no satisfactory alternative to the connected
separation they imply seems to exist, and in which ‘what each of us feels capable
of” (Ginsborg 2005: 7) is perceived as a vital political issue. The small offering
that this book attempts to make to these three debates, and especially to the last
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ong, is an opening up of new political domains which it is then possible to make
a corresponding political rumpus about. The book is, most especially then, an
atlempt to produce an art of the invention of political invention by putting hard
(ucstions to the given in experience, the overall intent being to call new publics
into cxistence who will pose questions to politics which are not yet of politics
(Rajchman 1998) — whilst recognizing that this questioning can never be more
than an inexact science® (Stengers 2002a). Bloch (2000 [1923]) called this ‘build-
ing into the blue’. That is not a bad description for the kind of resource I am trying
(0 construct.

But I need to severely qualify each of these goals. To qualify the first, like many,
| think that, in certain senses at least, the social sciences and humanities suffer from
a certain kind of over-theoretization at present. There are too many theories, all
ol them seemingly speaking on behalf of those whose lives have been damaged by
the official structures of power.” A cynic might think that the profusion of ‘fast’
theories created by academics is simply a mirror of the rise of brainy classes, who
are able to live a life of permanent theoretical revolution whilst everyone else does
the dirty work. That would be too harsh. But the criticism is not therefore with-
out any force at all (Rabinow 2006). It seems to me, to qualify the second goal,
that this task is a necessary one in a time in which a globalized capitalism based
on the rise of the brainy classes has become ever more pervasive, and democracy
Iy in danger of becoming something of a sham, enacted as part of what Sloterdijk
(2005¢) calls an authoritarian capitalism.

‘I'he mass of the population is periodically doused with the rhetoric of
democracy and assured that it lives in a democratic society and that democracy
is the condition to which all progressive-minded societies should aspire.
Yct that democracy is not meant to realise the demos but to constrain and
ncutralize it by the arts of electoral engineering and opinion management.
It is, necessarily, regressive. Democracy is embalmed in public rhetoric pre-
cisely in order to memorialize its loss of substance. Substantive democracy
-- cqualizing, participatory, commonalizing — is antithetical to everything
that a high reward meritocratic society stands for. At the same moment that
advanced societies have identified their progressive character with perpetual
technological innovation they have defined themselves through policies that
are regressive in many of their effects. Democracy is where these effects are
registered. By virtually every important official norm — efficiency, incentives to
uncqual rewards, hierarchical principles of authority, expertise — it appears ana-
chronistic, dysynchronous. The crux of the problem is that high-technology,
globalized capitalism is radically incongruent with democracy.

(Wolin 2000: 20)

What seems to me more valuable, to qualify the third goal, would be to try to
‘vonstruct practices of vocation?® that can begin to address the deficit of felt power-
lewsness and to chip away at ‘our capacity to interiorize power relations, to delimit
by ourselves the realm of the possible’ (Ginsborg 2005: 20). These practices would
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not be permanent solutions. Rather, they would be oriented to escape attempts,
some of which would take root: a series of fireworks inserted into everyday life
which could confront or sidestep the ‘behavioural codes that are not unilateral or
totalitarian or especially disciplinarian, and which furthermore appear to offer great
freedom of choice, but which none the less convey us effortlessly into a life of
normalcy and convention’ (Ginsborg 2005: 20). At this point, I am often stuck
for words to describe what I mean, so let me take someone else’s instead — Greil
Marcus’s homily on Robert Johnson as a force, and not just a mirror:

At the highest point of his music each note that is played implies another that
isn’t, each emotion expressed hints at what can’t be said. For all of its elegance
and craft the music is unstable at its core — each song is at once an attempt
to escape from the world as everyone around the singer believes it to be,
and a dream that the world is not a prison but a homecoming. . . . Johnson
is momentarily in the air, flying just as one does in a dream, looking down in
wonder at where you are, then soaring as if it’s the most natural thing in the
world.

(Marcus 2005: 103)

Now I am well aware that the cultivation of this form of knowledge may
be interpreted as an irredeemably middle-class pre-occupation, the equivalent in
theory of Bromell’s (2000) characterization of white middle-class teenagers as
insiders who long to be outsiders, the kind of consciousness of the world that too
quickly falls into a call for ‘a quick revolutionary fix that will please everyone and
just reinforce a cosy feeling of powerlessness’ (Lotringer 2004: 18).° But I think
there is more to it than that, much more. For it suggests that there may be a more
general means of opening up an allusive field in which ‘the listener’s attention
is seized and dropped and held and released by possibilities of meaning that
amuse and interest but do not quite come into being’ (Bromell 2000: 133). This
is what I mean by a politics of hope,!? the prospect of constructing a machine
for ‘sustaining affirmation’ (White 2000), of launching an additional source
of political nourishment and responsiveness and imaginaton in a time when so
many forces militate against it, of locating and warming up the technology of
questioning and non-questioning ‘by which attention forms and experience crystal-
lizes’ (Connolly 2005: 166). In other words, I want to try and add a distinct co-
operative-cum-experimental sensibility in to the mix of the world that will help us
‘engage the strangeness of the late modern world more receptively’ (White 2000:
153). In turn, we could perhaps live in a less ‘stingy’ (as Connolly (2005) puts it)
and more playful way, overcoming or at least bypassing some of the cringes that
have been sewn into the fibres of our being as we have learnt how to be embodied.
The net outcome would be that the texture of the feel and outcome of the everyday
could be reworked as traditional forms of expression were slowly but surely
breathed differently (Abrahams 2005).

What is then at issue is what form these practices would take. There is nothing
that automatically leads them towards such forms of generosity, after all. In a sense,
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answering this quest/question about questioning is precisely what the rest of this
book attempts to do.

In the remaining pages of this introductory chapter, I will introduce some of
the main themes that will be taken up in the chapters of this book. I will begin by
briefly outlining some of the main characteristics of non-representational theory
and some of the key contemporary issues that non-representational theory high-
lights. Next, I will consider some of the theoretical and practical issues that the
book throws up. Then, finally, I will parse each of the individual chapters, bringing
out some of their common problematics.

Non-representational theory

"I'his is a book based on the leitmotif of movement in its many forms. Thus, to
begin with, it would be possible to argue that human life is based on and in move-
ment. Indeed, it might be argued that it is the human capacity for such complex
movements and the accompanying evolution of movement as an enhanced
attractor!! that has produced the reason for much of our rhizomatic, acentred
brain. Then, movement captures the animic flux of life and especially an onto-
penesis!? which undoes a dependence on the preformed subject; ‘every creature,
as it “issues forth” and trails behind, moves in its characteristic way’ (Ingold 2006:
15). Then again, movement captures the joy — I will not say simple — of living
as a succession of luminous or mundane instants. Though it is possible, even easy,
to get carried away by an emphasis on presence, closeness, and tangibility, and
by a corresponding desire to do more than simply squeeze meaning from the
world, still we can think of the leitmotif of movement as a desire for a presence
which escapes a consciousness-centred core of self-reference;!? ‘Rather than have
(o think, always and endlessly, what else there could be, we sometimes seem to
connect with a layer in our existence that simply wants the things of the world
close to our skin’ (Gumbrecht 2004: 106). And, finally and relatedly, movement
captures a certain attitude to life as potential; ‘to pose the problem is to invent
and not only to dis-cover; it is to create, in the same movement, both the problem
and its solution’ (Alliez 2004b: 113).

Non-representational theory takes the leitmotif of movement and works with
it as a means of going beyond constructivism. As a way of summarizing its now
increasingly diverse character,'* I will point to seven of its main tenets. First, non-
representational theory tries to capture the ‘onflow’,!5 as Ralph Pred (2005) calls
it, of everyday life. It therefore follows the anti-substantialist ambition of philo-
sophies of becoming and philosophies of vitalist intuition equally — and their
constant war on frozen states.'6 That means that it has a lot of forebears, of course.
‘I'hese forebears hardly agreed on everything, to put it but mildly, and not least
on the status of intention and intentionality. So I will need to take a little time
1o more carefully specify what I mean. I think that this can be boiled down to
three propositions. One is that the most effective approach will be one that is
faithful to a radical empiricism that differs — radically — from a sense-perception or
obscrvation-based empiricism. As must be clear, that means thatalthough I respect
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Humean models of empiricism, I find them too austere. I prefer the lineage of
inter-relation that runs from James through Whitehead which is not willing to
completely jettison the phenomenological (the lived immediacy of actual
experience, before any reflection on it)!” and the consequent neglect of the
transitive. At the same time, I want to temper what seem to me to be the more
extreme manifestations of this lineage, which can end up by positing a continuity
of and to experience about which I am sceptical, by employing an ethological
notion of the pre-individual field in which the event holds sway and which leads
to ‘buds’ or ‘pulses’ of thought-formation/perception in which ‘thought is never
an object in its own hands’ (James 1960 [1890]: 522). This approach seems to
me to be very much in line with Whitehead’s monistic way of thinking about the
world. As Pred puts it:

Whitehead extends the scope of radical empiricism and, in effect, points to a
way to overcome the limitations inherent in the spatiotemporal and sensory
(visual, aural, tactile) metaphor of the stream [of consciousness]. Instead of
merely taking a ‘general view of the wonderful stream of our consciousness’,
Whitehead goes ‘into’ the moment. He refuses to abstract from the moment,
any moment, understood as an act of experience issuing from and into other
experiences, as an act occurring within the constraints of inheritance from
all that is encompassed within the experient’s past and with the onflow
of experiences. By bringing philosophical analysis into the bud, Whitehead
secures access to a post-Cartesian/Humean basis for ontology, and can charac-
terize momentary consciousness as it arises from pre-conscious moments
of synthesis within a broader stream . . . of activity.

Whitehead applies the notion of buds not only to human moments of
experience but also, more broadly, to actual entities or occasions — ‘the final
real things of which the world is made up’. He elaborates the notions of actual
entities and concrescence with rigor and thoroughness, ‘with the purpose of
obtaining a one-substance cosmology’.

(Pred 2005: 11)

Another proposition, which follows on naturally from these thoughts, is that the
most effective approach values the pre-cognitive as something more than an
addendum to the cognitive. What is called consciousness is such a narrow window
of perception that it could be argued that it could not be otherwise. As Donald
(2001) makes clear, defined in a narrow way, consciousness seems to be a very
poor thing indeed, a window of time — fifteen seconds at most — in which just a
few things (normally no more than six or seven) can be addressed, which is opaque
to introspection and which is easily distracted. Indeed, consciousness can be
depicted as though it hardly existed, as an emergent derivative of an unconscious.
Yet it is clearly dangerous to make too little of cognition, as I perhaps did in
some of my early papers. Because it is so weak (though hardly as weak as some
commentators have depicted it), it has enrolled powerful allies which can focus
and extend conscious awareness — various configurations of bodies and things
which, knitted together as routinized environments, enable a range of different
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technologies for more thinking to be constructed. But, at the same time, the logical
corollary of these thoughts is that we should also pay more attention to the pre-
cognitive. This roiling mass of nerve volleys prepare the body for action in such a
way that intentions or decisions are made before the conscious self is even aware
of them. In turn, the many automatisms!® of ‘bare life’ or ‘creaturely life’ mark
out not only eminent biopolitical domains!® but also a series of key theoretical
vonundrums about what constitutes life itself, such as the nature of ‘the open’ and
motility, animality and undeadness, instinct and drive, poverty in world and what
it means to be captivated by an environment in a world marked by all kinds of
literal and metaphorical dislocations (Agamben 2004; Santner 2006).

"The last proposition follows on again. It is that it is important to specify what
unit is being addressed. Nearly all action is reaction to joint action, to being-as-a
pair, to the digestion?® of the intricacies of talk, body language, even an ambient
sense of the situation to hand, and this unremitting work of active reaction imposes
¢normous evaluative demands, equally enormous demands on intermediate
memory, and similarly large demands on the general management of attention.
Indeed, many now conclude that the idea of cognision as simply a minor place-
holder is an artefact of tests carried out in a highly restricted environment — the
laboratory (Despret 2004) — in which consciousness shows up as short-term
because of the artificiality of the situation demanded by the researcher. Rather,
vognition should be seen as an emergent outcome of strategic joint action for
which it acts as a guidance function, monitoring and interpreting the situation
s found, and, in particular, as a key ability to theorize others’ states, as a kind of
‘mindreading’ that is the result of the human ability to theorize others’ states
without having full-blown beliefs about those states (Levinson 2003; Sterelny
2003).2! And, most of the time, this social awareness ~ involving high-level
vognitive abilities like imitation, learning about learning, and an ability to carry
meaning in awhole series of registers (not only language but also gesture) (McNeill
2005) and the manipulation of time and space — predominates over sensory
awarcness: ‘our normal focus is social and social awareness is highly conscious,
that is; it heavily engages our conscious activity’ (Donald 2001: 68). In other
words, cognition has not only a performative aspect but a ‘theoretical’ aspect too
(the two being related) and these aspects are a key to what is often called ‘imagi-
nation’.?2 This is why non-representational theory privileges play: play is

Amderstood as a perpetual human activity with immense affective significance, by
1o means confined to just early childhood, in which many basic ethical dilemmas
(such as fairness) are worked through in ways which are both performative and
theoretical.

Sccond, as must by now be clear, non-representational theory is resolutely
anti-biographical and pre-individual. It trades in modes of perception which are
not subject-based. Like Freud, I am deeply suspicious of, even inimical to, auto-
hiography or biography as modes of proceeding. One seems to me to provide a
Apurious sense of oneness. The other seems to me to provide a suspect intimacy
wilh the dead. As Phillips (1999: 74) puts it, ‘Biography, for Freud, was a monu-
ment to the belief that lives were there to be known and understood, rather than
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endlessly redescribed. Biography did to the dead what Freud feared that psycho-
analysis might do to the living’. Instead I want to substitute a mazerial schematism
in which the world is made up of all kinds of things brought in to relation with
one another by many and various spaces through a continuous and largely
involuntary process of encounter, and the violent training that such encounter
forces. This is an approach that has had some forebears in the social sciences. I
think of Gabriel Tarde’s micrometaphysics, Pitirim Sorokin’s forays into socio-
cultural causality, Torsten Higerstrand’s time-geography, or Anthony Giddens’s
expeditions around social theory in the late 1970s and early 1980s, as well as my
own hesitant attempts to time space and space time dating from the late 1970s
(Parkes and Thrift 1980). It has achieved more grip of late because of theoretical
developments like actor-network theory, and the consequent rediscovery of authors
like Tarde and Whitehead, as well as the influence of the writings of authors like
Deleuze and Guattari on assemblages. As, and probably more importantly,
a whole series of fields have been constructed out of the resurgence of what Paul
Carter (2004) calls ‘material thinking’, the ‘performative’ working methods and
procedures of writings (and, very importantly, other methods of exposition) that
emphasize how the whole business of praxis and poiesis is wrapped up in the
stubborn plainness of a field of things. These fields must necessarily emphasize the
materiality of thinking, and include the study of material culture, the sociology of
science, performance studies, from dance to poetry, installation and site-based art,
elements of architecture, some of the excursions in to interaction design (such as
trying to formulate living informasion), various aspects of archaeology and museum
studies, and the range of developments taking place in parts of cultural geography.

Third, non-representational theory concentrates, therefore, on practices, under-
stood as material bodies of work or styles that have gained enough stability over
time, through, for example, the establishment of corporeal routines and specialized
devices, to reproduce themselves (Vendler 1995). In particular, these bodies’
stability is a result of schooling in these practices, of each actor holding the others
to them, and of the brute ‘natural’ fact that the default is to continue on in most
situations.?® These material bodies are continually being rewritten as unusual
circumstances arise, and new bodies are continually making an entrance but, if
we are looking for something that approximates to a stable feature of a world
that is continually in meltdown, that is continually bringing forth new hybrids,
then I take the practice to be it. Practices are productive concatenations that have
been constructed out of all manner of resources and which provide the basic
intelligibility of the world: they are not therefore the properties of actors but of
the practices themselves (Schatzki 2002). Actions presuppose practices and not
vice versa.

However, what I am espousing is no naive practice theory. For example, as
practices lose their place in a historical form of life, they may leave abandoned
wreckage behind them which can then take on new life, generating new hybrids
or simply leavings which still have resonance. Take the example of things. These
may have been vital parts of particular networks of practice, only to fall out of use
as these networks metamorphose. Consequently their meanings may become
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hollowed out but may still retain a presence as enigmatic signifiers (Santner 2006).
Or they may find new uses in other networks. Or they may linger on as
denaturalized reminders of past events and practices, purposely memorialized in
various ways or simply present as ruins, as melancholy rem(a)inders. In other
words, things can have a potent afterlife.

The mention of things brings us to the fourth tenet. The constitution of non-
representational theory has always given equal weight to the vast spillage of things.
In particular, it takes the energy of the sense-catching forms of things seriously
(Critchley 2005) - rather than seeing things as mere cladding.?* Things answer
back; ‘not only does our existence articulate that of an object through the language
of our perceptions, the object calls out that language from us, and with it our
own sense of embodied experience’ (Schwenger 2006: 3). But how to describe
what Walter Benjamin called the “petrified unrest’ of things? Three main moves
scem particularly apposite. To begin with, things become part of hybrid assem-
blages: concretions, settings and flows. In this approach, things are given equal
weight, and I do mean equal.?5 Thus things are not just bound by their brute
cfhicacy to the visible termini of humans in some form of latent subjectivism such
as ‘concern’ or ‘care’, however comforting their presence may sometimes be as
mundane familiars. That would be to smuggle ‘from the realm of common sense
the notion that humans are very different from knives or paper’ (Harman 2002:
30). Rather,

the tool itself is bound up in a specific empire of functions, a system that takes
its meaning from some particular projection, some final reference. Admittedly,
the meaning of equipment is determined by that for the sake of which it acts.
But I flatly contest the view that this Worumwillen is necessarily human. Tools
execute their being ‘for the sake of’ a reference, not because people run across
them but-because they are utterly determinate in their referential function
— that is, because they already stand at the mercy of innumerable points of
meaning.

(Harman 2002: 29)

‘I'hen, it is important to understand the way in which things have another genetic
disposition that needs to be mentioned at this point. That is what Simondon
(1989) calls their ‘technicity’, their actual collective character as a ‘technology’
(the word being placed in scare quotes precisely because we cannot be sure exactly
what constitutes a technology). The technicity of something like a hand tool which
forms a relatively isolated technical element?® can be isolated from its context.
Indceed, it may have sufficient material character to be given a proper name: Toledo
steel or Murano glass, for example (Mackenzie 2002). But the more effective and
ubiquitous a technology becomes, the less likely this is to be the case. Portability
comes about because of the ramification of a larger and larger infrastructure which
means that the technology becomes increasingly a part of an empire of functions
encumbered by a network of supportive elements, each of which relies on the
other. ‘A mobile phone or wireless appliance could be understood from this
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perspective as a massively encumbered object. Its physical portability comes at the
expense of an increased ramification and layering of communication infrastructure’
(Mackenzie 2002: 12).

To summarize the argument so far, things form not so much a technological
unconscious as a technological anteconscious; a ‘spreading so extensive that it can
come to the surface in lives entirely different from the one beneath which it is
currently sensed’ (Schwenger 2006: 4), a warp and weft of inhuman traffic with its
own indifferent geographies. But I want to see things as having one more dis-
position. That is, the way in which the human body interacts with other things.
I do not want to count the body as separate from the thing world. Indeed, I think
it could be argued that the human body is what it is because of its unparalleled
ability to co-evolve with things, taking them in and adding them to different parts
of the biological body to produce something which, if we could but see it, would
resemble a constantly evolving distribution of different hybrids with different
reaches. Indeed, the evidence suggests that organs like the hand, the gut, and
various other muscle and nerve complexes which have evolved in part in response
to the requirements of tools have subsequently produced changes in the brain. The
human body is a tool-being. This is, I think, an important point. Of late, there has
been a large literature generated on corporeality, most particularly by feminist
theorists, which often seems to want to endow the flesh with some form of pri-
mordial distinction: goo is good, so to speak.2” But, whilst it would be profoundly
unwise to ignore the special characteristics of flesh,2? it would be equally unwise to
think that the make-up of the human body stopped there, or that it produced an
ineffable perceptual membrane. It does not. There is a sense of touch in all parts
of the extended physiognomy of the material body.?® At the same time, it is
important to enter a note of caution which has been generated, at least in part, by
ferinist theorists. Too often, the recent turn to corporeality has also allowed a series
of assumptions to be smuggled in about the active, synthetic and purposive role of
embodiment which need closer examination. In particular, it is assumed that bodies
are bodies-in-action, able to exhibit a kind of continuous intentionality, able to
be constantly enrolled into activity.3® Every occasion seems to be willed, cultivated
or at least honed. My own work has been periodically guilty of this sin, I am sure.
But the experience of embodiment is not like that at all; not everything is focused
intensity. Embodiment includes tripping, falling over, and a whole host of other
such mistakes. It includes vulnerability, passivity, suffering, even simple hunger. It
includes episodes of insomnia, weariness and exhaustion, a sense of insignificance
and even sheer indifference to the world. In other words, bodies can and do become
overwhelmed. The unchosen and unforeseen exceed the ability of the body to
contain or absorb. And this is not an abnormal condition: it is a part of being as
flesh. It may be that it is only ‘because the self is sensible, open to the pangs of
hunger and eros, that it is worthy of ethics’ (Critchley 2002: 21).3!

All that said, this emphasis on things questions the solidity of the world, since
so much of it is ultimately mutable, working according to a spectrum of different
time scales (Grosz 2005). Increasingly, many human activities seem to realize
this. Indeed, it is a point that has been brilliantly made by Kwinter (2001). Thus
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Kwinter points to the rise of a whole series of sports that depend on an artful shap-
ing of the different time scales of the environment for sustenance, tracking and
1racing flows and perturbations in order to produce e/affects. Kwinter mentions
paragliding, surfing, snowboarding and rock-climbing as sports of falling®? that
¢xtend a streaming ethos to landscapes, understood as ‘motorfields of solids’
(2001: 29). In their current manifestation, these sports have increasingly under-
stood the environment as exemplifying fluidity of movement, intuition and
invention. Take the case of rock-climbing:33

But

[ Climbers] must flow up the mountain, flow or tack against the downward
gradient of gravity — but also must become hypersensitive tamers and chan-
nelers of the gravitational sink, masters at storing it in their muscles or making
it flow through certain parts of the pelvis, thighs, palms, and this only at certain
times; they must know how to accelerate the flow into a quick transfer that
could mean the difference between triumph and disaster, to mix and remix
dynamic and static elements in endless variation — for it is not enough to
prevail against gravity but rather to be able to make it stream continuously
through one, and especially to be able to generalize this knowledge to every
part of the body without allowing it to regroup at any time — transcendant
and unitary — as a spatialized figure in the head.

(Kwinter 2001: 29-30)

note here how the mountain also plays its part:

'I'he mineral shelf represents a flow whose timescale is nearly unfathomable
from the scale of duration represented by the electrolytic and metabolic
processes of muscle and nerves — but even at this timescale — nanometric in
relation to the millennia that measure geological flows — singularities abound:
a three millimeter-wide fissure just wide enough to allow the placement
of one finger, and anchored by sufficiently solid earth to permit but eighty
pounds of pressure for, say, three seconds but no longer; an infinitesimally
graded basin of sedimentary tock whose erratically ribbed surface (weath-
cred unevenly by flows of wind and rain) offers enough friction to a spread
palm to allow strategic placement of the other palm on an igneous ledge
half a meter above. This very rock face, until recently considered virtually
slick and featureless — an uninflected glacis even to classical pick and patio
climbers — now swarms with individualized points, inhomogeneities,
trajectories, complex relations . . . the climber’s task is less to ‘master’ in the
macho, form-imposing sense than to forge a morphogenetic figure in time,
it insert himself into a seamless, streaming space and to become soft and fluid
himself, which means momentarily to recover real time, and to engage the
universe’s wild and free unfolding through the morphogenetic capacities of
the singularity.

(Kwinter 2001: 31)
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Thus we arrive at a notion of ‘site’, as an active and always incomplete incarnation
of events, an actualization of times and spaces that uses the fluctuating conditions
to assemble itself (Kwon 2004). Site is not so much a result of punctual, external
causes, therefore, as it is an insertion in to one or more flows.3*

Fifth, non-representational theory is experimental. I make no apologies for this.
Afterall, ‘no battle has ever been won without resorting to new combinations and
surprising events’ (Latour 2005: 252). In particular, I want to pull the energy
of the performing arts into the social sciences in order to malke it easier to ‘crawl
out to the edge of the cliff of the conceptual’ (Vendler 1995: 79). To see what
will happen. To let the event sing you. To some this will appear a retrograde step:
hasn’t the history of the social sciences been about attaining the kind of rigour
that the performing arts supposedly lack? My answers are fourfold. First, I believe
that the performing arts can have as much rigour as any other experimental set-
up, once it is understood that the laboratory, and all the models that have resulted
from it, provide much too narrow a metaphor to be able to capture the richness
of the worlds (Despret 2004). Consider just the rehearsal: would anyone seriously
say that it is not a rigorous entity? Second, because once it is understood how
many entities there are in the world, of which we are able to name but a few, then
capturing the traces of these entities, even for a brief moment, will clearly involve
unconventional means, a kind of poetics of the release of energy that might be
thought to resemble play. After all, who knows what entities and processes lurk
in the under- (or should it be over-) growth, just getting on with it? Third, because
the performing arts may help us to inject a note of wonder back into a social science
which, too often, assumes that it must explain everything. I am often bemused by
the degree to which scientific and artistic works are allowed to evince wonder
(Fisher 2002). Yet it often seems as if the extraordinary emergences of the ‘social’
world have to be treated in a different register, as stumbling, inertial and ‘mundane’
(Abrahams 2005). But any glance at the kinds of columns that tend to appear in
newspapers and magazines under bylines such as ‘odd world’, ‘strange world’, ‘this
world’, ‘funny old world’, and so on, show the essential ebullience of that world
and the way in which it can never be truly kept within theoretical tramlines. Social
imaginaries are just that: they cannot be contained. Thus ‘retracing the iron ties
of necessity is not sufficient to explore what is possible’ (Latour 2005: 261).
Instead, social science needs to take on the quality of renewal that it can see all
around it as new collectives constantly come into existence: ‘for a social science to
become relevant, it has to have the capacity to renew itself — a quality impossible
if a society is supposed to be “behind” political action’ (Latour 2005: 261). Finally,
because it is imperative to understand the virtual as multiple registers of sensation
operating beyond the reach of the reading techniques on which the social sciences
are founded. Culture is, in this sense, an ‘involuntary adventure’ (Toscano 2004)
in which, in a Whiteheadian vein, thought is the operation that constitutes the
thinker (who is constituted in the occasion), rather than vice versa (Alliez 2004a).
This brings me directly to the topic of affect.

Thus, sixth, I want to get in touch with the full range of registers of thought
by stressing affect and sensation. These are concept-percepts that are fully as
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important as signs and significations but that only recently have begun to receive
their due. Recently, like a number of authors, I have taken an affective turn with
this work, drawing on a combination of Spinoza, Freud, Tomkins, Ekman,
Massumi, and a host of feminist theorists, as well as biological traditions including
cvolutionary theory and ethology, in order to understand affect as the way in which
cach ‘thing’ in acting, living, and striving to preserve its own being is ‘nothing but
the actual essence of the thing’ (Spinosa ez af. 1997).Thus,

There is no longer a subject, but only individuating affective states of an
anonymous force. The plane is concerned only with movements and rests,
with dynamic affective charges: the plane will be perceived with whatever it
makes us perceive, and then only bit by bit. Our ways of living, thinking or
writing change according to the plane upon which we find ourselves.
(Spinoza, cited in Alliez 2004b: 27)

All of this said, I do want to retain a certain minimal humanism. Whilst refusing
to grant reflexive consciousness and its pretensions to invariance the privilege
of occupying the centre of the stage, dropping the human subject entirely seems
to me to be a step too far. I have done much to rid myself of an object that often
scems to me to be a user-illusion — in my writings, there is ‘no longer such a thing
as a relatively fixed and consistent person — a person with a recognizable identity
- confronting a potentially predictable world but rather two turbulences enmeshed
with each other’ (Phillips 1999: 20). Still, I am uncomfortably aware that, taken
1o extremes, a resolutely anti-humanist position parodies the degenerative path
taken in the nineteenth century from Rousseau through Balzac to Bergson, from
‘an ideal of an immanent community, the subsequent emergence of a strictly
codified bourgeois subject capable of constructing and manifesting itself “aes-
thetically” through gesture and the eventual somatization of that individual body
10 a condition of mere potentiality’ (Hewitt 2005: 103). This degeneration can
he seen equally as a movement from intention to automation as the industrial
systems of that century took hold. Whatever the case, I want to keep hold of a
humanist ledge on the machinic cliff face. I hold to a sense of personal aunthorship,
no matter that the trace is very faint and no matter that the brain is a society,
different parts of which are dynamically and differentially connected to all manner
ol cnvironments. And the reason? Because how things seem is often more
important than what they are.

The fact is that it seems to each of us that we have conscious will. It seems
we have selves. It seems we have minds. It seems we are agents. It seems we
cause what we do. Although it is sobering and ultimately accurate to call this
an illusion, it is a mistake to think the illusory is trivial.

(Wegner 2002: 341-342)

lurther, this conscious will is bolstered in at least three ways. To begin with there
is the special constitutional significance of joint action and its particular way of
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understanding the worlds (Levinson 2003). Then there is the consequent ability
of joint action periodically to work across different social fields, refusing to respect
boundaries. And finally there is the ‘adaptive unconscious’ (Wilson 2002 ) working
ceaselessly and nonconsciously to interpolate/interpellate the world. These are
not insignificant qualities and they give a significant role to style, a particular way
of practising joint action that can be equated to agency in this book.

My stamping ground for these kinds of thoughts has often been dance, but it
couldjust as well have been building or music, two other baseline human activities
which, so far as I am aware, are found in all societies, including those of the great-
est antiquity. For my purposes, dance is important: it engages the whole of the
senses in bending time and space into new kinaesthetic shapes, taps into the long
and variegated history of the unleashing of performance,® leads us to understand
movement as a potential,3” challenges the privileging of meaning (especially by
understanding the body as being expressive without being a signifier; see Langer
2005; Dunagan 2005; Gumbrecht 2004), gives weight to intuition as thinking-
in-movement, foregrounds the ‘underlanguage’ of gesture38 and kinetic semantics
in general (Sheets-Johnstone 2005), teaches us anew about evolution (for example
by demonstrating the crucial role of bipedality), and is able to point to key
cognitive processes like imitation and suggestion which are now understood to be
pivotal to any understanding of understanding (Hurley and Chater 2005) and,
indeed, desire.?”

The aforegoing paragraphs allow me to say something, finally, about ethics.*?
I have been painting a very faint view of human agency, to put it mildly. The
classical human subject which is transparent, rational and continuous no longer
pertains. Classical ethical questions like ‘What have I done?’ and ‘What ought I
to do?’ become much more difficult when the ‘I’ in these questions is so faint,
when self-transparency and narratibility are such transient features. Similarly, more
modern ethical questions like what it means to be genuinely open to another
human being or culture take on added layers of complexity. Clearly, becoming
ethical now means becoming critical of norms under which we are asked to
act but which we cannot fully choose (Butler 2005) and taking responsibility ~ in
a sense to be specified — for the dilemmas that subsequently arise. But this hardly
counts as a revelation.

What I will want to argue for, in concert with Santner (2001: 6), is a generalized
ethic of out-of-jointness within which ‘every familiar is ultimately strange and
..., indeed, I am even in a crucial sense a stranger to myself’. But, rather than
see this form of answerability as a problem, it can as well be thought of as an
opportunity to build new forms of life in which ‘strangeness itself [is] the locus of
new forms of neighborliness and community’ (Santner 2001: 6). In turn, this ethic
of novelty can be connected to the general theme of ‘more life’; for it suggests
a particular form of boosting aliveness, one that opens us to our being in the midst
of life through a thoroughly ontological involvement.#! For, what is clear is that
all roo often in our everyday life we are #ot open to that pressure and do not inhabit
the midst of life, and thus live everyday life as, well, everyday life, clipping our own
wings because we inhabit cringes that limit our field of action.
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Everyday life includes possibilities for withdrawing from, defending against,
its own aliveness to the world, possibilities of, as it were, not really being there,
of dying to the other’s presence. The energies that constitute our aliveness to
the world are, in other words, subject to multiple modifications and
transformations.

(Santner 2001: 9)

Some commentators would, I think, like to understand boosting this out-of-
jointness as part of a more general rediscovery of piety — or even epiphany — often
heralded as part of a move to a ‘post-secular spirituality’ (e.g. Goodchild 2002;
Gumbrecht 2004; Braidotti 2006). Sometimes following on from Deleuze’s
thoughts on ‘becoming-imperceptible’ in which extinguishing the self allows all
kinds of unexpected futures to be opened up and drawn strength from. This is
‘reversing the subject to face the outside’ (Braidotti 2006: 262), thus boosting
Jntentin: in Jamesian terms it is the jump towards another world. Whilst, hardly
surprisingly, I am sympathetic to the general direction of travel, this is too grand
and seductive a vision for me. [ would prefer to see a multiple set of projects
concerned with the construction of an orientation to the future, the development
ol ‘an anxiety about the future which is analogous to Orwell’s anxiety about the
loss of the past and of memory and childhood’ (Jameson 2005: 23), which is, at
the same time, the development of a method of hope (Miyazaki 2004, 2006). In
more conventional philosophical terms, this might, I suppose, be thought of as a
llourishing of potential in act,*? not in the sense of the realization of some proper
{orm, but rather as a departure from what is — a potentiality that is brought into
heing only as it acts or exists in the interstices of interaction. But I would also
prefer to see it in another way, as an attempt to re-gather the ethic of crafismanship,
A means of composition and channelling which involves bringing together
discipline and concentration, understanding and inspiration, in order to bring out
potendal: a different model of homo faber, if you like, working both for its own
Nake and as part of a community of ability.*3 At the same time, this ethic, following
on from a long line of thinking which has tried to overcome nihilism and determine
the conditions for an affirmation of life, can be seen as a means of celebrating the
Joyous, even transcendent, confusion of life itself (Reginster 2006).

Isn’t this something to have faith in? The stuff of life, the astonishing, resilient,
inventiveness of it all? The extravagant iridescence in the wings of butter-
flies. The minute convolutions of Henle’s loop in the human kidney, ‘like the
meanders in a creek’. The song of the Albert’s lyrebird, which takes it six
years to learn and segues the phrasing of every other bird in the Queensland
bush. At times, the gratuitousness of creation, its sheer wild playfulness, can
only be understood as a kind of unscripted comedy.

(Mabey 2006: 197)

linally, T want to broach the topic of space again. For substantive rather than
narrow disciplinary reasons, space looms large in what follows. That said, I start
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from an ‘instinctive’ understanding of space shared by all the ‘field’ disciplines
~ anthropology, archaeology, architecture, geography and large parts of perfor-
mance studies. This is a sense of the concreteness and materiality of the situation
which is hard to put into words, a need to capture being there which is not just
areport back — a finding which is also a leaving. Straightaway, I hasten to add that
this is not just an excuse for the random empiricism of which such disciplines
are sometimes accused. But it has certainly complicated the use of categories which
are often assumed to in some way motivate social change (society, class, gender,
ethnicity, and so on) because it places variation on an equal footing. And it also
complicates what is assumed to be a simple empirical fact, not just because all
of these disciplines try to deepen those facts by drawing on all kinds of repre-
sentational and non-representational registers (digs, ethnographies, various maps
and diagrams, buildings, software, performances) but also because they simul-
taneously explore how particular spaces resonate, obtain their particular
‘atmosphere’ (Brennan 2004; Sloterdijk 2005a, 2005b), so that the whole is more
than the sum of the parts.

I hope that this makes it clear that space is not a metaphorics, nor is it a
transcendental principle of space in general (the phenomenological idea of
consciousness as the fount of all space, produced by a finite being who constitutes
‘his’ world), nor is it simply a series of local determinations of a repeating theme.
In each of these cases, we can see that the very style of thought is ‘oriented by
spatial relations, the way in which we imagine what to think’ (Colebrook 2005a:
190).4* Rather, it is three different qualities in one. First, it is a practical set of
configurations that mix in a variety of assemblages thereby producing new senses
of space® and:

By confronting all those events from which thought emerges, by thinking
how there can be perceptions of spaces, we no longer presuppose an infinity
to be represented; nor a finite being who constitutes ‘his’ human world (as
in phenomenology) but an ‘unlimited infinity’. Each located observer is the
opening of a fold, a world folded around its contemplations and rhythms.
There are as many space and folds as there are styles of perception. If a fold
is the way perceptions ‘curve around’ or are oriented according to an active
body, the thought of these curves produces a life that can think not just its
own human world - the space of man — but the sense of space as such.
(Colebrook 2005a: 190)

Second, it also forms, therefore, a poetics of the unthought, of what Vesely
(2004) calls the latent world, a well-structured pre-reflective world which, just
because it lacks explicit articulation, is not therefore without grip. Third, it is
indicative of the substance of the new era of the inhabitable map in which space
has more active qualities designed into its becoming — a tracery of cognitive and
pre-cognitive assists threading their way through each and every moment of the
being-at-work of presentation — which make it into a very different ground from
the one that Heidegger imagined as presence.
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So far as space is concerned, what I have been most concerned with is banishing
nearness as the measure of all things (Thrift 2006b). It is a staple of the literature
that a drive towards nearness is regarded as having an intrinsic value. For example,
think of all the terms that imply nearness in the philosophical tradition: present-
at-hand, flesh, thrownness. In part, this terminological profusion arises from the
idea that closeness to the body is the main geometer of the world (Ginzburg
2001b). But thisis to take the biological body as an interpellated centre (Gil 1998)
with a definable fleshyinside. But even an organ like the gut can as well be thought
of as an outside as an inside (Probyn 2005), as a logistics of the movement of
things which can be mapped on to the world.*6 And this is without going into
the obvious political dangers of identifying the body as a preformed entity. At the
same time I do not want to stray into the ambient pieties of some parts of
the phenomenological tradition or their collapse into an absolute alterity*” or a
spiritualist immanence*® (Toscano 2004). Instead I want to substitute distribution
for nearness or ambience. Why? Well, to begin with, because the paradox of space
is that we all know that space is something lived in and through in the most
mundane of ways — from the bordering provided by the womb, through the loca-
tion of the coffee cup on our desk that is just out of reach, through the memories
of buildings and landscapes which intertwine with our bodies and provide a kind
of poetics of space, through the ways in which vast political and commercial
cmpires — and the resultant wealth and misery — can be fashioned from the mun-
dane comings and goings of ships and trains and now planes, through to the
invisible messages that inhabit the radio spectrum in their billions and etch another
dimension to life. Then, because there is no need to reduce such complexity to
a problematic of ‘scale’, a still too common move. Actors continually change size.
A multiplicity of ‘scales’ is always present in interactions; the putatively large is of
the same kind as the small, but amplified to generate a different order of effects
(Strathern 1999; Tarde 2000). Then, because we now understand that the spaces
and rhythms of the everyday, everydayness and everyday life (Seigworth 2000)
are not just a filigree bolstering an underlying social machine but a series of
pre-individual ethologies that incessantly rehearse a materialism in which matter
turns into a sensed-sensing energy with multiple centres. Then, again, because
increasingly what counts as a ‘we’ is being redefined by a range of transhuman
approaches. These approaches have not just, in what has now become an increas-
ingly hackneyed move, undone the dependence of the point of view on a
preformed subject. They have also increased the number of actors’ spaces that can
be recognized and worked with. Consequently, they have begun to redefine what
counts as an actor, most especially through an understanding of the actor as an
artefact of different territories of ‘thought’, conceived as the operations that
constitute the thinker.* This ‘onto-ethological’ move can be made precisely
because actors can now be seen to not just occupy but to be made up of all kinds
of intermediary spaces which cannot be tied down to just one and simultaneously
participate with each other. The world, in other words, is jam-packed with entities.
Finally, because more and more of the sensory registers in which spaces make their
marks as spaces seem to be being recognized,’° no doubt in part because these
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registers are continuously expanding but also in part because the sheer cultural

diversity of how space appears is increasingly being recognized as more than culture
or body (e.g. Levinson 2004; Wilson 2004).

The book

Having outlined some of the main tenets of non-representational theory, let me
now move to the book itself. This book is motivated by a heterogeneous series of
inspirations, rather than just one. I will point to a theoretical agenda first. I do not
subscribe to the spirit guide approach to social science. Thus, for example, though
I take Deleuze’s work on topics like the gap between sensation and perception,
the difference between possibility and virtuality, the heterogenesis of both material
density and subjective action from a pre-individual field, and the different time-
images of repetition and recurrence, to be important, I am afraid that this has not
produced a total makeover of my work in a way that has now become quite
common in some quarters, a makeover that sometimes seems to resemble a reli-
gious conversion. There are elements of Deleuze’s work that I remain out of sorts
with®! and, in any case, I do not think that it is the function of a social scientist to
simply apply the work of philosophers (as in a Deleuzian approach, a Foucauldian
approach, an Agambenian approach, and so on). It seems to me to be a highly
questionable assumption that modern social science stands in this kind of sub-
ordinate relationship to a set of themes from Western philosophy*? or should see
its task as simply echoing the assumptions those themes may make. So far as I am
concerned, social scientists are there to hear the world and to make sure that it
canspeakback just as much as theyare there to produce wild ideas — and then out
of this interaction they may be able to produce something that is itself equally
new. But they must share with philosophers like Deleuze one ambition at least
and that is to render the world problematic by elaborating questions. To simply
offer solutions is not enough.5?

At the same time, in recent years, there has been an equal tendency to argue
that social science must be more practical, policy-oriented, and so on, a tendency
which risks losing touch with wild ideas completely; it is the kind of social science
that does not understand the basic point that itis producing a form of intelligibility
which ‘can only confirm the prevailing views within those institutions that
generated the data’ (Rawls 2002: 54) and in fetishizing the values of method-
ological rigour seems to me to miss a large part of the point of social science by
purposefully going about deadening itself (Law 2005) when that is both pointless
and unnecessary.5*

Instead of all that, this book is about new kinds of practice which are compelled
by their own demonstrations and therefore leave room for values like messiness,
and operators like the mistake, the stumble and the stutter (Law 2004). To some
these practices will appear to be just idle chatter but I prefer to see them as vehicles
for bringing into view the conditions of meaning, not so much a means of going
turther as a technology for tackling inconceivability (Fenves 1993). After all, and
this point is crucial, it seems to me to be of the greatest methodological importance
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to acknowledge that this is a world which we can only partially understand. Not
only is it the case that many things are inherently unknowable but also, as Latour
(2005) has pointed out, there is every reason to believe that we are surrounded
by innumerable hybrids, only a few of which we have named and even fewer of
which we can claim to understand. For example, who can truly say that they fully
understand the forces we tag as ‘affect’? The fact that we (itself a difficult category)
must live surrounded by an ocean of hybrids whose nature we do not know or at
best imperfectly understand because we bleed into them in so many odd ways
mcans that all kinds of things just seem to show up because we are unable to trace
their genealogy or all the forces that trigger how they participate in an event. Some
sce this as a problem. But I see it as an opportunity, and as a demonstration that
(here will always be more to do — which brings me to my next point.

Practically, the book arises from a number of political imperatives. The first is
the growing realization that there are landscapes of space, time and experience
that have been ceded too readily to powerful naturalizing forces which erase the
[rospect of political action even before it starts by producing backgrounds, latent
worlds that, by virtue of their routinized, ‘unrememberable but unforgettable’
(Gerhardt 2004) natures, make certain aspects of the events we constantly come
across not so much hard to question as hard to even think of as containing ques-
tions at all. In the past, there have, of course, been various politics of ordinary
moments which have attempted to show that what might seem like supposedly
trivial everyday affairs can have import once the misplaced concreteness of social
categories is factored out; wilfual acts of political mis-perception and re-perception,
il"'you like. I think here of aspects of surrealism, the fall-out from situationism,
some forms of psychoanalytic and psychological therapy, the kinds of political
theory that have recently grouped around the banner of a politics of the ordinary,
the concrete empirical details of interaction to be found in ethnomethodology,
vertain kinds of architecture and site-specific installation, and so on. It also draws
on those considerable parts of the arts and humanities, and especially art and poetry
and dance, that call to the practices of everyday life. What I have tried to do here
I8 to show that these traditions form a living whole with many of the same goals
and projects in mind, a poetics of mundane space and time which can teach us to
oursclves in better ways, that is ways which will allow peoples to survive their own
environing (Wagner 2001) by creating more rather than fewer worlds. Such a
poctics of the ways in which witnessable coherence is continually produced requires
four things. First it requires a better sense of the future (Bloch 1986 [1959]) built
np out of a forward-looking ethics of the moment which is not concerned with
otttright adjudication but instead tries to work with the affects/percepts/concepts
ol ‘stance’ or ‘style’. Second it requires serious attention to the spaces of the
cmpirical moment that is built up out of examining the ways in which the spaces
ul'situations are extruded. That may result in a poetics of the spaces of dreams and
lmprovisations, of what Vesely (2004) calls ‘rich articulations’, that arise out of a
tleep respect for situations and which manifests itself in continually attempting to
po beyond them. Third it requires attempting to let loose a certain kind of wild
vonceptuality which is attuned to the moment but always goes beyond it, which
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always works against cultural gravity, so to speak. This improvisatory virtuality
provides an opportunity for an unsettled politics of advocacy which ‘watch[es] the
world, listening for what escapes explanation by science, law, and other established
discourses. Accounting for what established systems discounted as noise’ (Fortun
2001: 351). Fourth it requires a much better sense of the ways in which practices
need objects against which to react and from which to learn, but these objects may
have many versions (Despret 2004), many ‘offers of appropriateness’, to use a
Latourian phrase. To summarize, what is being sought for is what might be
described as an ethological ethic which is grasuitously benign. What I am aiming
for is to produce a supplement to the ordinary labour of everyday life which is
both a valediction and a sacrament, though I am sure that sounds entirely
too grand. If I had to choose an analogy, it might be with Darwin’s furtive earth-
worms which, through continuous ingestion, work a good part of the world into
existence. In Darwin’s later thought they stand for a lowly kind of secular creation
myth; ‘something [is being said] about resilience and beneficial accidents; that it
may be more marvellous when the world happens to work for us, than to believe
it was designed to do so’ (Phillips 1999: 58).

Lest I be misunderstood (and this is a point on which there is a lot of misunder-
standing, most of it wilful, it has to be said), I am %ot arguing that the back and
forth of what we currently call politics should be shut down. I do not think that
the constant testing of the limits of what counts as the political implied by this
project means that it is either a substitute for other forms of politics of the governed
or even the invention of a determinate new political form (Amin and Thrift 2005;
Chatterjee 2004). Rather, it is a halting means of producing more interest,
identifying swells and overflows, and generating new forms of energy. ‘Modest’
has become an overused word, of late. But non-representational theory is genuinely
intended to be a modest supplement.

Finally, this book is therefore self-consciously interdisciplinary. I have tried to
avoid any particular disciplinary tradition in the arts and humanities and social
sciences and to take inspiration from them all — or at least a good many of them.
There is an important sense in which any politics of ordinary moments is bound
to transgress these disciplinary boundaries since it involves so many different
elements of discipline and indiscipline, imagination and narrative, sense and
nonsense. . . . But each of these disciplines can be bent towards my overall goal:
to produce a politics of opening the event to more, more; more action, more
imagination, more light, more fiin, even. This is not, I should hasten to add, meant
to be a romantic or quixotic quest. It is meant to be in-your-face politics.
Currently, many people are forced to live their lives in cramped worlds which offer
them little or no imaginative relief because of the crushing weight of economic
circumstance, the narrow margins of what they are allowed to think by what
they have been taught and what lies bleeding around them and the consequently
almost routine harrowing of their confidence that the wotld can ever be for
them (Chakrabarty 2002; Chatterjee 2004 ). Yet, all that said, very many struggle
to express something more than just resignation and inconsolability, often against
themselves. They may value a certain conviviality, demonstrate hope, resolution,
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and a kind of dignity, even in the midst of melancholy. That is surely something
remarkable, given most people’s restricted circumstances and prospects — and it
must surely be something worth nurturing. Indeed, some do go further still. And
in that process, they may strike out on to new practical-imaginative territories.
Of course, these continuous rites of spring hardly mean that all is well in the world.
But they do show that life pretty well always exceeds its own terms and conditions:
itis not always captured by the small print of the social contract. There is hope that,
in amongst the poisons of prejudice and general paranoia, some small beginnings
can be made, summonings of what is not that can leap up and hear themselves,
that are able to ‘seck the true, the real where the merely factual disappears’ (Bloch
2000 [1923]: 3).

The chapters

The rest of this book consists of a set of chapters which come from the project
that I have been pursuing in various guises since the early 1980s under the banner
of ‘non-representational theory’. The project was originally an attempt to take
practices seriously against the background of a (thoroughly modernist, I should
add) emphasis on unknowing (Weinstein 2005) but it has moved on from there,
[ like to think. For in studying practices in detail, it became clear to me that what
was missing from too many accounts was a sense of mutability; of the moments of
inspired improvisation, conflicting but still fertile mimesis, rivalrous desires, creative
forms of symbiosis, and simple transcription errors which make each moment a
new starting point. Whether studying the history of clocks, which is scattered with
the unknown foot soldiers of innovation — tinkerers making myriad small adjust-
ments which lead on to ‘bigger’ things (Glennie and Thrift 2007) — or the way
in which styles of financial dealing transmute into new financial instruments
(Leyshon and Thrift 1997), or the vagaries of all kinds of artistic performance
(Thrift 2001), or the remorseless work of repair and maintenance (Graham and
"T'hrift 2007), what I was increasingly concerned to underline was the ceaseless work
of transmutation which drives the ‘social’. The social is in scare quotes here because
[ want to emphasize a set of associationist working assumptions that are in
contradistinction to the views of ‘sociologists of the social’, by drawing (selectively)
on the work of Tarde (2000) to produce a means of associating entities. First
assumption: everything can be regarded as a society. Consequently, at a minimum,
‘there are many other ways to retrace the entire social world than the narrow
dcfinition provided by standardized social ties’ or, more generally, ‘social is not a
place, a thing, a domain or a kind of stuff but a provisional movement of new
associations’ (Latour 2005: 238). Thus, as Latour (2005: 239) nicely puts it, space
can be made for ‘landing strips for other endties’ that have never been followed
Dbefore, for emergent forms of life (Fischer 2003), or simply forms of life that have
never come to notice before. Second assumption: always be suspicious that the
difference between ‘large’ and ‘small’, ‘macro’ and ‘micro’, ‘general’ and ‘specific’
is necessarily significant. I am particularly sceptical of any explanadon that appeals
to scale. Third assumption: keep difference at the core of explanation.
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To summarize my summary, non-representational theory asks three main
questions. First it questions the divide between theoretical and practical work by
ceding certain theoretical conundrums to practice. Second, by questioning what
is in the world, it exposes a whole new frontier of inhuman endeavour, what might
be called the construction of new matterings, along with their typical attachments,
their passions, strengths and weaknesses, their differences and indifferences. Third,
by intensifying the intensity of being, it is able to question the load of precognitive
conditionings that make up most of what it is to be human. In other words, or so
I will argue, it is possible to boost the content of bare life, making it more
responsive, more inventive and more open to ethical interventions.

Insofar as it has a political agenda, then, this book is about the construction of
-new counterpublics through the assembling of more performative political
ecologies. At its heart, in other words, is a pressing task of political experiment
and invention, a work of ‘ensoulment’®® (Santner 2006), aimed at making more
room in the world for new political forms, which, at the same time, produces
new excitations of power; ‘those enigmatic bits of address and interpellation that
disturb the social space - and bodies — of . . . protagonists’ (Santner 2006: 24).
This is a task that seems vital in an age when politics too often ends up in declarative
cul-de-sacs.5¢ Further, this politics of effective togethernesses (Stengers 2006)
is, so I believe, currently breaking out all over. The numbers of experiments cur-
rently taking place with new political forms of effective togetherness are legion,
and I cannot list them all here. But, for example, there are the many attempts to
forge a new urban politics which can comprehend and work with belonging-in-
transience (Amin and Thrift 2005a and b). Then there are all the experiments
aimed at disrupting given spatial and temporal arrangements in an age when ‘the
speed at which new products appear and reconfigurations of technological systems
take place precludes the possibility of ever becoming familiar with a given arrange-
ment’ (Crary 2004: 9). How is it possible, in other words, to group around states
that are neither dependent on lasting objects nor on fixed locations? Then, there
are the myriad experiments that set out to invent flexible models of imagination
and narrative outside the enforced routines of consumption. And, finally, there
are all the experiments that want to understand and work with the ‘animality’ of
bare life, both as a means of understanding what elements of being are included
but do not count and as a means of tapping that vital force.

The subsequent chapters in this book are inter-connected. They were often
written with one another in mind. Sometimes they purposely follow on one from
the other. They make their way as follows. The first four chapters of the book,
which form its first section, act as an extended prologue by offering a tentative
description of how the world is now. The first chapter attempts to give a descrip-
tion of some of the main contours of experience that currently exist in the West
by concentrating on the business of commodity production. My intention is to
show how the forces of business are reshaping the world we live in, reworking
what we call experience along the way. I do not want to claim any particular power
of insight here. The tendencies that I will describe have been extant in prototype
form for a number of years now, and in some cases their origins can be traced even
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carlier. It would also be possible to argue that they have been prefigured in a number
of places, by authors who want to give up on the kind of remorselessly monopolist
accounts of capitalism that act as a kind of intellectual and political bulldozer (Amin
and Thrift 2005).57 I think of Michel Callon’s work on an economy of qualities,
l.uc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello’s work on new forms of economic justification,
lidward Lipuma and Benjamin Lee’s work on circulating capitalism, Celia Lury’s
work on brands, Lev Manovich’s work on new media, the work of Paolo Virno
and Maurizio Lazzarato on intellectual labour and ‘immaterial’ capitalism, the
allied work of Moulier Boutang and others on cognitive capitalism, or even, to
iravel farther back in time, Alvin Toffler’s coining of the term ‘prosumerism’. Put
baldly, I want to point to three formative tendencies that now structure —and rule
- experience in capitalist economic formations: prospecting across the whole of
hodily experience, but most especially in the ‘anteconscious’, thus reworking what
is regarded as labour, class, invention and, indeed, much of what was traditionally
regarded as political economy; attempting to produce instant communities, worlds
pathered around products and production processes which themselves become a
vital part of what is regarded as product and production process;*8 reworking space
and time so that they fit this new kind of life, most especially by producing new
prostheses which are also additions to cognition and precognition.

Most importantly I want to zero in on this latter process. It is possible to argue
that the most important reworking of experierice that is currently taking place
is the production of new kinds of not just attentive and responsive but formative
spaces which act as a generalized form of writing on to and in to the world,
working especially at the level of bare life. This mass ‘production of worlds’, as
| azzarato (2004) would put it, consists not just of a multiplication of saleable
ways of living, but also the symbolic indexing of these spaces so that they can
continually generate what would have been thought of as ‘decisive moments’ with
the result that these spaces can be constantly refreshed and so remain absorbing
(see Thrift 2006b). If one of the most important cognitive leaps of the last few
hundred years was the growth of writing in its many forms, now, or so I argue, a
Nimilar change in the structure of cognition is occutring but as a general process
of the purposeful production of semiosis, in which space is both template and font.
‘I'his 1s, in other words, the age of the inhabitable map (Fawcett-Tang 2005;
Abrams and Hall 2006), an age intent on producing various new kinds of captiva-
tlon through the cultivation of atmosphere or presence or touch (see Sloterdik 2005a,
2005b; Zumthor 2006).5° So, for example, when Wheeler (2006) points to a
world perfused with signs, privileges emergence, and underlines the importance
ol responsiveness, I take this stance to be not just an outline of the lineaments of
i new kind of political project but also a symptomatic observation concerning a
world in which spaces are taking on many of the characteristics of life. The trick,
Or 50 it seems to me, is to work with this emerging spatial grain, in the full under-
stunding that it is both a part of a series of means of opening up new opportunities
lor the exercise of power and profit and a new palette of possibilities.

‘I'he three subsequent chapters fill out how the background of experience is
vhanging in response to these three insistent imperatives. In essence, they are an
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attempt to move on from Deleuze and Guattari’s famous aphorism from Anti-
Oedipus, “The unconscious is not a theatre, but a factory’, by documenting how
the unconscious has become both together, as the factory and the theatre have
blended into each other. Thus “Still life in nearly present time’ considers the ways
in which modern societies are experimenting with ‘neutral’ material backgrounds
for commercial gain, burrowing into bare life in order to come up with the goods.
I associate bare life with that small space of time between action and cognition
and show the way firms have become ever more expert in operating on this new
territory for commercial gain. It was one of my first attempts to show up how the
backgrounds through which we live are changing as new disciplines have their
say. ‘Driving in the city’ is intended to demonstrate just how radically bodies
are changing as they are augmented and extended by these backgrounds, as they
subtly redefine what counts as experience. The chapter argues that de Certeau’s
understanding of walking as the archetypal transhuman practice of making the city
habitable cannot hold in a post-human world. By concentrating on the practices
of driving, I argue that other experiences of the city now have an equal validity.
In other words, de Certeau’s work on everyday life in the city needs to be reworked
in order to take into account the rise of automobility. The bulk of the chapter is
devoted to exploring how that goal might be achieved, concentrating in particular
on how new knowledges like software and ergonomics have become responsible
for a large-scale spatial reordering of the city which presages an important change
in what counts as making the city habitable. ‘Movement-space’ takes a slightly
different tack by arguing that the background of experience is being changed
irrevocably by means of mass calculation which is, perhaps, better described as
‘qualculation’ with the result that every event turns up digitally pre-disposed,
so to speak. The chapter then moves on to consider how this qualculative back-
ground is producing new apprehensions of space and time before ending by
considering how new kinds of sensorium may now be becoming possible. I
illustrate this argument by considering the changing presence of the hand, co-
ordinate systems, and language, thereby attempting to conjure up the lineaments
of a new kind of movement-space.

The second section attempts to articulate some of the political stakes that arise
from non-representational theory. Written in the late 1990s the single chapter in
this section forms a kind of pivot. ‘Afterwords’, was an attempt to make a definitive
statement about non-representational theory by focusing particularly on the motif
of performance as the key to a politics of experiment. It is intended as a message
of hope, of a longing for a future of stutter and clutter that can produce new places
within which more interesting practices are able to produce more habitable worlds
(Miyazaki 2006).

Having sketched in a background, I can then move on to some more recent
work. Non-representational theory has been interpreted by some as being simply
a political message of unbridled optimism. That is not the case. As if to prove it,
the book ends on a darker note, emphasizing that the quest for a new kind of
political that I want to follow may try to multiply positive prehensions, but that
it is not therefore a quixotic quest for the new moral styles we so desperately need
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(Appadurai 2006). Indeed, I hold to a tragic view of human life insofar as I believe
that history is one long stumble into the unknown, and it cannot be tied down
and ordered in the way that too many social theorists imply with their too neat
theories. Most particularly, it would be foolish to deny some of the more unsavoury
facts of existence. Nature is both astonishingly prolific, able to produce infinite
variation and exquisite adaptation, and abundantly and unremittingly cruel. Nature
does not take sides. The cost of what Nietzsche called ‘more life’ is depredation
on a scale we can hardly comprehend: who could sum the number of violent deaths
that casually occur around the world every second or claim to understand this
sublime destructiveness?

Human being does not stand outside nature. It is full of all kinds of impulses
which are outside its comprehension and are the other (I will not say negative)
side of this equation, impulses that can be likened to Freud’s death instinct in their
capacity to undo connections and destroy life. In the last section of the book,
I start to address some of these issues, and, most particularly, the issues of anger,
rage and humiliation, by concentrating on the issue of affect, for what it seems
important to underline is that a clarion call for ‘more life’ is disingenuous, even
misleading, without some understanding of the surpluses of anger, rage and
humiliation that have been unleashed as a result of the ‘predatory narcissisms’
(Appadurai 2006) that characterize too much of the modern world.

The last four chapters in the book which form its final section point to the need
10 think about affect as a key element of a politics that will supplement the ordin-
ary. What is certain is that understanding affect requires some sense of the role of
biology, howsoever understood. The first chapter, ‘From born to made’, is an
attempt to come to terms with that legacy of thought and practice by taking up
some of the themes from the first part of the book and pulling them into the third.
It is partcularly concerned with forging new links between biology and technology
by delivering a set of shocks to the meaning of accepted categories like ‘nature’
and ‘technology’, especially by relying on the Whiteheadian dictun that ‘nature
is a theatre for the interrelation of activities’ (Whitehead 1978: 140). To achieve
these dual aims, the chapter double clicks on the icon ‘intelligence’. ‘Intelligence’
prioritizes the active shaping of envivonments. It thereby allows space for the
spaces of the world to themselves become a part of intelligibility and intellect as
tlements of distributed cognition and distributed pre-cognition. The chapter
argues that such a conception of sentience can provide a series of new perspectives,
as well as a pressing ethical challenge. I then move to a consideration of the political
stakes that the deployment of affect entails against the background of the active
engineering of pre-cognition. In the chapter ‘Spatalities of feeling’ I outline what
a politics of affect might look like and especially the more explicit politics of hope
that is currently struggling to be born out of an analysis of the affective swirl that
characterizes modern societies. However, I take seriously the criticism of this kind
ol work, that it has tended to neglect the many forms of violence and repression
that infest the worlds and knock it around. Thus I try to counterbalance the politics
of hope that I espouse with some sober reflections on the affective substrate in
which it is embedded and from which it cannot be simply divided. Thus the chapter
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‘But malice aforethought’ considers the affective life that is to be found in modern
cities, concentrating on the idea that sociality does not have to mean that citizens
automatically like each other. Indeed, modern cities are drenched in dislike and
even hatred, and I argue that this misanthropic fact needs to be taken fully into
account in any narrative and politics of affect. Finally, ‘Turbulent passions’
considers how we might better understand the realm of political feeling by
concentrating on the affective technologies through which masses of people
become primed to act. I argue that this is a pressing political task, given that the
systematic manipuladon of ‘motivational propensity’ has become a key political
technology. But in order to arrive at a diagnosis of the affective swash of the
present, I argue that social science needs to draw on approaches that are willing
to countenance a formative role for the biological. I therefore turn to two strands
of work, one that directly revalues the biological, the other that calls on ethological
models and analogies. Using these difterent but connected strands of work, I
am able to move to such a diagnosis. My argument is that a series of affective tech-
nologies that were previously used mainly in the corporate sphere to work on
consumer anxiety, obsession and compulsion are now being moved over into
the political sphere with mainly deleterious consequences. However, this process
of transmission also suggests some interesting counter-politics based on the cultiva-
tion of contrary affective motion, not what Appadurai (2006) calls the ‘runaway
acts of mutual stimulation’ which are so prevalent in a media-saturated age but
something much more interesting.
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part of the paper then argues that these disclosures are leading to new forms of value,
based on generating moments of rightness. There is a brief conclusion.

Keywords: knowledge; invention; intellect; space; value; commodity.

The functioning of the economy of qualities involves the establishment of forms
of organization that facilitate the intensification of collaboration of supply and
demand in a way that enables consumers to participate actively in the
qualification of products. The establishment of distributed cognition devices,
intended to organize real life experiments as preferences, tends to blur habitual
distinctions between production, distribution and consumption. Design, as an
activity that crosses through the entire organization, becomes central: the firm
organizes itself to make the dynamic process of qualification and requalification
of products possible and manageable.

(Callon et al. 2002)

Nigel Thrift, University Offices, University of Oxford, Wellington Square, Oxford OXI
29D, UK. E-mail: nigel.thrifi@admin.ox.ac.uk

Copyright © 2006 Taylor & Francis % Routledge

BN\ Teylor & Francis Group

ISSN 0308-5147 print/1469-5766 online
DOI: 10.1080/03085140600635755



280 Economy and Sociery

In the long procession of history, capitalism is the late-comer. It arrives when
everything is ready.
(Braudel 1977: 75)

Introduction

It is always difficult to tell where capitalism will go next as it continues to seek
out new sources of profit. After all, capitalism is not a fixed and unforgiving
force. Rather, it is a heterogeneous and continually dynamic process of
increasingly global connection — often made through awkward and makeshift
links — and those links can be surprising, not least because they often produce
unexpected spatial formations which can themselves have force (Amin 2004;
Bayart 2001; Moore 2004; Tsing 2005). In this paper, therefore, I want to take
some really quite specific links in an increasingly globally connected
capitalism, links to do with what might still be considered to be its beating
heart — the system of production of commodities and the process of
commodification — and to attempt to weave them into a general story about
what might be happening currently at its leading edge. Conforming to the
premise that there is an urgent necessity to anticipate the transformation and
command strategies of capital,’ I want to argue that it is possible to detect a
series of novel practices emerging, which are likely to have interesting
consequences over the long term, both economically and culturally. Indeed, by
constantly putting these two descriptors into play, these practices once again
reinforce the argument that political economy can no longer claim an ‘“isolement
splendide, majesteux et decevant’ (Tarde 1902: 97).

I will begin the paper by arguing that these new practices are being forced
by a certain kind of desperation, which is the result of a long-term profits
squeeze (Brenner 2003a, 2003b), a squeeze that points capitalism in two
entirely opposed and closely linked directions which combine something that is
often very close to barbarism with an increasingly sophisticated corporate
vanguard which seems to be attempting to invent a vitalist capitalism. The
juxtaposition is increasingly bizarre.

Thus, one direction is towards increasing exploitation of large parts of the
world through what Marx called primitive accumulation (Harvey 2003; Retort
2005). It is clear that a considerable area of the globe is being ravaged by force,
dispossession and enclosure as part of a search for mass commodities like oil,
gas, gems and timber using all the usual suspects: guns, barbed wire and the
law. This primitive accumulation lies close to but is not always coincident with
the vast global shadow economy dependent on illegal activities like smuggling,
drug and people trafficking and money-laundering, through which trillions of
dollars circulate around the globe outside formal legal reckoning (Nordstrom
2004), and produces a stentorian backdrop to this paper, one which should be
kept in mind through what follows.
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The other direction, on which I will be concentrating in this paper, is to try
to squeeze every last drop of value out of the system by increasing the rate of
imnovation and invention through the acceleration of connective mutation. A new
kind of productive commotion is being achieved through an active refiguring
of space and time, which has the effect of making knowledge into a direct agent
of the technical-artistic transformation of life: knowledge and life become
inextricable. In other words, instead of being thought of as a passive store,
knowledge is thought of as a set of continuously operating machines for
‘activating competences, risk taking and readiness to innovate’ (Soete 2005: 9).
These machines act as interfaces that can change perception. At the same time,
they function as a means of boosting difference and inserting that difference
into the cycles of production and reproduction of capitalism.

This full-on or full palette capitalism relies on a series of practices of
intensification which can just as well be read as practices of extensification,
since they involve attempts to produce commodity and commodification in
registers hitherto ignored or downplayed by using the entirety of available
faculties’ in a wholesale redefinition of productive labour, taking in the
collective intelligence (what Virno (2004) calls the ‘public disposition’) of what
counts as intellect and intellectual labour.

The politicization of work (that is the subsumption into the sphere of labor of
what had hitherto belonged to political action) occurs precisely when thought
becomes the primary source of the production of wealth. Thought ceases to be
an invisible activity and becomes something exterior, ‘public’, as it breaks into
the productive process.

(Virno 2004: 64)

What, I think, is startling currently is the rate of onset of these different but
related tendencies and the way that they are now bearing out many of what
may have been considered premature general theoretical claims and prog-
nostications. In particular, what I will be presenting could be interpreted as
historicizing Tarde’s account of an animated economy in which the entities
being dealt with are not people but innovations that are constantly trying to
multiply themselves, ‘quanta of change with a life of their own’ (Latour 2005:
15).* Thus, what seems to be being produced is a world dependent upon and
activated by germs of talent, which are driven by sentiments and knowledge
and are able to circulate easily through a semiconscious process of imitation
that generates difference from within itself (Leys 1993). The world becomes a
continuous and inexhaustible process of emergence of inventions that goes
beyond slavish accumulation. In other words, Tarde’s analysis in Psychologie
Economique is becoming true.

The rest of this paper is therefore in three parts. In the first part, I will
describe three closely related conceptual-cum-practical developments that,
though they have been present in embryonic form for varying amounts of time,
came together at the end of the twentieth century. They are now being taken
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on, in lock step, as new ways to squeeze value by amplifying the rate of
innovation through a general exteriorization of intelligence out from the
corporation, in turn redefining what counts as value. These developments
should not be seen as extending everywhere but they are, I think, indicative.

Taken together, this ‘second round’ of concept-practices describes a new
distribution of the sensible. The first of these developments has been an
obsession with knowledge and creativity and especially an obsession with
fostering tacit knowledge and aptitudes through devices like the community of
practice and metaphors like performance. However, this stream of thought and
practice has now transmuted into a more general redefinition of intellectual
labour arising out of the mobilization of the resource of forethought, or rather
the possibilities of plumbing the non-cognitive realm and ‘fast’ thinking in
general, a search typified by a book like Malcolm Gladwell’s recent business
bestseller Blink (2005). Then, second, there was a desire to rework consump-
tion so as to draw consumers much more fully into the process, leaching out
their knowledge of commodities and adding it back into the system as an added
performative edge through an ‘experience economy’(Pine and Gilmore 1999).
This stream of thought and practice has now blossomed into a set of fully
fledged models of ‘co-creation’ which are changing corporate perceptions of
what constitutes ‘production’, ‘consumption’; ‘commodity’, ‘the market’ and
indeed ‘innovation’. The third development has involved the active engineering
of the space of innovation, the result especially of an emphasis on communities
of knowledge. Informed by the profusion of information technology and by
attempts to construct more intellectually productive environments, especially
through the construction of built forms that would hasten and concentrate
interaction, this stream of thought and practice has transmuted into a more
general concern with social engineering of groups, thereby learning how to
combine information technology, built form and group formation in ways that
really will deliver the goods. Taken together, these three developments have also
foregrounded the absolute importance of design.

Throughout the paper, the reader will notice the difficulty that I have with
keeping production and consumption separate: producers try to put themselves
in the place of consumers, consumers contribute their intellectual labour and
all kinds of work to production in the cause of making better goods, in a kind of
generalized outsourcing, migrations regularly occur between production and
consumption, and vice versa. Innovation can turn up anywhere and is no longer
necessarily restricted to particular niches in the division of labour.*

In the second part of the paper, I will argue that these new sets of practices
foretell a reworking of value as a new form of ¢fficacy, one that will change the
background of the Western world by producing new interactive senses of
causality, which are, I suspect, likely to be more effective than the scientific and
literary metaphors that are usually assumed to be at the root of changes in
perception of causality (e.g. Kern 2004). ‘Efficacy’ may not seem to be an
obvious phrase to use in a discussion of globalized capitalism — it sounds a bit
old-fashioned perhaps, a word that has seen better days. But I hope to be able



Nigel Thrifi: Re-inventing invention 283

to convince the reader that it is not only relevant but has genuine analytical
grip.

Thus, I will want to argue that a new kind of efficacy is making its mark, one
in which the process of satisfactory encounter with the commodity is central.
This constructed sense of ‘rightness’ increasingly figures both as an under-
standing of how modern economies prosper, as an index of what it is to be a
successful agent and as a form of labour resource in its own right, albeit one
that it is hard to touch and unlock, through its ability to extend or even
redefine value in a period when marginal returns are becoming ever harder to
make, in the core at least, in the face of generally heightened competition and a
homogenization of business models as a result of the parallel spread of narrow
concepts of business efficiency. I will offer three models of this new kind of
efficacy, three different takes on how it might be characterized.

In the third and concluding part of the paper, I draw some brief conclusions.
These are concerned with the procedural, political and theoretical implications
of these developments. I will argue that they are producing a different kind of
capitalist world, one in which a new epistemic ecology of encounter will dwell
and have its effects, a world of indirect but continuous expression, which is also a
world in which that expression can backfire on its makers.

A forthcoming epistemic ecology

For some time Western capitalism has been suffering from a crisis of profits,
although the addition into the world economy of new economic powerhouses
like parts of China and parts of India certainly muddies the waters. What
evidence there is suggests that, over a considerable period of time, Western
capitalism has been in a long-term downturn following on from the post-war
boom, based on overcapacity and overproduction. Episodes like the stock-
market Keynesianism of the telecommunications, media and information
technology boom from 1995 to 2000 did nothing to dispel this secular tendency
while investment in information and communications technology — one
mooted saviour — has until recently produced at least questionable returns.

But, against this dour background, there have been numerous efforts to
alight on new business models that will soak up overproduction and
overcapacity, most especially by either engaging more closely with consumers
or boosting the rate of innovation. Most of these models have ended up
producing ambiguous results in aggregate, partly for minor but important
reasons (for example, managers can have very different understandings of what
constitutes innovation (Storey and Salaman 2005)) and partly because this kind
of cultural engineering is not easy to do and has required constant
experimentation to make it effective. But I think that this is now changing.
What might be regarded as a set of new fuel sources for capitalism are coming
together as a powerful system, new sources of energy that capitalism can tap
(Mitchell 2002).
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In this first section, I want to outline what these fuel sources are. Taken as a
whole, I argue that they add up to a different kind of encounter with the
commodity, as an experimental ecology based on continuous interaction
sufficiently imposing to resemble an aspect of time itself, a different set of
crystallizations of time (Lazzarato 2002a, 2000b). This cultural model of
economic change is, not surprisingly, based on and in the continuous
interactivity of the media (Manovich 2001). The effect of this streaming ethos
is, or so I will argue, to begin to restructure what counts as production and
consumption and market and innovation so as to bring consumption closer to
hand. If this epistemic ecology has an overall goal, then it seems to me to be to
make the commodity even more empathetic by enabling it to lie ever closer to
the concerns of the consumer, thus echoing Benjamin’s (1977 [1938]) pregnant
remarks on the soul of the commodity: ‘if the soul of the commodity which
Marx occasionally mentions in jest existed, it would be the most empathetic
ever encountered in the realm of souls, for it would have to see in everyone the
buyer in whose hand and house it wants to nestle.’

Activating forethought

‘It is by logic that we prove. It is by intuition that we discover.’
(Poincaré, cited in Myers 2002: 63)

Let me start my consideration of the reworking of encounter with the
commodity by considering the mobilization of forethought as part of a more
general broadening of what capitalism counts as intellect and intellectual
labour. Cognition is, of course, a vital aspect of human practice but research
over many years has shown that it is at best a fragile and temporary coalition, a
tunnel which is always close to collapse:

During the past forty years, in countless laboratories around the world, human
consciousness has been put under the microscope, and exposed mercilessly for
the poor thing it is: a transitory and fleeting phenomenon. The ephemeral
nature of consciousness is especially obvious in experiments on the temporal
minima of memory — that is the length of time we can hold on to a clear sensory
image of something. Even under the best circumstances, we cannot keep more
than a few seconds of perceptual experience in short-term memory. The window
of consciousness, defined in this way, is barely ten or fifteen seconds wide.
Under some conditions, the width of our conscious window on the world may
be no more than two seconds wide.

(Donald 2001: 15)

But the message gets worse: the average person can only grasp a few things at a
time. And worse: the average person is prevented from becoming aware of
most of their thought processes; they are simply not available for conscious
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reflection. And worse again: consciousness is notoriously vulnerable to
distraction; the conscious mind finds it very difficult to maintain a sharp
focus in the presence of other attractions. In other words, conscious awareness
is fragmented and volatile: ‘our intellectual home, the cradle of our humanity,
appears to be the most limited part of our mind’ (Donald 2001: 25). This
description is something of an exaggeration’ — it derives from laboratory
experiments and glosses over the richness of joint action in which subjects do
much better — but it also points to the way in which this minimal conscious
perception is constantly backed up by other systems, two of which are
particularly important. One is all the non-cognitive relays that hold it in place
and do much of what we count as thinking:

a huge reservoir of unconscious or automatic cognitive processes that provide a
background setting within which we can find meaning in experience. By relying
on these deep automaticities, we can achieve great things intellectually. We can
even carry out several parallel lines of cognition at the same time, provided they
are kept out of consciousness. Musicians know this. When professional pianists
play, they cannot afford to become overly conscious of their fingering or the
specific notes of the passage they are playing, particularly the more rapid ones.
That kind of self-consciousness is paralyzing. They have to automatize these
difficult passages, or they will make major mistakes. The same rule applies to
speaking.

(Donald 2001: 26)

The other is that this minimal conscious perception is boosted and held in
place by all manner of systems and environments and sites that extend
awareness, systems and environments and sites that are increasingly artificial
and increasingly made up of commodities. For example, the system of reading
and writing® trains people to apply a highly detailed set of eye and other
corporeal movements to a set of systematic practices that allow the
environment to act as a prosthetic for thinking (and allow resultant ideas to
hold still long enough to be worked on and developed). The facts of ethology
cut in.

What is new about the current conjuncture is the way in which capitalism is
attempting to use the huge reservoir of non-cognitive processes, of forethought,
for its own industrial ends in a much more open-ended way.” In the past,
capitalism usually drew on non-cognitive processes by training managers and
workers and consumers to conform to set routines grooved into forethought by
various kinds of training such that the body could not master its own
movements or by trying to elicit conformist reactions to a brand. But, more
recently, much thought has been given to understanding forethought not just
as a substrate but as a vital performative element of situations, one which can
not only produce its own intelligibilities but can be trained to produce ideas. In
other domains, this ambition has a long history. One thinks of, for example, a
nineteenth-century phenomenon like Delsartism which was a new way of
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reading minute body signs from gesture. But now the intention is to read and
exploit signs of invention by regarding the body as a mine of potentiality and to
generate and harness unpredictable interactions as a source of value by
regarding space as more than a map. The automaticity of intuition can then be
enrolled to produce better outcomes: it becomes a fund of expertise. For
example, in the 1980s and 1990s managerial capitalism turned to various
performative methods which were meant to be simultaneously forms of team-
building and effective means of producing innovation (Thrift 2005), often
based on that famous slogan from Michael Polanyi: ‘we know more than we
can tell’. Not unreasonably, it was assumed that placing people in new
combinations that were simultaneously rearrangements of bodies and of
environments would produce new and reproducible tacit knowledges arising
out of shifts in the practical intelligence needed to be successful at practical
problem-solving (Sternberg 2000).® Of late, however, this kind of emphasis on
a more effective everyday creativity has been added to, most particularly
through the application of models drawn from writings from neuroscience
which attempt to mobilize the momentary processes that go to make up much
of what counts as human.’

Persons are to be trained to conjure up ‘unthinkingly’ more and better
things, both at work and as consumers, by drawing on a certain kind of neuro-
aesthetic that works on the myriad small periods of time that are relevant to the
structure of forethought and the ways that human bodies routinely mobilize
them to obtain results (Donald 2001; Myers 2002), to produce more of the
kind of ideas that seem to just turn up, which, in reality, are thoughts that we
are forever prevented from becoming directly aware of. Intuitive expertise can
be learned, for example by paying attention to the smallest corporeal detail, by
so-called ‘thin-slicing’ (Gladwell 2005).

Inevitably, this emphasis on a kind of hastening of the undertow of thought
and decision, an open training of intuition, has led workers in this field to pay
much more attention to affect, because waves of affect are often born in these
small spaces of time out of a series of deep expressive habits and out of
different emotional ‘intelligences’. Further, it has become clear that affectively
binding consumers through their own passions and enthusiasms sells more
goods. Consumption is itself a series of affective fields'® and more and more of
the industry that investigates consumer wants and desires is given over to
identifying possible emotional pressure points.'' It has also led them to
consider the design composition of things in more detail to see if it is possible
to provide more in the way of momentary ‘thing power’, as well as the
associated construction of circumstances rich enough in calculative prostheses
to allow the neuro-aesthetic to function more forcefully, via the construction of
a disposition that can produce a spatial appropriateness in the moment
regularly and reproducibly, thereby not so much taming as harnessing
chanciness to produce ‘small miracles’. In other words, the aim is to produce
a certain anticipatory readiness about the world, a rapid perceptual style which
can move easily between interchangeable opportunities, thus adding to the sum
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total of intellect that can be drawn on. This is a style, arising out of new senses
of kinds and collections of matter (Bennett 2004), which is congenial to
capitalism, which will do more, an extended set of sense organs, if you like,
that will sense the right things, and the right things to do, and, more to the
point, will mobilize new structures of forethought out of which can arise new

ideas (Thrift 2005).

Activating consumer ingenuity

[T]he market as a forum challenges the basic tenet of traditional economic
theory, that the firm and consumers are separate, with distinct, predetermined
roles, and consequently that supply and demand are distinct, but mirrored
processes oriented around the exchange of products and services between firms
and consumers.

(Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004: 135)

For some time now, there have been attempts to extend the signature of the
commodity, both by enlarging its footprint in time and by reinforcing its
content, most especially by loading it with more affective features. A series of
different strategies have been involved, which are only now becoming related.
Three such strategies are worth noting. One is well-known: the advent of
project working around what might be termed ‘value proposals’, which
necessitate a structured flow of work that allows a product to be continuously
developed. More and more companies are becoming like project co-ordinators,
outsourcing the ‘business-as-usual’ parts of their operations so that they can be
left free to design and orchestrate new ideas, aided by new devices like product
life-cycle software which allow product designs to be changed rapidly.

What is striking is that, in certain senses, these commodity projects never
end, or are certainly extended in time by slight but significant transformations
of performance, because of the need to interact continuously with consumers.
And, as the response time of interactivity has speeded up, so different
imaginations of the consumer and commodity have been able to come into play
(Lury 2004).

Another means of extending the commodity has proved to be through
finding means of aggregating so-called ‘long tails’ so as to make more goods
more saleable. In this model, information technology makes it possible to sell
more goods but this is not just a logistical exercise. It involves the active
fostering of various consumer communities and their aggregation into critical
masses with the result that commodities that would have had only faint sales
records in the past because of their isolated ‘audience’ come to have substantive
sales records, which, when aggregated with those of other audiences, produce a
substantial new market segment (Brynjolfsson ez al., 2003). In turn, these new
audiences can be worked on: their enthusiasm can be played to, for example
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through the medium of websites that act as ‘honey traps’. So, for example,
Amazon.com now sell more books from the backlist outside their top 130,000
bestsellers than they do from within them, in part through all manner of
devices that are intended to capture and foster enthusiasms and automate
‘word of mouth’.

One other strategy has been to think of commodities as ‘resonating’ in many
sensory registers at once, increasing the commodity’s stickiness (or at least
making it more recognizable in among the commodity cacophony of modern
capitalism): ‘today the value proposition is more intimate and intuitive’ (Hill
2003: 20). The aim is to add in more feeling by appealing to registers of the
senses formerly neglected, thus stimulating the emotions connected with
things, and so generally producing more affective grip for those things — and
thus more engaging artefacts that produce more commitment and so sell more.
Aided by a set of new material surfaces, commodities must appeal across all the
senses, reminding us that the original meaning of the word ‘aesthetics’ was the
study of the senses. Sensory design and marketing have become key (Hill
2003). Thus, car doors are designed to give a satisfyingly solid clunk as they
shut. New cars are given distinct smells. Breakfast cereals are designed to give
a distinct crunch.'? Travel experiences are given distinctive aromas.'® And so
on. In turn, this deepening of the sensory range of commodities is related to
distinct market segments.

However, the most significant means of squeezing value out of the
commodity’s signature has been achieved by reworking production and
consumption, questioning both categories in the process, so leading to the
perception of the commodity as consisting of an iterative process of
experiment, rather than as a fixed and frozen thing, on the understanding
that ‘an organization’s capacity to innovate relies on a process of experimenta-
tion whereby new products and services are created and existing ones
improved’ (Thomke 2003: 274). In other words, what is at issue is ‘a particular
mode of innovating ... linked to constructions of the market framed by
information about the consumer’ (Lury 2004: 62), which, in turn, depends
upon a reworking of what is meant by the commodity from simply the invention of
new commodities to the capture or configuration of new worlds'* into which these
commodities are inserted.

In the sphere of production, this reworking has been achieved by giving
much greater emphasis to the process of rapid experimentation, especially
early in the production process, resulting, in particular, from the integration of
new information technologies into the product development process, thus
allowing a much greater spectrum of possibilities to be tested, thereby
speeding up the experimentation-failure cycle and making it possible to
produce a process of continuous redevelopment. Specifically, this reworking
has drawn on four ongoing developments: using the resources provided by
computer simulation, reorganizing production processes so that they can cope
with preliminary conclusions and rough data,” putting in place systems that
explicitly learn from the experience of products and, lastly, shifting the locus of
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experimentation to customers because all the evidence shows that users’
intellectual labour can itself be a powerful source of innovation (Thomke
2003). The distinctions between exploratory and exploitative innovation
therefore become much more difficult to maintain (Roberts 2004) since lots
of ideas are being generated at relatively low cost through organizations that
are ‘permanently beta’ (Neff and Stark 2003).

This latter strategy of moving innovation beyond the organization by
tapping into the commodity involvements of consumers and others, under
the general slogan ‘not all the smart people work for you’ (Chesbrough
2003), has proved particularly important, and I will therefore concentrate
more attention on it. A change in the technical background, most notably the
mass codification of all kinds of knowledge and the associated democratiza-
tion of the learning process that has been encouraged by information
technology (Foray 2004), has allowed ingenuity to flourish again. In
particular, information technology has reduced the transaction costs of
sharing information about commodities and has, simultaneously, made it
much easier to construct communities around this sharing. The result has
been a flowering of so-called open or user-centred innovation, which may
even be comparable to the diffusion of innovations, noted by Mokyr (2002)
in the nineteenth century, which resulted from massive cuts in the
transaction costs of innovation.

In open or user-centred innovation, consumers are a vital force in research
and experimentation:'®

Users of products and services — both firms and individual consumers — are
increasingly able to innovate for themselves. User-centred innovation processes
offer great advantages over the manufacturer-centric development systems that
have been the mainstay of commerce over hundreds of years. Users that
innovate can develop exactly what they want, rather than rely on manufacturers
to act as their (very often imperfect) agents. Moreover, users do not have to
develop everything they need on their own: they can benefit from innovations
developed and freely shared by others.

(Von Hippel 2005: 1)

Companies are increasingly likely to ‘free reveal’ in order to increase incentives
to innovate, giving away ownership rights in order to obtain other benefits.
Though the example often given is open source programming, the democra-
tizing of innovation goes far beyond this particular practice (Von Hippel 2005),
by recognizing the enthusiasms and pleasures of consumers’ involvements with
numerous commodities and entering into a relation with those involvements,
thus producing ‘experience innovation’ (Prahalad and Ramaswamy2004)
through shifting the boundary between private and collective.

But it is important to note that not all or even most consumer communities
are active innovators. Rather, they are likely to be involved in something much
closer to what Barry (2002) and Lazzarato (2002), following Tarde, call
‘invention’, as a means of distinguishing the practice of iterative improvements
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resulting from particular modes of interaction from innovation. In invention,
mere use'’ is superseded by pleasure in the activity itself, of which the
commodity is an active partner. When a commodity produces a sufficiently
compelling experience environment, consumer communities will evolve beyond a
company’s control, thus directly co-creating value and providing the firm with
a new terrain of profit — generalized outsourcing — if it is nimble enough to
adapt to the new conditions. These communities gather round particular
obsessions, which cover an enormous spectrum although many of the
prototypes were in music, fashion and information technology. Sometimes
these communities resemble mere interest groups, sometimes groups of fickle
fans, sometimes hobbyists and sometimes cults. What is clear is that their
existence is not predictable, in part because they are engaged in activities
which find their own fulfilment in themselves, without necessarily objectifying
these activities into ‘finished’ products or into objects which survive their
performance (Virno 2004).

Consumers have become involved in the production of communities around
particular commodities which themselves generate value, by fostering
allegiance, by offering instant feedback and by providing active interventions
in the commodity itself. Thus markets become less simple means of selling
products composed at the terminus of a value chain whose only forms of
interactivity are sales figures and the diverse forms of market research and
more forums in which interchange takes place around a co-created commodity
experience: ‘products and services are not the basis of value. Rather, value is
embedded in the experiences co-created by the individual in an experience
environment that the company co-develops with consumers’ (Prahalad and
Ramaswamy 2004: 121). In turn, producers increasingly become the equivalent
of agents, acting as links back to a disaggregated commodity chain and forward
into current consumer obsessions. This new view necessarily challenges
dominant conceptions of what constitutes a market. The market becomes a
forum where dialogue between firms and consumer communities takes place,
this dialogue being much more heterogeneous than formerly. The market is no
longer outside the value chain, acting as a point of interchange between
producer and consumer. Greater interactivity means that ‘the market pervades
the entire system’ (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004: 125).

Activating space

A further crucial element in the development of a full palette capitalism is the
more active use of space to boost innovation and invention. In line with the
increasing tendency to want to gather invention in wherever it may be found,
new time-space arrangements have to be designed that can act as traps for
innovation and invention. In other words, attempts are being made to extend
the environment in which ideas circulate by producing ‘thinking spaces’ that
can continuously pick up, transmit and boost ideas. But, crucially, these spaces
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are not sealed. They are insertions within already present flows (Kwinter
2001). They are designed to allow continuous interaction both within and
across boundaries by maximizing ‘buzz’ (Storper and Venables 2004). They are
spaces of circulation, then, but, more than that, they are clearly also meant to
be, in some (usually poorly specified) way that is related to their dynamic and
porous nature, spaces of inspiration incorporating many possible worlds
(Lazzarato 2005a).

It is clear that the construction of these thinking spaces could not have
become possible without the concerted application of large doses of
information technology, which have made many more environments highly
equipped and thus ‘ready-to-think’ (Steventon & Wright 2005). Information
technology acts as a means of propagation which is also a means of structuring
perception (Liu 2004). It acts as a means of singularization which is also a
means of aggregating a multiplicity of voices. It acts as a system of distributed
cognition which is also a means of capturing new potential."® And it acts to
increase radically the general availability of consumer goods and services.

Indeed, information technology forces five features which, taken together,
constitute a spatial extension of intelligence. One is simply the sheer amount of
information becoming available to consumers all but instantly, especially
through software like Google. The second is the greater access to information
that has accompanied this trend, both by consumers about products and by
companies about products. Access costs have plummeted. The third is that
linkages and associations are automatically generated for the consumer.
Information is continuously linked, providing short cuts that can arrest time
for a moment and make more of an encounter by providing back up, connectivity
and inspiration. The fourth is that a certain kind of transparency therefore
develops. This should not be overdone but it is quite clear that consumers can
now find the means to be better informed and more easily to learn about
products. Finally, the process of acquisition of information becomes, in
principle at least, continuous. It is not fixed but is something that is akin to a
never-ending walk. In other words, information technology, through continuous
interactivity, offers more reflexivity but a very particular kind of reflexivity that
both promotes and inhibits exchange between producers and consumers by
instigating performances of its own, which are more than simple mediations
(Latour 2005), at the interface, as it tries not simply to approximate being-in-the
world but to boost it by constructing new kinds of informed affinity and
participation, new communities of all kinds (Dourish 2001).

This settling in of information and communications technology can be
interpreted as the product of a further step in what Callon famously calls ‘the
economy of qualities’, which is now producing a new ‘post-phenomenological’
commodity architecture, a frame that can combine interactive systems (most of
which rely on software in one form or another) and commodities with the
spaces and times of everyday life, thereby producing an environment filled
with applied and firmly embedded intelligence that is involved in constant
iteration and feedback (Thrift 2005).
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But the settling in of information technology is only half the story. If space
now comes loaded with information, still the question of how individuals and
groups interact in order to actually generate learning and innovations is hardly
closed off. Thus, again usually in a poorly specified way, it is reckoned that
space needs to be designed to boost these capacities by maximizing social
interaction. In the 1990s, in particular, this form of reasoning was boosted by a
general belief that context was crucial because ‘knowledge workers do not
follow procedures so much as expertly play their contexts. Without an ability
to improvise in context, people who are merely following official prescriptions
are utterly lost as soon as they stray from known conditions, which of course
happens all the time’ (McCullough 2004: 150—1). Thus contexts needed to be
actively designed as an extension of intelligence. The first of these
contextualizations of expert play was achieved through explicit design of
group interaction. Building on a long tradition of management thinking about
issues like tacit knowledge, this was chiefly embodied in the notion of
community of practice. The second contextualization was the construction of
physical spaces that would fit with and boost such formations. Again, this built
on a long tradition of trying to design teamwork into buildings, a tradition
which had passed through an industrial phase and was becoming interested in
buildings which could encompass many modes of social interaction by
encouraging both concentration and dispersion simultaneously. So, for
example, an office building might contain de-cloistered spaces of semi-public
interaction and all kinds of dens in which individuals or smaller groups could
make their way (Duffy 1997).

However, the early twenty-first century has seen further developments, born
particularly out of the domain of production of intensive knowledge like
various forms of science, which try to blend action and perception by building
spaces of potential movement (Massumi 2004). A new round of buildings is
beginning to provide a more general model for how spaces of invention should
be built and managed. What do these spaces look like?

A good example of the kinds of spatial prototypes that are now being
constructed, which can confidently be expected to become more general
models of innovation incubators, is provided by the new generation of
biosciences buildings, built as a result of the massive private and public
funding that the biosciences have been able to attract through their rhetorical
capabilities, and most especially the new generation of therapies that they
hopefully prefigure. Concurrent with the rise of the biosciences to such a level
of prominence has been a radical redesign of scientific space, reflected in the
construction of numerous new ‘performative’ buildings. For example, every
university campus worth its salt is now expected to have its own gleaming
temples to interdisciplinary bioscience. These buildings are clearly meant to
manipulate time and space in order to produce intensified social interaction so
that all manner of crossovers of ideas can be achieved. In other words, the aim
is to make architecture more effective by making it more performative.
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Through the 1990s and into the twenty-first century, these buildings have
been being routinely constructed. For example, in the UK alone, the science
buildings in the Centre for Life at the University of Newcastle (opened in
Newcastle in 2000), the Wellcome Trust Biocentre and the Centre for Inter-
Disciplinary Research, both in Life Sciences at the University of Dundee
(opened in 1997 and 2006 respectively),' or the forthcoming Manchester
Interdisciplinary Biocentre, opening at the University of Manchester in 2005,
are typical. Similarly, around the world, a series of elite scientific spaces are
being constructed which are intended to produce performative, interdisci-
plinary machines (cf. Livingstone 2003). The best-known model for these
spaces is to be found at Stanford University in the shape of Bio-X. However, a
series of other such buildings have either just been completed or are under
construction, including the QB3 consortium buildings at UCSF in Mission
Bay, San Francisco, the Institute for Systems Biology in Seattle and the
Howard Hughes Medical Institute research campus at Janelia Park in Virginia.

These buildings usually share a number of features in common. First, they
will often include an explicit attempt to represent ‘life’, whether that be
swooping architecture, some forms of public display of science or similar
devices. Second, they are meant to be highly interdisciplinary. As a matter of
routine, they usually include not only biologists but also physicists, chemists,
computing engineers and so on, all clustered around root technologies like
genomics, proteomics, imaging and the like. Very often, they will place
apparently unlike activities (such as computer laboratories and wet labora-
tories) side by side or have unorthodox office allocation schedules, all intended
to stimulate interdisciplinarity. Third, they are porous. Personnel (for example,
scientists arriving and departing on a permanent basis) and information
constantly flow through them: as Galison and Thompson (1999) note, the
emphasis on co-dependence and co-extension makes it difficult to decide
where the experiment begins and ends; rather, there is a global network of
software and hardware, with no single object or author, of which the building
may capture only fleeting aspects. The experiment, like the building, is
partially dispersed, occurring at a number of locations at once. Fourth, in
keeping with an architectural rhetoric about changing ways of working, which
arose in the mid-1980s and is now an established convention, they are meant to
encourage creative sociability arising out of and fuelling further unpredictable
interactions. From cafes to temporary dens to informal meeting rooms to
walkways that force their denizens to interact (Dufty 1997), the idea is clearly
to encourage a ‘buzz’ of continuous conversation oriented to ‘transactional
knowledge’ and, it is assumed, innovation. Fifth, they are meant to be
transparent: there are numerous vantage points from which to spot and track
activity, both to add to the general ambience and to point to the values/value of
the scientific activity that is going on. In other words, these buildings are
meant to encourage a certain notion of interactive knowledge.

It is interesting to note the way in which, very gradually, new working
practices are growing within them based upon an art of flexible and temporary
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agglomeration in order (supposedly) to guarantee maximum innovation. In
particular, I want to point to three developments that are becoming clear. One
is a move to agglomerate in a quasi-organic fashion around key individuals who
are good at brokerage across structural holes in the organization. Thus, one
requirement may be to ‘leverage the likeable’ so that groups form naturally and
so that linkages between groups are maximized; then the concern is to find
individuals who form ‘affective hubs’ (Casciaro and L.obo 2005) as people who
are liked by a disproportionate number of other people. But, in the
organizations I have looked at, such individuals are just as likely to be those
who have a certain scientific charisma and are not necessarily likeable.
Whatever the case may be, it is clear that these organizations are searching for
people who can act as brokers around which new groups can constantly form.
These people will routinely cross the spaces between existing groups and so
maximize between-group thinking that might otherwise not exist, very much
in line with Burt’s finding that people whose networks span structural holes
‘are at higher risk of having good ideas’ (2005: 349): they are more likely to
express ideas, less likely to have ideas dismissed, more likely to have ideas
evaluated as valuable and more likely to be relied on to keep on proposing
ideas. But the second development in these organizations is to keep the groups
on the move so as to avoid group decay and organizational inertia. They are
not allowed to coalesce for anything other than a limited period of time
(usually six to twelve months) before they are split up and new groups are
formed. This is akin to project working but project working that is self-
selecting. In other words, what we see coming into existence is an attempt to
socially engineer the process of scientific discovery, using the physical
environment as a resource but not as a determining factor. Then, the third
development is that in some of these buildings a new position in the formal
division of labour has started to grow up, crystallizing these kinds of skills.
Thus a number of buildings now employ ‘pathfinders’, selected staff who
function on either a full-time or fractional basis,”’whose function is to make
sure that the hopper of ideas is constantly kept topped up through formal job
descriptions that give them the freedom to ‘find and bind’.

Summary: the role of design

Design is how we can be dominated by instrumental rationality and love it, too.
(Liu 2004: 236)

How can we summarize these three tendencies? What seems certain is that
their net result has been to show the degree to which design is becoming ever
more central to the whole production/consumption process (Molotch 2003;
McCullough 2004).

Design has increasingly therefore become re-cast as interaction design: the
design of commodities that behave, communicate or inform, if even in the most
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marginal way, in part by making them into processes of variation and
difference that can allow for the unforeseen activities in which they may
become involved or, used for which, may then act as clues to further
incarnations. In other words, ‘the success of a design is arrived at socially’
(McCullough 2004: 167), that is through structured processes of cultural
deliberation which massage form (Molotch 2003). In a sense, the goal is to
produce commodities that are as ‘natural’ as longstanding commodities like
books but to do so in an accelerated way by dint of various collective design
processes that spill outside the organizational boundary, including not just the
full spectrum of qualitative methods now routinely used by corporations (or at
least by the consultancies that they hire) such as focus groups, ethnography of
various kinds, style boards, means-end chains, clinics, pre-launches, informa-
tion acceleration, conjoint analysis and so on, but also fan websites, open
innovation and so on.

Thought of in this way, more and more design activity is not defined in
relation to a final endpoint. Rather, the ‘production process has no final goals,
no natural target or final user, but rather continuously feeds on itself. Another
way of putting this is that ‘through the activity of design the process of
production provides information for itself about itself’ (L.ury 2004: 52). This is
another means of understanding co-creation, of course, as a continual process
of tuning arrived at by distributed aspiration.

Of poetry and profit

In a genuinely new economy, what constitutes value itself must change.

(McCullough 2004: 261)

It is obviously difficult to find a common denominator for all these different
developments but in this section I will argue that what they signify is a more
general change in how and what constitutes the value form. No longer can the
value form be restricted to labour at work. It encompasses life, with consumers
trained from an early age to participate in the invention of more invention by
using all their capabilities and producers increasingly able to find means of
harvesting their potential.

Capitalists are interested in the life of the worker, in the body of the worker, only
for an indirect reason: this life, this body, are what contains the faculty, the
potential, the dynamis. The living body becomes an object to be governed not
for its intrinsic value, but because it is the substratum of what really matters:
labor-power as the aggregate of the most diverse human faculties (the potential
for speaking, for thinking, for remembering, for acting, etc.). Life lies at the
center of politics when the prize to be won is immaterial (and in itself non-
present) labor-power.

(Virno 2004: 82— 3)
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Thus, capitalism increasingly uses the whole bio-political field as labour is
redefined as what Marx in the Grundrisse called the ‘general intellect’ (1973:
706), or as general social knowledge acting as a direct force of production
organizing social practice (Negri 1991; Lazzarato 2002a). Whether this reserve
of virtuosity, ‘the subjective, affective, volitional aspects of production and
reproduction which tend to become the main sources for the extraction of
surplus value’ (Toscano 2004: 211), should go under the heading of immaterial
labour, as some Italian Marxist writers would have it, is a moot point®! but it
seems important to signal in some way the degree to which capitalism
increasingly attempts to draw on the whole of the intellect. Finally, what it
means for the value form is, to say the least, unclear. Perhaps the best solution
may be to go back to the discussions of value by Tarde in Psychologie
Economique and use them to renew inspiration, as Lazzarato (2002, 2005) has
done. Notably, Tarde wanted to bring together three kinds of value: valeur-
utilite’ (economic activity conventionally understood), valeur-verite’ (the activity
of knowing) and valeur-beaute’ (aesthetic activity) and I will try to operatio-
nalize these categories in a contemporary setting.

What does seem certain is that the developments I have outlined in the
previous section add up to more than the sum of their parts. They have begun
to form a new distribution of the sensible which simultaneously constitutes a
living means of generating more and more invention. It is as if someone had
found a way to form and then mine a new phenomenological substrate.”” In
particular, another kind of model of causality (cf. Kern 2004) is gradually
starting to evolve, one which has been coded by words like network or
creativity or complexity but which I will want to describe rather differently by
making an argument about the quality of ‘efficacy’.

Efficacy is variously defined by dictionaries — as the ‘ability, especially
of a medicine or a method of achieving something, to produce the intended
result’, as ‘the capacity or power to produce an effect’ or as ‘the ability to
produce desired results’. In other words, efficacy constitutes a certain kind
of capability, a force. Efficacy can take on a number of different forms, of
course. For example, anthropology is chock full of examples of efficacy which
Western cultures find odd, even outlandish, centred on practices like magic,
witchcraft, divination and sorcery (Peek 1991). In the past, these kinds of
practices would have been interpreted as evidence of a comprehensive
cosmology. Nowadays, they are more likely to be seen as moments in a
habitus of structured improvisations, fixations if you like. But, whatever the
case, they are seen as expressing the lines that trace out how a culture is
conceptually determined,? the beliefs a culture holds in what works and what
does not which are enshrined in all manner of bodily dispositions, objects and
ecologies.”*

I want to argue that, of late, as a result of the conjuring up of a particular
sensory configuration of time and space in which commodities can unassu-
mingly nestle, which I examined in the previous section, a different kind of
efficacy is gradually being foregrounded. It is a form of efficacy that I will call
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‘rightness’ in that it is an attempt to capture and work into successful moments,
often described as an attunement or a sense of being at ease in a situation,
although it is both more and less than that: more in that it is now being
constructed as a reproducible technology for harnessing potential, less in that
the necessarily formulaic nature of this technology is bound to mean that
certain sensings of potential are diminished or even go missing. This search
after a certain sense of rightness has always been an intrinsic feature of the
operations of capitalism, of course. One only has to think about the importance
ascribed to reading financial markets of various kinds, which, in large part, is
about knowing when to buy and sell various financial instruments and which
has been described in books and primers that date back to the nineteenth
century and before. And it is not that it has never been noticed or commented
on. For example, in an address to the Harvard Business School in 1932, John
Dewey identified one of the key skills of business to be a quality of foresight
which was also a sense of timing. But I want to argue that it has become a more
highly sought-after quality, which it is now thought can be actively engineered
on a mass scale.

What seems certain is that the implementation of this new version of
efficacy demands that capitalism becomes ‘both a business and a liberal art’
(McCullough 2004: 206), in that what is being attempted is continuously to
conjure up experiences that can draw consumers to commodities by engaging
their own passions and enthusiasms, set within a frame that can deliver on
those passions and enthusiasms, both by producing goods that resonate and by
making those goods open to potential recasting. It is a Latourian (1996: 23)
sense of the world made incarnate by a co-shaping which is an intrinsic
property neither of the human being nor of the artefact.

If one wished to specify this tendency more concretely, it would be as an
attempt to mass produce commodities as so many experiences of a sense of
rightness through a series of new practices of innovation that draw directly on
consumers’ collective intelligence.

How might we understand this new form of efficacy that lies somewhere
between business and art? Are there models of value which might shine a light
on it? I will end this section very speculatively by noting just three possible
models which might act as sources of inspiration for further thinking about
what is currently happening to value and how it will be rendered sensible and,
in certain senses, calculable in new ways:25 an instrumental model, a
characterological model and an aesthetic model, each echoing Tarde’s three
kinds of value. In the first model, rightness is understood as a general cultural
model of how to attain ends, in the second as a model of correct
epistemological deportment and in the third as an aesthetic quality. In each
model, a certain kind of belief in the world is manifested, which is effective in
exerting influence in certain ways.
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Rightness as a general cultural model of instrumentality

Let me turn first to a general cultural model of how the world is conceived as
turning up next. This is a model of consuming the world that presumes a
different carpet of expectation, one based on a form of opportunism that
rewards the skill of manoeuvre among interchangeable opportunities.?
Perhaps the best analogy that can be drawn is with the Chinese concept-
practice of ‘shi’. That concept-practice (which is indeed an attempt to collapse
that distinction) originally derived from warfare but soon moved into many
other domains, including everyday life. It tries to capture and work with the
propensity of things by cultivating a potential born of disposition (Jullien
1995). A person is expected to exploit the potential of the conditions she
encounters. She must organize circumstances so as to derive profit from them.
She must find the line of force that exploits the configuration she finds to
hand. This is not a personal capacity: ‘human virtues are not intrinsic, since
the individual neither initiates nor controls them, but are the “product” (even
in the materialistic sense of the word) of an external conditioning that is, for its
part, totally manipulable’ (Jullien 1995: 30). The tactical disposition of things
is more important than moral qualities: manipulation not persuasion is what
counts. The tactic must be devised to evolve along with the situation, and must
therefore be constantly revised according to the propensity at work. Thus a
disposition is effective by virtue of its renewability and does not have to be
decisive and direct. There is no finality. Rather, ‘the fundamental objective of
all tactics is to ensure that dynamism continues to operate to one’s advantage’
(Jullien 1995: 34) and that the hands of an opponent are tied by the situation.
All reality is a deployment, a continuous deployment.

Reality was not regarded as a problem but presented itself from the beginning as
a credible process. It did not need to be deciphered like a mystery but simply to
be understood in its functioning. There was no need to project a meaning onto
the world or to satisfy the expectations of a subject/individual, for its meaning
stemmed in its entirety, without requiring any act of faith, from the propensity
of things.

(Jullien 1995: 264-5)

This sense of rightness as a continuous deployment seems to me to encapsulate
much of what is now happening in the world, a disposition to and for change
that regulates itself as it goes along in a kind of hyper-instrumentality.

Rightness as a mode of governance of knowledge

Tapping into consumer capacities also relies on a model of government of
knowledge that will produce a background for new practices of innovation.
The second model of value may be understood as a dislocated liberalism which
performs power-knowledge in novel ways based on the practices of character
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formation (Joyce 2003). Above all, this form of power-knowledge is motivated
by a fear of stagnation, and is reminiscent of largely forgotten practices of
government that individualize personal character and totalize it, practices,
which were especially popular in Britain and North America from the late
eighteenth to the early twentieth century, that aimed to govern through the
ethical possibilities and constraints of improving ‘character’ by imposing ‘good
habits’.

It seems to me that we are seeing something like this form of ‘ethological
governance’ (White 2005), based on a form of power-knowledge that analyses
human character and its formation, recurring through the galvanizing of the
consumer realm as commodities increasingly use characterological means to
communicate themselves. Liu (2004) shows how modern commodities
increasingly assume such characterization as a means of providing dramatic
unity to an experience. Commodities become directors to and of character and
are committed to the goal of self-transformation as part of a more general
mimetic model of culture based on the prevalence of media, using example
rather than discipline and imitation rather than coercion: ‘the paradigmatic
body of our societies is no longer the mute body moulded by discipline, but
rather it is the bodies and souls marked by the signs, words and images
(company logos) that are inscribed in us’ (Lazzarato 2005: 8).

Rightness as an aesthetic

And so to the final model of value, a model which I want to approach through
the figure of Wallace Stevens. Stevens was not only a successful businessman,
he was also undoubtedly one of the twentieth century’s greatest poets. Widely
regarded as having written some of his finest work in his sixties and seventies,
Stevens is now judged by many writers to be the quintessential modernist
poet.

One of Stevens’ key aims was to resonate with the moments of sudden
rightness in an ultimately bewildering world, those moments of everyday life
when ‘mere’ things seem to light up, seem to become ‘precious portents of our
powers’ (Stevens 1960: 174):

The dark metaphysical activity of the poet is described in musical terms, where
rightness would be a kind of harmony between mind and world. In this sense,
our being-in-the-world would be experienced as emotional attunement, which is
one rendering of Heidegger’s Stimmung, which is otherwise rather flatly
rendered as ‘mood’. Metaphysics in the dark is a kind of music where rightness
means sounding right.

(Critchley 2005: 39)

Such a determined pursuit of rightness can be interpreted as presaging one
aspect of the new model of efficacy, one with many forebears, of course, but
one which heralds a different kind of belief in the causation of the object. If the
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word ‘belief” has a quasi-religious tone, that is as it should be, for this form of
efficacy, a ‘metaphysics in the dark’ (Critchley 2005), consists of enlarging the
powers of objects through a series of procedures and technologies for building
their capacities, including working on the appropriate spaces and times in
which they are to be found (Mitchell 2005). But, this is not a revelatory or
edifying belief. Rather, it is a boost to what we regard as mundane certainties
about how the world will turn up next, about what s, with all the
imperfections we often see kept in, confirmed by a combination of vivid
sensory stimuli, new forms of narrative and a controlled element of surprise. In
a sense, the aim is simply to see the thing itself, to see things as they ‘merely’
are, through a material aesthetics (Verbeek 2005) that allows objects to be
turned into ‘poetics’. Things as portents of our powers remain remote from
our intentions but not necessarily from us.

Conclusions: ‘Always sell hope’*

In these conclusions, I want to make three points, one procedural, one political
and one theoretical. The procedural point has been made many times now but
it still bears repeating. That is the increasingly bizarre and bitter disjuncture
between a fluid core of producer-consumer practices that mark time and an
impoverished periphery in which something close to anarchy often reigns in
what is often an extended battlefield (Nordstrom 2004) of uncivil wars
conducted by sanctioned by decentralized powers — warlords, gangsters, sects
— that the modern state was meant to banish.

The disjuncture is only underlined by the fact that some of the same
companies are involved in both worlds, participating in both a new kind of
capitalism and in primitive accumulation through their activities in finance,
engineering and construction, and the extraction of primary commodities.

And then there is a political point. At times in this paper, I have come close
to depicting a world in which capitalism is a force so strong that what it wishes
simply comes into existence. But that is simply incorrect. There are two ways
of reading the developments I have outlined. Certainly, one of these is
capitalism as a leviathan not only making its way in the world largely
unimpeded but using all manner of consumers’ own passions to stoke the
engines a bit more. In other words, what we have here is simply a further
depressing episode in what Sheldon Wolin (2000: 20) has called ‘inverted
totalitarianism’, in which economic rather than political power is dominant, in
which change and movement have been appropriated for the care and feeding
of the brainy classes, and in which what was the political has become pure
tactics: ‘democracy is embalmed in public rhetoric precisely to memorialize its
loss of substance’. This case seems to me to be unarguable.

But I have also stressed another side to these developments. In order to
generate more invention, innovation situations have to be designed that are
more open-ended and less predictable. For example, to engage more fully with
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consumers in the ways outlined above requires an acceptance that they will not
always do what the producer wants. Since they are often engaged in activities
that are their own fulfilment, they may import all manner of other factors, they
make unexpected judgements, they may decide that they are in charge, they
may even turn on the producer. Consumer passions do not just run to fan
websites. They also run to ethical consumption (Barnett ez al/. 2004), to
websites and blogs that can be openly and even savagely critical of their object,
and to all manner of other fractious communities that want to object to
particular commodity associations — or even to the commodity system itself.
For example, they may point to the profligate and almost certainly
unsustainable expenditures of energy that have arisen with the turn to
information and communications technology and suggest design alternatives
(Thackara 2005). There is, in other words, an uncomfortable status quo in a
world in which, if ‘marketers’ only real choice is to become more dependent on
emotional ties or face ever-dwindling profits’ (Atkin 2004: 199), there is a real
danger that emotions do not just buttress a brand but overwhelm it and that
co-operation between consumers means working on new forms of co-operation
that use commodities in ways that avoid the profit nexus. This explains much
of the concern recently with building brand relationships, which, in part at
least, is defensive, a desperate attempt to build long-term associations by
means of symbolic integration and experiential nexus.

Similarly, ‘open innovation’ cannot be seen only as one of the next big
management fads but also as a means of challenging current property regimes
by building new kinds of creative commons through a wider culture of
knowledge. In other words, some commentators argue that a democratization
of innovation is occurring which enhances overall and not just corporate
welfare (Von Hippel 2005; Lessig 2005).

The theoretical point follows on. It is interesting to consider the main
currents of thought that are currently prevalent in social theory and
appropriate to register a certain amount of discomfort. One current consists
of a reconsideration and reworking of vitalism. Another is a growing interest in
the intermingling of human and material and most especially the increasing
power of the scaffolding provided by a legion of objects. Still another is a
revival of systems thinking but flattened and made communicative.

While it would be going too far to say that social theory simply runs in lock
step with what is happening in the world, neither, by definition, can it just
ignore it. I would claim that much of modern social theory is, in fact, a
meditation on the kind of world — and the increasingly problematic nature of
human experience (in the sense of both ‘human’ and ‘experience’) of that
world — that I have sketched out in this paper.

Increasingly, that world is being constructed by business, and furthermore
by a business that uses theory as an instrumental method, as a source of
expertise and as an affective register to inform an everyday life that is
increasingly built from that theory. Yet, still, too few social theorists seem
willing to recognize that fact or to consider what it might mean for the practice
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of social theory. They prefer bracketing off business as an other which is to be
deplored and then largely ignored. This must surely be dangerous when it can
be argued that theory, in its attempt to be fast-moving and productive, is
increasingly trying to mimic the very forces that may endanger it.

This paper argues, in contrast, that what is now going on in business is
intended to populate nearly every event with content that has some commercial
resonance and, understood in a broad sense, gain through a general
redefinition of what counts as value. Capitalism is carpeting expectation and
capturing potential. Simple condemnation of this tendency, as if from some
putative outside, or, alternatively, embracing it as a part of some continuously
fluid overarching vitalist order will not do. Rather, it seems to me to call for
radically new imaginings of exactly how things are, but under a new aspect that
we can currently only glimpse, ‘a tune beyond us, yet ourselves’, as Wallace
Stevens (1960: 133) put it.
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Notes

1 However, this is not meant to function as a vanguardism of the kind found in, for
example, some variants of Italian Marxism (Wright 2002). It is imperative to understand
that the economy is a radical heterogeneity that is always diverse and cannot therefore
be captured as though everything will eventually follow on.

2 However, as I will make clear, this is not just a case of opening up new ‘fishing
grounds’, to use market research parlance. It is a change in how the commodity itself is
conceived.

3 The speed of this onset is almost certainly the result of the cultural circuit of capital
which is able to circulate theories at an accelerated rate, showing, once again, that
theory has increasingly transmuted into method, a method of producing maximum
connectivity with the minimum of material. What we see is theory becoming a second
nature but that theory is of an attenuated, instrumental kind.

4 It is important to note that I am trying to provide a diagram of a new set of
tendencies that are now infesting the business of innovation and which together form a
functioning process. This does not, of course, preclude all kinds of other models of innovation
from continuing to exist. Rather it points to the construction of a novel overlay. The
economy is heterogeneous and there is no reason to think that there is just one model of
innovation.

5 It is a profitable exaggeration at this moment in time, since it can be retailed as a
problem to which consultants can find solutions.

6 The two not being exactly the same. For a long period of time writing was a limited
skill in the same way that touch typing is today.

7 This is not to say that capitalism has not attempted to use the structure of
forethought. One thinks just of Packard’s (1960) The Hidden Persuaders and the general
panic in the 1950s and 1960s about the subliminal powers of advertising.
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8 This work often focused on various kinds of practical organizational knowledge, for
example, influencing and co-operating with others.

9 The resort to neuroscience may be partly to do with management writers’ need to
seek out credibility by associating themselves with science but it is not just rhetorical
(Hill 2003).

10  See, for example, Miller’s (1998) exposition of love as a key element of shopping.
11  For example, see the various emotional instruments used by the advertising,
market research and human resources industries, as in, for example, Goleman’s
Emotional Competence Inventory, widely retailed by the Hay Group as a means of
evaluating individuals and organizations.

12 Indeed, Kellogg’s has patented its cornflake crunch.

13 As in the Stefan Floridian Waters aroma used by Singapore Airlines, a scent
formerly used in flight attendants’ perfume that has now been extended right across the
airline experience, from the hot towels before take-off to the cabin air freshener
(Lindstrom 2005).

14 Of affects, concepts and percepts all built into particular environments.

15 A factor that has become much more important as the speed of production
processes has increased.

16 See the comments by Callon and Muniesa (2005) concerning new forms of
calculation brought into being by devices like information technology.

17 The use of the diminutive here is no doubt suspect, given that three decades of
research on consumption have shown just how rich a field of cultural practice it is.
18 What is interesting is the way in which information technology has so rapidly
become a pervasive feature of the design and presence of commodities as societies have
become incorporated in an information culture so that increasingly information has a
feel to it generated by the interface (Liu 2004).

19 These building forms are not restricted to the biosciences, of course. For example,
the Isaac Newton Centre at Cambridge is dependent on the same idea of high
interaction.

20 Notice the similarity to what is found now in a number of organizations (see Storey
and Salaman 2005).

21 Though it is taken from Marx, I am not myself keen on this terminology which
nowadays has too many associations with the idea of some immaterial, virtual realm
conjured up by information and communications technology.

22 The analogy with the media is a good one. Not only does play-back involve media
models but more and more of experience is mediatized.

23 This does not mean that all kinds of perception are not outside consciousness:
perception is a wide-ranging faculty.

24  'These conceptual determinations assume a variety of capacities which trace out
what matters. In turn, they therefore assume a particular materiality which reciprocally
confirms those determinations. And, in part, they bring that materiality into existence
by arranging time and space so that they produce the requisite followings on (percepts)
which themselves confirm that particular existence. They also assume a particular self-
efficacy, a belief in the abilities of what counts as a person which depends precisely on
what those abilities are supposed to be and what their supposed consequences are.

25 Ways which are closer to a musical score than an old-fashioned calculating
machine. As I have pointed out elsewhere (Thrift 2005), these latter functions are now
so widespread that they have simply become part of the background.

26  See Virno (2004) on opportunism as a technical virtue.

27 Hill (2003: 42). Business can do Bloch too.
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Still Life in Nearly Present Time:
The Object of Nature

NIGEL THRIFT

If winds, currents, glaciers, volcanoes, etc., carry subtle messages that are so difficult to read that
it takes us absolutely ages trying to decipher them, wouldn’t it be appropriate to call them intel-
ligent? How would it be if it turned out that we were only the slowest and least intelligent
beings in the world? (Serres, 1995: 30)

It is not enough to say the subject is constituted in a symbolic system. . . . It is [also] constructed
in real practices. (Foucault, 1984: 369)

... what happens if the half-second delay is set, not in a super-sensible domain, but in the corpo-
realisation of culture and the culturalisation of corporeality? (Connolly, 1999: 20)

Introduction: Towards a Genealogy of Background

In this article, I want to make an argument concerning the importance of nature,
the body and time in Western societies. It is not, I think, the usual kind of argu-
ment, based upon genealogical accounts of the rise and fall of discourses like
romanticism or modernism (which is not to say that elements of these accounts
do not adhere). Rather, it is an attempt to strike out towards a new understand-
ing of how nature is apprehended, based upon giving much greater credence to
that small but vitally significant period of time in which the body makes the world
intelligible by setting up a background of expectation which, I will go on to argue,
is much of what we feel as ‘nature’.

In a sense, what [ want to do is to restate some of the current concerns of the
turn to a vitalist conception of the world. But I want to do so in a way which goes
beyond the general and sometimes rather portentous philosophical statements
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about time, the body and becoming which have now become so familiar (e.g.
Grosz, 1999) by connecting up with understandings of body practices from the
social sciences - and capitalist business.

Using these resources, I want to argue that nature has become a, and perhaps
even the, key site of contemplation and mysticism in the modern world as a result
of the evolution of a set of body practices which, as they have taken hold, have
produced an expanded awareness of present time. My problem in making such an
argument is that contemplation and mysticism are not practices much associated
with an enhanced grasp of the modern world; they are more usually associated
with figures from times of yore like hermits and monks. How can such practices
of slowness make sense in an increasingly frantic capitalist world, a ferocious
jumble of signals, journeys and screens which has squeezed out or is likely to
squeeze out such sedate activity once and for all (see just most recently, Bertman,
1998; Brand, 1999; Flaherty, 1998; Kovach and Rosenstiel, 1999; Speak, 1999)?
Surely it is all quick, quick and no slow.

In order to refute such easy characterization, I will therefore make an argu-
ment in six stages, each of which corresponds to a particular part of the article.
The first part of the article therefore begins by setting out some theoretical aspir-
ations, aspirations which all attempt to escape the traps of representational think-
ing of the kind that wants, for example, to understand nature as simply a project
of cultural inscription (as in many writings on ‘landscape’) in favour of the kind
of thinking that understands nature as a complex virtuality (Cache, 1995; Rajch-
man, 1998). With an account distilled from these thoughts, in the second part of
the article I will argue that a go-faster world, in which time takes on an increas-
ingly frenetic future-oriented quality, has been balanced by a series of contem-
plative practices - many of them to do with a heightened awareness of movement
- which have, in fact, produced an expansion of awareness of the present. The
third part of the article follows on. It concerns the classical idea that the world has
been disenchanted. My argument here is to the contrary. In fact, the mystical
qualities of the world remain in place. Assured by a whole series of body prac-
tices, some old and some new, these practices have produced an expansion of
awareness of present time. The fourth part of the article then argues that the
experience of these two sets of immersive body practices accounts for a large part
of what we attend to as ‘nature’; they define much of what we cleave to as a
‘natural’ experience by setting up a background of expectation. The fifth part of
the article suggests that these body practices can be seen as part of a larger bio-
political project which is an attempt to renovate and value ‘bare life’. But ‘bare
life’ is not bare. It is most of what there is. Then, the sixth part of the article offers
some words of warning. Another such project of renovation of bare life is already
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in motion, but it is being undertaken by business and its goal is a narrow one. The
article concludes with some further clarifications.

Becoming There

My thinking on nature, the body and time in this article is based upon four differ-
ent but quite clearly associated sources of inspiration which, when taken together,
make it possible to construct an emergent account of emergent body practice
which is the base of the rest of the article. The first of these is the work of
biological philosophers and philosophical biologists like Clark (1997), Deleuze
(1988), Margulis (1998), Margulis et al. (1999) and Ansell Pearson (1997, 1999)
who want to argue for a reconfigured ethology in which bodies become means of
transporting ‘instincts” which are best thought of as particular territories of
becoming, maps mapping out ‘populations’ of identities and forces, zones and
gradients, through differentiation, divergence and creation.

Behaviour can no longer be localised in individuals conceived as preformed homunculi; but has
to be treated epigenetically as a function of complex material systems which cut across indi-
viduals (assemblages) and which transverse phyletic lineages and organismic boundaries
(thizomes). This requires the articulation of a distributed conception of agency. The challenge
is to show that nature consists of a field of multiplicities, assemblages of heterogeneous
components (human, animal, viral, molecular, etc.) in which ‘creative evolution’ can be shown
to involve blocks of becoming. (Ansell Pearson, 1999: 171)

Maps are their own practitioners, in other words.

The second source of inspiration is the revival of interest in the non-cognitive
dimensions of embodiment. Probably 95 percent of embodied thought is non-
cognitive, yet probably 95 percent of academic thought has concentrated on the
cognitive dimension of the conscious ‘I". Without in any way diminishing the
importance of cognitive thought (though certainly questioning its exact nature),
we can conceive of non-cognitive thought as a set of embodied dispositions
(‘instincts’ if you like) which have been biologically wired in or culturally sedi-
mented (the exact difference between the two being a fascinating question in
itself), action-oriented ‘representations’ which simultaneously describe aspects of
the world and prescribe possible actions. There has, of course, been a consider-
able amount of work on body practices stemming from the work of authors as
different as Mauss, Benjamin, Wittgenstein, Merleau-Ponty and Bourdieu (e.g.
Taussig, 1994), which recognizes that much of human life is lived in a non-cogni-
tive world. But I think it is fair to say that its implications are only now being
worked through, most especially in areas like performance studies, feminist
theory and non-representational geographies. In particular, when we say that
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human beings act to think or that they learn by doing, we need to refigure what
we count as thought and knowledge. In particular, much cognitive thought and
knowledge may, indeed, be only a kind of post-hoc rumination; ‘to be aware of
an experience means that it has passed’ (Norretranders, 1998: 128). For example,
most of the time, an action is in motion before we decide to perform it; our
average ‘readiness potential’ is about 0.8 seconds, although cases of up to 1.5
seconds have been recorded.2

As McCrone (1999: 135) makes clear, none of this means that conscious aware-
ness is just along for the ride. Rather, we can say that the non-conscious comes to
be more highly valued - the ‘not properly conscious impulses, inklings, automo-
tisms and reflexive action’ can no longer be regarded as trivial. And, at the same
time, conscious awareness is repositioned as a means of scrutinizing and focusing
these actions. To put it another way, what has been found is that the body has a
number of ways of conjuring with time that work through structures of antic-
pation, the something to be known which is very often the result of the body’s
own movements, which leave ‘some aspect of the movement standing proud’
(McCrone, 1999: 158). Why? Because:

The brain was never really designed for contemplating images. Our ability to imagine and
fantasise is something that has to piggyback on a processing hierarchy designed first and
foremost for the business of perception. And to do perception well, the brain needs a machinery
that comes up with a fresh wave of prediction at least a couple of times a second, or about as
fast as we can make a substantial shift in our conscious point of view ... it would be unnatural
for the brain to linger and not move on.

In turn, such work points to the pivotal importance of emotions as the key means
the body has of sorting the non-cognitive realm through a range of different
sensory registers, including the interoceptive (including not only the viscera but
also the skin), the proprioceptive (based on musculo-skeletal investments) and
fine touch which involves the conduct of the whole body and not just the brain.
Note that, depending on the object, there may be different proportions of musculoskeletal and
emotional accompaniment, but both are always present. The presence of all these signals . ..

describes both the object as it looms towards the organism and part of the reaction of the
organism towards the object . .. (Demasio, 1999: 147)

Which brings us to the third source of inspiration - the much greater empha-
sis that is being placed on the object. To begin with, the body is objectified as a
composite of biological-cultural ‘instincts” which enable and in many ways
constitute thought as a result of the development of particular organs. For
example, the development of the hand, with all the possibilities it presents, was an
impetus to the redesign, or re-allocation of the brain’s circuitry so that the hand
speaks to the brain just as much as the brain speaks to the hand (Wilson, 1998).
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Then, these organs are closely linked with particular objects (Sudnow, 1993).
Organs like the hand become as one with tools they relate to.

The idea of ‘becoming one’ with a [mechanical] back hoe is no more exotic than the idea of a
rider becoming one with a horse or a carpenter becoming one with a hammer, and this phenom-
enon may itself take its origin from countless monkeys who spent countless eons becoming one
with tree branches. The mystical feel comes from the combination of a good mechanical
marriage and something in the nervous system that can make an object external to the body feel
as if it had sprouted from the hand, foot, or (rarely) some other place on the body where your
skin makes contact with it. (Wilson, 1998: 63)

Then again, objects do not just constitute an extension of bodily capacities; they
themselves are a vital element in distributed ecology of thought, so that ‘what
used to look like internalisation (of thought and subjectivity) now appears as a
gradual propagation of organised functional properties across a set of malleable
media’ (Hutchins, 1995: 312); ‘the true engine of reason . . . is bounded neither by
skin nor skull’ (Clark, 1997: 69). Thus, as Hayles (1999: 290) puts it:

... no longer is human will seen as the source from which emanates the mystery necessary to
dominate and control the environment. Rather, the distributed cognition of the emergent
human subject correlates with - in Bateson’s phase, becomes a metaphor for - the distributed
cognitive system as a whole, in which thinking is done by both human and nonhuman actors.

Not only do objects make thought do-able (e.g. Latour and Hermant, 1998) but
they also very often make thought possible. In a sense, then, as parts of networks
of effectivity, objects think. We might even go still further, by arguing that ‘every-
thing that is resounds’ (Lingis, 1998: 99):
It is not that things barely show themselves, behind illusory appearances fabricated by our
subjectivity; it is that things are exorbitantly exhibitionist. The landscape resounds; facades,
caricatures, halos, shadows, dance across it. Under the sunlight extends the pageantry of things.

The twilight does not put an end to their histrionics. In the heart of the night the pulse of the
night summons still their ghosts. (Lingis, 1998: 100)

The fourth source of inspiration is the genealogy of the body practices which
must be a large part of an ethology of ‘instincts’ - these are now, finally, coming
under intense scrutiny. Grouped around terms like ‘performance’, and around
theorists like Bourdieu and Foucault, researchers in the social sciences and
humanities have, over the last 20 years, begun to produce a history of particular
organs (e.g. Hillman and Massio, 1997; Jordanova, 1994) and particular body
practices — from drill to dance. But it is true to say that we still understand very
little of how the body practices that comprise ‘us’ have come down to and inhabit
us, passing into our being, passing our being back and forth between bodies and
passing our being on (Hayles, 1999).3

These four sources of inspiration allow us to begin to sense, through this
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combination of work in areas as diverse as biology, philosophy and performance
studies, what an understanding of that little space of time that is much of what we
are, a space not so much at the edge of action as lighting the world. I will call this
domain ‘bare life’ after Aristotle’s notion of Zoé, a ‘simple natural sweetness’
(Agamben, 1998). Of course, it is not really bare; bare life pulses with action. And
it is not simple. And it is not preternatural. But what such a notion allows us to do
is to point beyond the grand notions of bodily hexis like habitus towards some-
thing more specific and more open to description. And it does two more things.
One is to begin to understand qualities like anticipation and intuition as not just
spirits but material orientations. And the other is to understand that this little space
of time is a vast biopolitical domain, that blink between action and performance in
which the world is pre-set by biological and cultural instincts which bear both
extraordinary genealogical freight - and a potential for potentiality.

How might we begin to understand the structure of this domain of flourish-
ing? One manageable and useable account has been offered by Gil (1998). Gil
argues, as I would (see Thrift, 1996, 1997, 1998, 2000), that we need to escape the
constructionist notion of the body as simply an inscribed surface, in which the
body is reduced to what Gil (1998) calls a ‘body image’, an individual unitary,
organismic body which can act as a surface upon which society can construct
itself. This interpretation is mistaken in at least three ways. First, the body
becomes a static signified to be filled with signs of society. Second, the body is
divorced from other things, from the object world. Third, the body is located in
space, it does not produce space. But, there is another, non-representational view
(Thrift, 1997, 2000). In this view, the body is ‘not about signs and meanings but
about a mechanics of space’ (Gil, 1998: 126) brought about by the relation
between bodies and things. Thus:

... the space of the body has limits that are not those of the body image, if we understand by
that the limits of the body lived in a unitary fashion. The limits of the space of the body are in
things. In movement, for example, the body places changing limits on these things. To the extent
that they are ‘subjective’, these limits constitute the end result of the integration into the body
of the relations (of distance, form, and so on) that it holds with things in objective space. To the
extent that they can be pinned down topologically, these limits are no longer ‘lived’ but are
properties of space itself. (Gil, 1998: 125)

... the body ‘lives’ in space, but not like a sphere with a closed continuous surface. On the
contrary, its movements, limbs and organs determine that it has regular relations with things in
space, relations that are individually integrated for the decoder. These relations imply exfoliations
of the space of the body that can be treated separately. Relations to a tree, a prey, a star, an enemy,
aloved object or desired nourishment set into motion certain privileged organs including precise
spaces of the body. Exfoliation is the essential way the body ‘turns on to’ things, onto objective
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space, onto living things. Here there is a type of communication that is always present, but only
makes itself really visible in pathological or marginal experiences. Nevertheless the ordinary
experience of relations to things also implies this mode of communication. Being in space means
to establish diverse relationships with the things that surround our bodies. Each set of relations
is determined by the action of the body that accompanies an investment of desire in a particular
being or particular object. Between the body (and the organs in use) and the things is established
a connection that immediately affects the form and space of the body; between the one and the
other a privileged spatial relation emerges that defines the space uniting them as ‘near’ or ‘far’,
resistant, thick, wavy, vertiginous, smooth, prickly. (Gil, 1998: 127)*

In other words, the space of the body consists of a series of ‘leaves’, each of which
‘contains’ the relations of the body to things and each of which is more or less
related to other spaces. Correspondences are not, at least initially, conceptual but
result ‘from the work done by the body spatialising space’ (Gil, 1998: 130). Thus:

Analogy, similitude, opposition, and dissimilitude are given in the forms of the space of the
body before being thought of as concepts. In the same ways as the ‘concrete science’ which
establishes classification on the basis of sensorial differences found in ‘primitive thought’, the
recording-body gathers up, brings together, unites, dislocates, spreads, and separates things to
the spatial forms that contain in themselves (because they bring them about) the properties of
unification and division. (Gil, 1998: 130)

It follows that in what follows body practices are not to be thought of, at least in
the first instance, as cognitive. This would be a first-order mistake. For, to reiter-
ate, we know that ‘consciousness is a measure of but a very small part of what our
senses perceive’ (Norretranders, 1998: 127).

Conscious thought is the tip of an enormous iceberg. It is the rule of thumb among cognitive
scientists that unconscious thought is 95 per cent of all thought - and that may be a serious
underestimate. Moreover the 95 per cent below the surface of conscious awareness shapes and
structures all conscious thought. If the cognitive unconscious were not doing this shaping, there
could be no conscious thought.

The cognitive unconscious is vast and intricately structured. It includes not only all our
automatic cognitive operations, but also all our implicit knowledge. All of our knowledge and
beliefs are formed in terms of a conceptual system that resides mostly in the cognitive
unconscious.

Our unconscious cognitive system functions like ‘a hidden hand’ that shapes how we concep-
tualise all aspects of our experience. This hidden hand gives form to the metamorphosis that is
built into our ordinary conceptual system. It creates the entities that inhabit the cognitive
unconscious - abstract entities like friendships, bargains, failures and lies - that we use in
ordinary unconscious reasoning. It thus shapes how we automatically and unconsciously
comprehend what we experience. It constitutes our unreflective common sense. (Lakoff and
Johnson, 1998: 13)

And this cognitive unconscious rises out of the layerings and interleavings of
body practices and things which we might frame as ‘instincts’ or, more accurately,
as structured anticipations. For neither is conscious awareness just going for the
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ride on the back of the cognitive unconscious. Rather, every moment is processed
s a prior intent, style or tone which arises from perception-in-movement, every
moment is the fleeting edge of a sensory forecast (McCrone, 1999), quite literally
a stance to the world.

With these ‘thoughts in mind’ (how easily we use these questionable phrases),
we can now move to a consideration of how body practices show up in the
modern world and how the modern world shows up in them. To do this, we first
need to clear away some tired old pictures of the world.

The Go-Faster World

Elsewhere (Thrift, 1995, 1996, 1997), I have criticized the notion that we live in a
speeded-up world in which friction has been lost and everyday life skids along on
the plane of velocity. Much of the literature which enforces this notion is based
upon a simple technological determinism which unproblematically maps the
apparent powers of things on to subjects. While it is undeniable that people and
messages now move faster than they did, old practices have been adjusted, and
new practices have been invented, which make it impossible to simply read off
this physical fact on to culture. Further, it is possible to argue that speed is itself
in part a cultural creation, a classical modernist trope now in general cultural
circulation (see Kern, 1983) as a series of metaphors and analogies and as a rhetoric
of ‘speedy’ things.> This cultural creation of speed itself depends upon the depic-
tion of certain places, things and people as slow-moving, most particularly those
places, things and people connected with nature, the countryside and so on.

This is, of course, a very strange opposition since one might just as well argue
- precisely through the instruments which have become available to measure
speed — that nature is actually very fast. The speed of light is, well, the speed of
light. Chemical reactions can work at astounding speeds. Even that slow old
thing, the human body, works reasonably fast. Though in our brains, nerve
impulses only tend to crawl along - at between 2 and 20 miles per hour - along
the heavily myelinated nerves (such as muscle and the sensory nerves) nerve
impulses travel at up to 240 miles per hour (McCrone, 1999; Norretranders,
1998).

But, more than this, the opposition ignores a general reconstruction of time
which has taken place (quite literally) over the last 150 years, a sense of body prac-
tices which constitute and value the present moment, rather than spearing into the
future. Ironically, these body practices have all taken shape around the increasing
awareness of kinaesthesia, a sixth sense based on the interactive movement and
subsequent awareness of body parts:
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.. we obtain a sense of our own movement not only from specialised receptors in the inner ear,
joints, tendons and muscles but also from what we can see, hear and feel ... vision, ‘for
instance’, is kinaesthetic in that it registers movements of the body, just as much as do the
vestibular receptors and those in the muscles, joints and skin. (Reason, 1982: 233)

Contrary to Sherrington’s direct correlation of sensory experience with the acti-
vation of specific receptors and their nerves of different cellular levels, the kinaes-
thetic sense is a gestalt emerging from the interaction of all the other senses. After
Gibson we can speak of kinaesthesia in terms of its muscular, articular, vestibular,
cutaneous, auditory and visual modalities (Gibson, 1966: 36-8). In this view
kinaesthesia is the ground to our consciousness (Stewart, 1998: 44).

I think it can be argued that greater awareness of movement has in turn
produced a set of resources that enable us to separate out and value a present-
orientated stillness, thus promoting a ‘politics’ based in intensified attention to the
present and unqualified affectivity. Where might this present-orientation have
come from? I would argue that its history is born out of a number of develop-
ments which, taken together, constitute a genealogy of the present.

The first of these developments is practices of contemplation. Foucault and
others have highlighted the significance of confession as a model for recent prac-
tices of the technology of the self. I think an argument can be made for a similar
kind of history based in practices of contemplation understood as ‘aptitudes of
performance’ (Asad, 1993), rather than explicit belief. This history might touch
upon certain forms of prayer, the practices of some rituals and other religious
technologies which concentrate time.

Whatever the case, there seems no doubt that extant practices of contemplation
were gradually transmuted by a whole series of developments in the 19th century
and thereafter (Segel, 1998). The first of these was the development of a series of
body practices which stressed sensory appreciation through a more complete
control of the body in order to provide more harmonious relations with the
environment. A good example of these developments is the rise of various body
techniques like the Alexander Technique, the Feldenkrais technique, Bioenegetics
and Body-Mind Centring, which teach movement awareness and the reorganiz-
ation of movement sensation (Feldenkrais, 1972; Hartley, 1995; Lowen, 1975;
MacDonald, 1998; McGowan, 1997, 1997b). Feldenkrais (1972), for example,
argued that cultivation of certain bodily practices could enhance our ability to
‘know’ the world through systematic correction of what he called the ‘body
1mage’.

The second development is the rise of systematic knowledge of body measure-
ment, based on increasing the efficiency of the body. From Marey’s and
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Muybridge’s study of the physiology of movement through to Gilbreth and
Taylor’s time-and-motion studies and modern ergonomics and sports science, the
study and articulation of minute human movement have become a key to produc-
ing human comportment (Dagognet, 1992; Mattelart, 1996). In turn, it can be
argued that the increasingly fine grain of the many bodily movements built out of
this study has made its mark on how time is constructed by the body.®

The third development is the fixing of a still, contemplative gaze, which is able
to capture transience. Such a gaze is found in art from the 18th century on but
reaches a kind of technological fulfilment in the photograph, especially with the
growth of popular photography from the end of the 19th century onwards.
Crawshaw and Urry (1997) argue that popular photography consists of a set of
socially organized rituals which fix a place, a ‘language’ of material objects
through which we understand and appreciate the environment (and the material
objects themselves) and a means of organizing time itself. In each case, what are
being described are a set of practices which momentarily fix the body and other
things in spaces and times by producing spaces and times in which they can be
fixed.”

The fourth development is the forging of a body of knowledge about social
interaction as the distillation of detailed body practices. Such knowledge can
already be found in the 19th century and early 20th century (for example, in the
development of various movement notations) but it reaches a peak in the 20th
century with the rise of various knowledges of body practice from work on the
psychology of body language and gesture, though work on bodily intonations of
space, as in Hall’s ‘proxemics’ (Hall, 1990), through to the detailed conversational
analysis of symbolic interactionism, ethno-methodology and the like to be found
in the work of Goffman, Garfinkel, Sacks and so on (e.g. Burns, 1992). In turn,
this knowledge, much of which was developed in academia and other relatively
formal arenas, has gradually seeped out into everyday life as a whole new corpo-
real curriculum of expressive competence, for example through courses on body
language (now being given, for example, to checkout operators in some super-
market chains), cultural awareness training and all manner of training in self-
presentation (cf. Giddens, 1991; Thrift, 1997). Thus, what was quite specific
knowledge has become general and routine.

Each and every one of these four developments of body practice stretches out
the moment, most especially by paying detailed attention to it. They expand, if
you like, the ‘size’ of consciousness, allowing each moment to be more carefully
attended to and invested with more of its context. Taken together, they may be
seen as constructing a slow-down of perception, as much as a speed-up.
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Re-enchantment

These developments have to be taken in concert with others to complete my argu-
ment. One of the most damaging ideas that has swept the social sciences and
humanities has been the idea of a disenchanting modernity (Thrift, 1996). This act
of purification has radically depopulated thinking about Western societies as
whole sets of delegates and intermediaries have been consigned to oblivion as
extinct impulses, those delegates and intermediaries which might appear to be
associated with forces of magic, the sacred, ritual, affect, trance and so on. Now,
however, the contemporary turn towards vitalist ways of thinking (cf. Watson,
1998b) has made it much easier to see that the magic has not gone away. Western
societies, like all others, are full of these forces (Dening, 1996; Muecke, 1999).
They can be seen as concentrating, in particular, in a set of practices which can be
described as ‘mystical’. Like practices of contemplation, with which they are inu-
mately linked, they can be seen as the result of a number of overlapping processes
of animation and play which allow forces and intensities to be focused and chan-
nelled: it is stimulation that produces tranquillity and it is stimulation that
produces trance.

First, then, there is the importance of various forms of mystical communi-
cation, mental and physical techniques that ‘fix the conditions of possibility of an
encounter or dialogue with the other (method of prayer, meditation, concen-
tration)’ (de Certeau, 1992: 5). Current forms of practice have a long genealogy in
Western cultures and stem from traditions as different as the Christian (both
Anglican and Catholic), the nature mysticisms of Romanticism as found in
various forms of the sublime, the numerous forms of Eastern thinking which have
been imported into the West, especially in the 19th century, and the cathartic
elements of many types of performance. More recently, there has been the growth
of New Age religions, nearly all of which contain an explicitly mystical
component (for example, following on from sources as diverse as the writings of
Gurdjieff or Hopi Indian practices). Not least, in all these traditions can be found,
to a greater or lesser degree, an approach to nature as both the focus and the object
of mystical energies. For example, New Age thinking often stresses grids of
power like ley lines, nature goddesses and the like, as well as the importance of
particular sites as magical territories able to conjure up communication with the
other.

This brings us to the second process, the importance of ritual, understood as
practices which offer a heightened sense of involvement in our involvements
through various performative technologies (Hughes-Freeland, 1998; Schechner,
1995). There may actually have been a multiplication of these performative spaces



Still Life m 45

of affirmation, in which mystical experiences can be brought forth and animated
through the power of body postures, repetitive movements, schedules of recall
and spatial juxtapositions. Western societies have evolved more and more bodlly
practices which are a means of amplifying passions and producing ‘oceanic’
experiences: music, dance, theatre, mime, art and so on, which very large numbers
of the population participate in; rather more than is often thought (see, for
example, Finnegan, 1989). These practices have at least the potential to provide
mystical experiences® - the trance state of some kinds of dance (Malbon, 1999),
the ‘high’ of listening to a piece of music, and so on.?

Last, but not least, there has been the rise of varying forms of body therapy,
which, though they often rest on various psychological and psychiatric prmc1ples
have quite clear links not only to contemplative but to mystical body practice.
These are the various forms of dance therapy (e.g. Roth, 1998), music therapy,
massage therapy, variants of bioenergetics (e.g. Lowen, 1975), autogenic therapy,
body-mind centring, and so on, which try to harness and work with emotional
energy on the grounds that movement causes emotion, rather than vice versa.

These body practices again allow the present to be intensified since they
produce both an intensified sense of body movement and, at the same time, focus
and enhance that movement. They are tempos of involvement without any neces-
sary intention or initiative. They ‘flow’ time through the minute particulars of
body movements that both have effects and yield experiences. They are
‘performed dreams’ (Schechner, 1995), ‘virtual actualizations’ of time which allow
consciousness to become acute without necessarily being directed by drawing on
the non-cognitive.

Nature as Background

What I want to argue next is that these contemplative and mystical developments
which, taken as a whole, are widespread in modern Western societies, constitute
a background within which nature is apprehended and which provides quite
particular experiences of what nature is. They form, if you like, an embodied
‘unconscious’, a set of basic exfoliations of the body through which nature is
constructed, planes of affect attuned to particular body parts (and senses) and
corresponding elements of nature (from trees and grass, to river and sky)
(Massumi, 1996), ‘the sense and recognisability of things . . . do not lie in concep-
tual categories in which we mentally place them but in their positions and orien-
tations which our postures address’ (Lings, 1998: 59).

Following on from this point, I want to argue, very tentatively, that these
immersive practices are producing a new form of vitalism (Watson, 1998a, 1998b),
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a stance to feeling life (in the doubled sense of both a grasp of life, and emotional
attunement to it) which explain many of the strong, sometimes even fanatical,
investments that are placed on the ‘natural’. The very ways in which, through
these practices of contemplation and mysticism, embodiment is reproduced in the
West, have produced an increasing bias towards framing life as a moving force, as
push. In other words, the forms of embodiment I have set out in this article
constitute a biopolitical domain arising out of a heightened awareness of particu-
lar forms of embodiment which, in turn, allow certain forms of signification to be
grasped ‘instinctively’.

This biopolitical domain has been strengthened by three developments. The
first of these is the turning of certain body practices into privileged kinaesthetic
spaces, and the privileged kinaesthetic spaces into body practices. I am thinking
here especially of walking which since the 19th century, precisely in association
with greater mobility (Wallace, 1993), has produced a new experience of nature.
This is not walking as travel, but walking for itself. As walking becomes a natural
practice to be indulged in for its own sake, so, against the background I have
outlined, it can become a means to contact the Earth, to be at one with ‘nature’,
even to be deemed therapeutic. It becomes a means of gathering stillness, without
having to stay still, a means of contemplation and mystical communion to be
found within the body. Lingis (1998: 70) captures what I take to be a culturally
particular investment particularly well:

.. when we go out for a walk, our look is not continually interested, surveying the environ-
ment for landmarks and objectives. Even when we are on our way somewhere, for something,
once launched we shift into just enjoying - or ending - the walk or the ride. Our gaze that prises
beyond things is not situating on coordinates. It surveys across things, drawn to the distance
when it fuses into the tone and mists of space. . . . The perception of things, the apprehension
of their content and of their forms, is not an appropriation of them, but an expropriation of our
forces into them, and ends in engagement.

Of course, none of this is to deny the cultural industry that has grown up around
the practice of walking - the vast literature of books and guides, the special cloth-
ing and so on, all of which enhance or expand the range of affordances that inhere
in any setting — but it is to suggest that the power of the meanings circulated by
this industry is founded in the intensification of present experience coded in the
body practices set out above. The background has allowed this foreground of
symbolic delegates to develop.

The second development s, as the example of walking shows, the style of the
body’s location in space. What has developed has been both overall body stance
and the formation of certain sequences of bodily experiences which, in their virtu-
alized nature, produce an expectation, an anticipation, of a ‘natural’ experience: ‘it
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is the way in which the body sits in space that allows signification to be grasped’
(Gil, 1998: 109). For example, travel to a ‘natural’ place sets up the body to fall
into a ‘natural’ stance to the world. There is, if you like, a genetics of movement
which the body slips into through constant practice. There are ‘dance floors of
nature’ (Lingts, 1998: 87).

The third development is similar but different. The body attends to configur-
ations of objects which are in line with its expectations and which produce
particular exfoliations/spaces and times. The body produces spaces and times
through the things of nature which, in turn, inhabit the body through that
production. Thus, for example, trees do not so much mean nature (Rival, 1998)
as they are present as evidence of a natural configuration that embodiment itself
has produced: our bodies know themselves in such thinking. Thus trees become
flesh by being bound up in a practical field. And, in the intensified present time I
have described, that presence becomes its own justification. There is. Nature, in a
sense, becomes more natural.

In turn, of course, nature, understood as body practices like walking, expec-
tations and configurations of objects, pushes back in confirmation. For example,
our experience of walking is validated by its effects on the body - from sweat to
heart rate to muscles stretching — which are a function of a resistance on certain
planes which confirms the existence of other planes. So nature speaks in us as ‘an
infralanguage’ (Gil, 1998) of movement which, through the articulations and
micro-articulations of the body-in-encounter, fixes ‘symbolic’ thought as affect,
mood, emotions and feelings'® (thus as self-evidently present and numinous).
Nature observes and writes us, bumping intensities into our thought!! (under-
stood especially as unconscious thought), rather as Deleuze would have it:

[Deleuze’s] projection of virtual elements too fast and multiple for conscious inspection or

close third-person explanation meshes with his exploration of how differential degrees of

intensity in thought moves it in some directions rather than others, open up lines of flight
through which new concepts are introduced into being, and render thinking too layered and
unpredictable to be captured by a juridical model in the Kantian tradition. He translates the
story of juridical recognition in which Kant encloses thought in the last instance into one in
which thinking is periodically nudged, frightened or terrorised into action by strange encoun-
ters. Recognition is a secondary formation often taken by consciousness in its innocence to be

primary or apodictic, but thinking sometimes disturbs or modifies an established pattern of
thought. (Connolly, 1999: 24)

‘May I Not be Separated from Thee’"?

In an important book, Giorgio Agamben (1998) manages to conjure up a depic-
tion of ‘bare life’ (zoé) immured. Through the development of a whole set of
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governmental templates in a manner familiar to those who read Foucault or study
the totalitarian state, bare life has become ‘a life that has been deadened and morti-
fied into juridical role’ (Agamben, 1998: 187), a life ‘naturalized’ (to use a bitterly
ironic term) from birth. Thus:

. . the Foucauldian thesis will have to be corrected or, at least, completed, in the sense that what
characterizes modern politics is not so much the illusion of zoé in the polis - which is, in itself,
absolutely ancient - not simply the fact that life as such becomes a principal object of the projec-
tions and calculations of state power. Instead the decisive fact is that, together with the process
by which the exception everywhere becomes the rule, the realm of bare life - which is originally
situated at the margins of the political order - gradually begins to coincide with the political
realm, and exclusion and inclusion, outside and inside, bios and z0é, right and fact, enter into a
zone of incredible indistinction. At once excluding bare life from and capturing it within the
political order, the state of exception actually constituted, in its very separateness, the hidden
foundation on which the entire political system rested. When its borders began to be blurred,
the bare life that dwelt there frees itself in the city and becomes both subject and object of the
political order, the one place for both the organization of state power and emancipation from
it. Everything happens as if, along with the disciplinary process by which state power makes
man as a living being into its own specific object, another process is set in motion that in large
measure corresponds to the birth of modern democracy, in which man as a living being presents
himself no longer as an object but as the subject of political power. These processes which in
many ways oppose and (at least apparently) bitterly conflict with each other - nevertheless
converge insofar as both concern the bare life of the citizen, the new biopolitical body of
humanity. (Agamben, 1998: 8-9)

For Agamben, one of the questions is how to produce a notion of bare life that
constitutes a politics but does not weigh it down with state imperatives. But his
answer is pessimistic. Such a revitalization of bare life cannot be born.

Bare life remains included in politics in the form of an exception, that is, as something that is
included solely through an exclusion. How is it possible to ‘politicize’ the ‘natural sweetness’
of zoé? And first of all does zoé really need to be politicized, or is politics not already contained
in zoé as its most priceless centre? The biopolitics of both modern totalitarianism and the
society of mass hedonism and consumerism certainly constitute answers to these questions.
Nevertheless, until a completely new politics - that is, a politics no longer founded on the
exception of bare life - is at hand, every theory and every praxis will remain improvised and
immobile and the ‘beautiful day’ of life will be given citizenship only either through blood and
death or in the perfect senselessness to which the society of the spectacle condemns it.
(Agamben, 1998: 11)

What Agamben seems to argue for, in part, is a revitalization of the body, in new
forms of life: ‘we are not only, in Foucault’s words, animals whose life as living
beings is at issue in their politics, but also - inversely - citizens whose very poli-
tics is at issue in their natural body’ (Agamben, 1998: 188). What this article has
argued is that such an emancipatory politics of bare life, founded in practices such
as contemplation and mysticism, both already exists — and continues to come into
existence in new ways - a politics founded especially but not only in a ‘nature’
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which is a ‘product of the double investment of the body by space (the infor-
mation coming from the physical world) and the investment of space by the body
(as a certain kind of receiver-encoder of information)’ (Gil, 1998: 28). This is a
politics of enhancement of the anticipation and conduct of certain bodily skills
which, at the same time, contains its own premises though the effects of those
skills.

This ‘politics of the half-second delay” has the potential to expand the bio-
political domain, to make it more than just the site of investment by the state or
investments by transnational capitalism. It may well explain the deep affective
investments that are made by so many in a politics of nature, investments which
move far beyond the cognitive and which are often figured as a restitution of all
that has been lost. Perhaps, though, as this article has argued, the outcome might
be figured more accurately as new appreciations and anticipations of spaces of
embodiment, best understood as a form of magic dependent upon new musics of
stillness and silence able to be discovered in a world of movement.

But: ‘Step Inside the Great Outdoors’*

But, let’s not overdo this. There are powerful contra-forces. For there is another
politics of bare life which I have so far only touched on. This is the politics that
arises out of the enormous efforts currently being made to foreground the back-
ground of bare life - to make it comprehensible and therefore able to be appre-
hended and so made more of - across a range of different interests and arenas. And
of these interests and arenas the most powerful and, in many ways, the most
advanced is capitalist business: Agamben’s mass consumerism.

Capitalist firms are drawing on the various knowledges of bare life they are
producing to produce new products, products which animate - ‘turn on’ - the
body by producxng an engagmg and compellmg ethology of the senses.

This is the rise of an ‘experience economy’ (Pine and Gllmore, 1999), a new
genre of economic output which can construct experiences in order to produce
added value. What have been the chief knowledges of bare life from which this
experience economy has grown? There are four. The first has been tourism. Since
the 1960s, a new kind of tourism has emerged based upon the theming of spaces.
Relying on the experience of running museums, heritage centres, theme parks and
certain kinds of themed retailing (Gottdiener, 1997) it has gradually constructed
knowledge of how to produce spaces which can grip the senses. Of late, the
kinaesthetic element of tourism has accordingly been amplified. For example,
there are all the postcolonial forms of adventure set out by Guttman: house-
boating, portaging, mountain-biking, cattle-driving, bob-sledding, tall-ship
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sailing, tornado-chasing, canyon orienteering, wagon training, seal viewing,
iceberg tracking, racing car drlvmg, hot-air ballooning, rock climbing, spelunk-

ing, white water rafting, canoeing, heli-hiking, hut-to-hut hiking, whale kissing,
llama trekking, barnstorming, land yachting, historic battle re-enactments,
iceboating, polar bearing and dog-sledding. The second knowledge, one clearly
linked to the former, is sport and exercise. Sport and exercise have become key
elements in modern experience economies, through their ability to influence
bodily comportment (including specialized precision knowledges) through the
specialized spaces that are constructed to serve them, and through the connections
to the mass media (Abercrombie and Longhurst, 1998).

A third knowledge has been of performance. Since the 1960s again, knowledge
of performance - which is, after all, extensive - has moved out from the stage to
fill all manner of venues - from corporate presentations to the street. Buoyed up
by mass media which have, in all probability, made the population at large more
performative (Abercrombie and Longhurst, 1998), the art of performance has
become a general art which concentrates especially on the conduct of the now and
which can be appropriated. The fourth knowledge has been from education.
Pedagogy has become a more and more active affair. Bolstered by findings from
fields like cognition and consciousness, learning is now universally practised as
active, even sensuous.

Capitalist firms have taken these knowledges and produced a series of
purchases on the world. The first of these has been advertising. Advertising
companies have become alive to an approach that takes in all the senses.
Companies like the London advertising agency St Lukes have led the way
towards advertising which is meant to tug at bare life by emphasizing kinaesthetic
qualities. Another purchase is through sensorializing goods - producing goods
that will richly engage the senses.

Doing so requires awareness of which senses most affect customers, focuses on those senses and

the sensations they experience, and the corporate redesign of the good to make it more

appealing. Automakers, for example, now spend millions of dollars on every model to make
sure that car doors sound just so when they close. Publishers greatly enhance the covers and
interiors of books, and magazines with a number of tactile innovations (embossed lettering,
scratching, bumpy or ultrasmooth surfaces) and sight sensations (translucent covers, funky
fonts, clear photographs, three-dimensional graphics). Even presentation markers aren’t just

coloured anymore; Sanford scents them as well (liquorice for black, cherry for red, etc.). (Pine
and Gilmore, 1999: 18)

Even quite simple goods are being designed which can feed back to the senses. For
example, ‘radar’ baseballs make it possible to know how fast a ball was thrown,
and generate social interaction since the catcher has to relay the speed back to the
thrower.
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The third purchase is the growth of packaged experiences which rely on
theming contexts, so as to produce enhanced sensory experiences. This packaging
can range all the way from the increasing outsourcing of children’s parties from
the home to companies, to the most elaborate virtual environments, which are
virtually self-contained ethologies.

Companies that want to stage compelling capacities should ... determine the theme of the

experience as well as the impressions that will convey the theme to guests. Many times, experi-

enced stagers develop a list of impressions they wish guests to store away and then think
creatively about different themes and storylines that will bring the impressions together in the
cohesive narrative. Then they winnow the impressions down to a manageable number - only
and exactly those which truly devote the chosen theme. Next they focus on the animate and
inanimate cues that could connote each impression, following the simple guidelines of accentu-
ating the positive and eliminating the negative. They then must meticulously map out the effect
each cue will have on the five senses - sight, sound, taste and smell - taking care not to

overwhelm guests with too much sensory input. Finally, they add memorabilia to the total mix,

extending the experience in the customers’ mind over time. Of course, embracing these prin-

ciples remains, for now, an art form. But those companies which figure out how to design
experiences that are compelling, engaging, memorable - and rich - will be the ones leading the

way into the emerging Experience Economy. (Pine and Gilmore, 1999: 61)

The fourth purchase is on objects that will produce kinaesthetic experiences,
on the grounds that these experiences are usually the most compelling and the
most memorable. What is fascinating is the speed with which this kinaesthetic
purchase on the world is now expanding its grip, as knowledge of movement
becomes engineered in institutions as different as film animation and special
effects houses, virtual reality games, exponents of light shows, producers of
extreme sports, and those who construct theme park rides. Increasingly, in
partlcular this knowledge is projected through objects which are based on maxi-
mizing movement experiences through the application of particular sequences of
movement which engage the visceral sense as well as the proprioceptive and fine
touch, rather like hieroglyphs of the kind found in dance and other performing
arts (Thrift, 2000). For example, roller coasters are now often described in
specifically choreographic terms.

Then a final purchase is, as already prefaced, memorabilia. Memorabilia both
encapsulate and string out experiences. Most experience businesses mix memora-
bilia into what they offer. Memorabilia are becoming more sophisticated as
objects can increasingly be customized. For example, guests’ credit card signa-
tures can be digitized and transferred to objects like clothing, sports equipment
and photographs, often next to the signatures of appropriate celebrities. And,
increasingly, memorabilia are being played for affective capacity. For example:

Hillenbrand Industries of Butestaffe, Indiana, developed a new memorabilia capacity for the
funeral industry. The concept emerged from the practice in many funeral homes of producing
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memory books for display at viewing and memorial services. Hillenbrand sought to bring
greater efficiencies to the process but also to preserve the kind of one-of-a-kind collages families
now put together to commemorate the lives of lost loved ones. Hillenbrand does this by
developing a proprietary system to digitize, merge and print mass customized collages to both
paper and video output media.

But these life space collages serve merely as a prop for the experience Hillenbrand really
offers. A self-guided kit that walks a family, group of friends or co-workers through a series of
steps to create their own memories. ‘What we sell’, says Gary Bonnie, who handled the initia-
tive, ‘is the life scaping experience of gathering with others, rummaging through old photo-
graphs and other mementos, and recalling fond memories. The collage gift happens to be the
outcome; the value is experienced in going through the process we’ve helped script.” Accord-
ingly, Hillenbrand charges for the kit experience, whether or not people actually buy the
collage. (Pine and Gilmore, 1999: 58)

So, what we see is bare life laid bare and anatomized, and put together again as
saleable, immersive experiences. Through history, of course, landscapes have
been constructed and experiences have been put up for sale but I think the new
developments which, by engaging all the senses, produce new realms of
experience to exchange should give us pause. It may be that ‘the history of econ-
omic progress consists of charging a fee for what once was free’ (Pine and
Gilmore, 1999: 67). Alternatively, this maxim can be seen as simply another
rationalization of the neoliberal order, one which entails a significant broaden-
ing and deepening of economic relations through much more sophisticated
means of interpellation.!*

In particular, of course, it involves a stance to nature, one which by re-embody-
ing natural ethologies, using the examples gleaned from museums, theatre and
theme parks, sets aside the immersive practices of contemplation and mysticism
based on make-believe for immersion of a different kind based on make-us-
believe (Walton, 1990). This is play without play, if you like!® - play without the
kind of anticipations that make live - that can produce an enhanced nature.

In 1996 Ogden [Corporation] committed $100 million to create eight attractions called the
American Wilderness Experience. There it immerses guests in nature scenes that feature the live
animals, foliage, scents, and climates indigenous to various locales. The company’s first
American Wilderness Experience opened in late 1997 in the Ontario Malls Mill in San
Bernadino, California. The company charges an admission fee of $9.95 for adults to take in five
‘biomes’ depicting various aspects of California’s natural environment: Redwoods, sierras,
deserts, coasts and valleys. These exhibits are inhabited by 160 wild animals, across 60 distinct
species, including snakes, bobcats, scorpions, jelly fish and porcupines. Guests begin their
journey with a motion-based attraction, called the Wild Ride Theater, that lets them experience
the world through the eyes of various animals - moving like a mountain lion, buzzing like a bee
— and then tour live animal exhibits and enjoy nature discussions with costumed Wilderness
rangers. Of course, once guests pay to participate in the American Wilderness Experience,
Ogden also makes money on the food service at its Wilderness Grill and the memorabilia at its
Nature Untamed retail store. (Pine and Gilmore, 1999: 23-4)
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Conclusion

The stakes are high. Should we move towards a capitalist super-nature, tuning our
bodies to an economy of naturalized experiences, or to something more modest,
more fluid and less market-driven? Unlike Agamben, I think there is hope,
precisely born out of the heightened participations in bare life, shown up by
movement, that I have tried to show up in this article. To begin with, there are the
myriad activities which exist at the edge of the economic system which travel all
the way from those who are simply looking for simple forms of exercise to those
who are trying to sense something different. Then, there is the realm of the
performance studies and arts, which, since at least the 1960s, have, through tech-
niques as different as dance and performance art, been attempting to stimulate
new corporeal sensibilities (e.g. Jones and Stephenson, 1999). And, last, there is
the more general move towards a philosophy which can incorporate the body and
so think thought differently (Shusterman, 1999).

Taken together, these alternative forms of biopolitics continue to allow a differ-
ent time to inhabit the moment and even to flourish. Though they may be a small
thing, they are not insignificant: sometimes a little can be a lot.

Notes

I'would like to acknowledge the cognitive environment provided by the Scandinavian Collegium for Advanced Study
in the Social Sciences (SCASSS) in the preparation of this article. Several people there discussed its contents with me
and enabled me to hone the arguments, in particular Katharine Young and Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett. I also very
much appreciated the opportunity to present the article at the Materiality/Sociality Conference held at Brunel
University. Several people at the conference provided valuable comments and especially Dede Boden, Kevin Hether-
ington, Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar. Finally, the comments of the five referees helped me to further hone and
clarify the article.

1. Tuse the word ‘instincts’ here to signal my intention to try to transcend humanist approaches to nature, though
many of these ‘instincts’ are complex biological-cultural constructions.

2. Then when we say ‘information’ in everyday life, we spontaneously think of information as the result of a
discarding of information. We do not consider the fact that there is more information in an experience than in an
account of it. It is the account that we consider to be information. But the whole basis of such an account is infor-
mation that is discarded. Only after information has been discarded can a situation become an event people can talk
about. The total situation we find ourselves in at any given time is precisely one we cannot provide an account of: we
can give an account of it only when it has ‘collapsed’ into an event through the discarding of information.
(Norretranders, 1998: 109)

3. Many of these bodily practices necessarily contain improvisational elements, since they are always performa-
tive, instantiated in the capacities of particular bodies and content-specific (see Hayles, 1999; Thrift, 2000). Think only
of the face with its potent muscular geography (cf. Brothers, 1997; McNeil, 1998; Taussig, 1998).

4. 'This is a very different notion of metaphor from that employed by Lakoff and Johnson (1998) which seems to
me to over-determine both the idea of metaphor and the process of metaphorization.

5. In other words, the notion of speed is part of the rhetoric of how Euro-American societies go on.
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6. There are interesting connections here with all kinds of earlier body practices from drill to dance which could
be brought out and which are brought together in the 20th-century city in the work of writers like Laban (see Thrift,
2000).

7. The practice of photography, in other words, is as important for its process of doing as for its results (photo-
graphs which are normally rarely looked at).

8. Aided, in certain cases, by stimulants like drugs.

9. All these practices are heightened by the growing sense, stimulated by the media, of audience (see Abercrombie
and Longhurst, 1998); we now constantly see and take in other body practices: ways of walking and the like. This
mundane anthropology is becoming more and more important.

10. Thus, for example:

... when we approach a great fir on the crest of 2 mountain, we stand tall or our eyes travel upward to the
clouds and eagles, when we approach a willow our gaze sweeps in languid arcs across the backs of lime
branches rippling over the lake. When we come upon a fallen tree, we have difficulty seeing it is a willow or
a pine or a tree; it appears as a thicket about a log, in a confused lay out inviting closer scrutiny. (Lingis,
1998: 53)

11. Note also Derrida’s thoughts on nature as a form of writing (see Kirby, 1997).
12. Ancient Christian prayer cited in de Certeau (1992: 1).

13. The main marketing slogan of the American Wilderness Experience.

14. So think of the following quotation as a business proposition.

To recognise a person is to recognise a typical way of addressing tasks, of envisaging landscapes, of advancing
hesitantly and cautiously o ironically, of playing exuberantly down the paths to us. Someone we know is
someone we relate to posturally, someone we walk in step with, someone who maintains a certain style of
positioning himself or herself and gesticulating in conversation and with whom we take up a compromising
position as we talk. (Lingis, 1998: 53)

15. I realize that this section might be read as a Baudrillardian account of the rise of simulacra. This is not, however,
the way [ would want it read. Baudrillard’s accounts are far too sweeping for me, and lack any but a stylized historical
sense.
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Driving in the City

Nigel Thrifi

from Michel de Certeau’s many works — anthologized or extracted

almost to distraction — is the seventh chapter from The Practice of
Everyday Life called “Walking in the City’. In this article, I want to use that
chapter as a jumping-off point, as a means of indexing and interrogating the
nature of some (and only some) of the practices of the modern city. In
particular, I want to lay the practice of walking that de Certeau uses as a
sign of the human alongside the practice of driving. | want to argue that a
hundred years or so after the birth of automobility, the experience of driving
is sinking in to our ‘technological unconscious’ and producing a phenom-
enology that we increasingly take for granted but which in fact is histori-
cally novel. This new and very public sense of possession (de Certeau, 2000)
which is also a possession of sense, constitutes a radically different set of
spatial practisings of the city which do not easily conform to de Certeau’s
strictures on space and place and should at least give us pause.

The article is therefore in three main parts. In the first part, [ will do
no more than outline some of de Certeau’s thoughts on spatial practices in
the city. In the second part, I will then argue that de Certeau’s work on
everyday life needs to be reworked to take into account the rise of automo-
bility and the consequent changes in how space is ordered, changes that
cannot easily be subsumed into his account of the city. The third part of the
article will argue that these changes have been even more far-reaching than
might at first be imagined, as developments like software and ergonomics
rework how automobility is practised, and that these developments presage
an important change in the nature of this particular form of habitability. The
article then concludes by returning to de Certeau’s vision of everyday life
in the city in order to take up again some of the challenges he bequeathed
to us.

PERHAPS THE most famous and most reproduced piece of writing

B Theory, Culture & Society 2004 (SAGE, London, Thousand Oaks and New Delhi),
Vol. 21(4/5): 41-59
DOI: 10.1177/0263276404046060
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Walking in the City

As lan Buchanan (2000) has rightly indicated, de Certeau’s project in The
Practice of Everyday Life was a tentative and searching one which cannot
and should not be read as a set of fixed theoretical conclusions about the
nature of the world but rather should be seen as a means whereby it becomes
possible to open up more spaces within which the operational logic of
culture can be addressed. And we can see the ways in which this project
both foreshadowed and produced a set of distinctively modern concerns —
with practices rather than subjects or discourses, with moving beyond a
model of culture based purely on reading, with creativity as well as disci-
pline, with new ways of articulating otherness, with the presence of capa-
bility on the margins as well as subservience (Terdiman, 2001), and so on.
These concerns are now so well established, not least in large parts of
cultural studies, that they are becoming a taken-for-granted background: not
so much common endpoints as common starting points.

‘Walking in the City’! starts atop of one of the towers of the World
Trade Center, which for de Certeau constituted ‘the tallest letters in the
world” (2000: 101), a gigantic set of capital letters, a kind of sky writing if
you like. For de Certeau, to be lifted to the summit of one of the towers and
to look out was to feel a violent delight. Distanced from the roar of the
‘frantic New York traffic’ (2000: 101-2) and the location of the body in a
criss-cross of streets, it is possible to think of the city as one vast and static
panoramic text, able to be read because it is ‘removed from the obscure
interlacings of everyday behaviour’ (2000: 102).

But down below, millions of walking bodies are engaged in a different
kind of activity. Here I make no apology for quoting de Certeau at length,
for the following passages from early on in the chapter seem to me to get to
the nub of what he has to say:

... itis below — ‘down’ — on the threshold where visibility ends that the city’s
common practitioners dwell. The raw material of this experiment are the
walkers, Wandersmdinner, whose bodies follow the cursives and strokes of an
urban ‘text’ they write without reading. These practitioners employ spaces
that are not self-aware; their knowledge of them is as blind as that of one
body for another, beloved, body. The paths that interconnect in this network,
strange poems of which each body is an element down by and among many
others, elude being read. Everything happens as though some blindness were
the hallmark of the processes by which the inhabited city is organized. The
networks of these forward-moving, intercrossed writings form a multiple
history, are without creator or spectator, made up of fragments of trajectories
and alteration of spaces: with regard to representations, it remains daily,
indefinitely, something other.

Eliding the imaginary totalizations of the eye, there is a strangeness in the
commonplace that creates no surface, or whose surface is only an advanced
limit, an edge cut out of the visible. In this totality, I should like to indicate
the processes that are foreign to the ‘geometric’ or ‘geographic’ space of
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visual, panoptic or theoretical constructions. Such spatial practices refer to
a specific form of operations (ways of doing); they reflect ‘another spatiality’
(an anthropological, poietik and mystical spatial experiment); they send us to
an opaque, blind domain of the inhabited city, or to a transhuman city, one
that insinuates itself into the clear text of the planned, readable city. (2000:
102-3

In such passages, de Certeau shows some quite remarkable powers of
theoretical foresight as he works towards other forms of habitability. In
particular, he foreshadows the current strong turn to so-called ‘non-
representational’ aspects of the city (e.g. Amin and Thrift, 2002) in his
emphasis on the diachronic succession of now-moments of practice which
emphasize perambulatory qualities such as ‘tactile apprehension and
kinesic appropriation’ (de Certeau, 1984: 105), moments which are to some
extent their own affirmation since they are an ‘innumerable collection of
singularities’ (de Certeau, 1987: 97). He values a sense of invention® as a
means of opening out sites to other agendas, so producing some degree of
free play in apparently rigid social systems, and thereby foreshadowing the
current demonstrative emphasis on performance. He also begins to think
through the quite different spatial dynamics that such a theoretical-practical
stance entails, a stance in which other kinds of spatial knowings are
possible.

But, at the same time, I think we also have to see that de Certeau
cleaves to some old themes, all based on the familiar model of (and desire
for) what Meaghan Morris (1998) nicely calls ‘evasive everdayness’, and |
want to concentrate on three of these. One such theme, highlighted by
numerous commentators, is that he never really leaves behind the opera-
tions of reading and speech and the sometimes explicit, sometimes implicit
claim that these operations can be extended to other practices. In turn, this
claim that ‘there is a correspondence or homology between certain enun-
ciative procedures that regulate action in both the field of language and the
wider network of social practices’ (Gardiner, 2000: 176) sets up another
obvious tension, between a practice-based model of often illicit ‘behaviour’
founded on enunciative speech-acts and a text-based model of ‘represen-
tation’ which fuels functional social systems. I am uneasy with this depic-
tion because of its tendency to assume that language is the main resource
of social life (cf. Thrift, 1996, 2000, 2003) and the obvious consequence;
close readings can quite easily become closed readings. Another is that de
Certeau insists that much of the practice of everyday life is in some sense
‘hidden’ away, obscured, silenced and able to be recovered only by tapping
the narrative harmonics of particular sites which ‘are fragmentary and
convoluted histories, pasts stolen by others from readability, folded up ages
that can be unfolded but are there more as narratives in suspense ...’
(1984: 115). Each site has a kind of unconscious, then, an ‘infancy’ which
is bound up with the movements of its inhabitants and which can be pulled
back into memory — but only partially. I am similarly uneasy with this kind
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of depiction precisely because of its psychoanalytic echoes, for they seem
to me to rely on a familiar representational metaphysics of presence and
absence of the kind extensively criticized by Michel Henry (1993) and
others in relation to certain kinds of Freudianism. A final questionable
theme is de Certeau’s implicit romanticism, which comes, I think, from a
residual humanism.? Now I should say straight away that I am not convinced
that a residual humanism is necessarily a bad thing (cf. Thrift, 2000) but
in this case it leads de Certeau in the direction of a subterranean world of
evasive urban tactics produced by the weak as typified by practices like
walking ‘as a model of popular practice — and critical process’ (Morris, 1998:
110) which I believe to be profoundly misleading for several reasons. For
one, as Meaghan Morris (1998) has so persuasively argued, de Certeau’s
pursuit of the apotheosis of the ordinary in the ordinary arising from his
equation of enunciation with evasion, creates all manner of problems. Not
only does it produce a sense of a beleaguered, localized (though not necess-
arily local) ‘anthropological” everyday of poetry, legend and memory* being
squeezed by larger forces, thus embedding a distinction between small and
large, practice and system, and mobility and grid which is surely suspect
(Latour, 2002), but it also chooses an activity as an archetype of the
everyday which is far more ambiguous than it is often made out to be: for
example, it is possible to argue not only that much walking, both histori-
cally and contemporarily, is derived from car travel (and is not therefore a
separate and, by implication, more authentic sphere)® but also that the very
notion of walking as a deliberately selected mode of travel and its
accompanying peripatetic aesthetic of being somehow closer to nature — or
the city — has itself been carefully culturally constructed in representation
itself in concert with the evolution of automobility (Solnit, 2000; Wallace,
1993).6 Thus, when Solnit (2000: 213) declares that de Certeau ‘suggests a
frightening possibility: that if the city is a language spoken by walkers, then
a postpedestrian city not only has fallen silent but risks becoming a dead
language, one whose colloquial phrases, jokes, and curses will vanish, even
if its formal grammar survives’, she may be missing other languages which
also have something to say.

In the next section, | want to argue that if these three themes were
thought to contain suspect assumptions in the 1970s then they are now even
more problematic. | want to illustrate these contentions via a consideration
of contemporary automobility” because I believe that the knot of practices
that constitute that automobility provide a real challenge to elements of de
Certeau’s thought, especially as these practices are now evolving. Neither
in The Practice of Everyday Life nor elsewhere in de Certeau’s writings on
the city have I been able to find any sustained discussion of the millions of
automobile ‘bodies’ that clog up the roads:® de Certeau’s cities echo with
the roar of traffic but this is the noise of an alien invader.® However, in the
short interlude following ‘Walking in the City” — Chapter 8, ‘Railway Navi-
gation and Incarceration’ — there are some clues to this absence, at least.
For de Certeau, the train (and the bus), it turns out, is a ‘travelling
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incarceration’ in which human bodies are able to be ordered because,
although the carriage is mobile, the passengers are immobile.

Only a rationalized cell travels. A bubble of panoptic and classifying power,
a module of imprisonment that makes possible the production of an order, a
closed and autonomous insularity — that is what can traverse space and make
itself independent of local roots. (1987: 111)

Continuing in this Foucaldian vein, de Certeau tells us that inside the
carriage:

There is the immobility of an order. Here rest and dreams reign supreme.
There is nothing to do, one is in the state of reason. Everything is in its place,
as in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. Every being is placed there like a piece
of printer’s type on a page arranged in military order. This order, an organiz-
ational system, the quietude of a certain reason, is the condition of both a
railway car’s and a text’s movement from one place to another. (1987: 111)

De Certeau then switches from a panoptic to a panoramic (Schivelsbuch,

1986) mode:

Outside, there is another immobility, that of things, towering mountains,
stretches of green field and forest, arrested villages, colonnades of buildings,
black urban silhouettes against the pink evening sky, the twinkling of noctur-
nal lights on a sea that precedes or succeeds our histories. The train gener-
alizes Diirer’s Melancholia, a speculative experience of the world: being
outside of these things that stay there, detached and absolute, that leaves us
without having anything to do with this departure themselves: being deprived
of them, surprised by their ephemeral and quiet strangeness. . . . However,
these things do not move. They have only the movement that is brought about
from moment to moment by changes in perspective among their bulky figures.
They have only trompe-l’oeil movements. They do not change their place any
more than I do; vision alone continually undoes and remakes these relation-

ships. (1987: 111-12)

Leaving aside the evidence that de Certeau had clearly never travelled on
the Dickensian British rail system, what we see here is the classic account
of machine travel as distantiated and, well, machine-like. We can assume
that de Certeau might have thought of cars, though of a less spectatorial
nature (at least for their drivers), as having some of the same abstracted
characteristics. But, if that is the case, it would be a signal error. For
research on automobility shows the world of driving to be as rich and convo-
luted as that of walking. It is to telling this world that I now turn.

Driving in the City
The automobile has been with Euro-American societies for well over a

century and since about the 1960s (not coincidentally, the time of de
Certeau’s observations on the city) the car has become a common feature of
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everyday life itself (Brandon, 2002; Thrift, 1990), almost a background to the
background. Take as an example only the utter familiarity of automobile-
related urban lighting from the orange glow of streetlights and their counter-
point of gaudy lit signs through the constant flash of car headlights to the
intermittent flicker of the indicator. As Jakle (2001: 255) observes by 1970,
the influence of the automobile on night-time lighting was felt in its
entirety. ... Cities were lit primarily to facilitate the movement of motor
vehicles.” Around a relatively simple mechanical entity, then, a whole new
civilization has been built; for example, the layout of the largest part of the
Euro-American city space assumes the presence of the complicated logistics
of the car, the van and the truck (Beckmann, 2001; Sheller and Urry, 2000;
Urry, 2004). We can go farther than this; whole parts of the built environment
are now a mute but still eloquent testimony to automobility. As Urry (2000:
59) puts it, ‘the car’s significance is that it reconfigures civil society involv-
ing distinct ways of dwelling, travelling and socialising in and through an
automobilised time-space’. For example, most recently, large parts of the
landscape near roads are being actively moulded by formal techniques like
viewshed analysis so that they make visual sense to the occupants of cars as
they speed by'” or by more generalized developments like so-called time-
space geodemographics which conceptualize the commuting system as a
whole and are trying to produce continuously changing advertising on the
multitude of signs scattered along the sides of roads, signs which will adjust
their content and/or message to appeal to the relevant consumer populations
that inhabit the highways at each time of day.!! And then there is a whole
infrastructure of specialized buildings that service cars and car passengers,
from the grandest service stations to the humblest of garages (e.g. Jakle and
Sculle, 2002). We can go farther again. Automobiles have themselves trans-
muted into homes: for example, by one reckoning 1 in 14 US Americans now
live in ‘mobile homes’ of one form or another (Hart et al., 2002).12

Until recently, however, this remarkable complex has been largely
analysed in purely representational terms by cultural commentators as, for
example, the symbolic manifestation of various desires (see, for example,
most recently, Sachs, 2002). But, as de Certeau would have surely under-
lined, this system of automobility has also produced its own embodied prac-
tices of driving and ‘passengering’, each with their own distinctive histories
often still waiting to be written. Though we should not of course forget that
how the car is put together, how it works and how and where it can travel
are outwith the control of the driver, yet it is still possible to write of a rich
phenomenology of automobility, one often filled to bursting with embodied
cues and gestures which work over many communicative registers and
which cannot be reduced simply to cultural codes.!3 That is particularly the
case if we are willing to travel off the path of language as the only form of
communication (or at least models of language as the only means of framing
that communication) and understand driving (and passengering) as both
profoundly embodied and sensuous experiences, though of a particular kind,
which ‘requires and occasions a metaphysical merger, an intertwining of the
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identities of the driver and car that generates a distinctive ontology in the
form of a person-thing, a humanized car or, alternatively, an automobilized
person’ (Katz, 2000: 33) in which the identity of person and car kinaes-
thetically intertwine.'* Thus driving, for example, involves the capacity to:

... embody and be embodied by the car. The sensual vehicle of the driver’s
action is fundamentally different from that of the passenger’s, because the
driver, as part of the praxis of driving, dwells in the car, feeling the bumps
on the road as contacts with his or her body not as assaults on the tires,
swaying around curves as if the shifting of his or her weight will make a differ-
ence in the car’s trajectory, loosening and tightening the grip on the steering
wheel as a way of interacting with other cars. (Katz, 2000: 32)

Perhaps the best way to show this sensuality is through the work of
Jack Katz (2000) and his students. Through detailed study of driving behav-
iour in Los Angeles, Katz shows that driving is a rich, indeed driven, stew
of emotions which is constantly on the boil, even though cars prevent many
routine forms of intersubjective expression from taking shape — indeed the
relative dumbness of driving and especially its lack of opportunity for
symmetrical interaction may be the key aggravating factor. Katz is able to
demonstrate four main findings. First, that drivers experience cars as exten-
sions of their bodies. Hence their outrage on becoming the subject of
adverse driving manoeuvres by other drivers: their tacit automobilized
embodiment is cut away from them and they are left ‘without any persona
with which one can relate respectably to others’ (Katz, 2000: 46). Second,
that, as a result of this and the fact that drivers attach all manner of
meanings to their manoeuvres that other drivers cannot access (what Katz
calls ‘life metaphors’), driving can often be a highly emotional experience
in which the petty realities of everyday situations are impressed on an
unwilling recipient causing anger and distress precisely because they are
so petty, or in which a carefully nurtured identity is forcefully undermined
causing real fury. Third, that the repertoire of reciprocal communication that
a car allows is highly attenuated — the sounding of horns, the flashing of
headlights, the aggressive use of brake lights and hand gestures — within a
situation that is already one in which there are limited cues available,
occasioned by the largely tail-to-tail nature of interaction. Drivers cannot
therefore communicate their concerns as fully as they would want and there
is therefore a consistently high level of ambiguity in driver-to-driver inter-
action. As a result, a considerable level of frustration and anger (and frus-
tration and anger about being frustrated and angered) can be generated.!®
But, at the same time, driving, and this is the fourth finding, is:

... a prime field for the study of what Michel de Certeau called the ‘tactics’
of contemporary everyday life. Many people develop what they regard as
particularly shrewd ways of moving around society. These include carefully
choosing streets that one knows carry little traffic, sneakily cutting across
corner gas stations to beat traffic lights, discreetly using another car as a
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‘screen’ in order to merge onto a highway, passing through an intersection,
and brazenly doubling back to avoid the queue in a left-turn lane, and such
triumphs of motoring chutzpah as following in the smooth-flowing wake of an
ambulance as it cuts through bottled traffic. (Katz, 2000: 36)

At the same time, such tactics are very often read as violations of moral
codes by other drivers, leading to all manner of sensual/driving expressions
which are attempts to take the moral high ground and so bring to an end
episodes of anger and frustration.

What Katz’s work reveals, then, is an extraordinarily complex everyday
ecology of driving. It makes very little sense to think of such express
moments of automobility as just cogs in a vaulting mechanical system
(though I am certainly not arguing that they are not that too), or simply an
assertion of driver independence. Rather, they are a complex of complex re-
attributions which very often consist of interesting denials of precisely the
interconnections that they are intent on pursuing (Dant and Martin, 2001).

But, there is one more point to make, and that is that the nature of
automobility is itself changing. The car cum driving of the 21st century is
no longer the same knot of steely practices that it was in the 20th. It has
been joined by new and very active intermediaries and it is this change that
is the subject of the next section.

The Changing Nature of Driving

Katz (2000: 44) points to the way in which cars are beginning to change
and, in the process, are producing a new kind of phenomenology when he
writes that:

The marketing of cars has long offered the potential of publicly displaying
oneself to others in an enviable form but also the promise of a private daily
metamorphosis affording hands-on, real world, sensual verification that one
fits naturally into a peaceful, immortal, or transcendent form. Cars are
increasingly designed in elaboration of this message. The button that will
automatically lower the window happens to be just where the driver’s hand
naturally falls. His key is a bit different than hers, and when he begins to
work it into the ignition, the driver’s chair ‘knows’ to adjust itself to a position
that is tailored to his dimensions and sense of comfort. Cars have replaced
watches . . . as the microengineered personal possession that, like a minia-
ture world’s fair exhibit, displays the latest technological achievements to the
masses. Also, like watches, cars can be readily consulted as a reassuring
touchstone for the assessment of messier segments of one’s life. (Katz, 2000:

44)

I want to approach the way that what was thought to be a mature tech-
nology is currently changing and transmuting into something quite different
by an oblique route whose relevance will, I hope, become clear. For I want
to argue that cars are one of the key moments in the re-design of modern
urban environments in that they bring together a series of reflexive
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knowledges of 50 or so years vintage now, which are both technical and also
— through their attention to ‘human factors’ — close to embodied practice
and can be considered as some of the first outposts of what might be called,
following the work of the late Francisco Varela and his colleagues, the ‘natu-
ralization of phenomenology’. Of course, scientific knowledges have been
routinely applied to the urban environment for a long time, but I believe
that the sheer scale and sophistication of what is happening now amount to
something quite different: a studied extension of the spatial practices of the
human which consists of the production of quite new material surfaces
which are akin to life, not objects, and thereby new means of bodying forth:
new forms of material intelligence producing a new, more fluid transub-
stantiation.'®

This transubstantiation is taking place in four ways. First, as Stivers
(1999) has noted, it is foreshadowed in language itself: what were specific-
ally human qualities have been externalized onto machines so that
computers, for example, now have ‘memories’ and ‘languages’ and ‘intelli-
gence’. Concomitantly, human relationships have taken on machine-like
qualities: we create ‘networks’ and ‘interface’ with others. But it goes deeper
than that. So, second, it is arising from a continuous process of critique, as
knowledges about technological and human embodied practices circle
around and interact with each other, producing new knowledges which are
then applied and become the subject of even newer knowledges in a never-
ending reflexive loop. Then, third, as a result of the previous cumulative
process of critique, automobiles become more and more like hybrid entities
in which intelligence and intentionality are distributed between human and
non-human in ways that are increasingly inseparable: the governance of the
car is no longer in the hands of the driver but is assisted by more and more
technological add-ons to the point where it becomes something akin to a
Latourian delegate; ‘first, it has been made by humans; second, it substi-
tutes for the actions of people and is a delegate that permanently occupies
the position of a human; and, third, it shapes human action by prescribing
back’ (Latour, 1992: 235). Thus, increasingly, ‘cars’ are not just machines
whose meanings are stamped out by ‘culture’ (Miller, 2001) but have their
own qualities which increasingly approximate the anthropological spaces
that de Certeau is so concerned to foster and protect. And, fourth, as already
foreshadowed, this transubstantiation is the result of explicitly operating on
the phenomenological space of habitability that is focused on the car,
consisting of both the space of the flesh and the space surrounding the body,
in order to produce new bodily horizons and orientations (Changeux and
Ricoeur, 2002). In this transubstantiation, objects are increasingly allowed
their own place in the solicitations of a meaningful world.'” They become
parts of new kinds of authority.

If we take a tour around the modern car we can see two main ways in
which this extension of extension through the systematic application of
knowledge about embodied human practice — and the interaction between
technology and embodied human practice — is taking place. One is through
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computer software (Thrift and French, 2002). Software is a comparatively
recent historical development — the term itself has only existed since 1958
— and though recognizable computer software has existed in cars since the
1970s, it is only in the last 10 years or so that software, in its many mani-
festations, has become an integral element of the mechanics of cars, moving
down from being in the province of luxury cars only to becoming a norm in
the mass market. Now software controls engine management, brakes,
suspension, wipers and lights, cruising and other speeds,'® parking
manoeuvres, speech recognition systems,'” communication and entertain-
ment, sound systems, security, heating and cooling, in-car navigation and,
last but not least, a large number of crash protection systems. Almost every
element of the modern automobile is becoming either shadowed by software
or software has become (or has been right from the start, as in the case of
in-car navigation systems) the pivotal component. The situation is now of
such an order of magnitude greater than in the past that manufacturers and
industry experts are quite seriously discussing the point at which the
software platform of a car will have become so extensive that it will become
one of the chief competitive edges; customers will be loath to change to
different makes because of the investment of time needed to become
familiar with a new software environment and style.?? Such an allegiance
might be strengthened by the increasing tendency for automobiles to
become locations of activity other than driving; places for carrying out work,
communicating, being entertained and so on, via a legion of remote services.

Increasingly, automobile software also reaches beyond the vehicle
itself. So, for example, ‘intelligent vehicles’ drive on ‘intelligent streets’
loaded up with software that surveys and manages traffic, from the humblest
traffic light phasing to the grand visions of integrated transport management
systems that will increasingly control traffic flow while giving an illusion of
driver freedom. Each hybrid will become simultaneously a moment in a
continuously updated databank of movement.

The other extension is through the application of ergonomics.
Ergonomics (or ‘human factors’),?! like software, originated in the Second
World War and has existed as a formal discipline since the late 1940s
(Meister, 1999). However, its widespread application has only come about
since the 1980s, most especially with the advent of automated systems
(Sheridan, 2002). It is an amalgam of anatomy, physiology and psychology
with engineering dedicated to the careful study of human—technology inter-
actions and mostly concerned with creating new and more ‘friendly’ inter-
faces in which arrays of different objects act as one smooth process by
reworking system complexity.?? Although it argues that it is attempting to
increase the cognitive fit between people and things, it might just as well
be thought of as an exercise in hybridization, producing new forms of
‘humanization’, rather than simply discrete sets of interactions, by produc-
ing new kinds of authority.

The application of these two knowledges can be seen as simply a way
of compensating for human error, or it can be seen as a symptom of
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something much more far-reaching; a practical working-through of a more
abstract project, namely the grounding of phenomenology in scientific, natu-
ralistic principles. Now this, of course, might seem an odd project, given
Husserl’s consistent opposition of naturalistic methods to the sciences of
‘man’ but, grouped around an alliance of workers in artificial intelligence
(AI), cognitive science and the like who have valorized embodied action,
what we can see is a concerted project to represent the non-representational
through scientific principles, mainly by working on the very small spaces
and times of movement that can now be apprehended and worked with in
order to produce a ‘structural description of becoming aware’. Through such
a project of the scientific renewal of phenomenology, in which intentional-
ity is naturalized, objects like cars can then become very exactly computed
environments in which, to use a famous phrase, ‘the world is its own best
model” (Brooks, 1991: 142), both in the sense of cleaving to a particular
scientific approach and in the engaged sense that what works works. In other
words, cars become examples of ‘geometrical descriptive eidetics’ based on
differential geometry and topology and designed for ‘inexact morphological
essences’, essences that do not conform to a fundamental classical physical
account but that are still amenable to a naturalized description, especially
since the advent of complex system models (Petitot et al., 1999). Such forms
can only come into the world because of the advent of large-scale comput-
ing and software, thereby demonstrating a pleasingly circular generativity.

What we can see as a result of these developments is something very
interesting. First, driving the car becomes much more closely wrapped up
with the body (or, at least, a naturalized view of embodiment) via the active
intermediaries of software and ergonomics. Senses of weight and road resist-
ance are reconfigured. What the driver ‘listens’ to and works on is altered.
Relatedly, much more of the judgement involved in driving is now being
either imposed or managed by software (for example, through innovations
like traction control and ABS). In the process, almost certainly — even given
hysteresis effects — this new kind of coded governmentality is producing
safer road conditions. As a result, it is now commonly argued that software-
based innovations like those mentioned, when combined with the better
ergonomic design of controls, seating and steering, combine to produce
‘better’ driving experiences by giving more exact (in fact, more heavily inter-
mediated) embodied contact with the road.?® Second, the car becomes a
world in itself. Sound and even video systems, climate control, better sound
insulation, ergonomically designed interiors, easy recall of certain memories
and the like, all conspire to make the car into a kind of monad which
increasingly refers to the world outside itself via heavily intermediated
representations. Third, the car increasingly becomes locatable to itself and
to others in a burgeoning artificial ethology.?* The advent of a mixture of
geographical information systems, global positioning and wireless
communications means that getting lost will no longer be an option and,
equally, that increasingly it will be possible to track all cars, wherever they
may be. The result is that both surveying and being surveyed will
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increasingly become a norm: it is even possible that, through the new infor-
mational and communicational conduits that are now being opened up, some
of the social cues that have been missing from the experience of driving will
be re-inserted (for example, who is driving a particular car), making the
whole process more akin to walking again, but with a new informationally
boosted hybrid body, a new incarnation.

We therefore arrive in a world in which knowledge about embodied
knowledge is being used to produce new forms of embodiment-cum-spatial
practice which are sufficiently subtle and extensive to have every chance
of becoming a new background to everyday life. No doubt, a fellow traver-
siste of de Certeau like Virilio would be inclined to make such develop-
ments into a part of a humanist meltdown, a window on to a brave new
informational world which is frighteningly sterile, a further chapter in the
‘data coup d’état’ which comes about through relying on informational
models that model people as machines.

The horsepowered car was motorized with the aid of the synthetic energy of
the combustion engine in the course of the transport revolution and is now
gearing up to motorize the reality of space, thanks to the digital imagery of
the computer motor, perceptual faith letting itself be abused, it would seem,
by the virtuality generator. Dynamized by the artifice of continuous speed,
the real-space perspective of the painters of the Quattrocento then gives way
to the real-time perspective of the computer cognoscenti of the Novocento,
thereby illustrating surrealist writings of the 1930s: ‘One day science will
travel by bringing the country we want to visit to us. It will be the country
that visits us, the way a crowd visits some animal in a cage; then the country
will leave again, miffed at having stirred itself for so little.”?® (Virilio, 1995:
151, author’s emphasis)

In part, as we have seen from his musings on rail travel, I think that
de Certeau might have subscribed to this kind of line. But I think his
positive sense of the mundane, combined with a realization that more and
more software and ergonomics is derived from models of embodied know-
ledge which arise precisely out of the critique of informational models put
forward by authors like Merleau-Ponty upon which he drew (which is now,
ironically, being written into the software that surrounds us), would have

made him pull back and head for a more nuanced interpretation. At least,
I like to think so.

Conclusions

Such auto-mobile developments as I have laid out in the previous section
lay down a set of challenges to de Certeau’s work which I want to use to
fashion a conclusion to this article. Given that de Certeau’s project was a
tentative and developing one, and embedded in a particular historical
conjuncture, none of these criticisms need to be seen as necessarily
disabling, but they are at least interestingly problematic. In order to bring
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some structure to these challenges, I will backirack to the three criticisms
of de Certeau made in the second section of this article and use these criti-
cisms to sketch a rather different sense of the everyday in the city.

I want to begin by returning to de Certeau’s continued reduction of
practices to a generally cursive model. I have described this practice as
problematic. But I think that it can be read more sympathetically in another
way — as prefiguring a real historical change in which large parts of what
were considered as non-representational embodied practice begin to be
represented as they are brought into a kind of writing, the writing of
software. It has, of course, been a constant in history to produce systems for
describing human embodied movement of which conventional writing was
only ever one: other systems of notation have abounded (cf. Finnegan, 2002;
Guest, 1989). But what we can see in the current prevalence of software is
embodied spatial and temporal practices being minutely described and
written down using this new form of mechanical writing; to use another
theoretical vocabulary, bare life is being laid bare — and then cursively
extended (Thrift, 2003). Interestingly, de Certeau himself begins to provide
the beginnings of a vocabulary for describing this change later in The
Practice of Everyday Life (though admittedly in a different context) when he
writes in his brief history of writing in Chapter 10 about a new form of scrip-
tural practice which is not married to a reality of meaning but is a writing
given over to its own mechanisms. This is ‘a model of language furnished
by the machine, which is made of differentiated and combined parts (like
every enunciation) and develops, through the interplay of its mechanisms,
the logic of a celibate narcissism’ (de Certeau, 1984: 152). And we can
interpret automobile hybrids as made up of flesh, various mechanical
components — and such a form of writing (de Certeau’s body, tool and text),
gradually taking in the other two. As I have already pointed out, such a
development can be seen in wholly negative terms as existing alongside
what de Certeau (1984: 153) calls a ‘galloping technocratization’, but 1
prefer to think of it as also offering new possibilities for the extension of
physical extension and thought.

The second challenge arises from the use of adjectives like ‘hidden’.
I think that such a description of large parts of everyday life has become
an increasingly mistaken one. The sheer amount of locationally referenced
information about everyday life that is available or is coming on stream, and
which, by using wireless, GIS, GPS and other technologies will be constantly
updated, suggests that most of the spaces of everyday life will no longer be
hidden at all. Indeed, they are likely to be continually catalogued on a real-
time basis using categorizations and geometries that are themselves consti-
tutive of subjectivity.2® But 1 would argue that much of what actually
characterizes everyday life — the creative moments arising out of artful
improvisation on the spur of the moment — will still continue to be opaque
to systematic surveillance: there will still be ‘strangeness in the common-
place’. It is these performative moments of narrative dissonance that we
should be concentrating on. It may therefore be that, in contemporary social
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systems, it is not so much hiding as trying to fashion different modes of visi-
bility that is crucial.

The third challenge arises from de Certeau’s weak humanism. The
problem, of course, as Deleuze, Latour and many others have continually
emphasized, is “‘What is human?’. The answer is rather less clear now than
it was 20 or so years ago but, equally, the possibilities of what counts as
‘humanity’ have expanded. What seems clear to me is that it is not neces-
sary to equate the human with the near and local, the slow and the small,
as Gabriel Tarde pointed out well over a hundred years ago (see Latour,
2002): though de Certeau’s humanism comes with a heavy dose of the scrip-
tural, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that when it comes to the kind
of liberatory spatial practices he is willing to envisage, that writing is still
handwriting. In an age when electronic signatures are becoming the norm,
this is, in a quite literal sense, anachronistic — and whatever the spatial
equivalent of that term might be.?” But, equally, de Certeau’s appeal to a
‘trans-human’ city surely still retains its force.

Which brings me to a final point. As the example of driving shows,
new modes of embodiment are being invented by the grand experimental
forces of capitalism, science and war. One very popular reaction to such
developments is to fall back on a narrative of beleaguered-ness, in which
everyday life is gradually being crushed by forces outside its control. But
another reaction is to argue that such models are at root too simple to be
adequate to a situation in which new capacities are continually being formed
as well as new modes of control. This might be seen as a Panglossian
response: | prefer to see it as a re-affirmation of a de Certeauian politics of
‘opening the possible’ (Giard, 1997), which realizes that new spaces for
action are continually being opened up as old ones are closed down. New
and friendly habitabilities are therefore constantly on the horizon, some of
which may still be able to be realized. Escape, no. Work with and on, yes.
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Notes

1. In what follows, I have generally used the translation in the volume edited by
Blonsky, retitled ‘Practices of Space’ (de Certeau, 1987) which generally strikes me
as clearer than the Rendall translation in de Certeau (2000).

2. Hence, the original French title of The Practice of FEveryday Life, namely
L'Invention du quotidien.
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3. De Certeau’s humanism is not one that proceeds from a fully formed human
subject but is based in practices, and the tension between humans to be found in
the encounters that take place within them. According to Conley (2001: 485), it
combines a residue of Hegelianism or existentialism with Christian ethics.

4. This distinction between anthropological space and the geometrical space of
grids and networks is taken from Merleau-Ponty (Conley, 2001).

5. In any case, to take the UK as an example, journeys on foot now account for
only between a quarter and a third of all journeys, and are still declining as a
proportion of all journeys. However, this proportion is higher in inner urban areas
(Hillman, 2001).

6. From the vast scriptural apparatus of the travel industry to the evolution of
videos on power walking (Morris, 1998).

7. I make no value judgements about automobility here because these judgements
seem to me to have too often stood in the way of an understanding of the attrac-
tions of the phenomenon. This is certainly not to say, however, that I am some kind
of fan of automobility, and for all the usual reasons (see Rajan, 1996).

8. There may, of course, be a simple, if rather glib, explanation for this elision: in
1967, driving with his parents from his brother’s house to a restaurant, de Certeau
was involved in a serious automobile collision in which his mother was killed and
he lost the sight of one eye. Miraculously his father, the driver, was hardly injured
at all. Apparently, according to Dosse (2002), the accident caused de Certeau
considerable guilt because he felt he had been responsible for the delay which
caused his father to drive so fast. | am indebted to Tom Conley for this information.
As Stuart Elden has noted in a personal communication, this lack of the presence
of the automobile is in marked contrast to a writer like Henri Lefebvre, who
mentions cars at various points in his works. Lefebvre was, of course, a cab driver
for two years of his life.

9. Some other traversiste authors like Paul Virilio and, latterly, Marc Augé do tackle
the automobile, but in a high-handed and, more often than not, hyperbolic tone that
I want to get away from.

10. These techniques of wholesale landscape design have existed since at least the
1930s. The work of Merriman (2001, 2004) shows how important they were in, for
example, the construction of the British motorway system. | am indebted to Geof
Bowker for pointing me to viewshed analysis.

11. I am indebted to Michael Curry for this information.

12. This statistic includes a good number of homes in trailer parks and custom-
designed ‘estates’ that are only nominally mobile, it should be added. Some of these
homes now have to comply with local building codes but, even so, even the most
immobile mobile homes are still sold, financed, regulated and taxed as vehicles.
13. Thus, there is a whole ‘manipulatory area’, as G.H. Mead put it, of sensing
objects which cannot be understood as just the incarnation of symbolic systems but
relies on various kinaesthetic dispositions held in the bodily memory. In turn, we
can speak of objects pushing back.

14. As Katz (2000: 46) rightly points out, this hybrid cannot be precisely located:
‘The driver operates from a moving point in a terrain for interaction, and that terrain
is defined in part by the driver’s current style of driving.’

15. Drivers often seem to assume that other forms of road user embodiment (e.g.
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cyclists) should conform to the same rules of the road as they do and become irate
when such users follow what seem to be, in some sense, unfair tactics.

16. Thus, by one account, automobile electronics now account for more than 80
percent of all innovation in automobile technology. On average, modern cars now
have some 4 km of wiring in total. In some higher-end vehicles, electronics
components account for 20 to 23 percent of total manufacturing cost. By 2005, by
one estimate, higher-end vehicles will require an average power supply of 2.5 KW
and consequently there are moves towards 36-volt batteries and 42-volt systems
(Leen and Heffernan, 2002).

17. Such a viewpoint is, of course, congruent with many intellectual developments
of late, such as actor-network theory and other developments originating from the
sociology of science (cf. Schatzki, 2002), and is taken to its farthest extreme by
Rouse (1996: 149) who denotes ‘practice’ in such a way that it can embrace the
actions of both humans and non-humans as ‘the field within which both the deter-
minations of objects and the doings and respondings of agents are intelligible’.
Clearly, such a development can itself be taken to be historically specific.

18. A number of cars now have speed limiters. More impressively, one car manu-
facturer has now introduced so-called active cruise control, which senses the traffic
ahead and throttles back or even brakes if the driver gets too close to the car ahead.

19. Thave always puzzled about how de Certeau would interpret speech recognition
systems: as yet another blow for the binary logic of an informationalized capitalism,
as a new form of machinic enunciation, and so on.

20. To some extent, this process is already happening in a muted form. As one
referee pointed out, software is already a means by which manufacturers tie their
purchasers to a service relationship. For example, if a boot lock fails on some
models, the onboard systems fail, and the solution — which in the past was mechan-
ical — now requires the application of specialist software and technical know-how.
21. The two terms are nearly interchangeable but ‘ergonomics’ is often reserved
for a narrower aspect of human factors dealing with anthropometry, biomechanics
and body kinematics whereas ‘human factors’ is reserved for wider applications.
Terms like ‘cognitive engineering’ have also come into vogue.

22. The sheer number of switches and instruments on modern cars has become an
ergonomic problem in its own right, since ‘dashboard clutter’ is thought to have
significant safety risks. All manner of solutions are being tried, such as rotating
dials.

23. One referee pointed out that such developments may change the nature of
‘driving’ as a skill, rather in the way that a new driving skill has become spotting
speed cameras and taking appropriate action. Certainly, developments like in-car
satellite navigation are already transferring way-finding skills to software. Presum-
ably, other skills will follow as cars and cities increasingly drive drivers.

24. Indeed, one of the key technological frontiers is currently artificial ethology
and there is every reason to believe that innovations from this field will make their
way into automobility (Holland and McFarland, 2001).

25. The quotation is from a 1930s text by Saint-Paul Roux called Vitesse.

26. The recent science fiction novel by Clarke and Baxter (2002) can, I think, be
seen as a meditation on this state of affairs.

27. ‘Anachoristic’, presumably. However, it is important to note, as Conley (2001)
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has pointed out, that de Certeau had some hopes for the liberatory potential of new
computer technology.
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Introduction

What is an idea? In this paper, I want to argue that, whatever an idea’s exact
content might be, it is also important to be able to understand the way in which
an idea is framed because that framing has consequences. Yet, it is remarkable
how few papers on knowledge actually consider the mundane frameworks in
which ideas come wrapped and from which they must spring. This paper is a
first attempt to suggest another way of looking at the world of ‘pre’-ideas, one
that is meant to be both destabilizing and, at the same time, productive. It
arises out of a theoretical shift that does now seem to be gathering momentum,
one that allows new things to be seen and handled by concentrating on the
utterly mundane frameworks that move ‘subjects’ and ‘objects’ about.

The paper therefore follows on from some of my other recent work which
has attempted to understand the new kinds of electronic background time-
spaces that are making their way into the world, and their capacity for
changing what we might be (see Thrift 2003, 2004a, 2004b, 2004c; Thrift and
French 2002). In particular, I have looked at how, as a result of the intervention
of software and new forms of address, these background time-spaces are
changing their character, producing novel kinds of behaviours that would not
have been possible before and new types of object which presage more active
environments. In this paper, I want to extend these thoughts in various
directions, hoping to capture the outlines of a world just coming into
existence,' one which is based on continuous calculation at each and every
point along each and every line of movement.

In conventional accounts of the modern world, this ‘figured materiality’
(Verran 2001) would be regarded as cause for concern. It would be taken as yet
another sign of a more rationalized, calculative world, one increasingly bereft
of humanity (see, for example, Ritzer 2003), a sign taken for a portent of doom
rather than of wonders. I am sceptical of such accounts and want to suggest
something rather different; a move towards a world in which new qualities are
being constructed, which are based on assumptions about how time-space can
turn up which would have been impossible before, spaces which are
naturalistic in the sense that they are probably best represented as fluid forces
which have no beginning or end and which are generating new cultural
conventions, techniques, forms, genres, concepts, even (or so I will argue)
senses. This is the rise of what I call ‘qualculation’.

The paper is therefore in four main parts. The first and briefest part
considers the issue of the growth of artificial paratextual forces, invisible forms
which constitute the bare bones of the world, concentrating especially on
structures of repetition. The second part of the paper is concerned with the
extent to which these forces are dependent upon and operationalized through
all manner of forms of quantitative calculation, from the very simplest
operations like listing and numbering and counting through to various kinds of
analytical and transformative operations. But, more to the point, I argue that in
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recent years the activity of calculation has become so ubiquitous that it has
entered a new phase, which I call ‘qualculation’ an activity arising out of the
construction of new generative microworlds which allow many millions of
calculations continually to be made in the background of any encounter.
I argue that it is no longer possible to think of calculation as necessarily
being precise. Rather, because of massive increases in computing power, it
has become a means of making qualitative judgements and working
with ambiguity. In other words, what we are seeing is a new form of
seeing, one which tracks and can cope with uncertainty in ways previously
unknown.

The problem then becomes how to frame and represent this new kind of
space of thinking thinking. This is the subject of the third main part of the
paper. I shall argue that this is best achieved by aligning my arguments with
the literature on ethnomathematics, which not only demonstrates the wide
variety of different kinds of calculation that can be shown to exist, or to have
existed, in the world, but also, in its emphasis on the transition from
calculation as practised in oral cultures to calculation as practised in literate
cultures, provides a kind of model for the transition from a calculative world to
a qualculative world.

The fourth and final part of the paper is an attempt to show how these
developments are producing a new sense of space as folded and animate, one
that assumes a moving point of view, a ‘nomadologic’ rather than a
monadologic (Vidler 2000), which may, for example, be showing up in new
forms of anxiety and phobia, which are representative of new stresses and
strains, or in new forms of intuition. However, too often discussions of these
senses end with this point or are so abstract that they leave the reader to do all
the interpretation. Instead, I want to begin to discuss what this might mean
concretely. This I shall do by considering the way in which the human
sensorium is changing, specifically by considering changes in the way in which
the body ‘talks’ and is addressed.

I also append some brief conclusions.

The world of paratexts

All human activity depends upon an imputed background whose content is
rarely questioned: it is there because it is there. It is the surface on which life
floats. At one time, the bulk of this background would have consisted of
entities which existed in a ‘natural order’, all the way from the vagaries of the
surface of the earth through to the touch of currents of air or the itch of
various forms of clothing through to the changes in the sky. But over time, this
background has been filled with more and more ‘artificial’ components until, at
the present conjuncture, much of the background of life is ‘second nature’, the
artificial equivalent of breathing. Roads, lighting, pipes, paper, screws and
similar constituted the first wave of artificiality. Now a second wave of second
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nature is appearing, extending its fugitive presence though object frames as
diverse as cables, formulae, wireless signals, screens, software, artificial fibres
and so on. It is possible to think of these object frameworks in a number of
ways. First, and most obviously, they can be considered as the technological
equivalent of the Heideggerian background, but presumably involving a new
kind of dwelling. However, there is a problem with such a narrative. The
notion of background still clings to its roots in a Greek notion of a bordered
and enclosed fopos, and therefore might be thought of as an inappropriate fit to
contemporary developments (Irigaray 1999; Perniola 2004).> Second, they can
be thought of as like paratexts (Genette 1999; Jackson 1999), ‘invisible’ forms
which structure how we write the world but which generally no longer receive
attention because of their utter familiarity. Like the set-up of the page, indexes,
footnotes and the rest of the paraphernalia of written thinking, they have
become a kind of epistemic wallpaper. Third, they can be interpreted as new
kinetic surfaces to the world, along and across which things run (Parks 2003;
Thrift 2004c¢), surfaces like screens which are becoming ubiquitous interfaces
and which demand certain kinds of structured engagement, which are both
geophysical and also phenomenological in that they may alter our under-
standings of space, time and movement. Fourth, they can be understood as
a new ‘technological unconscious’ whose content is the bending of bodies-
with-environments to a specific set of addresses without the benefit of
any cognitive inputs. The technological unconscious is therefore a pre-personal
substrate of guaranteed correlations, assured encounters and therefore
unconsidered anticipations (Clough 2000; Thrift 2004c). Finally, they can
be understood as a methodological challenge. Most notable here is
the paraethnographic movement instigated by writers like George
Marcus and Annelise Riles, which has attempted to instigate a new kind
of aesthetic practice of ‘hearing’ in order to be able to locate and understand
the ‘known unfamiliar’ and the ‘unknown familiar’. The avowed intent is to
find a way of discussing subjects that cannot not be apprehended as distant
analogues to anthropologists’ own knowledge, and are not therefore open to
metaphorical interpretation. Many of these subjects are not instrumental but
are based on shared appreciations at levels which are often ‘on the surface, in
plain view, and yet precisely for this reason, unseen’ (Riles 2003: 22).

What each of these interpretations shares in common is a focus on (1)
the utter mundanity of this second nature, which is also an inescapability:
these items act as natural primitives which through their recursivity guarantee
the recursivity of the world, (2) the fact that they therefore exist outside
the realm of meanings, being known only in their performance, (3) the
importance that is consequently attached to the persuasiveness of
form, (4) the observation of a kind of fugitive materiality which lives in
the interstices of life, the materiality of a ground which receives attention
only if its workings are interrupted, but (5) the parallel observation that
these items require continuous effort to keep going, in the shape of service
and repair, effort that is nevertheless almost never commented upon.
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Establishing these frameworks so that they are reliably recursive means
imposing four different but closely related frames, which will allow formal
self-description and therefore some measure of control, self-description which
nowadays will almost always be numerical. First, it requires the imposition of
metrics. As the historical record shows, this is an enormous task in itself.
Second it requires the imposition of standards which allow what are often
different local frames to be crafted into a secure global assemblage. Third, it
requires the imposition of a system of addresses so that all parts of the system
are able to be located by all other parts. Fourth, it requires the imposition of
modularity so that reliable ‘objects’ can be identified and described. If these
frames can be imposed then four further achievements become possible
(Manovich 2001). First, variability can be constructed and dealt with. Second,
transcoding can occur on a regular basis: lists, records and arrays can be
generated and they will mean roughly the same thing at all points in a network.
They can also be translated into other formats. Third, it becomes possible to
build archives of various kinds which provide a kind of memory and
possibilities of reuse (Bowker 2003). And, fourth, automation of many
operations can occur, a characteristic which has been much enhanced in the
present by programmability.

If all these characteristics can be imposed, then the logic of the system, as it
becomes both necessary and general, will gradually become the logic of the
world. As this ontogenetic process occurs, so the system will fade from human
perception, becoming a part of the landscape which the body ‘naturally’
adjusts to and which it regards as a normal part of its movement. In the next
section I want to start to assemble the components which will allow me to
understand this process as it pertains to the construction of quantitative
calculation as a norm.

From quantification to qualculation: the growth of calculation

The growth of quantitative calculation in the world, by which I understand the
growth of ideas and procedures concerned with number, counting, logic, and
consequent forms of spatial and temporal configuration, and the combination
and organization of these operations into systems which are clearly ‘secular,
time-bound, and empirically tainted’ (Rotman 1993: 49) is a long and
complicated story which can take in all kinds of milestones, from the invention
of mathematics in fifth century BC Greece to the current rise of quantum
computing. But what seems certain is that the sheer amount of calculation
going on in the world has undergone a major shift of late, as a result of the
widespread application of computing power through the medium of software,
to the extent that many quite mundane human activities are now shadowed by
numerous, often quite complex, calculations. Calculation, in other words, is
becoming a ubiquitous element of human life. Three facts can illustrate this
point. First, there is the sheer growth in computing power, as represented not
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just by processing power but also by developments like grid computing which
represent distributed means of solving very large problem sets. On one
reckoning, the upper bound of human brainpower has been calculated to be
2 x 10" calculations per second. If computational power continues to conform
to Moore’s Law then by 2030 just an ordinary PC should compute at around
10'® instructions per second (Sharpe 2003). Second, and relatedly, there is the
increasing ubiquity of hardware and software, which means that computing
can take place in many locations (Thrift and French 2002). Small bits of
hardware and software are now part of the hum of everyday life, working away
silently on their calculations in all manner of unexpected locations. Third,
forms of calculation are changing. Increasingly, analytic solutions are being
replaced by brute computing force engendered by mass recursivity with the
result that what is regarded as mathematics is spreading far beyond its original
kernel of knowledge.® The problem then becomes how to represent this
increase in calculation and its consequences.

I shall argue that we are in a situation that has a number of historical
parallels which have manifested themselves again under the new conditions of
computability and which form a kind of cognitive history told through
practices of number. One is with the discovery of mathematical deduction
itself. The second is with the identification of population as a thinkable entity.
The third is with the exact gridding of time and space in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. The fourth is with the invention of various filing and
listing systems at the turn of the nineteenth century. The fifth is the invention
of logistics in the mid-twentieth century. It would be possible to argue that
thinking in the modern world is founded on the powering up of these
abstractions and extensions of movement and that developments like the
growth of surveillance in the twentieth century are but logical outgrowths of
them. I want to argue that, just as these developments produced a new sense of
the world and new forms of representation of it, so we can see something
similar happening now. These developments have, if you like, produced new
figured ontologies by decomposing and recomposing the world in their own
image: they have been the real winners of the ontological wars, defining not so
much what is to be done in any situation but how the situation turns up in the
first place. It is a messy kind of purity that is being produced, of course, one
which has to work hard to keep itself in place: we simply do not see the work
going on.

First, then, the discovery of mathematics. Netz (1999) argues convincingly
that this discovery resulted from the transition from a visually based pre-
literate society to a verbally based literate culture and especially from the
material implementation of the lettered diagram, a limited lexicon and the
formula which was the hallmark of Greek mathematical activity. Thinking in
and through the tangible tool of the diagram, a limited range of letters, and
formulae,* Greek mathematicians were led towards a cognitive style that
allowed for new kinds of argumentation and a universe of discourse with high
degrees of implicitness which acted as a new ontology:
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It is the essence of cognitive tools to carve a more specialised niche within
general cognitive processes. Within that niche, much is automatised, much is
elided. The lettered diagram, specifically, contributed to both elision (of the
semiotic problems involved with mathematical discourse) and automatisation (of
the obtaining of a model through which problems are processed).

(Netz 1999: 57)

In particular, the cognitive method called mathematics allowed the world to be
seen as concise, transferable and thus manageable, shaping a new kind of
necessity. In particular, this method relied on being able to establish
repeatabiliry, most especially by reducing the scope for variability in both
diagram and text and therefore producing ‘controlled’ results.

Second, the discovery of population (or, more accurately, ‘multitude’)
as a thinkable entity, an entity which can be characterized and summed
in different ways. There are many possible dates from which such a
cognitive style can be argued to have come into existence. For example,
just in English history the date can be placed as early as the twelfth or
thirteenth centuries, as a result of the Church’s further extension of
control over marriage, increasingly close grappling with issues of marriage
and procreation among the faithful, the extraordinary development of
pastoral expertise and observation, and more general issues of inhabitation
brought about by an expanding notion of geography (Biller 2000; Clanchy
1992). Or it can be understood as occurring much later, in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, as a result of the rising domestic administrative
demands of the state, as opposed to the already familiar demands of raising
money and waging war. Similar variations in judgement can be found in many
other cultures (for example, see Goody (1986) on list-making and its relation to
the move from oral to literate cultures). Perhaps the most obvious observation
to make is that the notion of population is caught up with the rise of states and
their need both to circumscribe and to enlarge their capacities through
synoptic facts. It is a part of what Scott (1998: 80) calls an ‘ongoing project of
legibility’. Whatever the case, it is clear that a notion of population of the kind
that subsequently became common in the nineteenth century has been crucial
to the quantification of the world, allowing many modern statistical ideas to
come into existence and be applied in the background as a kind of background
(Porter 1992).

Third, there is the gridding of time and space in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. The story of the standardization of space and time has
been told many times but it is no less remarkable for that. For, as various
metrics were generalized and standardized, so making different parts of
the world locatable and transposable within a global architecture of address,
so each and every part of the world could in theory be given an address.
The process of achieving this goal had to wait until the late twentieth century
to achieve fruition, especially with the advent of GIS and GPS, but the
trajectory was clear long before this. For example, Burnett (2003) shows
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how in the nineteenth century a number of authors dreamed of a
‘chronometrical sea’; a sea that behaved like a clock, a sky-like entity which
would yield to metrical and mathematical analysis. Such a vision demanded
a means of holding the sea in place which could only truly be achieved late
in the twentieth century as satellites, computers and lasers provided means
of orientation which had hitherto been lacking (cf. Galison 2003).
In turn, the technology of address produced genuine locatability in an absolute
space and, with it, the possibility of making calculations that had been
difficult or long-winded before. In particular, objects could be followed from
location to location as a continuous series so simulating movement in a
way that was, for all intents and purposes, indistinguishable from movement
itself.

Fourth, there is the growth of means of making mass lists and registers.
Yates (1994, 2001) has argued that the end of the nineteenth century saw a
seismic shift in the technology of list-making, as a result of the invention of
technologies which not only recorded, copied, duplicated and stored informa-
tion but also, in effect, created the modern idea of what information consists
of. These technologies included the typewriter, prepared forms, new means of
duplication (such as carbon paper, hectographs and stencils), filing systems,
card files and new means of indexing. Much of the content and style of these
technologies was subsequently translated into modern computers with
minimal change, from keyboard layout to various procedures, codes and
algorithms.

Fifth, there is the rise of logistics, a set of knowledges synonymous
with movement, effectively the science of moving objects in an optimal
fashion. This science, which originated with the military in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries but found its ‘ground’ in the business world
after the Second World War as the realm of thinking about linkages
and how to make them as efficient as possible, has gradually become
associated with the technology of address. That association has produced
a background host of calculations of object movement which have
made statistics a part of the normal functioning of the world, and not
just a set of summary descriptions (Desrosieres 1998). Most recently,
the rise of continuously computed environments has made logistics
perhaps the central discipline of the contemporary world — though one
curiously unsung — as it has pursued the goal of ‘intelligent logistics processes’

which:

have the ability to bring together the right information and materials, spatially
and electronically, to the right place at the right time no matter where in the
world they originate. In short, this new set of logistical processes requires a
logistical environment that is time-based, collaborative and intelligent.

(Greis 2004: 41)

In each of these five practices/apprehensions of number, number does not
just describe, it constructs. Numbers take on virtual properties in that they
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produce an impetus towards the construction of ‘a terrain and a population
with precisely those standardized characteristics that will be easiest to
monitor, count, assess and manage’ (Scott 1998: 81—2). In other words,
number tends to cast the world reciprocally in its image as entities are
increasingly made in forms that are countable. Number performs number.
As importantly, in Euro-American cultures at least, it also performs a
notion of a terrain and population existing in a ‘similar and immovable”
abstract space which has had to be slowly and laboriously built up, one
which assumes that there are fixed reference points, cardinal dimensions
and the like (Hatfield 1990).

It could be argued that by the middle of the twentieth century most of
the building blocks of contemporary developments had already been put in
place. All that was left was to implement them — thereby producing a
tightly constrained and ordered world of calculation in which potentially
every thing and every location (the two increasingly becoming interchange-
able) could be given a number and become the subject of calculation, and
in which each calculation could potentially be redone several times a
minute. This task was able to be achieved because of a number of
contributory factors but principally because of the spread of the interfaces
and defaults of computer software, which both encapsulated the new
possibilities and acted as a vehicle for them (Thrift and French 2002).
Whatever the cause, the world has become increasingly one in which a
numerical flux becomes central to activities, rather than incidental, giving
rise to more and more ‘flow architectures’, to use Knorr Cetina’s felicitous
phrase:

In a timeworld or flow-world. . .the content itself is processual — a ‘melt’ of
material that is continually in flux, and that exists only as it is being projected
forward and calls forth participants’ reactions to the flux. Only ‘frames’, it
would seem, for example, the frames that computer screens represent in a
financial market, are pre-supposed in this flow-world. The content, the entire
constellation of things that pass as the referential context wherein some action
takes place, is not separate from the totality of ongoing activities.

(Knorr Cetina 2003: 4)

In other words, in a world in which numerical calculations are being done and
redone continuously, so that static representation becomes subordinated to
flow (not least because ‘the image, in a traditional sense, no longer exists’
(Manovich 2001: 100)), the nomadologic of movement becomes the natural
order of thought. The world is reconfigured as a global trading zone in which
network forms, which strive for co-ordination, are replaced by flow forms
which strive for observation and projection.

Like an array of crystals acting as lenses that collect light, focussing it on one
point, such mechanisms collect and focus activities, interests, and events on one
surface, from whence the result may then be projected again in different
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directions. When such a mechanism is in place, co-ordination and activities
respond to the projected reality to which participants become oriented. The
system acts as a centering and mediating device through which things pass and
from which they flow forward.

(Knorr Cetina 2003: 4)

Treatises from the mid-twentieth century onwards had attempted to
understand precisely the large amount of numerical information that
was becoming available and, more importantly, how to specify such a situation,
work with it and shape it. In other words, it had been realized that the
plethora of tightly packed grids of numbers would produce opportunities
to frame movement in different ways as the sheer amount of calculative
power that was becoming available became apparent and as a world of
continuously flickering rotations and transformations and projections hove
into view.

An example of this process in action is the rise of cybernetics. Originally
conceived as the science of a certain class of machines, cybernetics has,
in its various later hybrid forms such as found in parts of computer
science, become a part of the way in which number is routinely handled
(Mirowski 2002). Thus, forces of recursivity moved from being models on the
page to something approaching forces of nature: in Manovich’s (2001)
terms, the loop — the repetition of a set number of steps — becomes the
key figure producing a new form of temporality and spatiality. In contrast
to the temporality and spatiality of the narrative, playing out once and
for all, we find a progression based on a shuffling between loops which
are all active simultaneously, which are constantly changing their character in
response to new events and which can communicate with each other in a
kind of continuously diffracting spatial montage. There are no longer
calculations with definite beginnings and ends. Rather there is a plane of
endless calculation and recalculation, across which intensities continually build
and fade.

In turn, this process of shaping numerical flow such that it seems to shape
us has produced not just new quantities but new qualities, based in and around
new kinds of perceptual labour and expertise which, or so I claim, are
producing a shift in understanding the world similar to that which attaches to
the move from oral to literate cultures. These qualities are the subject of the
next section.

As a parting shot, I want to emphasize that these developments are
producing not only shifts in what is understood as ‘human’ but also shifts in
what is understood as ‘environment’ since, increasingly, the ‘artificial’
environment is sentient and has the feel of a set of ‘natural’ forces blowing
this way and that. It is possible to argue that, as a result, the world is becoming
re-naturalized and resembles nothing so much as a Spinozan universe of
geometrical laws but one that has been constructed rather than one that is
necessarily extant.
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New apprehensions of space and time

Much has been written of late about new sensings of space and time. In
particular, three related characterizations seem to have become dominant, each
of which triangulates with the others. First, there is the issue of relative space:
it is reckoned that a more plastic sense of space and time has come into
existence, one that recognizes space as folded and animate because everything
can be framed as in perpetual movement: ‘the shape of this space is that of a
river: not the surveyor’s river which is simply a gap on the map, a frozen
interval, but the river as serpentine motion, as an evolving pattern of vortices,
expanding and collapsing’ (Carter 1992: 92). Second, this perpetually mobile
space is seen as one in which joint action arising out of several causes brings
new things into the world. The realm of the virtual or quasi-causal is
recognized as having an existence, one which continually marks up the world.
Third, spacetime is seen as arising out of multiple encounters which, though
structured, do not have to add up: as myriad adjustments and improvisations
are made, so new lines of flight can emerge. The fabric of space is open-ended
rather than enclosing.

However, it must be noted that these sensings would be impossible without
the fine grid of calculation which enables them: they are not, as many writers
would have it, in opposition to the grid of calculation but an outgrowth of the
new capacities that it brings into existence. A carefully constructed absolute
space begets this relative space.

Most importantly, I shall argue that the sheer amount of calculation that is
now becoming possible at all points of so many spaces is producing a new
calculative sense, which I will call ‘qualculation’ (Callon and Law 2004). That
sense has the following characteristics. First, speed. Calculations are done all but
instantaneously, to the point where many calculations become part of a
background whose presence is assumed. Second, faith in number. We might
say that the kind of obsessive faith in number exhibited by luminaries like Galton
in the nineteenth century has become generalized (cf. Gillham 2002). Almost
anything is thought susceptible to counting, ranking and the like, as evidenced
by the current mania for ranking just about anything, often in what might seem
completely inappropriate ways (Kimbell 2002). Third, and at the same time,
only limited numerical facility is available in the bodies of the population.
Though much of the population is innumerate, this no longer necessarily
matters because the environment acts as a prosthesis which offers cognitive
assistance on a routine basis. Fourth, some degree of memory. This memory will
be based upon producing symbols (e.g. personal surnames, stable national
languages, currencies, fingerprints, barcodes and other addresses) that can be
used as stable identifiers and, increasingly, these have taken on numerical form
(Scott 1998). Again, the general population seems to be in the grip of a mania for
‘remembering forwards’ by recording their lives which, in part, seems to be an
echo of this desire to identify, as well as a new way of dreaming (Carter 1992).
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In turn, we might argue that qualculation demands certain kinds of
perceptual labour which involve forms of reflexivity that position the subject as
an instrument for seeing, rather than as an observer, in which a number of the
mechanisms that we take for granted have been integrated into larger systems
or into specialized feedback processes. Increasingly, subjects do not encounter
finished, pre-existing objects but rather ‘clearings’ that disclose opportunities
to intervene in the flow (Knorr Cetina 2003).

How to characterize this qualculative sense more generally? I want to argue
that the best way of thinking about this characterization is to take a leaf from
the book of ethnomathematics and to think thereby about transitions to new
cognitive modes occasioned by adding new features to physical matter (and
especially all manner of pervasive infrastructures) which, arguably, alter the
sense of what matter is about. In particular, the new qualculative sense involves
a different sense of number and counting and series,” a sense which relies on
(1) a series of prostheses which routinely offer cognitive assistance and which
do much of the work of navigation automatically, (2) a highly provisional sense
of spatial co-ordination which is based in the continual spatial and temporal
revisions made possible by track and trace systems (the so-called ‘elasticity of
synchronicity’), (3) a sense of continual access to information (so-called
‘ambient information’) arising out of connectivity being embedded in all
manner of objects, which means that the effort involved in foraging is much
less than was the case, (4) a more flexible sense of metric and (5) much less
sense of locations as places of return or permanent gathering of the kind
constructed around the institution of the domestic house in Euro-American
societies from the fourteenth century onwards (Smith 2003).

Ethnomathematics argues that ‘there is no single, universal
path. . .that. . .mathematical ideas follow’ (Ascher 2002: 2). Ethnomathematics
is therefore concerned to value systems of number and calculation which do
not conform to the base ten numeration system of modern mathematics and
which do not regard this system as necessarily at the apex of numerical
perfection. Different numerical systems are treated as akin to different
languages (suggesting the need for ‘bilingual’ forms of mathematical teaching
in many parts of the world, for example) and are not, as they were in the past,
interpreted as indices of differential degrees of civilization or as found entities
complete unto themselves. Indeed, part of the attraction of ethnomathematics
is that it easily makes space for the complexity of mucking about with numbers
that typifies much of everyday life, a complexity which cannot easily be
reduced to a ‘culture’, not least because numbers are figured in multiple ways
—usually as little rituals of gesture, utterance and the use of appropriate
prostheses — and are not easily reduced to a singular activity called
‘calculation’ (Lave 1996). This is to say more than that the use of numbers
varies with context. It is also to say that the use of numbers is inevitably
partial, performative, distributed and often integrated into other activities (for
example, navigation, decoration, calendrics, religion) rather than understood as
a discrete activity carried out for itself. Another part of the attraction of
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ethnomathematics is its understanding of how number interpellates subjectiv-
ity by producing particular forms of link. Thus subjects may increasingly
understand themselves as the subject and object of number and numerical
calculation (cf. Eglash 1999; Mimica 1992).

But what ethnomathematics, in its understandable desire to show up
difference, is perhaps less effective at seeing is how the spread of various
prostheses is producing an allegiance to base ten means of ordering almost by
default. More and more of the world is brought into this means of ordering
through the operations of various forms of code and the ordering microworlds
that they generate.

What is the cognitive style of the figured materiality in which the North and
increasing parts of the South now participate? I have already begun to argue
that this is best described as ‘qualculation’; a style arising out of the sheer
amount of calculation now taking place. This style of calculation arises out of
the generality of the numbered fields against which and with which so much
activity now takes place, the increasing amount of calculation done via
machinic prostheses — often to the point where ‘human’ intervention is distant
or even non-existent for long periods of time — and an increasing tendency to
frame number as quality, in the sense that calculations are so numerous and so
pervasive that they show up as forces rather than discrete operations. Number
both frames movement and is framed by it: the two reciprocally confirm each
other and provide a window on to a perception of a world which sways and
shimmies with the force of qualculation, which folds and flows in numerous
ways as different architectures of flow meld and then melt away because of the
increased elasticity of synchronicity (and ‘synchoricity’) that has been made
possible.

One word of caution is in order, however. The idea of spaces that fold and
flow is hardly a new one. As Carter and many others have pointed out, such a
depiction was the stock in trade of a certain kind of modernism and has
circulated since at least the beginning of the twentieth century in forms as
differently similar as Bergson’s philosophy, various art forms (Clark 1999) and
numerous works of literature. What is different, however, is that the means to
realize this world have now come into being as a result of much enhanced
calculation, allowing all kinds of entities which could be imagined but not
actualized finally to make their way into the world.”

How might we understand how this qualculative world shows (or will show)
up? How will it be experienced? In the next section, I want to begin the task of
working through how a new sensorium based on qualculation — which
assumes a world of movement — might look and feel.

It is important to note right from the start that we already have considerable
evidence that what counts as the senses varies cross-culturally. There is no
reason to believe that what we count as ‘senses’ has to be static in character.
The sensory orders of cultures can vary radically and so, therefore, can the
expectations of what counts as perception and experience. For example, Geurts
(2002) outlines a sensorium connected with a number of West African cultures
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which is quite different from the Euro-American folk model of five senses
which inhabit habitual bodily practice, not least in the fact that there seems to
be no articulated sensorium and therefore one has to be imputed. With that
caveat in mind, Geurts is able to build up a model of a sensorium less attuned
to a standard Euro-American depiction of a strong divide between physical
sensation and mental process and between external environment and internal
state® and which, furthermore, seems to map over into judgements of moral
character (Table 1).

The point of Geurts’s work is that it shows that there is no need to think
that what we name as the senses has a predetermined or stable character. In all
likelihood, the constellation of senses and what we may consequently regard as
sensations goes through periods of regular redefinition and re-embedding
(Howes 2003).” Using this insight, the next section takes up the challenge of
understanding the qualculative world.

A new sensorium?

How might we expect qualculative developments to make themselves known in
the sensorium? It is possible to make a loose analogy with what happened when
the material form of the Euro-American city changed in the nineteenth
century. Then, a whole set of new habits and their accompanying anxieties had
to be learnt: new ways of walking and talking were developed as new addresses
for the body were laid down by the new spatial orders (Joyce 2003). What kinds
of indices might suggest a similar reshaping of experience?

One of the ways that qualculative developments are most likely to surface is
as so-called mental conditions in which what is generally a part of the
technological unconscious is able to make itself known again as various
anxieties and phobias. In the past, there have been a number of examples of
such manifestations, including the phenomenon of so-called ‘mad travellers’
(Hacking 1998). What are the corresponding anxieties and phobias which
might become apparent under the new regime of movement-space? Carter
(2002) has argued that the range of symptoms known as agoraphobia (which,

Table 1 The indigenous Anlo sensorium

Aural perception or hearing

A vestibular sense, balancing, equilibrium from the inner ear
Kinaesthesia, walking, or a movement sense

A complex of tactility, contact, touch

Visuality or sight

Terms used to describe the experience of tasting

Olfactory action or smell

Orality, vocality, and talking

Feeling in the body; also synaesthesia and a specific skin sense

Source: Geurts (2002: 46—7)
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by some estimates, affects up to 5 per cent of Euro-American populations)
should be understood as a movement inhibition arising out of an ‘environ-
mental unconscious’ which has been generated by specific spatial arrangements
and the kinds of ‘body talk’ that these arrangements make possible. But
Carter’s discussion remains frustratingly oblique about many aspects of these
symptoms and other ambulatory conditions: too often in his account the
allusive becomes the elusive. That said, his book lays down a challenge to think
about how, as spatial arrangements and their consequential modes of body talk
are changing, so a different kind of environmental unconscious may be coming
about, one in which space is reworked, providing new kinds of locational
fantasies and fears, new ambulatory tropisms and tendencies.

Another way in which qualculative developments might make themselves
known is through the rise of new forms of mzuition (Myers 2002). Such forms
of rapid reasoning might be expected to alter as the new qualculative
background makes itself felt, especially by enhancing intuitive expertise and
teaching new forms of intuition. For example, it has been hypothesized that
our ability to frame and read ‘thin slices’ of behaviour may have increased
because we live in a world where all kinds of mechanical additions demand
(and reveal) fast responses (Thrift 2004b). Again, there is a challenge to think
about new kinds of locational knowledge and how they sink into and condition
normal social interchange.

In the final major part of this paper, though, I want to try to work through
what the experience of a qualculative world might be in a somewhat more
systematic fashion. I can only begin this task, however, not least because few
accounts have tended to work out in any detail what the space-time signatures
of a lifeworld that was heavily calculated (or, as I would have it, qualculated)
would look like, even though it could be argued that this is the world that we
are increasingly living in, without resorting to the crudest kinds of
technological determinism. Often, it is assumed that such worlds would
somehow be less human because more ‘rational’ and ‘flowsy’. But perhaps
something quite different would happen: new qualities might become possible
which assumed this enhanced calculativity as a space-time background through
an array of new co-ordinate systems, different kinds of metric and new cardinal
points, backed up by much enhanced memory and a certain limited predictive
capacity. This background would enable new kinds of movement to occur,
against which all kinds of experiments in perception might become possible,
which might in turn engender new senses, new intelligences of the world and
new forms of ‘human’. Necessarily, at this point, I must move to the very limits
of conjecture, and perhaps beyond them. But, in order to get some form of
grip on these issues this seems to me to be a worthwhile risk to take.

Perhaps it is possible to get at least some sense of the new sensorium that
might become possible by considering the reworking of space and time that is
being written into the human body and language which, in turn, is instilling a
different sense of how things turn up. For what is clear straightaway is that
there are and have been considerable shifts in the way in which space and time



Nigel Thrift: Movement-space 597

have been perceived, shifts which work at a very basic level and which call to
the body in different ways. I want to suggest just a few of these, each of them
related to the others. The first is the body itself. I shall argue that the hand is
changing its expectations. Second, the address. I shall argue that, because
things are now instantly locatable, space is changing its character. Third,
language. I shall argue that the basic cardinals of what we regard as space are
subsequently shifting. In other words, I want to argue that we are increasingly
a part of a ‘movement-space’ which is relative rather than absolute — but
which, as I have already pointed out, relies on an absolute space for its
existence — in which ‘matter or mind, reality has appeared to us as a
perpetual becoming. It makes itself or it unmakes itself but it is never
something made’ (Bergson 1998 [1911]: 272). This making has retreated into
the background whence it directs more and more operations. We sense it as a
different kind of awareness of the world, one in which space itself seems to
perform.

Let me begin with the body. It has become increasingly apparent that to
understand the body it is vital to take in the world in which the body finds
itself. For example, recent research shows that the body schema extends well
beyond the body’s apparent physical limit, taking in items like the body’s
shadow as explicit means of gauging where the body is and how it is moving in
relation to other objects. Certain parts of the body are particularly important in
acting as bridges to the world and here I concentrate on one of the most
important of these — the hand. The sensory system of the hand is complex
and capable of exquisite fine-tuning. It is not just an ‘external’ organ: it is so
vital to human evolution that it seems quite likely that parts of the brain have
developed in order to cope with its complexities rather than vice versa,
thereby providing a sense of the world deep in the supposedly enclosed human
body as new kinds of distance have opened up between organism and
environment which need to be crossed. A convincing case can be made that the
development of the hand has driven human intelligence by being the first, ‘ur-
tool’ (Tallis 2003), a tool able to localize objects precisely in space and apply
muscular force to them (Vogel 2001), thereby also, incidentally, giving the body
a much greater sense of its own self and existence by labelling actions as
‘mine’.""

The hand is particularly important in providing not just active manipulation
of the world but also a sense of touch (Field 2001). As Tallis puts it:

In the cerebral cortex, different components of touch are integrated into more
complex tactile awareness. The movement of the fingers over a surface creates a
sense of texture. The overall pressure detected by a large number of displaced
sensory endings gives an idea of weight and size. Active manipulation gives a
sense of the malleability of the object. The combination of weight and size (and
inferred from that, density) of the texture, gives a notion of the material of
which the item is made and, indeed, its general identity. This is. . .far from dim
groping: it is a highly cerebral matter, as is demonstrated by the huge expansion



598  Economy and Society

of the cortical representation of the relevant fingers in individuals who use their
hands for skilled tasks — violinists, Braille readers.
(Tallis 2000: 29—30)

I want to argue that in a qualculative world the hand will take on some
different styles of haptic inquiry: it will reach out and touch in different ways.
In particular, the sense of touch will be redefined in three ways as haptic
engineering moves beyond today’s primitive keyboard, keypad, mouse and data
glove. First, from being conceived as a heavily localized sensation, touch will
increasingly be thought of as a sense that can stretch over large spaces, as a
‘being of movement from here to there, from one to the other’ (Virilio 1997:
24). In addition, through multilinking, more than one site will be able to be
touched at a time (Goon, 2004). Second, entities that are able to be touched
will correspondingly expand; all manner of entities will be produced with an
expanded sensory range. Third, paramount among these newly touchable
entities will be data of various kinds which, through haptic engineering, will
take on new kinds of presence in the world as something closer to what we
conventionally regard as ‘physical’ objects. In other words, the hand will
extend, be able to touch more entities and will encounter entities which are
more ‘touchable’. The set of experiences gathered under ‘touch’ will therefore
become a more important sense, taking in and naming experiences which
heretofore have not been considered as tactile and generating haptic
experiences which have hitherto been unknown. Equally, we might expect
that descriptions of tactile sensations like ‘soft’, ‘hard’, ‘rub’, ‘stroke’ and
‘caress’, ‘hold’, ‘shove’, ‘push’, ‘grasp’, ‘hit’; ‘strike’ and ‘seize’ will change
their meanings. Whether, as in the Anlo world that Geurts studied, a
distinctive sense called touch will no longer be encountered as the spectrum of
haptic experiences expands is a moot point.11

Let me move now to the nature of the co-ordinate system itself. The
environment can be laid out in a large number of ways. But what seems certain
is that, increasingly, the world will come loaded up with addresses. It will
become normal to know where one is at any point, a mechanically induced
version of the sense of direction which is similar to that of the cultures that
have this facility that were discussed in the previous section. As importantly,
the ability to tag addresses to moving objects which started with barcodes and
credit cards and is now expanding and becoming more information-rich with
the rapidly expanding use of radio frequency identifier chips will mean that
over a grid of fixed co-ordinates will be laid a series of moving addresses
specific to particular entities. This move is already having consequences which
call up an analogy with the kinematics of the reach of the hand. Hands which
are reaching out will hover over a moving set of co-ordinates (which Tallis
(2003) likens to a flickering flame rather than a single spot), thereby
maximizing degrees of freedom until the last possible moment. Similarly, it
is possible to see a new locational background appearing in which most of the
difficulties of spatial co-ordination will be solved in the same way, by large
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numbers of calculations, many of which will be just-in-time. In turn, this
should allow new kinds of exploration which we are only just beginning to
show up (see Parks 2003).

Then, finally, I want to consider the matter of language. Here I want to
consider some findings from the anthropology of cognition. For what this
anthropology has shown is that thinking about space can vary quite radically
from culture to culture, down to and including the most basic frames of
reference such as what counts as the characteristic shape of an object, sense
of direction, the spatial relation of bodies as they are pointed to and the sense
of where a body is in its relation to larger surroundings. In turn, these frames
of reference define basic spatial competences such as shape recognition,
navigation, sense of where parts of the body are and control of the arm and
hand in reaching for something, competences which are regarded as central to
most cultures, to the point where not having one of them can be regarded as a
sign of madness. Perhaps the most studied of these frames of reference and
their corresponding competences is the ability to specify where things are and
to wayfind by using various co-ordinate systems. This is convenient since I
wish to argue that it is these co-ordinate systems which are most being changed
by the numbered materiality in which we now live. It is also convenient
because it is clear that cultures vary, and sometimes vary quite radically, in the
way that they name and operate cognitively on space in terms of memory,
inference, navigation, gesture and so on. For example, Levinson (2003) shows
that a number of languages do not operate with the kind of egocentric co-
ordinate system which is implied by the English expression ‘left of”’. In one
Mayan area of Mexico there is an absolute co-ordinate system consisting of
‘uphill’; ‘downhill’ and ‘across’ but although ‘there are body-part terms for left
and right hands and a few speakers find it acceptable to talk about, for
example, left and right breasts during breast-feeding. . .there is certainly
no way to use these terms to indicate left and right visual fields’ (Levinson
2003: 149).

As another example, Levinson shows that a number of cultures have what
might be considered an uncanny sense of direction in Western eyes, seemingly
having something like a mental compass, a learned ability to maintain fixed
bearings at all times arising out of the co-production of brain and gesture,
which enables them to point to known locations with very high levels of
accuracy.

As one more example, Levinson shows that a number of cultures have
massively extended vocabularies for describing spatial configuration, in part
apparently developed out of a plethora of material possessions which require
fine description (e.g. types of vessel). Other cultures do not, at least in part
because they have few material possessions but rely on intimate descriptions of
the environment instead, which use other spatial anchors (e.g. place names,
topological and topographical correlates).

This discussion makes it possible to speculate about how vocabularies for
describing spatial configuration will change in a qualculated world in which
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much greater cognitive assistance is routinely available. First, sense of
direction will become a given. It will no longer be something that has to be
considered. Second, and similarly, wayfinding will become a much easier
matter, with much of the effort of search moving into the background.'? Third,
space will increasingly be perceived as relative, strengthening Poincaré’s
dictum that ‘absolute space is nonsense, and it is necessary for us to begin by
referring space to a series of axes invariably bound to the body’ (cited in
Levinson 2003: 9) but this will be a normal means of perception because an
absolute space has been established which allows how bodies are moving in
relation to one another to be established. It may be that egocentric co-ordinate
systems will be strengthened, precisely because that movement is able to be
more fully registered. Finally, vocabularies of spatial configuration will
multiply. The critical importance of spatial distribution in flow architectures
will produce an extended spatial vocabulary which will provide new
opportunities for thinking the world, opportunities which will themselves be
constitutive of that world. We can already see something of this going on in the
practical aesthetics of fields like architecture, performance and film where an
emphasis on flow and plasticity has been able to arise out of the numerical
weave occasioned by the use of common software packages which, in a certain
sense, allow objects to remain in the process of conception and outwith
standard perspectival norms (Vidler 2000: 253—4).

Conclusions

What I have tried to do in this paper is to begin the work of trying to
demonstrate how exactly a qualculated world will show up, and especially the
kinds of movement awareness/cognitive assistance that will be promoted by it.
Such a world assumes a certain kind of relative space (though, as I have
underlined, riding on the back of the most absolute of absolute spaces) and the
migration of a good many spatial skills and competences into the technical
background where they are neither seen nor heard but still exert an influence
through the agency of software and other recursive entities, calculating each
move down to the last instant, so to speak.

What I have been particularly intent on showing is that the realm of ideas
exists within a shifting framework which dictates not just how ideas will show
up but also a good part of their content. None of this is meant to suggest that
ideas cannot have emergent properties and cannot throw themselves forward
into new domains. But it is to suggest that it would be foolish to ignore the
presuppositions imposed by the generally unremarked backgrounds I have
tried to set out here.

Throughout the paper, I have been acutely aware that I am walking a
tightrope between the kind of techno-hyperbole which is all too common in
this area of work and my desire to start thinking about how the background
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hum of thinking will be changed by developments like flow architectures. I am
sure that I have overbalanced several times but it seems to me that it is
only through instigating this kind of sometimes fevered projection and
coupling it with an attention to the basic basics of everyday life that
it is possible to obtain some measure of what is going on and what is
falling away as new kinds of subjectivity are forced into existence by spaces
and times that, through the power of what I have called qualculation,
exceed and transform existing spaces and times as they apply a new set of arts
of distribution, which bring with them new problems and new solutions
(Batchen 2001). This is surely how the history of the present will have to be
written.
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Notes

1 Inso doing, I am attempting to move just a little way ahead of the past, and produce
what Manovich (2001) calls, not simply following Foucault, a theory of the present. See
also Thrift (2004c). Necessarily, the paper is therefore speculative in parts but I do not
apologize for this. Rather, through this speculation, I want to show the possibility of
new properties emerging in the world.

2 As Irigaray (1999: 20) puts it, ‘When Heidegger questions the danger of a modern
physico-technological project for man’s inhabitation of space, isn’t this questioning still
posed through a Greek perspective? The opening that is brought about by the modern
prospecting of space is closed up again by a topo-logic that is still Aristotelian, and, to
some extent, pre-Socratic.’

3 Authors like Wolfram (2002) argue that the world should be described in
algorithmic terms.

4 ‘Now we have finally found [the Greek mathematician]: thinking aloud, in a few
formulae, made up of a small set of words, staring at a diagram, lettering it’ (Netz 1999:
167).

5 To use Newton’s well worn phrase in Principiae.

6 For an elaboration of these points, see Thrift (2004c) and Fraser (2002).

7 Perhaps the best example of this is a number of modern fighter planes which are
inherently unstable and are able to fly only because of the numerous calculations and
recalculations made by on-board computers which keep the plane in trim.

8 Interestingly, Anlo seem more concerned with stabilizing the internal state than the
external environment.
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9  So, for example, the interoceptive and proprioceptive sensations get comparatively
short shrift as formal categories of the senses in Euro-American societies, even though
their importance can hardly be denied.

10 At the same time, the hand allows humans to think of tools as separate from
themselves in a way which animals would find difficult to do.

11 In the Anlo world, for example, touching something soft and touching something
hard are regarded as two quite distinct phenomena, two separate ways of touching and
experiencing.

12 Activities like geocaching seem to me to be the first of many attempts to make new
kinds of way in a world where co-ordinates are easily established. In a sense, they are
new rounds of exploration of an already explored world.
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Abstract. Gradually, then, it has become clear to me what I am trying to do. I want to provide a body of
work which values creative praxis. This will not be easy as—with a few exceptions—most academics
nowadays still tend towards impoverished views of praxis which leave remarkably little room for
creative exorbitance. Thus, for example, many modern social and cultural theorists would find it
difficult to understand the import of Wittgenstein’s famous question, “what remains over from the
fact that I raise my arm when I subtract the fact that my arm goes up?” In effect, what I attempt to
provide is the beginnings of an answer to this question. In the first part of the paper I am therefore
concerned with an account of a style of thinking which I call nonrepresentationalist. In the second part
of the paper I then broaden the discourse by considering the ways in which this style of work might be
linked to other developments in the social sciences and humanities grouped around the notion and the
motion of performance. In the third part I consider one particular mode of performance—dance—as
illustration of some of the steps I have traced out. Some tentative conclusions follow.

“Positivism holds—and this is its essence—that what we can speak about is all that
matters in life. Whereas Wittgenstein passionately believes that all that really matters
in human life is what, in his view, we must be silent about.... When he nevertheless
takes immense pains to delimit the unimportant [that is, the scope and limits of
ordinary language], it is not the coastline of the island which he is bent on surveying
with such meticulous accuracy, but the boundary of the ocean”

Englemann (1967, page 97).(

“Why does many a man write? Because he does not possess enough character not to
write. Kraus (1966, page 124, cited in Janik and Toulmin, 1973, page 201)

Post-script

This paper is connected with a particular event, the death of my father. I feel a need
to write the event and yet, as I make clear in this paper, I am not at all sure that this
is what I want to do. In a sense, I believe that this writing down is a part of the
problem. I do not want to take over my father’s being by making him into fodder for
yet more interpretation, by colonising his traces.

Why? Because my father was a good man who did a lot of good; more than most, I
suspect. Almost nothing that he ever did was written down and whereas I once would
have seen this as a problem I now think that putting his life in order through text, in
order to rescue him from the enormous condescension of posterity, may, in certain
senses, be just another form of condescension. I am not sure, in other words, that he
needs writing down, or, put in another way, we need a form of writing that can
disclose and value his legacy—the somatic currency of body stances he passed on,
the small sayings and large generosities, and, in general, his stance to the world—in
such a way as to make it less important for him to be written.

As I work up a nonrepresentationalist style of work that I hope can describe and
value this legacy, this thought is constantly at the back of my mind.
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“Sometimes, we go into a man’s study and find his books and papers all over the
place, and say without hesitation: ‘What a mess! we really must clear this room
up’. Yet, at other times, we may go into a room which looks very like the first; but
after looking around we decide that we must leave it just as it is, recognising that,
in this case, even the dust has its place” (Wittgenstein, cited in Janik and Toulmin,
1973, page 207).

Ghosts

How, then, might we find a space for my father? This is the question I want to ask in
this paper. But to ask it requires a consideration of the politics of what Phelan (1993)
calls the ‘unmarked’, that, is, an attempt to find, value, and retain what is not marked as
‘here’, yet palpably still reverberates; invisible dust still singing, still dancing. Phelan
approaches this question of disappearance through a psychoanalytical perspective.®
As will become clear, my approach is a rather different one, based upon valuing

1 Champagne without fizz

One of the ways in which I have tried to understand the world in which my father lived
and, I believe, still has agency is through actor-network (or actant-rhizome) theory. My
project has many affinities with actor-network theory, as will become clear in this
paper (see Thrift, 1996).® Most especially I like its emphasis on the agency (or, rather,
actancy) of objects and the rhizomatic multiplicity of space—times formed and main-
tained by them. Again, I like actor-network theory’s emphasis on invention, rather than
reflection; “ANT keeps adding to the world and its selection principle is no longer
whether there is a link between account and reality—this dual illusion has been
dissolved away—but whether or not one travels” (Latour, 1997, page 178). And I like
the corresponding sense of a distributed and always provisional personhood that arises
from actor-network theory; an ‘envelope’ of sideways movements that never add up but
arise out of performances whose competence is deduced after the event and so become
a part of an institution. However, I also find that, for my purposes, actor-network
theory poses some quite severe problems: in certain ways this paper can be seen both
as an elaboration of these problems and as a tentative resolution.

To begin with, for all its commitment to the “particularities of sites, the unpredict-
ability of circumstances, the uneven patterns of the landscape and the hazardous
nature of becoming” (Henalf, 1997, page 72), there is a sense in which actor-network
theory is much more able to describe steely accumulation than lightning strikes,
sustained longings and strategies rather than the sharp movements that may also pierce
our dreams. Actor-network theory is good at describing certain intermediated kinds of
effectivity, but, even though fleet Hermes is one of its avatars, dies a little when
confronted with the flash of the unexpected and the unrequited. Then, and I think
this problem arises out of the first, actor-network theory still has only an attenuated
notion of the event, of the fleeting contexts and predicaments which produce potential.
Though in recent years more and more attention has been paid to the event in actor-
network theory (see, for example, Law, 1998), the fact is that the troubling impasses
and breakthroughs, the trajectories and intensities of events “carried in by different
voyagers and beings in becoming” (Deleuze, 1997a, page 66) are too often caught up
and neutralised.
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I think these two problems directly lead to a third one. In their surely correct
insistence that action is a property of the whole association, actor-network theorists
tend to recoil with horror from any accusation of humanism. Quite rightly, they fear
the taint of a centred human subject establishing an exact dominion over all. But the
result of their fear is that actor-network theory has tended to neglect specifically
human capacities of expression, powers of invention, of fabulation, which cannot be
simply gainsaid, in favour of a kind of flattened cohabitation of all things.® But
human expressive powers seem especially important in understanding what is possible
to associate, in particular the power of imagination, “the capacity to posit that which is
not, to see in something that which is not there” (Castoriadis, 1997, page 151), which is the
fount of so many non-preexistent relations. Imagination might be thought of as having a
number of components: the defunctionalisation of physical processes as they relate to
biological being, the domination of ‘representational’ pleasure over organ pleasure, and
the defunctionalisation and autonomisation of affect and desire (Castoriadis, 1997).
Though these processes are ineluctably linked to the object world, they cannot be reduced
to it. Let me give just one example. Gell writes of ‘abduction’, the mode of inference
brought to bear on objects, “the tentative and hazardous tracing of signification rules
which allow the sign to acquire its meaning ... . [It] occurs with those natural signs which
the Stoics call indicative and which are thought to be signs, yet without knowing what
they signify” (Eco, 1989, page 40). As Gell notes (1998, pages 14— 15),

“The usefulness of the concept of abduction is that it designates a class of semiotic
inferences which are, by definition, wholly distinct from the semiotic inferences we
bring to bear on the understanding of language, whose internal understanding is a
matter of observing semiotic conventions, not entertaining hypotheses derived
ad hoc from the case under consideration [Eco, 1989, page 40]. Abduction, though
a semiotic concept (actually it belongs to logic rather than semiotics) is useful in
that it functions to set limits to linguistic semiosis proper, so that we cease to be
tempted to apply linguistic models where they do not apply, while remaining free to
posit inferences of a non-linguistic kind.”®
For me, these three all-but-missing elements of actor-network theory have forced

me to become interested in how events are shaped as they happen, with how we can
understand, if you like, what the possible can do with the possible. This means moving
away from the largely genetic outlook of the social sciences, and equally from accounts
which assume that a developmental account tells all, towards a ‘history of the present’
(Foucault, 1986) in ways only now being dreamed of.

“In philosophy the genetic fallacy is the mistake of allowing the question ‘How come?’
to preempt the question ‘What?’. It is the mistake of thinking that the power of
knowledge can be justified, explained away, or nullified by an account of its history.
For example, a scientist might justify the predictive power of a conclusion by giving an
account of the rigorous procedures which led to the conclusion. A social construc-
tionist might call an argument into question because it is the product of particular
historical, of cultural circumstances that could have been otherwise.... Both argu-
ments commit the genetic fallacy, the fallacy of forgetting that the primary value or
meaning of an event has no necessary connection with its genesis in history or its
causal explanation (Bradley, 1998, pages 71 —72).

What gets mislaid in the genetic outlook, in other words, is “any sense of the many
difficulties inherent in understanding the present in its own right” (Bradley, 1998,
page 72, my emphasis).

How might we start to understand what is carried in and carried away by different
voyagers and beings in becoming? How might we begin to tack away from the vapid
certainties of so much current cultural work? In previous books and papers (Thrift,
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1996; 1997; 1998) I have pointed to the uses of an alternative ‘nonrepresentational’ style
of work. Note that I use the word ‘style’ deliberately: this is not a new theoretical edifice
that is being constructed, but a means of valuing and working with everyday practical
activities as they occur. It follows that this style of work is both anti-cognitivist and, by
extension, anti-elitist since it is trying to counter the still-prevalent tendency to con-
sider life from the point of view of individual agents who generate action by instead
weaving a poetic of the common practices and skills which produce people, selves, and
worlds. But “how hard I find it to see what is right in front of my eyes” (Wittgenstein,
1980, page 39). For to see what is in front of our eyes requires thinking—and thinking
about thinking—in different ways.

Drawing on a number of traditions of work, I will therefore, in the first part of the
paper, offer an account of a style of thinking which I call ‘nonrepresentationalist’. T will
argue that this style of thinking offers an engaged account of the world which has
inevitable practical consequences. Then, in the second part of the paper, I will argue that
the protagonists of this approach all tend to lay stress on ‘performance’ but have
insufficiently investigated what this usage might entail. I will try to correct this imbalance
by considering some lessons drawn from the performing arts. In the third part of the
paper I then turn to a particular example of a performing art (dance) as an illustration.

So, throughout the paper, the emphasis will be on activating powers of invention
and, especially, the invention of new means of occupying, usurping, and producing
spaces and times. In particular, this emphasis on active contrivance must mean paying
attention to the potential of stylistic free variation (Massumi, 1997a) and it is to this
topic that I therefore turn first.

2 The push. New styles of thought
“Style... s not the dress of thought, but part of its essence”
Dening (1996, page 116)

Too much of social and cultural theory assumes the event, too much of social and
cultural theory is fundamentally unprocessual (Massumi, 1997a). Nonrepresentational
theory aims to compensate for this deficit through the serious consideration of what I
call the push that keeps the world rolling over; the energy that fuels change; the work of
transformation which ensures that “the reproduction of the other as the same is not
assured” (Phelan, 1993, page 3). How can we approach the push? I want to start by
outlining the “non-epistemic ontology-activity” (Holzman and Newman, 1997, page 11)
that underlines nonrepresentational theory. As I have already explained elsewhere (see
Thrift, 1996; 1997; 1998), nonrepresentational theory is an approach to understanding
the world in terms of effectivity rather than representation; not the what but the how
(Kemp, 1996). In order to begin the task of understanding, nonrepresentational theory
draws on three traditions of work which, though they are very different in certain
respects, share this common concern.

The first is recent developments in feminist theory, and most especially the more
recent work of writers such as Bordo, Butler, Grosz, and Threadgold on a rhetorical or
performative philosophy, as well as the later writings of Irigaray on space. The second
tradition is distributed theories of practices. Taking its cue from writers such as
Wittgenstein and Heidegger, Bourdieu and de Certeau, this kind of work reaches all
the way from ‘discursive’ social psychology to human geography. A recent development
has been the greater emphasis on spatial distribution imported from actor-network
theory. Then, there is a tradition which has fixed on biology for both inspiration and
illustration. Drawing on writers as diverse as Von Uexkiill, Bateson, and Canguilhem,
as well as Heidegger’s later work, this tradition has been given renewed impetus by the
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current strength of the sciences of life as represented by, for example, genetics. Thus,
there is now a growing school of ‘biological philosophy’ to which writers such as
Deleuze and Serres might be said to belong (see Ansell-Pearson, 1997) as well as
anthropological work on biosciences as represented by, for example, Rabinow’s recent
excursions (Rabinow, 1995; 1996). Needless to say, each of these three traditions can
draw strength from the others.

How can this style of work be summarised? In embryo, it can be said to depend
upon an argument which relies on dispelling analogical imaginings of a diagnostic
kind, so beloved of certain kinds of intellectuals, in favour of the direct significances
of practices. Most importantly, this means that the world is a making (Threadgold,
1997): it is processual; it is in action; it is “all that is present and moving” (Williams,
1972, page 128). There is no last word; infinite becoming and constant reactivation.

2.1 The surprisingness of the event

But these are little more than a string of slogans. So what can be said in more detail?
To begin with, I want to argue that this is a world bowling along, in which decisions
have to be made for the moment, by the moment.(® This is a moment-ary world. It
follows that this is a world which must be acted into. This is not a contemplative world
(though some of its practices—perhaps more than in past times—value contemplative
aspects). And as a world which is being acted into it produces effects that must then be
accounted for in a never-ending chain of circum-stances.

The corollary of such a depiction is that this is a world which is howling into the
unknown. But it is not, therefore, a world of despair. As Bernstein (1994) and Morson
(1994) make clear, a world which is not ‘foreshadowed’ (that is, in which the consequences
of actions are known and time is therefore closed) is a world of radical possibility, in which
each actual event lies amidst many alternatives, in which possibilities exceed actualities.
There is, in other words, what Bernstein and Morson call a ‘sideshadowed’ middle ‘realm’
of unactualised possibles

“that could have happened even if they did not. Things could have been different
from the way they were, there were real alternatives to the present we know, and
the future admits of various paths. By focusing on the middle realm of possibility,
by exploring its relation to actual events, and by attending to the fact that things
could have been different, sideshadowing deepens our sense of the openness of
time” (Morson, 1994, page 6).

Or, to put it another way,

“In Bakhtin’s terms, we might say that events must have eventness, they must not be
the utterly predictable outcome of earlier events, but must somehow have something
else to them—some ‘surplus’ that endows them with ‘surprisingness’. Otherwise
people are turned into ‘piano keys or organ stops’ as the underground man writes”
(Morson, 1994, page 9).

In other words, the event can be connected to potential, possibility, experimentation.
This is not, however, to proffer a naive vitalism. The potential of events is always
constrained. Events must take place within networks of power which have been con-
structed precisely in order to ensure iterability. But what is being claimed is that the
event does not end with these bare facts. The capacity to surprise may be latent, but it
is always present because “in a becoming, one term does not become another; rather,
each term encounters the other and the becoming is something between the two,
outside the two” (Smith, 1997, page xxx).(”

But if something exceeds the event, what is it? I want to argue that this excess is an
expressive ‘virtual’ dimension which can be summarised as the generation of signs
grasped in practice. 1 want to understand signs in a quasi-Deleuzian way. That is, I
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want to depart from a consideration of the sign as a result of the arbitrary relation
between the signifier and the signified. Instead,

“a sign comes into being when thought is thrown into crisis because the reassuring
world of representation has broken down. The signifier and the signified constitute a
‘dreary world’, whereas signs indicate the deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation
of thought. The sign itself entails heterogeneity in three ways: it ‘flashes’ between the
two realities of the sign itself and the object which carries it; the sign also ‘envelops’
another object within the object that bears it; and the sign does not produce
resemblance in someone perceiving the sign, but rather perception as a sort of
aparallel evolution. Deleuze uses as an example the process of learning to swim:

the movement of the swimmer does not resemble that of the wave, in
particular, the movements of the swimming instructor which we
reproduce on the sand bear no relation to the movements of the
wave, which we learn to deal with only by grasping the former in
practice as signs [ ...] Our only teachers are those who tell us ‘do with
me’, and are able to emit signs to be developed in heterogeneity rather
than propose gestures for us to reproduce (Deleuze, 1994, page 23).

The sign is an expression of the way in which order has been created rather than

discovered” (Marks, 1998, page 37).

In order words, “the sign is an encounter rather than an act of recognition, and it can
only be felt or sensed: signs act directly on the nervous system” (Marks, 1998, page 38).

In turn, this emphasis on the generation of signs leads us to the three chief
elements of signification which together form, to borrow a phrase from Bateson, an
ecology of mind or consciousness. The first of these elements is embodiment. But, quite
crucially, this is not the body considered as individual being, but embodiment as a field
of flesh in which “the body believes in what it plays at: it weeps if it mimes grief. It does
not represent what it performs, it does not memorise the past, it enacts the past,
bringing it back to life” (Bourdieu, 1991, page 23).

In such a conception, embodiment is about the content of social worlds and “not
just those which are material and extant but those which are ephemeral and possible”
(Radley, 1996, page 560). Embodiment, then, concerns “what is made possible because
we are embodied—in brief what we can show about ourselves and our situation”
(Radley, 1996, page 561) because

“embodiment involves a capacity to take up and to transform features of the
mundane world in order to portray a ‘way of being’, an outlook, a style of life
that shows itself in what it is. Like the painted pictures in a frame, it has self-
referential qualities that allude to something not easily specified. This is the
totality... which cannot be isolated in a particular movement or word because it
transcends these when taken as a fragment of the mundane (eg the physical body).
At the same time, it does not exist beyond the particulars of the act because it is only
through the specific engagements of embodied people together that such symbolic
realms are made to appear” (Radley, 1996, page 569, emphasis in the original).

This conception of embodiment is one, in other words, in which groups of actors can
conjure up virtual ‘as-if” worlds, by delineating a space—time in which something
significant is to occur and, at the same time, “the actors are themselves reconfigured
in the light of the possibilities that flow from them” (Radley, 1996, page 570). Thus
embodiment both signals beyond the present and reworks the present by exemplifying
a totality rather than exactly specifying a class or category.®

“In evoking another bounded world, the actors conjure powers and meanings that
they despair of, which yet appear to derive from a location other than their
‘ordinary’ selves (this is the sense, when watching a dramatic scene, that the actors
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are invigorated by passions or can draw upon powers that have their source beyond
the immediate setting or their physical capacities).

What the actors draw attention to is an impeding (or ongoing) rearrangement
of objects and symbols within a field involving the body. An attempt to convey the
idea has been set out previously in terms of the concepts of meta-communication
(Bateson, 1973) and framing (Goffman, 1974). However, these concepts do not
emphasise sufficiently the crucial point that the ground of the display indicates
itself; it is self-referential. It is embodied beings who, by virtue (not by means) of
their physical presence, can portray transmutations of the ‘here and now’ which
delineate the immediate as a fragment of some different, or new, totality of mean-
ing. This underlines the point made by Merleau-Ponty (1962) that the immediate
movement is transcended, or achieves significance, not in spite of our physical
form, but because of it” (Radley, 1996, page 566, emphasis in the original).
Woven into this conception of embodiment is a strong role for affect. Affect is not

simply emotion, nor is it reducible to the affections or perceptions of an individual
subject. “Percepts are not perceptions, they are packets of sensations and relations that
outlive those who experience them. Affects are not feelings, they are becomings that go
beyond those who live through them (they become other)” (Deleuze, 1995, page 137).
But we can ‘dumb down’ this notion and think of emotions as coursing through the
force fields of flesh and other objects, producing a continually changing distribution of
intensities which prefigure encounters, which set up encounters, and which have to be
worked on in these encounters (Gil, 1998). As Massumi (1997b, pages 228 —229) puts it:
“Affect is the virtual as point of view, provided the visual metaphor is used guardedly.
For affect is synaesthetic, implying a participation of the senses in each other: the
measurement of a living thing’s potential interaction is its ability to transform the
effects of one sensory mode into those of another.... Affects are virtual synaesthetic
perspectives anchored in (functionally limited by) the actually existing particular
things that embody them. The autonomy of affect is its participation in the virtual. Its
autonomy is its openness. Affect is autonomous to the degree to which is it escapes
confinement in the particular body whose vitality, or potential for interaction, it is.
Formed, qualified, situated perceptions and cognition’s fulfilling functions of actual
connection or blockage are the capture and closure of affect. Emotion is the interest’s
(most contracted) expression of that capture—and of the fact that something has
always and again escaped. Something remains unactualised, inseparable from but
unassimilable to any particular, functionally anchored perspective. That is why all
emotion is more or less disorienting, and why it is classically described as being
outside of oneself, at the very point at which one is most intimately and unshareably in
contact with oneself and one’s vitality. Actually existing, structured things live in and
through that which escapes them. Their autonomy is the autonomy of affect.

The escape of affect cannot but be perceived, alongside the perceptions that are
its capture. This side-perception may be punctual, localised in an event (such as the
sudden realisation that happiness and sadness are something besides what they
are). When it is punctual, it is usually described in negative terms, typically as a
form of shock....But it is also continuous, like a background perception that
accompanies every event, however quotidian.

Simondon notes the connection between self-reflection and affect. He even
extends the capacity for self-reflection to all living things—although it is hard to
see why his own analysis does not constrain him to extend it to all things... (is not
a resonation a kind of self-reflection?)”

And this latter point is important, for it leads to the second element of signification,
the world of other things, things which have their own resonances, so ably captured by
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actor-network theory. These resonances are of a number of kinds. To begin with,
thought is bound up with things: it is through things that we think. Then, things act
back. Latour’s famous example of the automatic door closer and the weighted hotel
key are both just the simplest of the means by which bodies are guided along particular
paths by things.

“After all, why is expression not available to things? There are affects of things, the
‘edge’, this ‘blade’ or rather the ‘point’ of Jack the Ripper’s knife is no less an affect
than the fear which overcomes his features and the resignation which finally seizes
hold of the whole of his face. The Stoics showed that things themselves are borne of
ideal events which did not exactly coincide with their properties, their actions and
reaction” (Deleuze, 1986, page 97).

And, of course, encounters in which other things are a part of the interruption are
increasing in importance and, as a result, the nature of other things has become increas-
ingly active, providing a further decentring of the ‘human’ subject and increasing the
difficulty of conceiving of ‘human’ ‘agency’ at all. And, as the ‘ecology of mind’
(Bateson, 1973) becomes ever richer as intermediaries and mediaries multiply, so the
‘human’ ‘subject’ migrates on to many more planes and is mixed with other ‘subjects’ in
increasingly polymorphous combinations. “The body is nourished by technology in the
same way that it is nourished by chemical products” (Marks, 1998, page 48).

In turn, such thoughts allow us to more easily conceive of a present-oriented (a
‘cartographic’) notion of a person. Such a notion is quite different from an archae-
ological conception of the person, as found in psychoanalysis.

“The latter establishes a profound link between the unconscious and memory: it is a
memorial, commemorative, or monumental conception that pertains to persons or
objects, the milieus being nothing more than terrains capable of conserving, iden-
tifying or authorising them .... Maps, on the contrary, are superimposed in such a
way that each map finds itself modified in the following map, rather than finding its
origin in the preceding one: from one map to the next, is it not a matter of searching
for an origin but of evaluating displacements...” (Deleuze, 1997a, page 63).

Thus persons become, in effect, rather ill-defined constellations rattling around the
world which are

“not confined to particular spatio-temporal coordinates, but consist of a spread of
biographical events and memories of events, and a dispersed category of material
objects, traces, and leavings, which can be attributed to a person and which, in
aggregate, testify to agency and patienthood during a biographical career which
may, indeed, prolong itself well after biological death. The person is thus under-
stood as the sum total of the indexes which testify, in life and subsequently, to the
biographical existence of this or that individual. Personal agency, as inherent in the
causal milieu, generates one of these ‘distributed objects’, that is, all the material
differences ‘in the way things are’ from which some particular agency can be
abducted” (Gell, 1998, pages 222 —-223).®
We now have the tools to turn to the third element of signification: creativity. It is

remarkable how little effort has been exerted by academic writers upon precisely the
element which they would—presumably—most wish to characterise their work. Yet, it
is not that such work has not been attended to or that it has no connections to
contemporary thought. For example, the expressivism of Herder, the pragmatism of
Peirce 19 and Dewey, and some of Simmel’s!D later thoughts all contain pointers to
subsequent work by writers such as Deleuze, Castoriadis, and Joas, who all (in their
quite different ways) want to emphasise creativity (Thrift, 1999), who all (in their quite
different ways) want to privilege the power of the imagination.
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In turn, this lack of attention to creativity makes it difficult to understand certain
kinds of expressive action. In particular, a whole category of social and cultural action,
usually termed play, is unable to be grasped. Play is a process of performative experi-
ment: “The ongoing, underlying process of off-balancing, loosening, bending, twisting,
reconfiguring, and transforming the permeating, eruptive/disruptive energy and mood
below, behind and to the side of focused attention” (Schechner, 1993, page 43) which is
brought into focus by body-practices such as dance and which “encourages the discovery
of new configurations and twists of ideas and experience” (Schechner, 1993, page 42). It
is the world of the ‘enacted subjunctive’ (Sutton-Smith, 1997), the world where possibil-
ities are acted out. It is, in other words, “a mode, not a distinctive behavioural
category. ... play is viewed as an attitude or frame that can be adopted towards any-
thing ... . [It] occurs at a logical level different from that it qualifies. ... play is functional
because it teaches about contexts; it teaches about frames not being at the same level as
the acts they contain” (Schwartzman, 1978, page 169). Such meta-communication
presupposes fantasy produced through intersubjectivity, and is characterised by quirki-
ness, redundancy, and oddity. It is, in other words, about producing variation.

3.2 Re-timing space and re-spacing time

Another element of the nonrepresentational interpretation of the event is the refiguring
of space and time. Given the aforegoing account of signification, what we find is that
notions of space and time need to be radically refigured. To begin with, it is clear that
there are multiple spaces and times, not one Newtonian grid.

“Time and space are not the Newtonian sensoria in which events occur and planets
fall along ellipses. But neither are they forms of our perception, the unreal a prioris
that our mind has to use in order to have or accommodate the multiplicity of
beings and entities. Far from being primitive terms, they are, on the contrary,
consequences of the ways in which both relate to one another. We must therefore
link our meditation on time to a third tradition, the Leibnizian, which considers
space and time as expressing some relation between the entities themselves. But
instead of a single space —time, we will generate as many spaces and times as there
are types of relations. Thus, progressing along jungle trails will not produce the
same space —times as moving along [modern transport] networks... .

The difference between [these] trips... comes from the number of others one has
to take into account, and from the nature of these others. Are they well-aligned
intermediaries making no fuss and no history, and thus allowing a smooth passage,
or full mediators defining paths and fates on their own terms?” (Latour, 1997,
pages 174—175).

Then, these space —times—which are themselves complex—are in complex, active, and
only partial relation with one another; scattered, haphazard, plural. Thus, as Serres
outlines it;

“rationality and the real itself are sporadic. They are distributed, not in geometrically
regular patterns, but as archipelagos in a turbulent, disordered sea. For the Serres of
L’Interférence, there is no ruling science, and a pluralistic epistemology is urgently
required. But it is not only epistemology that must be pluralised. Aesthetics must
become polymorphic, too, an aesthetics of multiple proliferations of spaces. It must
turn away from laws and regularities to exchanges and interferences, connections
and disconnections between spaces” (Gibson, 1996, page 13).

So, it follows that understanding space —times requires new ‘geometric’ metaphors that
are able to describe them in their own—heterogeneous—terms and can take full
account of the number and nature of other actual and possible space —times.
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In other words, we need to look for different kinds of topologies based on commu-
nication and connectedness across divides between exclusive and disparate disparities.
This is a topologie sauvage which cannot be fixed and frozen, but can only keep on
making encounters: “a succession of spatial accidents, bifurcations, catastrophes, loops,
crossroads between various spaces that have no common measure and no boundaries in
common” (Gibson, 1996, page 17), a world of continual questioning,.

In turn, the search for different topologies must produce many new narrative styles,
“a diversification of models corresponding, not only to the actual absence of technical
variants, but also to the multiplicity of resources made possible by the proliferation of
resources” (Gibson, 1996, page 15). What this diversification might then do is to restore
a sense of the work and the effort and the force that goes into producing and linking
space —times, which would, precisely, restore Latour’s variegated sense of relation in
tension.

But we cannot stop here. For as practice always generates the ghostly correlates of
unactualised possibles, so space—times are always accompanied by their phantoms,
which rehearse “the active presence of absent things” (Valéry, cited in Dening, 1996,
page 116) for at least four reasons. First, because nearly all spaces bear the freight of
their past. As Calvino (1979, page 13) puts it in his description of the City of Zaira,

“The city does not tell its past, but contains it like the lines of a hand, written in the
corners of the streets, the antennae of the lighting rods, the places of the flags,
every segment marked in turn with scratches, indentations, scrolls.”

Second, because as many space —times have become increasingly strung out across the
globe, so the sense of the faraway as near has been able to become increasingly
prevalent. Phantoms are often, therefore, figures of technological transmigration and
metamorphosis (Bayer, 1998) which stand for the clandestine spirit of a larger network
of practices. Third, because space —times, to return to a point made earlier in the paper,
generate many of the unactualised possibles without which they cannot be sensed and
described. The distribution of space—times is complex and the response to this com-
plexity is not theoretical but practical: different things need to be tried out, opened up,
which can leave their trace even when they fail. Space—times very often provide the
‘stutter’ in social relations, the jolt which arises from new encounters, new connections,
new ways of proceeding. Then, last, space—times are nearly always approximate and
these approximations, close-to but not-quites, can linger as all sorts of clues to a story
that never quite happened: the body used for another purpose, the aspect of a bodily
stance that looks increasingly at odds with the world, and so on.

So it is no surprise that “that which appears to be not there is often a steely
presence, acting on and often meddling with taken-for granted realities, the ghost is
just the sign, or the empirical evidence if you like, that tells you a haunting is taking
place” (Gordon, 1997, page 8). Or as Gordon (1997, page 7) puts it in another way,
haunting is “a paradigmatic way in which life is more complicated than those of us who
study it have usually granted.” (» Haunting is where it’s at which is where it’s not.
Haunting is the place that never is but always was and will be.

3.3 Practical knowing

I hope I have already hinted, by using the term ‘style’, that in nonrepresentational
theory what counts as knowledge must take on a radically different sense. It becomes
something tentative, something which no longer exhibits an epistemological bias but is
a practice and is a part of practice. Most of the writers currently attempting to grapple
with this sense of theory have based their thoughts on the work of writers such as
Vygotsky and Wittgenstein. Roughly speaking, current nonrepresentationalist writers
want to lay epistemology to one side. At their most extreme, they might ask
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“Can we really give up knowing? And, you may reasonably (and philosophically) ask
‘How would we know?” This may appear to be still another quasi-self-referential
paradox. But it isn’t for there is an answer—a non-paradoxical answer—to the
question ‘How would we know?” We wouldn’t. Yet the force of modern epistemology
is so great that many find it almost inconceivable to accept such an answer. If
something is, it must be at least possible to know that it is? This, of course is the voice
of epistemological modernism speaking. It is the typical dualistic reduction of
ontology to epistemology —the insistence of science and modernism that everything
(worthy or not worthy of a name or a description) must be knowable. But if a
challenge to that claim is successful, it will still not be known ... . It will ‘merely’ be
performed. Still the question ‘Can we give up knowing?’ remains. This question can be
answered, even if we do not know the answer. But in answering (or, at a minimum,
exploring) it, we recommend doing so in a way which gives up our deep rooted
modernist need to know that we have done so. Such an exploration entails abandoning
not simply the troublesome substantive conceptual elements of epistemology (mind,
self, truth, and company) but epistemology itself as a form of life. Consequently, we
must substantively eliminate the substantive myths of modernism (amongst them the
individuated mind, the individual self, and individual cognitions) only as we decon-
structively/reconstructively (socially activistically) eliminate the mythic ancient
(Aristotelian) forms of modernism (explaining, describing, interpreting, identifying,
and knowing)” (Newman and Holzman, 1997, page 31, emphasis in the original).

We do this by positing a ‘third kind’ of knowledge which gives up modern assumptions
about knowledge, reality, the orderliness of the world, unreal and underlying appear-
ances, in favour of a new stance towards the world—practical-moral knowledge—
which argues that the world is constructed through activity, and especially the activity
of talk [where “talk is action, not communication” (Edwards, 1995, page 585)], which
includes the expressive powers of embodiment. Yet how we conduct talk tends to make
this kind of knowledge invisible. But this need not be the case, if we acknowledge that
talk is responsive and rhetorical, not representational; it is there to do things. In other
words, this is to reject the cognitive notion that talk is primarily communication (or
rule-governed and concerned with exchanging meanings). Instead talk is conceived of
as a “structure of presuppositions and expectations of a non-cognitive, gestural kind
that unfolds in the temporal movement of joint action” (Shotter, 1995, page 66).

This is not just a restatement of speech-act theory, rather it is an attempt to
understand knowing from within a situation, a group, social institution, or society.
Rather than knowing-what or knowing-how, it is ‘knowledge-in-practice’ and ‘knowl-
edge held in common with others’ (Shotter, 1993, page 19). At the same time, it is an
attempt to initiate, along with Wittgenstein, not new theories but new practices which
can make us more attuned to sensing other possibilities.

“That is, instead of helping us to ‘find’ or ‘discover’ something already existing, but
supposedly hidden behind appearances, they help us grasp something new, as yet
unseen, that can be sensed in the emerging articulation of the appearances unfold-
ing before our very eyes (or ears). And in these instances, the problems facing us
‘are solved not by giving new information, but by arranging what we have always
known’ (Wittgenstein, 1953, No. 109). We find in our current ways of ‘going on’ with
each other (as a social group) possibilities for relating ourselves to each other in
new ways, possibilities for new social practices. Thus Wittgenstein’s methods ‘move’
us, professionally, towards a new way of ‘looking over’ the ‘play’ of appearances
unfolding before us, such that, instead of seeing them as related to each other in
terms of certain theoretical assumptions, we see them in terms of the connections
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and relations they might actually make, the roles they might play in our lives”

(Shotter, 1998, pages 46 —47).
And such meditations must lead us on to thinking about thinking itself. In many
accounts, such an impulse leads naturally to the work of Deleuze and his systematic
replacement of concepts with affects, and to Castoriadis and his emphasis on the
radical imaginary (see Thrift, 1996). What can be written (and what cannot) about these
practices of imagining depends, I believe, upon “the curious collision of the mystical
with the close and commensurate study of active language practices” (Perloff, 1996,
page 182) as is found in much modern ‘disclosive’ poetry which recognises that
“the most extraordinary things are also the most everyday; the strangest things are
often the most trivial ... . Once separated from its context ... once presented in all its
triviality ie in all that makes it trivial, suffocating, oppressive—the trivial becomes
extraordinary, and the habitual becomes ‘mythical’” (Lefebvre, 1991, page 13).
In turn, this leads to an activist politics of disclosure which attempts to make different
things significant and worthy of notice, and most particularly through the practices of
historical disclosure which force a change of style. Two kinds of skills are required for
historical disclosure. “First, one has to be able to sense and hold on to disharmonies in
one’s current disclosive activity; second, one has to be able to change one’s disclosive
space on the basis of the disharmonious practices” (Spinosa et al, 1997). According to
Spinosa et al (1997) there are at least three ways that it is possible to change a
disclosive space in response to the realisation that practices are not in harmony:
focusing a dispersed practice (articulation); making what was a marginal practice
central (reconfiguration); and adopting and activating a neighbouring practice (cross-
appropriation). Such changes in practice nearly always come about through involved
experimentation rather than deliberative thinking (even though, when, subsequently
written about, they are often couched in terms of the deliberative model of going on).

Thus, for example, such an approach to politics does not conform to the literal
model as it does not see the course of people’s lives as determined by private judge-
ments;

“a judgement made in private reflection is a judgement that one is not yet ready to
follow. Such a judgement grows out of dispassionate ratiocination—the imagining
and sifting of ideas and potential consequences. It may tell one that one should
change one’s heart, but a reflective judgement does not amount to a change of
heart. A separate act of heroic will is then required before one can act. A resolution
that emerges through group action, conversely, is precisely one that emerged
because one’s practices have readied one for it. Liberal life is ultimately made
desperately voluntarist by the necessity of taking action; for which one—if one
follows the liberal model—has not yet developed skills. Fortunately almost no
one acts according to the liberal model” (Spinosa et al, 1997).

The virtue of this kind of approach to the practice (and definition) of the political is
threefold. First, it recognises that all kinds of disclosing is going on in the skilled
responses to the situations in everyday life: we do not live in an alienated void. Second,
it recognises that all manner of activity can be political; small projects and modest
enterprises can produce political outcomes. Third, much of this activity will be the result
of skilful coping, of intentions concerning how to respond to the solicitations of a
situation; “that receptivity is what makes skilful behaviour as nuanced and feasible as it
is. Skilled politicians respond appropriately to small perturbations that rule-followers
miss” (Spinosa et al, 1997, page 179). Further, political activity nearly always involves
changing backgrounds and showing how they can make a change. These changes to
backgrounds are, broadly speaking, of two related kinds. There is, to begin with, the
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skill of forming an association. Then, there is the skill of working on ‘one’ self through
all manner of practices—including writing (see Shusterman, 1997; Steedman, 1998).(13

In the social sciences and humanities, many of these thoughts concerning the push
have now crystallised around one metaphor, the metaphor of performance. What is
interesting about performance as a metaphor is its evolution from the notion of ‘life is
like theatre’ to a notion that ‘life is like performance’, and the corresponding move from
an interest restricted to certain areas of the humanities to a full-blown discipline,
complete with its own sources and journals (such as Performance Research). This
evolution might well be seen as a filling-out of the meanings of this metaphor.

Yet the metaphor of performance is, more than most of its kind, a vessel still
waiting to be filled. In general, the metaphor refers to, and operates through, the
enactment of events with what resources are available in creative, imaginative ways
which lay hold of and produce the moment; events are, performed more or less
effectively as an infralinguistic transduction (Gil, 1998). In other words, life is a
constant rehearsal, which allows a faint grip on what is to hand (Dening, 1996). But
the metaphor is often used in a very loose way which provides a specious dynamism to
many accounts, a description masquerading as an exploration, a way of making good a
processual deficit. In the next section of the paper I therefore want to examine the
metaphor of performance, and the ways in which it is currently being filled out.

3 Working mystic. The push of performance

In order to understand some of these issues more concretely, I now want to turn to a
set of literatures/practices which have been created by their allegiance to a single
metaphor, the metaphor of performance. Performance is, at this moment, one of the
most pervasive metaphors in the human sciences—Dolan (1993, page 430) has called
its wholesale appropriation ‘promiscuous’—precisely because it provides a way of
understanding meaning as not residing in something but as generated through pro-
cesses, and which does not therefore assume a realm of representation and a realm of
the real. Thus, for example,

“anthropologists interested in cultural performance (religious rituals, political
pageants, folk entertainments, living ceremonies, spirit seances, and so on) have
moved increasingly away from studying them as systems of representation (symbolic
transformations, cultural texts) to looking at them as processes of practice and
performance. In part this reflects a growing dissatisfaction with purely symbolic
approaches to understanding material like rituals, which seem to be curiously robbed
of life and power when distanced in discussions concerned largely with meaning.
‘Performance’ deals with actions more than text: with habits of the body more than
structures of symbols, with illocutionary rather than propositional force, with the
social construction of reality rather thanits representation” (Schieffelin, 1998, page 195).

Of the various usages of the metaphor of performance, four seem particularly germane:
in symbolic interactionism, in sociological accounts, in contemporary culture theory,
and in the performing arts. Though, for reasons of space, this list omits certain
writers—most notably Taussig (1992; 1993; 1997) and his performative recasting of
Benjamin—it hopefully provides the bare bones of an account.

3.1 Symbolic interactionism

The first of these usages, and perhaps the most often cited, is associated with the work of
Goffman and, latterly, the symbolic interactionist school. I will consider only Goffman’s
well-known dramaturgical frame of reference here but it is a frame of reference
which casts a strong shadow over much subsequent work in this area (Burns, 1992;
Thrift, 1996). Goffman’s turn to a dramaturgical reading of social behaviour owed
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much to the work of anthropologists such as Mauss and Turner on ritual, and Burke’s
‘dramatism’—which characterised social production as drama-—as well as, perhaps,
his own early background in film.‘" Though in later years Goffman was to distance
himself from the elaborated dramaturgical metaphor he employed in The Production
of Self in Everyday Life (1971) (with its first chapter on ‘performances’) his work
continued to be based on two root notions; first, that there has to be an audience to
which performances are addressed—and that the part played by audiences is impor-
tant—and, second, that performances of every kind require a ‘back-stage’, the time and
space which allows preparation of “procedures, disguises or materials essential to the
performance, or for the concealment of aspects of the performance which might either
discredit it or be somehow discordant with it” (Burns, 1992, page 112). The book was
much criticised for giving a sense of human social interactions as based in individualistic
contrivance, in pretence, even deceit—in other words, for overextending the dramaturg-
ical metaphor. In later works on the fleeting enactments of ‘talk’ Goffman attempted to
counter these criticisms by, in a sense, arguing the case more strongly. Thus, in Frame
Analysis (Goffman, 1974) there is
“in a way, a reversal of the theatrum mundi image around which he constituted 7The
Presentation of Self. We talk as if we saw life as theatre, but life, as it is represented
when we talk about it, is theatre. The ‘deep-seated similarities between the frame
structure of the theatre and the frame structure of talk, especially the ‘informal’
kind’ (p. 550), are more fundamental than their differences.

So Frame Analysis as a whole, as well as the chapters in it devoted to the
analysis of staged and scripted performance, is in a separate world of discourse—
something more than a new conceptual framework—from that of The Presentation
of Self. The distinction between the two books is put quite bluntly. ‘All the world is
not, of course, a stage’, he says in the The Presentation of Self (p. 72). One page 124
of Frame Analysis, on the other hand, we have ‘All the world is like a stage...’

We know, of course, that they are different. Life is real, whereas theatre
(sc. theatre-like performances of all kinds) is not. ‘It’s make-believe. It really doesn’t
happen. And of course, in the sense meant, it doesn’t.... Even ceremonials have
greater cultural consequence’.

But how real is the life the ordinary individual experiences, or talks about? The
immediate answer is that it is both real and make-believe. Any individual’s experi-
ence is made up of a great deal of action he is engaged in, or intends, of other
people’s action which involves him. All this is real enough. ‘On the other hand, it is
known, although perhaps not sufficiently appreciated, that the individual spends a
considerable amount of time bathing his wounds in fantasy, imagining the worst
things that might befall him, daydreaming about matters sexual, monetary, and so
forth. He also rehearses what he will say when the time comes..”. And the time
comes very frequently. A great deal of the day, after all, is spent in talk” (Burns,
1992, pages 313-314).

3.2 Sociological accounts
The second usage of the metaphor of performance is in a more straightforwardly
sociological account which relies on a wider metaphor of performance which starts
to go beyond the dramaturgical metaphor in order to argue that we live in performa-
tive times:
“derived from the Greek word for seeing and sight, theatre...is a...term for a
certain kind of special participation in a certain kind of event. Performance, by
contrast, though it frequently makes reference to theatricality as the most fecund
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metaphor for the social dimensions of cultural production, embraces a much wider

range of human behaviours” (Roach, 1995, page 46).(19
One such variant of this account argues straightforwardly that performances of all
kinds have become a key moment in modern societies. For example, performance is a
key to the

“development of the heritage and tourist industries, where costume drama—whether
in the form of retro-dressing or the contemporary couture of slick uniforms—is
increasingly the norm. It can be detected as easily in the associated industries of
catering and travel, where the waiter and the air-host are encouraged to add a flick
of performative spice to the fire. It appears in the retail industries, where the name
tag on the check-out person confers an identity which has little to do with individual
character, everything to do with a quasi-personalised and dramatised conception of
service” (Kershaw, 1994, page 166).

In turn, some authors have argued that the metaphor of performance is a key to
thinking about new embodiments which add value to market-based encounters; the
workplace becomes ‘a stage’, the service centre is ‘theatre’, the self is ‘performed’,
various kinds of training such as ‘role-play’ are used to heighten the effect, and so
on. Though such practices are often derided as inauthentic, Crang (1997, page 142),
writing about tourism, rightly argues that this is too easy a move:

“For a start, as an explicit manifestation of a more implicit and complex set of
ordering discourses that construct just what social practices it is that managers,
consumers and employees expect to constitute tourism work, these (dramaturgical)
understandings matter despite their conceptual and empirical confusions. They
constitute a way into discursive formations that have shaped the cultural under-
standings of what tourism as a matter of fact involves. More specifically, through
the application of managerial theories, they are a powerful tool in managerial
constructions of tourism-related jobs and workplaces. Second, ... they also provide
a complementary route to the application and critique of theories established
through other work-based situations, such as deskilling and flexibility. They offer
an alternative to shoe-horning tourism employment into conceptual moulds cast
elsewhere, and raise the possibility of re-focusing theoretical understandings of paid
work more generally. Far from marginalising studies of tourism employment, some
of the particular concerns reviewed above may actually destabilise the dormant
sense of what is theoretically central and marginal about paid work in contempo-
rary capitalist societies in the first place”

On another sociological account, performance becomes the key to understanding what
is distinctive about contemporary societies.

“Simultaneously, the mediatisation of developed societies disperses the theatrical by
inserting performance into everyday life—every time we switch into the media we
are immediately confronted by a performative world of representational styles —and
in the process the ideological functions of performance become ever more diverse
and, maybe, diluted. Moreover, the globalisation of communications stages the life
of other cultures as increasingly performative, as widening realms of human identity
become object to the spectators gaze, and the social and political resonances of
particular crises, such as the suffering of starving Somalians or the quasi-invasion of
Haiti by the United States, are absorbed by the relentless opacity of the spectacle”
(Kershaw, 1994, page 133).

For example, Abercrombie and Longhurst (1998) argue that because of the growth and
general pervasiveness of the media we now live in a performative world, one which is
predicated on the redefinition of what the audience is and what the audience does,
what they call a diffused audience; “in contemporary society everyone becomes an
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audience all the time” (Abercrombie and Longhurst, 1998, page 83). So pervasive is
performance that it has become both constitutive and a general quality of everyday life,
embedded in desires, daydreams, and fantasies.(19

“So deeply infused into everyday life is performance that we are unaware of it in
ourselves or in others. Life is a constant performance; we are audience and
performer at the same time; everybody is an audience all the time. Performance
is not a discrete event” (Abercrombie and Longhurst, 1998, page 73).

The diffused audience arises from the interaction of two processes, both of which
are modern.

“On the one hand, there is the construction of the world as spectacle and, on the
other, the construction of individuals as narcissistic. People simultaneously feel
members of an audience and that they are performers, they are simultaneously
watchers and being watched. As Rubin (1970) puts it in talking about street political
action ‘Life is theatre and we are the guerillas attacking the shrines of authority. The
street is the stage. You are the star of the show and everything you were once taught
is up for grabs’ (p. 250, quoted in Schechner, 1993, p. 64). Spectacle and narcissism
feed off each other in a virtuous cycle, a cycle fuelled largely by the media and
mediated by the critical role of performance. As with the other types of audience,
performance is the key, but, unlike the other types, performance is not so linked to
events, but has, so to speak, leaked out into everyday life” (Abercrombie and
Longhurst, 1998, page 75).

In turn, audiences, using the media as a resource, have been able to create new skills
and knowledges of various kinds which allow them to both function in and constitute
this new kind of everyday life, technical, analytical, and referential skills and knowl-
edges modelled on fan-like and enthusiast-like practices, now made general.

3.3 Contemporary cultural theory
The third usage of the metaphor of performance has been by contemporary cultural
theorists. Of these theorists, probably the best known is Judith Butler. Butler’s work is
important for a number of reasons. First, she questions embodiment as a ground.
Second, she is clearly attempting to go beyond simple constructionist positions. Third,
she questions the distinction between sign and referent, chiefly through adopting the
notion that each category is confused with/in the other as a series of spacings. But, it
might be best to think of Butler as a transitional figure. For example, Kirby (1997)
argues that, in her allegiance to sign and referent, she holds back from the final step:
that language is not first and foremost a system of signification and meaning is not the
defining purpose of its expression. Thus
“matter for Butler may not be a blank or passive surface, but it is still a surface, and
one that demands to be interpreted or written upon by something other than itself.
It seems that matter is unintelligible to itself, and this lack of intelligibility can only
be remedied by thought/language. Although matter possesses the capacity to call
upon thought, it is apparently incapable of calling upon itself to interpret itself:
matter can only exceed itself in thoughtless activity. However if the nature of matter
is generative—if it conceives and construes itself through an involved re-presenta-
tion, or differentiation of itself—then why must we presume that thought/language
is alien to its identity or this process?” (Kirby, 1997, page 115).
Come what may, Butler’s influence on the notion of performance has clearly been
crucial and I will therefore devote some space to it.
Butler’s initial project was to bring discourse theory and performance (especially as
found in the work of Turner and Schechner) together (see, for example, Butler, 1990a;
1990b). Butler’s initial definition of performance was essentially repetitive and the
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repetition is normative; “performance mobilises history as and through repetition”
(Pollock, 1998, page 2). As McKenzie (1997) puts it, this is ‘command performance’.
Thus, according to Butler (1990a, page 140), history is “at once a re-enactment and a
re-opening of a set of meanings already socially established; and it is the mundane and
ritualised form of their legitimation.” History and performance become “collaborators
in a kind of backward/forward motion” (Pollock, 1998, page 2) in which history is a
constraint on the productive possibilities of performance.

This is, of course, a very conservative notion of both history and performance. It
is as if Butler is unable to “disarticulate performance and history. In her formulation
they remain entwined like sad lovers, bound to repeat themselves in slow circling
half-steps while, at best, it seems their mutual distress unfolds” (Pollock, 1998,
page 2). It is no surprise, then, that in her most recent work (see, for example, Butler,
1997), Butler tends to back away from this conception, laying more stress on the
performative side of the equation. Though still enmeshed in textual metaphors,
Butler now pays more attention to the effectiveness of speech acts, to the force of
the utterance. By concentrating on a notion of speech acts as bodily acts which is
boosted by drawing on a Wittgensteinian notion of rule-following (filtered through
the work of Taylor and Bourdieu on embodied activity) she is able to rework linguis-
tic agency as performative force. But, for her, writers such as Bourdieu do not go far
enough in their attention to performativity. And she uses Derrida to show this
performative deficit. Thus,

“...Bourdieu offers a promising account of the way in which non-intentional and
non-deliberate incorporation of norms takes place. What Bourdieu fails to under-
stand, however, is how what is bodily in speech resists and confounds the very
norms by which it is regulated. Moreover, he offers an account of the performativ-
ity of political discourse that neglects the tacit performativity of bodily ‘speech’, the
performativity of the habitus. His conservative account of the speech act presumes
that the conventions that will authorise the performative area already in place, thus
failing to account for the Derridean ‘break’ with context that utterances perform.
His view fails to consider the crisis in convention that speaking the unspeakable
produces, the insurrectionary ‘force’ of censored speech as it emerges into official
discourse and opens the performative to an unpredictable future” (Butler, 1997,
page 142).

In other words, for Derrida,

“the force of the performative is derived precisely from its decontextualisation, from
its break with a prior context and its capacity to assume new contexts. Indeed, he
argues that a performative, to the extent that it is conventional, must be repeated in
order to work. And this repetition presupposes that the formula itself continues to
work in successive contexts, that it is bound to no context in particular, even as,
I would add, it is always found in some context or another. The ‘illimitability’ of
context simply means that any delineation of a context that one might perform is
itself subject to a further consideration, and that contexts are not given in unitary
forms. This does not mean, and never meant, that one should cease any effort to
delineate a context; it means only that any such delineation is subject to a poten-
tially infinite revision” (Butler, 1997, page 147).

Derrida, in other words, fixes his attention on the utterance that will persist apart
from social contexts—and all consideration of semantics—according to the same logic
as written models. Thus,

“Derrida’s account tends to accentuate the relative autonomy of the structural
operation of the sign, identifying the ‘force’ of the performative as a structural
feature of any sign that must breed with its prior contexts in order to sustain its
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iterability as a sign. The force of the performance is thus not inherited from prior

usage but issues forth precisely from its break with any and all prior usage. That

break, that force of rupture, is the force of the performative, beyond all question of

truth or meaning” (Butler, 1997, page 148).

But Butler is clearly as unhappy with this structural account as she is with Bourdieu’s
contextual account. For “whereas Bourdieu fails to take account of the way in which a
performative can break with and assume new contexts, refiguring the terms of legit-
imate utterance themselves, Derrida appears to install the break as a structurally
necessary feature of every utterance and every codifiable written mark, thus paralysing
the social analysis of forceful utterance” (Butler, 1977, page 150).

Thus, for Butler, Bourdieu is quite clearly necessary as a means of capturing a
bodily stylistics that, in turn, performs “its own social magic [which] constitutes the
fact and corporeal operation of performativity” (Butler, 1997, page 153) but Bourdieu
also constantly misses that “something [which] always exceeds the speech act the body
performs [which] remains uncounted by any of its acts of speech” (Butler, 1997, page
155). “What breaks down in the course of interpellation, opening up the possibility of
achievement from within, remains unaccounted for” (Butler, 1997, page 156). Yet Butler
offers little to help the reader account for the unaccounted. This is ultimately, I think,
because she cannot bear to part entirely with a textual model of performance based
upon sign and referent.

The same criticism can, I think be applied to Bhabha, the second significant
contemporary cultural theorist with investments in performance. For Bhabha ‘perfor-
mativity’ is defined by instability. It represents “the ever-present potential for language
to mean something else, to betray one set of meanings for another, to slip from one
context or set of relations into another’s arms, taking commercial pleasure with it,
laughing all the way” (Pollock, 1998, page 23). In other words, Bhabha is focusing on
the creative moment in meaning-making,

“the moment when the story-in-history is in effect caught red-handed, not inventing
the facts per se but investing the authority from which they derive their meaning
and weight. Like Bakhtin, he finds the ambivalence at the centre of the narrative—
at its would be ‘origins’—Iless a cause for despair than celebration (even real
romance). In fact, Bhabha characterises it as the next best thing to an ongoing
moment; it is, for him, a performative moment, redolent with possibility, produc-
tivity, and agency” (Pollock, 1998, page 24).

In other words, performance, used here in a distinctively theatrical sense, becomes a
technology for mining the creative implications of signification. But Bhabha’s tendency
to stick to textual signification makes it difficult for him to realise the potential of his
own thoughts. Not so for Deleuze, the third contemporary cultural theorist I want to
consider.

For Deleuze, the performative is an integral part of his conception of thought—
and life. And the essentially textual model of Derrida and Bhabha, and even the
becoming-more-corporeal Butler model, are not sufficient to capture this general
generative intelligibility:

“For me, a text is merely a small cog in an extra-textual practice. It is not a question
of commentating on the text by a method of deconstruction or by a method of
textual practice, or by other methods: it is a question of saying what use it has in
the extra-textual practice that prolongs the text” (Deleuze, cited in Smith, 1997,
page xvi).

Thought, like the process of life itself, is an accretion, an addition to a ceaseless
production of variation (and the selection and synthesis of variants) whose chief goal
is to create effects through new encounters which beckon and become!'”; “one term
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does not become another; rather, each term encounters the other, and the becoming is
something between the two, outside the two” (Smith, 1997, page xxx). This is, if you
like, the speech act radicalised, made into a tool of maximum modulation and push
through which new modes of existence can be glimpsed, even actualised. It is knowing
“how to leave, how to push the process further, to follow a line of flight, to enter into
a becoming that escapes the resentissement of persons and the dominance of estab-
lished orders” (Smith, 1997, page xi). The technology that Deleuze uses in order to
produce maximum modulation, the stress on singularities and events, the dissolution
of the subject, the intersection of the body, the minorisation of politics, the stuttering of
language—are well enough known now to require no repetition.(®)

It is no surprise, then, that for Deleuze performance, like literature, is regarded as a
key means of reading and creating signs. It is a symptomatology, a diagnostics of signs
which isolates a particular possibility of life and which helps to make more modes of
existence possible. It is a process that operates by means of experimental and unfore-
seen becomings, just like Deleuze’s own life. Thus, in Deleuze’s world, the acts of
theatre become more broadly performative.

“[Theatre] will surge forward as something representing nothing but what presents
and creates a minority consciousness as a universal becoming. It forges alliances
here and there according to the circumstances, following the lines of transformation
that exceed [theatre] and take on another form, or else that transform themselves
back into [theatre] for another leap. It is truly a matter of consciousness-raising, even
though it bears no relation to a psychoanalytic consciousness, or a Marxist political
consciousness, nor even to a Brechtian one. Consciousness-raising is a tremendous
strength but one made neither for solutions nor for interpretations. When conscious-
ness abandons solutions and interpretations, it thus acquires its light, its gestures
and its sounds, its decisive transformation. Henry James wrote ‘she ended up
knowing more than she could ever interpret; there were no more obscurities
clouding her clear vision. These remained only a raw light. The more we attain
this form of minority consciousness, the less isolated we feel. Light. We are our own
mass, by ourselves, mass of my atoms. Under the ambition of formulas, there is the
most modest appreciation of what might be a revolutionary [theatre] a simple
loving potentiality, an element for a new becoming of consciousness (Deleuze,
1995, page 243).

3.4 Performing arts/arts of performing

The last use of the metaphor of performance is in the performing arts, in the conduct
of creative performances. The body of work produced by the performing arts con-
stitutes perhaps the single most sustained treatment of the metaphor of performance;
I therefore intend to treat it in greater depth than the previous three usages. But, in
providing a survey (which, given the enormous range of work, must be indicative
rather than schematic) it is important to note that the metaphor of performance is
itself contested in performance studies (see Roach, 1996). To begin with, there is the
problem of what exactly counts as performance. Certainly, there is no doubt that
performance has moved beyond the theatre. For Schechner (1988, page xii), for
example;

“performance is an inclusive term. Theatre is only one node on a continuum that
reaches from the ritualism of animals (including humans) though performances in
everyday life—greetings, display of emotion, family scenes, professional roles, and
so on—through to play, sports, theatre, dance, ceremonies, rites, and performances
of great magnitude.”
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Thus,

“any event, action, item or behaviour may be examined ‘as’ performance. Approaching
phenomena as performance has certain advantages. One can consider things as
provisional, in-process, existing and changing over time, in rehearsal, as it were. On
the other hand, there are events that tradition and convention declare ‘are’ perfor-
mances. In western culture, until recently, performances were of theatre, music and
dance, the ‘aesthetic genres’, the performing arts. Recently, since the 1960s at least,
aesthetic performances have developed that cannot be located precisely as theatre or
dance or music or visual arts. Usually called either ‘performance art’, mixed media,
‘happenings’, or ‘intermedia’, these events blur or break boundaries separating art
from life and genres from each other. As performative art grew in range and
popularity, theorists began to examine ‘performative behaviour’—how people
play gender, heightening their constructed identity, performing slightly or radically
different selves in different situations....The performative engages performance in
places and situations not traditionally marked as performing arts, from dress-up to
certain kinds of writing or speaking” (Schechner, 1998, pages 361 —362).

There is, as might only be expected, much argument as to whether performance
should therefore be understood as a ‘theatre-plus’ model, expanding what counts as
theatre, or whether such an understanding should be seen as a backward step, a
betrayal of the history of performance studies which in many ways has been—and still
is—antitheatre, given its genesis in postwar experimental performance and perfor-
mance art and in the dematerialisation of the visual arts which arose out of the
convergence of art media, forms, and practices. Then the art of life is the question.
In turn, the expansion of notions of performance indicated by the adoption of the
performative induces a number of problems. For example, there is the question of
‘liveness’ (Auslander, 1999) in an age of mass media. Some authors, for example,
have argued that the immediacy of performance is dulled by its re-presentation in the
media which is, quite literally, a means of distancing the event.

“performances form an elongated chain.... They travel over a greater distance.
Performances from the past, captured in some recording medium, can be replaced
in the present. At the same time, performance is not spatially restricted but can be
received well away from the context of the original event. As a result, it becomes
less clear what set of processes constitute the performance, which is stretched out,
for example, from the recording studio at one end to the playing of a record in the
home, which is itself a performance of a kind, if a secondary one, at the other”
(Abercrombie and Longhurst, 1998, page 62).

At the same time, re-presented performances gradually adopt their own styles and
conventions which differ from immediate performance. For example, in film and tele-
vision acting styles, production conventions and audience responses have all changed
as a ‘constituted aesthetic’ (Abercrombie and Longhurst, 1998) has taken over from the
‘immediate aesthetic’ of the theatre. In turn, the signs and cues of the new aesthetic
have made their way into immediate performance.

But equally many authors argue that this does not necessarily mean that perfor-
mance events somehow lose their edge; even a mediated performance cannot be exactly
restated:

“The uniqueness of a given performance derives from the combination of forces that
gather the various assemblages that will constitute the performance. These forces
combine and bring together audience, performers, text, revenues, management,
scenic space, costumes, and scenic objects, deriving them out of larger fields—the
population of a city, the pool of actors, the money spent elsewhere—in which
people had otherwise showed no such immediate connection. This process of
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gathering or mobilisation is, for any given performance event, momentary and

nonrepeatable. Even if the occasions recur, what gathers (at) the scene is a deter-

minate particularisation of what transpires between performers and public. The
interface between performers and public can be restated on another occasion, but
even that restatement must be collected all over again by means of rites and

pathways that meet on the field of play” (Martin, 1997, page 188).

Yet what seems clear is that many of those working in performance studies have
wanted to keep to a definition of performance which emphasises the special knowl-
edges that derive from improvisatory immediacy and presence; performance is the art
of (and the art of valuing) the now (9
“Performance’s only life is the present. Performance cannot be used, recorded,
documented or otherwise participate in the circulation of representations of repre-
sentations; once it does so it becomes something other than performance. To the
degree that performance attempts to enter the economy of reproduction it betrays
and lessens the promise of its own ontology. Performance’s being becomes itself
through disappearance” (Phelan, 1993, page 146).
It follows that performance cannot be seen as (though it may well involve) ‘text’.(?®
“Although some scholars have written as though performance could be treated as a
form of text... its unique strategic properties are destroyed when it is considered as,
or reduced to, text. To be sure, performances share some qualities with texts. They
have beginnings, middles and ends, they have internal structure, may refer to
themselves, etc. But it is precisely the performativity of performances for which
there is no analogue in text. Unlike text, performances are ephemeral. They create
their effects and then are gone—Ileaving their reverberations (fresh insights, recon-

stituted selves, new structures, altered realities) behind them. Performances are a

living social activity, by necessity assertive, strategic and not fully predictable.

While they refer to the past and plunge towards the future, they exist only in the

present” (Schieffelin, 1998, page 198).

In other words, performance conjures up the precarious ‘emptiness’ of the now, and, in
so doing, provides a distinctive force opposed to the representational economy in
which we live; “Non-preservable, fluid, full of uncertain architecture and temporary
sets”... “performance honours the idea that a limited number of people in a specific
time/space frame can have an experience of value which leaves no visible trace after-
ward” (Phelan, 1993, pages 178, 149, respectively).

What, then, are the chief characteristics of performance as the art of now? Six
come to mind. First, performance is a heightening of everyday behaviour, rather than
something standing apart from it. It is thereby a construction of a tension between
performance as a more or less continuous presence in the stream of everyday life
and performance as something staged in specific spaces and times. In Schechner’s
(1993) famous phrases it is “twice-behaved” or “restored” behaviour, but what is being
behaved and restored is precisely the issue. Second, performance is liminal, “a mode
of embodied activity whose spatial, temporal and symbolic ‘awareness’ allows for
dominant social norms to be superseded, questioned, played with, transformed”
(McKenzie, 1997, page 218). But ‘liminal’ means more than this. The term ‘liminal’
comes, of course, from the anthropologist Turner, who developed it from van Gennep’s
The Rites of Passage (1961) and his own study of Ndembu ritual. In turn, Schechner
generalised the notion, spreading it across a much wider range of cultural activities,
from rituals to theatre and beyond. More recently, liminality has become the key
concept for theorising the politics of performance:

“asamode of embodied activity that transgresses, resists, or challenges social structures,
immediately has been theorised both in terms of the political demonstrations of the
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1960s and 1970s and the political performances of the 1980s and 1990s. Yet the concept

has not simply been applied to performances; it has also helped construct objects of

study.... Performance study has put liminality to such ends: to delimit its field of
objects; to situate its own problematic passage into a field, a discipline, a paradigm
of research and to circulate its own interdisciplinary, intercultural resistance to the

normative forces of institutionalism..”” (McKenzie, 1997, pages 218 —219).

Third, performance is concerned with constructing unstable times. Thus,

“Part of what performance knows is the impossibility of maintaining the distinc-
tion between temporal tenses, between an absolutely singular beginning and
ending, between living and dying. What performance studies learns most deeply
from performance is the generative force of these ‘betweens’” (Phelan, 1998, page
8).

This sense of the temporal instability of the event is crucial:

“While we can reify the performance as an event that exceeds the labour that brings
it into being, as Herbert Blau has observed, the stability of the event is elusive,
given that what specifically makes any performative moment disperses as soon as
the event is consummated. Hence what opens in the cause of the performance may
be recalled or reinscribed elsewhere, but it leaves no trace of the constellation of
forces that mobilise its appearance in the first place.

By means of these unstable conditions, performance brackets an internal and
external time off from one another so that the performance appears as the negative
of both its past and its future. On the one hand, what is taken as central to
performance is narratively laid to rest during that performance; on the other, the
momentary combination of forces that make up the performance (the gathering
and dispersal of forces that yield the sense of immediate temporal presence) cannot
account for itself or its own formation. This arrest of life to make a show of the
living is the crisis that brings the performance into being and points to its early
demise” (Martin, 1997, pages 188 —189).

Fourth, performance is also concerned with constantly unstable spaces, spaces of
possibility, ‘as-if” spaces. Such spaces are fleeting, dialogical, and, above all, risky.

“It is always possible the performance may fail. This performance is always inherently
interactive, and fundamentally risky. Amongst the various people involved (who often
have different agendas) there is always something theoretically and/or practically at
stake, and something can always go wrong” (Schieffelin, 1998, page 198).

Indeed, even a “successful performance must be a qualified failure” (Connor, 1996,
page 121). Fifth, performance is often assumed to be transgressive. But this is not
necessarily the case; there is a romance of performance. In truth, much performance
is normative @Y; if Butler does nothing else she makes clear that performative trans-
gression must be seen side by side with performative normativity:

“within performance studies, Butler has in effect challenged the sedimented signifi-
cation of ‘performative’ as referring only to oppositional cultural practices and
sought to queer the term so that it refers to normative practices and discourses.
One might protest that such a queering amounts to a misuse of language. ‘Surely,
Butler’s performative refers to something else!” ‘It’s linguistic rather than embod-
ied! ‘It means normativity as much as subversion.” ‘Couldn’t we use another term?!’
Rather than attempting to justify her use of this term by again citing Gender
Trouble’s alliance of theatrical performance and discursive performativity, I shall
entertain the thought that it is a misuse, and that this misuse is itself a tactic of
resignification, of queering” (McKenzie, 1997, page 229).

Sixth, writing about performance as the art of the now is a problem since marking
the unmarked is likely to alter fundamentally and to devalue precisely what it is about
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by pulling it into the system of mass reproduction and what Phelan (1993, page 14) calls
the “drive of the documentary”. At the same time, there is the problem of describing
what performance is about in writing, why we should attend to it, especially when “in
representational arts like dance and music we are, indeed, quite accustomed to decid-
ing whether someone—a critic—has “‘understood’ a piece in terms not of their formed
analysis but of their figurative description, their account not of what the music meant
but sow it did (‘the music rose and hesitated, dropped and rose again, like a kite in
flight’)” (Kemp, 1996, page 160).

Of course, performance is irrefutably bound up with the written word 2. Especially
since the 1960s, performance has been boosted by clear theoretical imperatives. Then,
many of those working in performance studies have tried to work towards various forms
of ‘performative writing’ which can capture some of the travails of performance such as
incursion, permeation, and multiplicity, and can constitute a performance in their own
right. Thus, “performative writing seems one way not only to make meaning but to
make writing meaningful” (Pollock, 1998, page 87). Again, much performance is now
being written in different scripts which better capture embodied practice, for example, in
dance, by the use of movement scripts such as Labanotation (Farnell, 1994, see figure 1,
over). But, fundamentally, much performance cannot be written down. It is unwritable,
unsayable, and unstable. And that is its fascination: it is a living demonstration of skills
we have but cannot ever articulate fully in the linguistic domain.

Phelan and Blau’s emphasis on a traceless effectivity can, of course, be taken
entirely too far. In truth, it applies only to certain forms of performance. Many forms
of performance leave many kinds of traces dependent upon the time frame that is
chosen as a register, what counts as effect, and so on. The break that Phelan and
Blau sometimes seem to identify between the immateriality of performance and the
materiality of everything else includes within it the danger of reinserting a romantically
inclined distinction between the artistic immaterial and the gross material which they
are at such pains to deny. In particular, they tend to downplay the power of objects
taken not as brute signs but as events that unfold to a different rhythm with which I
want to end this paper (see Phelan, 1998).

But whatever the nature of performance, there is no doubt that an extraordinarily
diverse archive of forms of performance has been built up—especially in the later
20th century—which now constitutes perhaps the single most important contemplation
of the time —spaces of now that exists. It is a contemplation which values improvisation
and encourages attunement to emergent form. It ranges from formal and experimental
theatre to formal and experimental dance, to all kinds of performance art, as well as to
various forms of musical performance (Frith, 1997). Then there are all the kinds of
events which have tried to get closer to ‘everyday life’ by performing in its spaces, the
‘happenings’ of the 1960s and early 1970s (Sandford, 1995), the radical street perfor-
mance that has flourished from the 1970s on (Cohen-Cruz, 1988), and so on.

What is particularly noticeable about this resonant archive of practice—so little
touched on by so many in the social sciences and humanities and yet so important—is
the amount of attention paid to practical means of organising space and time as a
means of heightening receptiveness, stimulating involvement, and evaluating and (not
least) undermining authority (see, for example, Tufnell and Crickmay, 1990). Yet
remarkably little of this work has ever made its way into the wider literature on
spatiality which now, as a result, presents (or rather pasts) us with a kind of tomb,
full of dead, dead, dead geographies.®® In the next section, I therefore want to start to
examine this archive by placing an emphasis on dance.
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JOINT SIGNS
1 M shoulder 1 F hip
J U elbow 4 E knee
7 R} wrist 3 E ankle
3 § hand 1 E foot

ﬂ E fingers ﬂ E toes

left right left right

first 2nd etc.
E‘thumb E‘ finger§ knuckIeE jointec

LIMBS A double line ” on the side of a joint sign indicates
the limb above that jointeg It upperarm, IE lower

” alimb arm etc. The surfaces of the limbs can be specified
(I:I neck when necessary as shown below:
T botharms
/ﬂ [r hol SURFACES OF LIMBS
whole arm H H _” .
ﬁ both legs outer or under or thutr)‘nb little finger
top back orbig  or little toe
11 |T whole leg toe side side
left right
AREA SIGNS SURFACES OF HAND OR FOOT
O basic area sign [ol back of hand or top of foot
shoulder area [o] palm of hand or sole of foot
B chest |J-| fingertips or tips of toes
[o] pelvis |.|_| heel of hand or foot
whole torso {1 thumb or big toe side
unit from knee to head etc | I° little finger or little toe side
"1 area of hand or foot

Sides of an area can be specified using a set of minor directionsl! pins | low,

Lmiddle & high:eg @upperfront side of chest,/@Iower left back diagonal

side of pelvis, [c] front middle area of head ie face. Signs for parts of the face
are also built out of these units eg @ eyes, @’—right ear, (*: chin.

Figure 1. Elements of Labanotation (source: Farnell, 1994).
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4 The shapes of change
“The body is not something I possess to dance with. I do not order my body to bend
here and whirl there. I do not think ‘move’ and then do move. No! I am the dance;
its thinking is its doing and its doing is its thinking. I am the bending. I am the
whirling. My dance is my body and my body is myself: Fraleigh (1987, page 32)

Let me now turn to a specific illustration of these thoughts, the medium of dance. It
would, of course, have been possible to consider a number of other performing arts as
exemplification, for example music, theatre, opera, or performance art. And it is
important to remember that most performances do not exist in just one medium of
expression; for example, dance nearly always involves music and music very often
involves dance (Kemp, 1996). Again, bodily skills are often taught across different
mediums of expression: actors may learn some dance skills and dancers some acting
skills, for example. But dance suits my purposes well. For a start, since at least the
1960s writers on dance have been attempting to grapple with the issues raised in this
paper (compare Langer, 1953; Sheets-Johnson, 1966) and though in the early years they
often did so in undifferentiated and abstracted ways, dance studies now provide a
substantial and important archive of work which emphasise social and cultural differ-
ence, not least in dance’s use of spaces. Then, dance has an extraordinarily rich history
which, in part, can be regarded as an attempt to understand what dance is about—by
dancing. Thus dance has been the focus of attempts to harness the body to totalitarian
regimes, it has been the means of explicit or dissimulated resistance, it has been a focus
of high modernism, it is one of the key means of mass acculturation, and so on. This is
a history that can tell of medieval dance manias, the ‘ring shout’ of African— American
slave cultures, and the court ballets of the 16th and 17th centuries, as well as the
jitterbug, disco, and raves. Moving on, dance is important for other reasons. In
particular, as one of the key means of performance, it is posing the question that
many who write about performance want answered; it has become an increasingly
central mode of cultural expression, all the way from the street to the boardroom
(George, 1998), as a contemplation which values improvisation and encourages attune-
ment to emergent form; and it is one of the chief means of knowingly constituting
virtual spaces through choreographic and other performance methods, all of which are
now routinely taught. And, last, dance has become a crucial political moment in
modern feminist thought. Indeed it is often difficult to separate writing on dance and
feminist writing.?¥

Dance suits my purposes well for one other reason too. It has proved—and still
proves—peculiarly difficult to write about. Three reasons recur in the literature. First,
because though dance’s chief characteristics are clearly involved with generating
embodied expression and affect, they do so in ways which are often nonrepresenta-
tional. We might even think of dance as embodying a sixth kinaesthetic, proprioceptive
sense, the sensation providing awareness of movement and the position of body parts
(Stewart, 1998). Second, because dance is, like much other performance, an art of the
now: “we have created and studied a discipline based on that which disappears, and
that which cannot be preserved or posted” (Phelan, 1998, page 8). Dance is a ‘one-time-
only’ phenomenon, even when it involves repetition of a number of performances.
Third, because dance, as ‘meaning’ in motion (Desmond, 1997), is not easily recorded.
For many writers, video and other means of recording lose much of what dance
performance is about, rendering it sterile, filtering out exactly the things dance knows
that are worth knowing which skid beyond the figure. In any case, until recently, there
were few accessible systems for recording dance (but see Franko, 1993). Now, of course,
there are a number of these systems. Labanotation records the dancing body’s changes
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Figure 2. Dance ‘hieroglyphs’ (source, Albright, 1989).

in position and the timing of these changes (Farnell, 1994). Effort-shape analysis
documents the effort and flow of movement and the body’s shaped configurations in
relation to its own parts and other surrounding objects (see, for example, Farnell, 1994).
Smith has experimented with ‘dance hieroglyphs’ (Albright, 1989; Stewart, 1998) (see
figure 2). These are all systems which both write dance and also make dance into a
kind of writing.

“EXERCISE. Imagine a writing instrument is located at the top of your head at the
soft spot where the bones of the skull meet. Imagine you can draw with this
instrument as a sky-writing plane draws in space. The space around you is a
three-dimensional canvas. Allow your writing object to draw pathways on the
canvas letting the rest of your body be loose and responsive. Adjust your body to
accommodate your drawing pathways, always letting the top of your head lead.
Explore different speeds, levels, and degrees of locomotion. Allow your eyes to
scan, seeing all but focussing on nothing. Work to the point of disorientation and
stop” (Gamble, 1977, page 38).

Yet dance has a particularly rich history consisting of experimentation with many
genres and styles, which is of immense significance in trying to forge a symptomatol-
ogy of movement which can help us to both understand and create expressive potential
by gesturing to new ground. I will point to just a few of the ways in which dance can
aid in this search.

4.1 Dancing the body

The first—and most obvious—is through the body. Dance can perform the “techniques
of the body” (Mauss, 1993, page 19) now and through history in a number of ways which
go to show that “the facts as documented in any recorded discourses... do not a body’s
meaning make. They substitute the casual relationship between a body and these
cultural forces that prod, poke and then measure its responsiveness. They substitute
only bodily reaction. They lie askew from a body’s significance” (Foster, 1995, page 8).
To begin with then, dance can sensitise us to the bodily sensorium of a culture, to touch,
force, tension, weight, shape, tempo, phrasing, intervalation, even coalescence, to the
serial mimesis of not quite a copy through which we are reconstituted moment by
moment. In history, for example, much interesting work has been done on the rise of
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so-called ‘serial’ or ‘interval’ cultures (see, for example, McAloon, 1995). Then, dance
can help us to realise the bodily theories—performative theories and theoretical
performatives—that cultures hold dear and which are often potent sources of power
without the need to understand these theories as total systems.

“Any standardised regimen of body training, for example, embodies, in the very
organisation of its exercises, the metamorphs used to instruct the body, and in
the criteria specified for physical competence, a coherent (or not so coherent) set
of principles that govern the action of the regimen. These principles, reticulated
with aesthetic, political and gendered connotations, cast the body which enacts
them into larger arenas as of meaning where it moves alongside bodies bearing
related signage. Theories of bodily significance likewise exist for any prior histor-
ical moment. Circulating around and through the partitions of any established
practice and reverberating at the interstices among distinct practices, theories of
bodily practices, like images of the natural body, are deduced from acts of compar-
ison between past and present, from rubbing one kind of historical document
against others. In the fictional encounters between texts, such as those expressing
aesthetic praise, medical insights, proscriptive conduct and recreational pursuits,
theorics of bodily significance begin to consolidate.

The first glimmerings of bodily theorics put meaning into motion. Like the
shapes that pieces from a puzzle must fit, theorics contour bodily significance
within many different bodily practices. Theorics allow interpretation of evidence
from one practice where meaning is a specified to another where it has remained
latent, thereby threshing out an identity for bodies that informs a specific inquiry
and also the larger array of practices of which they are a part. Theorics make
palpable ways in which a body’s movement can exact meaning. Not all writing
bodies, however, fit the shapes that such terms make for them. Some wiggle away
or even lash out as the historian escorts them to their proper places, resisting and
defying the sweep of significance that would contain them” (Foster, 1995, page 8).
Then again, dance can produce new bodily expressions which turn on the body’s

power to purposely transgress, play, or dissimulate. The body is not just written upon.
It writes as well.

“To approach the body as capable of generating ideas, as a bodily writing, is to
approach it as a choreographer might. Dance, perhaps, more than any other body-
centred endeavour, cultivates a body that imitates as well as responds. Even those
dance-makers who see in the dancer’s body a mere vehicle for aesthetic expression
must, in their investigation of a new work’s choreographic problematics, consult
bodies, their own or the dancers’ During this playful probing of physical and
semantic potential, choreographers’ and dancers bodies create new images, relation-
ships, concepts and reflections. Here bodies are cast into a discursive framework
where they can respond in kind to the moved queries initiated in the process of
formulating a dance. Such bodies have, admittedly, been trained so as to accomplish
this fluency, a disciplining that strongly shapes the quality of their interaction with
dance-making. Nevertheless they sustain a ‘conversation’ throughout the rehearsal
process and sometimes in performance, their imagination invents and then lucidly
enunciates their specific corporeal identities” (Foster, 1995, page 15).

Dance can, then, be seen as a form of ambulant ‘theorising’ (Stewart, 1998).

Dance has evolved forms which can aid this process. Of these, perhaps the best
known is Contact Improvisation (see, for example, Novack, 1990) developed in the 1970s
but with recognisable roots in the ‘performative revolution’ of the 1960s. Contact
Improvisation is a practice which mixes together the casual, individualistic improvisa-
tory ethos of ordinary social dancing with the kind of task-oriented movement favoured
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by early postmodern dance groups such as the Judson Church Dance Theater. It focuses
on the process of becoming and is therefore an improvisational process of touch with no
real end point.

“Resisting both the idealised body of ballet and the dramatically expressive body of
modern dance, contact seeks to create what Cynthia Novack calls a ‘responsive’
body, one based in the physical ease of weight. Unlike many genres of dance that
stress the need to control one’s movement (with admonitions to pull up, tighten and
place the body) the physical training of Contact emphasises the release of the
body’s weight into the floor or into a partner’s body. In Contact, the experience
of internal sensations and the flow of movement between two bodies is more
important than specific shapes or formal positions. Dancers learn to move with a
consciousness of the physical communication important within the dancing. Curt
Siddall, an early expert on Contact Improvisation, describes the form as a combi-
nation of kinaesthetic forces: ‘Contact Improvisation is a movement form, impro-
visational in nature, involving the two bodies in contact. Impulses, weight, and
momentum are communicated through a point of physical contact that centrally
rolls across and around the bodies of the dancers.

But human bodies, especially bodies in physical contact with one another, are
difficult to see only in terms of physical counterbalance, weight and momentum. By
interpreting the body as both internal and metaphoric, Contact exposes the inter-
connectedness of social, physical and aesthetic concerns. Indeed, an important part
of Contact Improvisation today is a willingness to allow the physical metaphors
and narratives of love, power and competition to evolve from the original emphasis
on the worship of a physical interaction. On first seeing Contact, people often
wonder whether this is, in fact, professional dancing or rather a recreational and
therapeutic form. Gone are the formal lines of much classical dance. Gone are the
traditional approaches to choreography and the conventions of the professional
stage. In their place is an improvisational movement form based on the expressive
communication involved when two people begin to share their weight and phys-
ical support. Instead of privileging an ideal type of body or movement style,
Contact Improvisation privileges a willingness to take physical or emotional
risks...” (Albright, 1997, pages 84 -Y5).

In other words, Contact Improvisation cleaves to a nonrepresentational credo empha-
sising the “kinesthetic sensations and physics of weight and momentum rather than the
visual picture of bodily shape within the stage space” (Albright, 1997, page 86).

4.2 Dancing identity
The second way in which dance can help us to understand expressive potential is in the
ability to forge identity. This identity can be of a number of forms. For example, there
is identity which simply consists of evoking a mood. Nonmimetic and nonrepresenta-
tional, this kind of identity citation can be powerful. Identity can be constructed by
dance at the level of individual experience, or at the level of social assemblages.
What dance is in the case of identity is one of a number of techniques for creating
new forms of awareness and persistence. Two examples will suffice. The first is at the
level of individual identity and is Pini’s (1996) account of her mother’s devotion to
dance—Irish step dancing and rock and roll—as a young woman (see also McRobbie,
1991). For her mother, dance was a way of expressing herself—her private space and
her ‘real’ identity—a way of producing and channelling desire, and a means of making
sense of her situation. So that, as she grows older, her declining dance powers become
a significant challenge to her sense of self.
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“I just feel really sad when I can’t do it properly. Maybe I hate people to be better
than me. I just feel so sad when I see them all doing it; and I hate to go in and feel
‘well, I'm just one of the crowd’. It’s sad because you don’t stand out and nobody
knows you. You’re just—and this is why I need to practice more and get absolutely
back into it—part of the crowd. I'm not tke one. And I feel so sad about that. I was
always the one who people would look at and say ‘oh look, she’s the dancer over
there. See her’ And now, I just go in and I'm a nobody” (Pini, 1996, page 424).

The second example is concerned with the use of dance as a more general instrument
of change in identity. Such dance can be found in contemporary examples such as the
case of the numerous African—American dance groups which are struggling to
embody history and then provide ‘biomythographies’, tales that elaborate visionary
sagas of social and personal survival (Albright, 1997). It can be found in the case of
dance groups which have disabled members who have had to make the journey from
the classical notion of the body—and even more particularly, from classical priorities
for dance—towards new syllabuses based on weight and expressive force. For example,
in one duet, two dancers are able to gradually rewrite the physical expectations of the
classical form, exploring, like Contact Improvisation, “the kinesthetic sensations and
physics of weight and momentum, rather than the visual picture of bodily shape”
(Albright, 1997, page 86). And it is found in a number of projects involving Community
Dance, which provide all kinds of ways of investing new forms of presence (Thomas,
1998).

Nowadays, where dance is involved in general projects to change identity this will
often mean a connection to performance art, a motley collection of practices which
emerged in the 1960s from dada, experiment with projective verse, happenings (Sandford,
1995).

“Cage’s and Kaprows’ Zen-influenced theories of non-judgement and present-cen-
tredness, politicised art, feminists who insisted that the personal and the political
went hand in hand, and even street demonstrations. Thus: performance has been a
powerful catalyst in the history of twentieth century art not only because it has
subverted the formal conventions and rational premises of modernist art but also
because it has heightened our awareness of the social role of art and, at times, has
served as a vehicle for such change.... The term ‘performance art’ first appeared
around 1970 to describe the empirical time-based and process-oriented work of
conceptual ‘body’ and feminist artists that was emerging at the time....Over the
past thirty five years many styles and modes of performance have evolved, from
private, introspective investigations to ordinary routines of everyday life, cathartic
rituals and trials of endurance, site-specific environmental transformations, techni-
cally-sophisticated multimedia productions, autobiographically based cabaret-style
performance, and large-scale, community-based projects designed to serve as a
source of social and political empowerment” (Brentano, 1994, pages 31 —32).
Again, it may also mean a connection to community theatre with its undoubted

affective investments:

“Such performances are not make-believe enactments, fictions. They are individual
or group ‘testimony’... performances at risk, socially, psychologically and physically.
The ‘body’ as a frail and multivalent vessel of life and meaning is expressed, played
with, compromised, celebrated, penetrated, pierced, covered, pressed—done with
in innumerable ways. Yet the bodies are also persons, living subjects who are more
than the objects of performance. These persons are, to use Bill T. Jones phrase from
his controversial 1994 piece, ‘still here’. Persistent in their presence, present as
concrete, physical, transphysical and metaphysical beings, these persons are makers
and receivers both, doers together...” (Schechner, 1998, page 91).
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4.3 Dancing the city

The third way in which dance can help us to understand expressive potentials is in its
ability to capture the city (Thomas, 1998). Here we can see dance as a means of helping
to understand some of those areas of experience which have been so elusive. In
particular, dance’s qualities of allusion can help us to us.

To begin with, dance can help us to understand urban ‘skills’. Day after day, all
kinds of skills of expression are constantly deployed in the city, delineating time—
spaces in which something significant and worthy of notice is to occur. These ‘minor’
skills include all the everyday means of negotiating the city—driving the car, walking
the pavement, crossing the street—and the knowledge stemming from those encounters
(sometimes formalised in City Guides and A —Z’s):

“What the relationship is between the published timetable and the real timetable. What
the likely effects will be of the visit of a president or a public demonstration. Where to
be able to meet people without fear of missing them in crowded parts of the city. How
long to hold the line. And Living in the City is also a matter of developing certain
psychological capacities. To not take it personally when somebody is late; or cancels
an appointment. To have a sense of realism about what may be possible to practice,
while only having a partial knowledge of what goes on elsewhere. To develop a quite
sophisticated idea of what it might be possible to know, and what it might be possible
for others to know” (Barry, 2000, forthcoming).

In turn, these skills produce a city which is in continual flux. According to Lefebvre
(1995, page 230-231) apprehending the to and fro of these skills of expression itself
requires the cultivation of special skills of “rhythm-analysis”, which will apprehend the
city as a series of times, polyrhythmically interacting with one another to produce a
‘music of the city’.(*> To hear this music

“you have to be out of it. Externality is necessary. And yet to grasp a rhythm you
must yourself have been grabbed by it, given or abandoned yourself inwardly to the
time that it rhythmed. Is it not thus in dance or music? ...

If one attentively observes a crowd during peak times and especially if one
listens to its rumour, one discovers flows in the apparent disorder and an order
which is signalled by rhythms: chance or predetermined encounters, hurried or
nonchalant meandering of people going home to withdraw from the outside, or
leaving their homes to make contact with the outside, business people and vacant
people—so many elements which make up a polyrhythmy. The rhythmanalyst thus
knows how to listen to a place, a market, an avenue.”

Dance provides us, amongst other things, with an exaggerated example of these urban
skills of expression (Schechner’s ‘restored’ or ‘twice-behaved’ behaviour) and their out-
come, which Lefebvre was trying to apprehend, and, at the same time, a medium
through which they can be understood. Dance, in other words, enables us to rediscover
and rework the plural, performative skills of the city, stimulating both a greater sense of
extant situations, and a glimpse of new styles of urban living which might simulta-
neously produce new senses of how the world is (Spinosa et al, 1997). In particular, the
backward embodiments of gender and age can be challenged by changing the value
placed on particular bodily skills and styles, and by showing just how skilled certain
performances are.

Dance, ‘then’, can also help in another way to apprehend the city. That is, by
conjuring up the imaginary worlds which lie just on or across the border of perception,
and which parallel all our urban journeys. This kind of tangential, oblique, dispersed
knowledge draws on the body’s memory to produce folds in experience, and allows
imaginative access from one dimension into others. Movements in one zone allow
corresponding exploratory movements in other zones.
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Thus, the city can be prompted to ‘reveal’ itself in Baudelairean fashion through
“a rhythmical prose capable of rendering the innumerable connections that character-
ise ‘giant cities’, and especially of communicating their impact on the city dweller...”
(Sheringham, 1996, page 110). Thus a new category of experience is founded which is
the object of Breton, Benjamin, de Certeau, and other urban writers and which can be
accessed by cultivating the right stance: “knowing the city is dependent on attunement
to a particular wavelength, a process involving the adoption of an attitude of lyrical
expectancy and availability to experience” (Sheringham, 1996, page 111). In turn, one
might see this kind of knowledge of what Lefebvre (1995) called, rather misleadingly,
the ‘urban unconscious’, as opening up the spaces of eventuality of the city, the
glimmers of all the possibles that might have but never did come about, each with
their own senses of possibility. As Caygill (1998, page 119) puts it in his study of Walter
Benjamin,

“The experience of a City is made up of a constant negotiation with the ghosts and
residues of previous experiences, most notably in Paris, with the ghosts of insurrec-
tion and revolution, but also in Berlin which for Benjamin was above all a City of
ghosts. For Benjamin, the field of such negotiations is not exhausted by actual past
experiences of the City, but also takes in those experiences which did not ever
happen. The experience of the City includes the lost choices and the missed
encounters... the forfeiture of an experience itself leaves traces which persist and
shape the experience of the present. The surrealists were the masters of the experi-
ence of the City that might have been, but not for us. Finally, Benjamin insists that
the experience of the City is ecstatic and futural, haunted by intimations of the
future, whether as the City ecstatically fusing into an epic unity of its past, present
and future citizens as in the Paris of Victor Hugo, or in the melancholy of the
allegorical City which lives on without us, in repetitious change, as in the Paris of
Baudelaire’s anti-epic poetry.”

Dance produces many examples of disclosure of urban skills and their employment,
producing, at its best, a kind of urban symptomatology which, like the urban, escapes
the intent of the makers: “the presentation of these bodies carried meaning regardless
of the narrative or conceptual theme of the dance. Are their bodies grounded or do
they sustain an image of lightness through the dance? Do they use a lot of space, or is
their movement contained, bound to their body by some unknown force?” (Albright,
1997, page 33).

These dancers provide, to use the title of one such dance group, a kind of ‘active
graphics’. For example, in La Tristeza Complice (The Shared Sorrow) by the Belgian
dance group Les Ballets C. de la B, the aggression and empathy of the city are conjured
up.

“Set in a theoretical huis clos of a public waiting area, La Tristeza Complice features the
particular neurosis of despair of each vagrant character as they enter the space one by
one. We see the crazed man in his underwear careering through space on one roller
blade, at times gliding gracefully and at other times limping around the stage. Then
there enters the tall lanky drag queen, precariously balanced on his heels as he fights
off the taunts and abuses of two adolescent boys. More characters enter the fray,
including a bag lady whose compulsive arranging and rearranging of her possessions
bespeaks a spiritual searching for her self. Punctuating the existential landscape of
the set is a rope and noose hanging from one corner. In the midst of all the loneliness,
however, there are several extraordinary moments of physical communication. Often
these moments arise from the kinaesthetic rhythms of the movement itself rather than
from a specific dramatic intention. In this public no-man’s-land, there is little direct
interpersonal contact, but physical energy is contagious, and when one person
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begins a rhythmic, repetitious stamping combination, others are drawn in to his
dance. Sometimes this exchange of energy becomes destructive, but at other times it
suggests a kind of curious, almost unconscious communication” (Albright, 1997,
pages Xix — XX).

5 Conclusions

Writing in 1934, Lefebvre commented that
“...upon the basis of acts repeated billions of times (practical, technical and social
acts, like the acts of buying and selling today), customs, ideological interpretations,
cultures and lifestyles erect themselves. The materialist analysis of these styles has

progressed very little” (Lefebvre, 1934, page 72).

Until quite recently, this materialist analysis has been stilled, held back by an undue
emphasis on cognition and a lack of technologies which might further our under-
standing. But now there is no excuse. Nonrepresentational styles of work provide a
very different means of ‘theorising’ and ‘witnessing’, which can produce a sense of
engagement with the world by emphasising the push. I want to argue that such styles
make three main differences.

The first is in the style of work. Nonrepresentationalist work does not pretend to
grand theory (though it is still concerned with ‘overviews’). Rather it is an attempt to
produce strategic and hopefully ‘therapeutic’ interventions which stress the disclosive
power of performance as recognition of the fact that all solutions are responsive,
relational, dialogical. The ‘embodied embeddedness’ (Shotter, 1998, page 49) of this
flow of responsive activity is ineradicable: “only in the stream of thought and life do
words (and our other activities) have meaning” (Wittgenstein, 1980, No. 173). To write
as though this were not the case is to produce the kind of distanced account that lets
cognitivism in again by the back door, a cardinal error in a project which is, in effect,
an attempt to revive phronesis.

The second and related difference is the emphasis nonrepresentational work places
on classes of experience which have been too rarely addressed, the productive, the
interactive, play; all those responsive activities which are usually involved in ‘setting
up’ situations which, because they are often considered to be always already there, are
still too little considered; they are regarded as ‘trivial’. This means moving towards a
poetics of encounter which both conveys a sense of life in which meaning shows itself
only in the living, and which, belatedly, recognises that the unsayable has genuine value
and can be felt ‘on our pulses’ (Wittgenstein, 1969, page 23). We can see performance as
a metaphor which best expresses this poetics, and which, in its workings out, provides
imaginative ways of dealing with juxtaposition, ways which are more than just arrange-
ments and namings (compare Hetherington, 1997).

The third influence is methodological. Current work in cultural studies and cultural
geography still draws on a remarkably limited number of methodologies—ethnography,
focus groups, and the like—which are nearly always cognitive in origin and effect.
Nonrepresentational work, in contrast, is concerned with multiplying performative
methodologies which allow their participants equal rights to disclosure, through dialog-
ical actions rather than texts, through relation rather than representation. In particular,
therefore, it has tried to enhance ‘performance consciousness’ (Dening, 1996) by turning
to examples of the intensification of presence provided by the performing arts—art,
sculpture, theatre, dance, poetry, music. It is therefore able to draw on a rich archive of
experiments with disclosing and therefore describing and constructing space — times.
Much, but not all, of this work has its roots in 1960s experimentation with ‘focusing the
problematic’ through embodied expression and now manifests itself in movements such
as systems theatre, legislative theatre (Boal, 1998), and so on, which aim to discover the
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“tacit performativity of power” (Butler, 1997, page 159). Others do different things: Shotter’s
experiments with three-way psychotherapy are one case in point. McNamee and Gergen’s
(1998) invitation to a ‘relational responsibility’ is another. Newman and Holzman’s (1997)
improvisational pedagogy is yet another. Attempts to write and act out studies of intimate
partners are one more case (see, for example, Chadwick and de Courtivron, 1993) %),
All are involved in creating something together, in jointly constructing ways of seeing
other possibilities, in continuously unfolding relations on the principle that there is
“never anything like enough contrivance” (Deleuze, 1995, page 20).

So, as theory ends, something else takes its place. What that something is I do not
know, and I am not sure that it matters. But that it is different, that it is lively, and that
it represents a challenge to the still élite practices of the current rather cloying hegem-
ony of the cultural turn, I am sure.

I want to end with the figure of John Dewey, the remarkable pragmatist philoso-
pher who, as if to prove the point, was also active in other worlds (Ryan, 1995). What
distinguishes Dewey’s philosophy from that of many of his contemporaries was its
commitment to a ‘sensuous scholarship’ which recognised nondiscursive somatic prac-
tice as crucial to the world (and to philosophy). Such practice could be used to enrich
knowledge: “A better measured sense of breathing could provide a cooler, better
measured process of thought; an ineffable flush of energetic excitement could spur
one to think beyond habitual limits” (Shusterman, 1997, page 167).%)

As if to prove the point, Dewey was a keen exponent of and participant in the
Alexander Technique, a system of body therapy. “Long a devoted student of (F. Mat-
thias) Alexander (not simply of his texts but of his somatic exercises) Dewey wrote
encomistic introductions to three of his books...” (Shusterman, 1997, page 167).
Though Dewey’s commitment to the Technique as demonstrating a new scientific
principle now seems of its time, still that involvement has some uncanny echoes
with the present. To begin with, the Alexander Technique still flourishes: in Britain
and North America you will still find notices and flyers in community centres, dance
studios, and local halls advertising courses as part of a wider turn to body therapies
(including, I might add, dance therapies) (figure 3, see over). Then, in trying to link
thought to the body and in trying to show that thought was embodied, Dewey’s work
is redolent of the work of later and currently more influential writers from Bakhtin to
Deleuze. And, in his search for a philosophy as an embodied aesthetically engaging
way of life, Dewey was making the same move as many contemporary philosophers,
back before the grand legislative experiments of the 18th and 19th centuries, to the
embodied, aesthetically engaging way of life favoured by the Greeks and Romans, so
powerfully revived by Foucault.?® “The bios philosophicus is the animality of being
human, taken up as a challenge, practised as an exercise and thrown in the face of
others as a scandal” (Foucault, 1984, cited in Shusterman, 1997, pages 176 —177).

Perhaps we really should think that thought again. Perhaps “we have to stop
pushing words and start moving limbs: stop talking and start dancing. Perhaps I
should say no more” (Shusterman, 1997, page 129).22

How it is

So how to under-stand a paper which keeps on saying more when there is nothing
more to be said? As a plea. As a signpost. As an attempt to value the immaterial. As a
politics of passing. As a remembrance. And how might these ambitions be realised
when the whole point of the paper is to value the unmarked? Perhaps as something like
a Malangan (Kuchler, 1988; 1992), the ritual carving used in northern New Ireland to
take things on after death, the push briefly incarnated in the performance of social



246 N Thrift

N

Northumberland

Tyne and Wear
=
DN (]
e P

e
&
Cheshir
§ / Derby)
' Stat;
affs'
S@s \
NS ARL’al 4
[ Bigmingham @

Northern
Ireland

L7

)
Cornwall iw

STAT UK
Alexander Technique

Qchannel Islands Teacher List
(April 1998)

Figure 3. Teachers of the Alexander technique in Britain (source: STAT website http://www.
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“Malangan only ‘exist’ as socially salient objects, for a very short period, during the
mortuary ceremonies for important persons, during which they are gradually
inbued with life by being carved and painted, brought to perfection and displayed
for a few hours at the culminating part of the mortuary ritual—only to be ‘killed’
with gifts of shell-money. Once they have been killed they no longer exist as ritual
objects.... The gift of money °kills’ the Malangan, entitles the donor to remember
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the image on display, and it is this internalised memory of the image, parcelled out
among the contributors to the ceremony, which constitutes the ceremonial asset—
entitling the possessor to social privileges—which is transacted at the mortuary
ceremony and transmitted from the senior to the junior generations.

The Malangan is an object whose physical existence can thus be measured only
in days, or even hours, is an index of agency of an explicitly temporary nature.
During the brief duration of the ceremony, the carving objectifies a dense and
never-ending network of past and future relationships between members of the
land-occupying matrilinial units which constitute northern New Ireland. Social
relationships between land-occupying units are legitimised on the basis of the
members previously purchased gifts to remember Malangan carvings and motifs,
and thus to act as agents in perpetuating these motifs (in different combinations) in
subsequent Malangan ceremonies, where the memories will again be briefly objec-
tified in carvings (in varied combinations) and again transacted and parcelled out
amongst participants, against ceremonial payments.

The purpose of a Malangan is to provide a body, or more precisely a ‘skin’ for a
recently deceased person of importance. On death the agency of such a person is in
a dispersed state. In our terms, indexes of their agency abound, but are not
concentrated anywhere in particular. The gardens and plantations of the deceased,
scattered here and there, are still in production, their wealth is held by various
exchange partners, their houses are still standing, their wives or husbands are still
married to them, and so on. The process of making the carving coincides with the
process of reorganisation and adjustment through which local society adjusts to the
subtraction of the deceased from active participation in political and productive
life. The gardens are harvested, the houses decay and become, in time, particularly
productive fields, and so on. That is to say, all this stored ‘social effectiveness’ of the
deceased, the difference they made to how things were, gradually becomes an
objectifiable quantity, something to which a given material index may be attributed,
and from which this accumulated effectiveness may be abducted. This is what the
Malangan is; a kind of body which accumulates, like a charged battery, the
potential energy of the deceased dispersed in the life world. Kuchler (1992) speaks
of the ceremony as a temporary repository for the life-force of the deceased but
we should perhaps observe that there is no difference between ‘life’ itself and this
‘life-force’; the life-force which accumulates in the Malangan is the net result or
product of a lifetime’s activity in the social world, not a species of mystical
energy distinguishable categorically from ordinary life and activity” (Gell, 1998,
pages 224 —226).

Forced to be a message but no longer able to mean one, I can only do this once.

“My work consists of two parts: the one presented here, plus all that I have not
written. And it is precisely this second part that is the important one.”
Wittgenstein (1969, page 35)
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Footnotes
MOf course, in this paper, as elsewhere, I am trying to avoid Wittgenstein’s extreme ethical
individualism, and his lack of historical sense.

@As will become clear, my perspective is what Deleuze (1997a) calls cartographic rather than
psychoanalytic, but I think there are some clear and obvious connections between these two
approaches. See, for example, Billig’s recent (1999) work on the ‘dialogical unconscious’.

3 These affinities date from an attempt (Thrift, 1983) to produce a ‘science of the particular’, a phrase
often deployed in actor-network theory (see, for example, Law and Benschop, 1997, page 179).

® A whole paper could be written on this issue. Suffice it to say, for now, that this paper is, in a
sense, an attempt to write/not-write the human in nonhumanist, distributed ways which can
avoid the myth of self-presence. I am not trying to create a new humanism: “the hideous
anthropromorphic colonialism of a wholesale making conscious” (McClure, 1998, page 11). But,
on the other hand, I do not want to go as far as Deleuze, for whom there is only matter-energy
and the human is “merely the eventual sediment of the continual process of desiring-production;
they are neither its means nor its ends” (McClure, 1998, page 181). I want, in other words, to
retain the tension of the in-between that has produced certain human capacities to produce.
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Glendinning (1998, page 4) puts it well when he writes that
“What is needed, then, is a conception of human existence which eschews bald naturalism but
which does not simply affirm a new humanism. Achieving this, I am suggesting, will perforce
require a new account of human behaviour in general; an account which explains how
something manifest in that behaviour might be (pace humanism) ‘immanent to the behaviour
as such’ and yet (pace bald naturalism) ‘transcendent in relation to the anatomical apparatus’
(Merleau-Ponty).”

®As Gell (1998, page 15) puts it,

“the point I want to emphasise here is that the means we generally have to form a notion of the
disposition and intentions of ‘social others’ is via a large number of abductions from indexes
which are neither ‘semiotic conventions’ or ‘laws of nature’ but something in between.”

It is this something in-between which I try to lay out in this paper.

©® 1 am well aware that this description of the world can be seen as resting on an assumption of
restless change that is built into many current Euro-American practices (Strathern, 1996). How-
ever, as I hope will become clear, this assumption is not a correct one.

(M This said, T would not want to go along with all Deleuze’s thoughts on the event, which seem
to me to move perilously close to a kind of vitalist mysticism.

® In particular,

“Because embodiment has both a material and a sentient aspect to it, we do more than know
a ready-made physical reality through our separate bodies; we transform it through the
actions we make together. In the case of something like flirtation, what is conveyed is not
simply an emotion but an invitation, a call to the other to participate. The material aspect of
the body then takes on a greater significance, because the physical world is now detained in
relation to social projects, shared and contested meanings. What we are capable of showing
through our embodied actions, therefore, are matters concerning our social condition. While
this includes face-to-face relationships between individuals, such as those involving flirtation
or play, it also extends to all kinds of groupings and crowds in which matters of collective
feeling are nurtured and conveyed by virtue of the physical presence of those concerned”
(Radley, 1996, pages 560 —561).

® 1In other words, personal agency is not just human agency.

(9 Peirce was, of course, a major influence on both Deleuze and Derrida. There are some
fascinating connections to be drawn between Deleuze and Derrida and North American prag-
matism. See, for example, Eldridge (1998).

(DIn particular, in Simmel’s later work, which views “human freedom as lying precisely not in
humankind’s capacity for purposive action but rather in our capacity to break with purpose...”
(Joas, 1996, page 156).

2 0Or as Gordon (1997, page 21) puts it:

“A different way of knowing and working about the social world, an entirely different mode of
production still awaits our invention. Such a mode of production would not reject the value
of empirical observation per se, but might, to use Taussig’s words be more ‘surprised’ by
social construction, the making and making up of social worlds, thereby giving it the respect
it deserves.”

) In turn, academic practice would have to change to something rather like Albright’s (1997,
page xxii) description of ‘witnessing’, an observant participation in which
“to witness something implies a responsiveness, the response/ability of the viewer towards the
performer. It is radically different from what we might call the ‘consuming’ gaze that says
‘here, you entertain me, I bought a ticket, and I'm going to sit back and watch’ This
consuming gaze doesn’t want to get involved, doesn’t want to give anything back. In contrast,
what I call witnessing is much more interactive, a kind of perceiving (with one’s whole body)
that is committed to a process of mutual dialogue. These are precedents for this responsive
watching in Quaker Meetings, African— American notions of being witness, the responsive
dynamic of many evangelistic religions, as well as the aesthetic theory of rasa in Classical
Indian Dance, to mention only a few such examples. The act of witnessing, however, raises the
stakes of audience engagement, sometimes making the audience members uncomfortable,
sometimes providing highly charged responses to the work. This is particularly true of dances
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that foreground issues of social, political and sexual difference in ways that make the spectator
aware of the performer’s cultural identity as well as his or her own cultural positioning.”

(9 Goffman was also much influenced in his early career by Simmel.

(5) Issues of vision and visuality are clearly important, but I have set an extended treatment aside
in this paper for reasons for space (see Phelan, 1993; Thrift, 1998).

(6 Thus “the modern faculty of daydreaming means that people are able to imagine themselves
performing in front of other people and also imagine the reactions that others will have”
(Abercrombie and Longhurst, 1998, page 103).

(7)This is in line with Deleuze’s chief principle that his work is a ‘logic of multiplicities’ but the
multiple is never given in itself, it must be made. Thus works of art, for example, are machines for
producing nonpreexistent relations (compare Rodowick, 1997).

(8) Though 1 am drawn to Deleuze and Guattari’s work, it does have significant problems. Five
of these seem important. First, Deleuze and Guattari tends to evacuate the social.

“Robert Castel says that Freud had two ‘lines’ on the question of cathexis. Sometimes he placed
it in a social structure; but elsewhere, he reduces institutions to forms of psychic cathexis, and
explains social organisations in terms of psychological conflict. The second direction leads to
a dead-end, but the first shows the importance of individual investment in social and political
structures. Deleuze and Guattari have taken more from Freud than they think. They obviously
believe in collective desire and social-historical desire, but they also adopt the second line,
albeit in a less crude form. They interpret history from the point of view of desire, and
therefore miss the social qua social. The non-metaphors of machine, flow and coding end
up having a reductive effect, desire eats society away...” (Lecercle, 1990, pages 198 —192).

Second, on one reading, they insist on singularities, on individual arrangements of desire, rather
than mediate generalisations, on particular historical situations rather than a global class analysis.

“But even when they assert the value of singularities, they are bound to use general concepts,
such as fascism. Even if schizo-analysis makes no claim to be a science in the ordinary sense
of the term, it has to conform to certain general rules, and the rule which forbids rise to
general rules of interpretation is itself a form of interpretation. A familiar paradox”
(Lecercle, 1990, page 142).

Third, Deleuze and Guattari’s attitude to history is similarly paradoxical. They want to be both
more and /ess historical. For example,

“the critique of those unhistorical concepts used by Freud (the unconscious, the family...) is a
powerful one. But... their own critique ultimately takes back an unhistorical concept: like
ideology, fascism is both historical and unhistorical. Nomadic trides, we are told, forever
fight the state, and their war machine eventually captures it. Which tribe? and which desert?
The price for such sweeping generalities is high: the disappearance of concrete historical
analysis” (Lecercle, 1990, page 143).

Fourth, there is a further paradox. Though Deleuze and Guattari work through a logic of
multiplicity they proceed through careful dichotomies: paranoia versus schizophrenia, molar
versus molecular, deterritorialisation versus reterritorialisation, smooth versus striated, and so
on. Implicitly, they respect certain boundaries. Lecercle (1990, page 143) for example, writes of
their critique of language that

“They opt for parole against language, style against grammar, dialects or idiolects against
standard languages, fragments against syntax, the minor against the general, the material
(speech acts are material in so far as they are acts) against the abstract. This is the methology
of the professional smuggler: give me a frontier, and I shall cross it; give me a rule, and I
shall break it. But...the crossing of a linguistic frontier is an ambiguous act, since it
acknowledges the rule which it breaks.”

Fifthly, the body tends to disappear into the flow of desiring-production:

“while the poststructuralist commitment to fluidity and flow, after centuries of dualist
thought, is indeed refreshing, Deleuze and Guattari’s own particular treatment of these
issues; especially their emphasis on the process of ‘becoming’, not only results in a radical
reconfiguration of materiality itself, but also, as we have seen, an ‘acidic dissolution’ or
disintegration of the body and the subject (ie the process of ‘becoming-imperceptible’); a
position which, quite simply, loses too much in the ‘process’. A similar fate, in other words,
befalls both the Deleuzo-Guattarian and the Foucaldian body; first it becomes elusive and
eventually it ‘disappears’ altogether” (Williams, 1998, page 74).
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9 And

“the relation between performance and practice turns on this moment of improvisation.
Performance embodies the expressive dimension of the strategic articulation of practice. The
italicised expression here could stand as our definition of performativity itself. It is manifest
in the expression as part of the ‘way’ something is done on a particular occasion: the
particular orchestration of the pacing, tension, evocation, emphasis, mode of participation,
etc. in the way a practice (at the moment), is ‘practised’, that is, ‘brought oft”. It gives the
particular improvisation of a practice in a particular situation its particular turn of signifi-
cance and efficiency for oneself and others at the time—in the moment where habitude
becomes action. This performativity is located at the creative, improvisatory edge of practice
in the moment it is carried out—though everything that comes across is not necessarily
intended” (Schieffelin, 1998, page 199).

0 Although many performances are bound up with text, often very consciously, as in the case of
geometrical dance (see Franko, 1993) which then elicited a counterreaction: “... antitextual or
burlesque dance was an attempt to establish a legibility for dance independent of verbal means.
Such aesthetic autonomy had political significance when a body, independent of language, could
mean something ‘more’ or other than what language said it did” (Franko, 1993, page 5). Franko
goes on to point out that in dance text is often a metaphor for autocratic power.

(D As Turner noted in his discussion of liminality, in turning the world upside down for an
instant, the power of the dominant order could be reinforced. I am indebted to Derek Gregory
for this point.

(2)But it cannot be reduced to it, not least because text itself tends to convey a dominant

ideology of textualism. For example, in philosophy, textualist ideology insists that
“language exhausts the scope of experience, since whatever lies outside of language cannot be
thought or given context. Hence Sellars claims that ‘a// awareness...is a linguistic affair’.
Gadamer stresses ‘the essential logisticallity of all human experience in the world’; Rorty
asserts that we humans are ‘nothing more than sentential attitudes’; and Derrida declares
that there cannot be a ‘hors-texte’; a reality whose content could take place, could have taken
place outside of language.

Textualist ideology has been extremely helpful in dissuading philosophy from misguided
quests for absolute foundations outside of contingent linguistic and social practices. But in
making this therapeutic point by stressing what Rorty terms ‘the ubiquity of language’,
textualisation also encourages an unhealthy idealism that identifies human being-in-the
world with linguistic activity and so tends to neglect or overly textualise nondiscursive
somatic experience. As ‘the contemporary counterpart of [nineteenth century] idealism’,
textualism displays idealism’s disdain for materiality, hence for the corporeal. Seeking to
secure a realm of spirituality after natural science, science had displaced religion’s authority
and despiritualised the world, idealism focused on mental consciousness and inherited, by and
large, the dominant Christian impulse to deprecate the body. After Freud’s disenchantment of
consciousness, language has become the new representative of the spiritual in contrast to
corporeal nondiscursivity” (Shusterman, 1997, pages 173 — 174).

In performance studies, there has been a move to performative writing, intended to simulate the
twists and turns of practice (see, for example, Phelan, 1998). I am not overly convinced by this
move which often seems like a series of modernist experiments.

(3 Clearly there is a problem of locating performance in the historical record, with which 1
cannot deal here. The signs and traces of the archive become crucial. But I suspect there are
more signs and traces than have been looked for until quite recently.

(@H1In particular, the literature on dance is part of a growing awareness in feminist theory that
bodies are not just moulded, reiterative objects that have an excess arising out of embodiment.
For example,
“the bodies of ballet dancers are clearly cultural bodies. In other words, female and male take
up the culture definitions of feminity and masculinity through ballet, with its Western
aesthetics, offers them. In order to render these representations on stage, what is required
is ‘a sculpting of the original body into a culture form’ Put in Butler’s terminology, the
physical practices of dancers are ‘reiterative and citational practices’ ... .
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But a discourse that views female dancers as nothing more than the passive recipients
and unquestioning transmitters of the culture meanings of femininity is too limited. While the
world of classical ballet is clearly permeated with gender stereotypes and power inequalities,
if the life of a female dancer is as unbearable as society suggested, why would any woman
ever aspire to become a professional dancer? And how is it possible that I have met many
dancers who, while suffering from the body demands made of them, clearly enjoyed their
profession? Are these demands experienced as oppressive or maybe as a continual challenge?

To enable the answering of questions like these, one has to abandon the woman-as-victim
model and devote more attention to the stories of female dancers” (Aalten, 1997, pages 55— 56).

Maybe this is one of the reasons why many of the great choreographers have been women,
especially of late. Dance calls for a language that is often “fragments rather than whole,
ambiguous rather than clear, and interrupted rather than complete” and it may be that here
the feminine form is “without a sense of formal closure—[and] without closure the sense of
beginning, middle and end as a central form, it abandons the hierarchical organising princi-
ples... that served to elide women from discourse” (Case, 1998, page 129).

(25 Thus Lefebvre argued that “Western philosophy had abandoned the living body as the store
of non-formal knowledge (non-savoir) which constitutes a source of potential knowledge (con-
naissance)” (Kofman and Lebas, 1996, page 32), in part because it had split time from space:
“in social practice, scientific knowledge and philosophical speculation, an ancient tradition
separates time and space like two entities or clearly distinct substances. This in spite of
contemporary themes which show a relationship between time and space, or more precisely,
express how they are relating to each other. Despite these theories, in the social sciences one
continues to split time between lived time, measured time, historical time, work and leisure
time and daily time, etc., which usually are studied outside their spatial framework. Now
concrete theories have rhythms, or rather, are rhythms—and every rhythm implies the
relation of time with a space, a localised time, or if one wishes, a temporalised place. Rhythm
is always linked to such and such a place, to its place, whether it be the heart, the fluttering of
the eyelids, the movement of a street, or the tempo of a waltz. This does not prevent it from
being a time, that is an aspect of a moment and a becoming” (Lefebvre, 1995, page 230).
As Gregory (1997) points out, Lefebvre’s thoughts on psychoanalysis were in part stimulated by a
desire to stand against Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory through the deployment of a cartographic
sensibility (and subjectivity) which could detect those rhythms “whose existence is signalled only
through mediations, through indirect effects of manifestations” (Lefebvre, 1991, page 205).

(9 Though Gane (1993) quite rightly notes the gender imbalance of so many of these partner-
ships what surprises Chadwick and de Courtivron (1995) is that they often generate ‘multiple
creativities’ which can “provide us with a renewed sense of wonder at the endless complexities of
partnership itself” (page 7).

@7 “Dewey wanted philosophers to see that nondiscursive experience could be used to enrich
knowledge, not just the ‘felt’ quality of living. That such experience had no value for philosophy’s
favourite cognitive goal of epistemological justification did not mean that it had no other
cognitive value. A better measured sense of breathing could provide a calmer, better measured
process of thought; an ineffable flush of energetic evaluation could spur one to think beyond
habitual limits” (Shusterman, 1997, page 167).

@8 Such views as Foucault professes are not so far removed, as Shusterman (1997) notes, from
those of Emerson and Thoreau for which “intellectual tasting of life will not supersede muscular
activity” (Emerson, 1942, page 236).

(9 One of the remarkable ironies of contemporary life is that these kinds of thoughts are best
recognised by modern business theorists, and are beginning to be applied (compare Krogh and
Roos, 1995; see also George, 1998). For example, Krogh and Roos (1995) take what they call an
‘anti-representationist’ perspective which is more relevant to practice by rejecting some of the
assumptions of the cognitivist perspective and instead emphasising the embodied, autopoetic
perspective of Maturana and Varela.
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Introduction

I want to begin this paper by calling on Justina
Robson’s (2003) book, Natural History. Therein,
Robson tries to write a modern science-fiction fable
about life and technology in which she conjures up
a whole series of hybrid human-animal-machine
forms of life, ending with an alien form of technology
which has evolved into life and vice versa. The
irony is, and of course Robson knows this very
well, that all of these hybrids exist now, with the
single exception that they have not always come
together in single bodies easily narrativized, but
are distributed. Similarly, her most alien form of
life, a new material surface generating itself in many
dimensions at once and called ‘stuff’, is a fusion of
technology and organic life, which in many ways
resembles most what is ‘human’ now in that it

is a technology and it is also people, indivisibly fused.
You could not define it one way or another at any
particular moment. It has no consciousness as you
assume individuals must, nor does it have the insensible
responses of a tool — but properties of both and also
neither. It is intelligent, responsive, compassionate but
it does not have an identity of its own, although it
contains the fragments of many identities and is
capable of creating individuals who could act and exist
as ordinary people. (Robson 2003, 251)
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Robson purposely makes no real distinction between
different forms of matter: they can all have a kind
of awareness or attunement and it is this move
towards the notion of a world that is becoming
more and more like ‘stuff’ that I want to tackle, by
concentrating on forms of knowledge that are only
now becoming possible — and their possible effects.

Robson wants to answer a set of questions in her
book, and they are the same ones that many others
also want to wrestle with, not least in the vibrant
debates that currently circulate at the edges bet-
ween the social sciences and the humanities and the
sciences. They are: ‘what is life?’, ‘what is human?’,
‘what is thing?” and ‘what is intelligence?” On the
whole, most participants in these debates have con-
centrated on the first three questions, but I want to
argue that the last question is in many ways the most
interesting, though it clearly cannot even begin to
be addressed without straying into the territory of
the other three.

In this paper, I want to argue that the world con-
sists of a series of ‘intelligencings’, to use a rather
clumsy phrase, intelligencings which vary substan-
tially in their reach and understanding and inter-
action, and which have geographies we can and
should map - ‘infovorous’ geographies that can
and do teach us how to be, and that therefore have
an important ethical dimension. In building this
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argument, I want to consciously make links with
and continue to build on an ecological-cum-
ethological tradition that understood geography
and biology as cognate subjects, but I want to do this
by adding in the porous intertwining of technology,
understood not just as an intermediary but as a
vital component of understanding life itself. In
other words, I want to redefine what is essential
nature, and what the pursuit of that nature might
be (Hampshire 2005) by understanding ecology as
a ‘cascade of parasites ... roiling around inside
each other’s stomachs . .. medial organs grab(bing)
hold of each other, gain(ing) purchase and insight by
means of their particular capacities’ (Fuller 2005, 174).

My argument is in four parts. To begin with,
I shall address three of the different forms of
sentience that can currently be found in the world:
animal, human and thing. Then, I will argue that
these forms of intelligencing are beginning to have
more in common as a result of the efflorescence of
a suite of ‘understated’ technologies which enable
environments to become both extended and more
active. In the subsequent part of the paper, I want
to consider how we might work through the way
in which these intelligencings cross with each other
by understanding them as territories of instruction
but working in the domain of bare life. I will
concentrate, in particular, on how recent develop-
ments are producing a potential for new kinds of
gathering of informed material by revitalizing a
world that is often thought to be in danger of being
crushed by abstract forces. In the penultimate part
of the paper, I argue that one productive way of
understanding these developments is as a new
form of reading/writing the world, but in the pre-
cognitive rather than the cognitive domain. In the
final part of the paper, I want to begin to address
the vexed question of ethics. Here, in line with my
emphasis on intelligence, my argument is that we
need to produce a politics of knowledge, based
around boosting our ability to teach ourselves to the
world (Wagner 2001) by emphasizing ‘matters of
concern’ rather than ‘matters of fact’ and thereby
enacting ‘a wide range of transportable realities’
(Law 2004, 9).

Throughout the paper, my main concern will be
with how the background of being is changing. How
the world is disclosed seems to me to be in a period
of radical change. It is being added to. Moreover,
this addition involves significant political stakes
which in turn demand the formation of an ethics of
intelligencing.
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But, before I start, I need to make a number of
points about intelligence. First, I take it that intelli-
gence is not a property of an organism but of the
organism and its environment. I want to move,
therefore, beyond obvious organismal boundaries
and towards the ‘superorganismal’ idea that organ-
isms are integral with the world outside them as
put forward by writers like Tansley and Whitehead
(1920) in an earlier time. In Turner’s (2000) phrase-
ology, organisms are extended. They are extended
in space as different territorial configurations with
different effectivities and in time as different forms
of process with different temporal signatures. In
particular, Turner argues that there is no real dif-
ference between an organism and its environment.
Organisms extend beyond the obvious integuments
of their ‘internal physiology’ in persistent and sys-
tematic ways and adaptively modify their environ-
ment. Environments, in turn, can be thought of as a
myriad of ‘external physiologies’ that have been
adapted to act in roles as different as substitute
or accessory organs, means of communication, or
even microclimates. We now know that this process
of constant bioturbation is a key element of evolu-
tion. Second, and following on, such a conception
of organism has an explicit spatiality. Intelligence
is a dynamic map of the way in which particular
bodies are constructed. Different entities construct
their bodies differently using different means of
becoming and different locational anchors: for
example, ‘animals’ can be foraging herds, or migrat-
ing flocks or hunting carnivores, each of which has
their own distinctive geographies which are a part
of what they are, including at what level of aggre-
gation it becomes sensible to talk about a definable
entity (Lulka 2004). Then, third, intelligence is
about the capacity to lay out territories of intelligi-
bility, environments which are predictable but which
can also compel knowledge, can instruct, can teach,
can make all manner of requests for significance.
Environments are more than means of testing
therefore. They are means of learning, of in-forming,
if you like.

Another way of putting this is to turn to
Simondon’s account of overcoming hylomorphism,
the form-matter model so common in Western
thinking (Mackenzie 2002) (equally plausibly,
recourse could be made to Whitehead’s (1968)
critique of misplaced concreteness, that is Newtonian
science’s tendency to construct ideally isolated
objects as the basis of knowledge). For Simondon,
hylomorphism is a ‘model of the genesis of form as
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external to matter, as imposed from the outside
like a command on a material which is thought
inert and dead’ (Simondon, cited in Fuller 2005, 18).
In contrast, Simondon counterposes the process of
individuation, whereby materials produce their
own capacities of formation in relation to the envir-
onment around them and the affordances that it
offers. This focus on a dynamics of combinatorial
production is similar to Deleuze and Guattari’s
(1987) notion of the machinic phylum in which
forces, capacities and predispositions intermesh to
make something else occur, and to complexity the-
ory’s notion of self-organization. Indeed nowadays
it has become routine to mesh the two together (cf.
DeLanda 2002; Parisi 2004), with the threshold into
self-organization being crossed when what might
be a motley bunch of cells or components becomes
something else. Just as in the natural world, so in
the technical world, there are a series of more or
less temporary settlements driven by what it is
possible to combine. These settlements often appear
to be standard objects but they too are susceptible
to constant change and mutation.

Three requests for significance

In this section, I want to briefly consider three
different kinds of sentience, pointing up their
qualities and biases and spatial ranges and how
they add up, in order to begin to understand the new
developments that are now going on. I will want to
argue that current technological developments mean
that human intelligence is gradually becoming
attuned in different ways which mean that we can
start talking about what the stuff of stuff consists of.

I will begin with animals because I want to
illustrate the sheer range of different kinds of
intelligence that currently inhabit the world. The
problem, of course, is that, as Derrida (2002) has
pointed out at length, ‘animal’ covers a very large
range of different kinds of affects, sufficient to make it
possible to question the very category itself. ‘Animal’
is clearly not a satisfactory descriptor, a judgement
only strengthened by its association with all
kinds of “petishism” (Marks 2002) — the tendency to
‘polish an animal mirror to look for ourselves’
(Haraway 1991, 21), perceiving the ‘good’ qualities
of animals as reflections of our ideal selves and
projecting the ‘best’ human attributes onto animals.

Thus it is clear, to begin with, that animals live in
what are often radically different umwelten; think
only of the sonar of the hunting bat and its prey,
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the moth, the ultraviolet light seen by birds, the
infrared light seen by insects, the acute sense of
smell of dogs, the electric and magnetic fields to
which some fish and a few other animals are sensi-
tive, the changes in air pressure that birds can pick
up (Wynne 2004). And so on. And this is to ignore
the way in which some animals have evolved
senses that allow them to impinge directly into
other umwelten, as, for example, in the case of the
owl’s auditory system which is specialized to the
noises of its prey. Then, animals are bound up with
different and diverse spaces, from the enormous
territories covered by the whale or the albatross or
many migratory animals to the mid-ranges of many
carnivores to the micro-spaces inhabited by many
insects (Clubb and Mason 2003). They also live in
very different times, in terms of metabolic rates,
reaction times and forms of foresight, lifespans
and memories. Finally, they have widely differing
degrees of individuation and social complexity,
from herd, hive and swarm forms that are probably
best thought of, at least at certain emergent times,
as collective organisms through animals that have
proto-social systems (such as dolphins or elephants
or many primates) to animals that spend much of
their lives alone. Further, it has become clear that
at least certain animals display quite high internal
degrees of variability; they may even have devel-
oped forms of social complexity that have charac-
teristics that are ‘cultural’, though this is still a
matter of very considerable dispute (de Waal and
Tyack 2003).

In other words, animals exist in spaces and times
which mean that the relation that they have to the
things in an environment may be radically different
from ours and each others (Hauser 2000). As von
Uexkiill (1945 1953) showed many years ago, there
is no single world in which all living beings are
situated.

The fly, the dragonfly and the bee that we observe
flying next to us on a summer day do not move in the
same world as the one in which we observe them, nor
do they share with us — or with each other — the same
time and the same space. (Agamben 2004, 40)

Rather, there are a series of ‘worlds-for’. But this
does not mean that these worlds-for do not relate.
Of course they do. Take the spider and the fly.
The threads of the spider's web are exactly
proportioned to the visual capacity of the fly — the
fly cannot see them and flies towards death
unawares. Though the two worlds of the spider
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and fly may not communicate, still they are exactly
attuned to one another.

One argument commonly made is that there is
not much difference between animals and humans
and especially certain kinds of animals and
humans. Usually, some form of genetic continuum
is posited (for example, that a chimpanzee is genet-
ically closer to a human than to a baboon) or a sali-
ent genetic fact is paraded, such as that we share
98.4 per cent of our DNA with chimpanzees (and
probably even more with bonobos), or, alterna-
tively, evidence of tool-using, and even secondary
tool-using, behaviour or elementary understanding
of linguistic cues or even the existence of proto-
mathematical skills in at least some animals is mus-
tered. Certainly, one of the key findings of research
over the last 20 years or so is that animals are more
rational than was formerly thought (that is, they
have more cognitive and pre-cognitive capabili-
ties), while humans are less rational than was once
thought (that is, they have less unique cognitive
and pre-cognitive capabilities that are able to be
used as a sign of supremacy over animals). In
particular, we now understand that ‘instinct’ does
not equate with non-cognitive: an animal can have
a genetic endowment that makes it behave in a
particular way, but it is also able to reflect on that
behaviour.

Equally, however, we are now coming to under-
stand that there are differences between humans
and other animals, what those differences are, and
how these differences make a startling difference
to the human umwelten, to the worlds-for that
human beings assume exist. It is these differences
that I want to concentrate on in this paper, though I
shall also want to point to some of the new means
of attunement of the animal and human world that
are currently becoming possible.

The reason that these distinctively human differ-
ences are so important is because it becomes possi-
ble to ‘learn not just from the other but through
the other’ (Tomasello 1999, 6) with the result that
cognitive resources can be pooled and elaborated
in ways that other species are not able to achieve. In
other words, through a special kind of intelligencing,
learning sticks and is able to be projected forwards
in time.

I want to note five of these differences. First, and
probably most importantly, ‘interactional intelli-
gence’. Human beings tend to have an inordinate
concern with the implications of others’ actions
which dates from birth and before and which
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almost certainly has a biological basis. This innate
capacity for ‘participatory thought’ arising out of
expressive-responsive bodily activities (Shotter
2004) can be thought of as a capacity to understand
conspecifics as ‘beings like themselves who have
intentional and mental lives like their own’ (Toma-
sello 1999, 5). It consists of a whole series of com-
plexly linked behaviours including language (and
associated sensibilities such as hearing that is acute
precisely in the wavelengths that speech is broad-
cast in), face recognition, and general adaptivity to
others that enable multiple simultaneous perspec-
tives on and representations of each and every per-
ceptual situation. In turn, this dialogical capacity
allows us to do a remarkable thing, involving com-
putational complexity that is still difficult to
fathom, that is to work towards a joint coordina-
tion of actions with another human being, even
when it is very difficult to say what we mean,
within a very small number of steps (usually about
four) in a very short space of time. Such a capacity
involves an ability to make models of the other,
read the ‘intentions’ behind action, make rapid
interactional moves in the correct sequence, design
actions so that they are perspicuous, and so on.

As Peirce and many more recent writers have been keen
to emphasize, deduction and induction are relatively
trivial human skills, of no great computational com-
plexity: it is abduction or theory construction which
is the outstanding characteristic of human intelligence.
Abduction is the leap of faith from data to the theory
that explains it, just like the leap of imagination from
observed behaviour to others’ intentions. While most
explicit theories or abductions are wrong, our implicit
ones about interactional others are mostly good enough
for current purposes. (Levinson 1995, 254)

This process of inferential enrichment almost
certainly skews our umwelt towards certain inter-
pretations of how the world is. So, for example, we
tend to find order where none exists, overdetermine
explanations by seeking one all-explaining factor
(because interaction requires single-solution think-
ing), assume that someone is watching us at all times,
privilege animistic thinking by presuming that there
must be an interactor in the inanimate world, and
so on (Tomasello 1999).

In turn, this capacity of inferential enrichment is
predicated on two other capacities. One is a very
high degree of affective complexity arising out of
concern with others’ actions and an omnivorous set
of senses which encourage ‘range’. The affective
palette that cooperative living demands means that
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basic emotions like anger or fear have been pro-
gressively extended in to all manner of behavioural
byways. Indeed, it has even been suggested that
rationality and language have grown out of an
ability to be so emotional. ‘As the emotional brain
developed, and we became more emotionally com-
plex and sophisticated, more alternatives and
choices arose in our interactions with others. This
then required a capacity to think and reflect on our
emotions, and this led to the development of the
cortex, and in particular, the prefrontal cortex’
(Gerhardt 2004, 35) which acts as a kind of control
centre from which emotional reactions arising
deeper in the brain can be modulated. The other,
related capacity is a reliance on communicative
movement arising out of the muscular make-up of
the body and organs like the hand. As Gehlen

writes,

much too little attention has been given to the ability of
human beings to enjoy a wide range of possibilities
for movement unknown among animal species. The
combinations of voluntary possible movements available
to man are literally inexhaustible, the delicate co-
ordinations of movements unlimited. (1988, 120)

In a sense, human being is a whirl of movement-
space. The development of a range of plastic and
adaptable movements is key to human being - to
the corporeal schema, to manipulation of tools and
the environment, to communication, to expression,
to disturbances of perception, and indeed to the
whole sense of space (Vesely 2004). Just think of
the enormous range of a comparatively simple
gestural activity like pointing.

This sense of what the bulk of our thinking is
oriented towards also suggests another aspect of
human intelligence (Dreyfus 2005). That is concep-
tuality. Human intelligence is not necessarily
linked to the world of tangible things. It has a pro-
jective capacity — imagination, theorizing, play, call
it what you like — which allows it to point beyond
itself to other entities and thereby generate addi-
tional concepts and conceive unobservable mental
states which, in turn, provide it with high degrees
of flexibility in both the physical and social realms.
It enables human beings to construct

explanations for why we (and others) do what we do,
and why the world operates in the way it does — an
ability not present in other species. (Povinelli 2000, 339)

The consequence is that human being is not always
constantly occupied with and in things but spends
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a good deal of its time attempting to understand
others in order to understand things:

to socially learn the conventional use of a tool or a
symbol, children must come to understand why, to
what outside end, the other person is using the tool or
symbol; that is to say, they must come to understand
the intentional significance of the tool use or symbolic
practice — what it is ‘for’, what ‘we’, the users of this
tool or symbol, do with it. (Tomasello 1999, 6)

The animal, in contrast, is to a much greater degree
taken by things like food. It has less sense of such
things as being-at-hand, as being disclosed. It is
less able to suspend and deactivate its relationship
with its specific disinhibitors so that it becomes open
to possibility. It is more in a relation of enchantment-
enchainment to the world (but see Krell 1992).

Finally, we must turn to the aspect of human
being that is commonly hailed as distinctively
human, namely tool use, and to simultaneously
begin to address the place of things. If Heidegger
was wrong about this (Nancy 2003), encouraged by
his tendency to privilege human existence as the
superhero that frees entities from the ‘present-at-
hand” realm, he was surely right about how we
relate to tools. His account is familiar but it is
worth reprising:

Heidegger demonstrates that our primary interaction
with beings comes through ‘using’ them, through
simply counting on them in an unthematic way. For the
most part, objects are implements taken for granted, a
vast environmental backdrop supporting the thin and
volatile layer of our explicit activities. All human action
finds itself lodged amidst countless items of supporting
equipment: the most nuanced debates in a laboratory
stand at the mercy of a silent bedrock of floorboards,
bolts, ventilators, gravity and atmospheric oxygen . ..

Heidegger shows that we normally do not deal with
entities as aggregates of natural physical mass, but
rather as a range of functions or effects that we rely
upon. Instead of encountering ‘pane of glass’ we tend
to make use of this item indirectly, in the form of ‘well-
lit room’. We do not usually contend with sections of
cement, but only with their outcome: an easily walkable
surface area. As a rule, tools are not present-at-hand
but ready-to-hand. (Harman 2002, 18)

It is unequivocally the case, in other words, that
human being is tool-being and that the process of
tuning works both ways. As Zizek puts it,

it is meaningless to imagine a human being as a
biological entity without the complex network of his or
her tools — such a notion is the same as, say, the goose
without her feathers. (2004, 19)
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Indeed the ‘biological” and ‘technical” are inexorably
linked in ways that are biologically determined. Take
the case of the hand. The distinctive anatomical
structures of the bones and muscles of the hand
allow us to grasp the object world. They have
developed in lock step with neural systems in the
sensorimotor pathways, and the integrative and
coordinative structures of the brain and spinal cord
to bring the object world deep inside us. Indeed, it
seems likely that the development of manual
dexterity and brain size are co-dependent processes
in human evolution (Tallis 2003). As importantly,
tool-being allows both extension and cooperation.
Tools very often require mimetic faculties to learn
how to use skilfully, cooperation to use properly,
and conversation to continually monitor, as well as
to formulate appropriate identities (Hutchby 2001).
We can also be sure that tool use is a matter of
mutual attunement based on a useability which is
attained through a process of historical genesis;

a technical object lies somewhere between a transient,
unstable event and a durable, heavily reproduced
structure. Its degree of concretization, to use Simondon’s
terms, is the technicity of a technology. (Mackenzie
2002, 14)

Finally, tool-being can only exist within a network
of references and relays. It can therefore have
a wide range of styles of thought focused on
particular modes of individuation and is continually
open to the emergence of new capacities which will
emerge in concert with the material being worked
(Mackenzie 2002).

This brings us to the last human characteristic,
namely human ability to make and remake envi-
ronments so that they can ask different questions
and so provide new kinds of instruction: environ-
ments can be more or less articulate. This ability, in
turn, allows us to move on to thinking about the
world of things in more detail which is the final
form of intelligencing that I want to address. For it
might be thought that things cannot qualify as sen-
tient beings, even if they are understood as envi-
ronments ‘forever in action, constructing in each
moment the sustaining habitat where our aware-
ness is on the move’ (Harman 2002, 18). But I want
to argue, first, that this is not necessarily the case
and, second, that it is, in any case, becoming ever
less so. To begin with, things have to be seen as
‘wild” (Attfield 2000):

far from the insipid physical bulks that one imagines,
[they] are already aflame with ambiguity, torn by
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vibrations and insurgencies equalling those found in
the most tortured human moods. (Harman 2002, 19)

Things enact themselves amidst the system of the
world. Most particularly, it is crucial to remember
that equipment is not effective just because it is
used by people but also ‘because it is capable of an
effect, of inflicting some kind of blow on reality’
(Harman 2002, 20). Then, following on, I think it
might be argued that, of late, tools are beginning to
take on more and more independent (or, perhaps
better, forceful) capacities. Of course, as Heidegger
pointed out many times, objects are mutually
referential: behind each tool are legions of other
tightly interlaced tools. Tools do not function as
individual objects, but as distributed networks
taking in a range of objects which act as manifold
contexts. However, modern tool-being is changing
its nature: it has a much greater capacity to
influence the comings and goings of bodies than in
the past because of the distributed networks in
which it is caught up. And for four reasons. First,
because we increasingly live in a blizzard of things
which possess us as much as we possess them,
generated by the fact that capitalism is ‘an un-
reserved surrender to things’ (Bataille 1988, 136).
Yet this does not necessarily lessen things’ alterity.
They can still seem ‘wild’. Second, because thought
has increasingly been rendered more and more
‘thing-like” so that we now seem to live in ‘an
indeterminate ontology where things seem slightly
human and humans seem slightly thing-like” (Brown
2003, 13). In particular, the familiar antagonism
between abstraction and concreteness does not seem
to characterize the present time, as object networks
formed from abstract principles increasingly
seed concrete events. Third, because things are
becoming more complex entities and are therefore
beginning to take on, as distributed networks,
many of the characteristics of intelligence often
thought to be reserved for human beings and
animals. Objects are becoming adaptive; within
limited bounds some things can self-reproduce, can
exhibit emergence, and so on (Tamen 2001; Dant
2004). Fourth, because they provide architectures
which force intelligence. Rather as the need to have
explicit bodily self-reference in order to get around
in the canopy of forests likely forced primate
evolution by producing a kinaesthetic self-concept
(Povinelli 2000), so an array of things can
reciprocally produce a practice of dwelling (Ingold
2002).
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Three different means of making worlds (or sets
of worlds), then. Of course, these worlds have
always intersected. One thinks of the ways in
which human intelligencing has been boosted by
the prosthetic qualities of animals and things, by,
for example, forms of domestication that turned
out to have farther reaching effects on all parties
than could ever have been imagined (Whatmore
2002). But I think that it is possible to argue that
these worlds are converging at a peculiarly rapid
rate at present, thereby producing a more attuned
and ‘informed’ sense of materiality. To begin with,
they are converging as a series of systematic
knowledges are formed about them which are, in
part, replacing or supplementing the tacit know-
ledges that used to suffice. Many of these know-
ledges are then migrating into software and other
quasi-mechanical means of applying knowledge,
thereby turning up in confirmatory ways scattered
through and/or constituting new environments.
Then, all kinds of conventions cut between these
means of world-making. For example, more and
more common representational formats are being
put in place, particularly around picturing life and
various forms of personhood, built around particu-
lar senses of narrative (Marks 2002; Dumit 2004).
Then again, they are converging as nature and
technology adapt and evolve. Thus, just as one
instance, many animals are adapting to urban envi-
ronments, as, for example, in the case of urban
foxes that seem to be gradually developing differ-
ent jaws as a result of scavenging for food from
fast-food litter and dustbins rather than hunting
live prey (Harris 2004). Meanwhile, technology is
becoming more complex, and is taking on more
active features; as a result objects are increasingly
loaded up with adaptive features which, for exam-
ple, allow them to communicate with other objects,
read interactions, react recursively and provide
various prostheses (e.g. means of producing addi-
tional calculation or memory) (Thrift 2004c).

It follows that fragments of each of these intelli-
gencings now crop up in the other’s domain on a
regular basis, making it possible to think of a more
active and mutually implicated materiality in
which ‘practices of knowing cannot be fully
claimed as human practices’ (Barad 2003, 829; see
also Thrift 2004b). It may not be ‘stuff’, but we
certainly seem to be getting closer to an amorphous
state in which human being becomes ‘flecks of
identity’ (Fuller 2005) in wider ecologies of intelli-
gence made up of many things.
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Networks of intelligence

But this is only a first step. For each of these
intelligencings is in constant interaction with each
other. They do not exist singly or apart. This is, of
course, a standard mantra of actor-network theory
and many other relational approaches. But, as the
work of von Uexkiill shows, we should not believe
that this interaction is taking place in one world.
Rather it takes place in a whole series of worlds
which are more or less attuned to each other and
which have more or less resonance in and with
each other (Lorimer forthcoming). Thus interactions
may take place in one dimension (e.g. the character
of the fly’s visual acuity) or in none. They may
produce new affects, or simply run alongside each
other. Recently, a number of authors have tried to
frame or phrase these attunements. For example,
Latour (2000) has argued that the best way to see
these interactions is as propositions, in the sense
that one entity can be loaded into another by
making the second entity attentive to the first.
Another way of conceiving this interaction is as
part of a more general metaphysics of becoming
that

can help us to imagine the world before our knowledge
of it. On the one hand, the metaphysics serves to put
knowledge in its place, as just one part of an evolv-
ing cyborg assemblage, rather than as some kind
of ethereal simulacrum of the whole thing. On the
other hand, though not at all rich or detailed, the
metaphysics helps us to imagine the thing itself, the world
itself that knowledge is about: entities sporting, coupling,
forming temporary unities, and so on. (Pickering 2003,
107)

What I think this shows is that there is a
geographical project based around vital spaces
understood as different ways of knowing the
world which are, at the same time, ways of living
the world. We might, I suppose think of this as a
project of comparative ontogenesis in which the
task is to investigate how different worlds are
composed and interact with each other, rather as
the spider and the fly both rely on each other (with
the same in-built tensions!). There is a kind of
biological metaphor/technological metaphor at
work here, but it is not the universal phylogenetic
tree. Rather, it is the network or fold: ‘evolution is
basically reticulate’” (Woese 2004, 179).

But, having got this far, I then want to try to
push a little farther by arguing that the surfaces of
biology and technology are being interleaved in
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ways which question what we mean by intelligence
and which, in certain parts of the world, are starting
to produce something rather like Robson’s carpet
of ‘stuff’ acting as a constantly-on background.
Thus, on one side, the world formerly called
‘biological” is being loaded up with all kinds of
monitors and points of feedback and continuous
monitoring and is being treated as a material sur-
face. For example, animals are not just the object
of more and more surveillance, ranging from the
simple chipping of companion animals through
to all kinds of complex ethological surveillance
including GPS transmitters attached to smaller and
smaller mammals and now birds, continuous video
feed into sites which have previously been opaque
to detection, and the representation of senses like
infrared that we could not mark before. They are
also increasingly thought of, in part no doubt
because of this mediated interaction, as the focus of
knowledges which are, in certain senses coopera-
tively generated (Hinchliffe et al. 2005). Something
similar is happening in the human realm in terms
of modern medicine, where it is now possible not
only to write of ‘re-ordering life’ through new sys-
tems of classification and measurement combined
with technologies which make the clinical encounter
more and more immediate, but also to open up
more possibilities for cooperation between clinician
and patient (Brown and Webster 2004). On the
other side, in the world formerly called material,
many materials are beginning to have characteristics
which used to be reserved for life and biological
material is being incorporated into the production
of all kinds of things, from plastics to robots (Thrift
2004b). The result is that the realm of ‘not-quite-life’
is growing apace.

Some writers will want to call ‘enough’ on this
mass miscegenation, seeing a threat to ‘nature’,
‘human nature’, and the world of the senses, that
might lead to a general ‘species suicide’ (e.g.
McKibben 2003; Habermas 2003). But, I do not
believe that an authentic nature/inauthentic tech-
nology narrative is a viable one, a point that is only
underlined now that crossovers that used to take
place in the laboratory are becoming a part of every-
day life and are producing new hybrid entities,
not as singular bodies but as distributed environ-
ments, as autonomic physiologies which have re-
organ-ized human being, putting it together again
as a skein of bodies, things and spaces. This process
of reticulation is becoming so general that it is
worth taking some time to consider it. The process
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consists of six main elements, each of which is
inter-related, and which are the twenty-first cen-
tury equivalent of the laying down of pipes, cables
and roads, but with an even more effective grip
on human being because they pay more attention
to establishing patterns of continually adapting
pre-reflective movement which, it might be argued,
actually chime rather well with the innate plasticity
of human movement.

First, and most obviously, through developments
like grid computing, environments are becoming
ever more computationally intensive. Elsewhere, I
have pointed to the effects of the population of the
world with software coupled with general increases
in computing power (Thrift and French 2002). In
recent work (Thrift 2004c), I have been trying to
outline what such a ‘qualculated” world of continu-
ous and ubi