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O
R

G
A

N
S

Th
e organ invents the body as a system

 of parts, as an epistem
ic and physical disruption of the body’s 

singularity. “W
e have been inventing new organs since the 15th century,” Paul Preciado writes. Th

e 
body, encased in its skin, is segm

ented along various axes. Even the skin cracks–a gesture towards a 
m

aterial interior, the viscera, but also towards its total divisibility, total partiality, and partial loss. Th
e 

body is never singular, revealed through its internal m
ultiplicities and flows across bodies.

 “O
rgan” com

es from
 the G

reek organon, m
eaning tool or instrum

ent. Th
ey are variously instrum

en-
tal: they are im

agined, built, and stolen; they are given away, they outlast and undo bodies. Th
ese 

m
ovem

ents are intim
ate and gruesom

e, occurring across fram
es of global colonial exploitation and 

interpersonal altruism
. Bailey M

iller reckons with these entangled intim
acies in her essay “Im

perial 
Intim

acies: C
om

m
odity Fetishism

 and the G
lobal O

rgan Trade,” opening out the haunting traces 
of sold organs circulating through new bodies while old hosts grow debilitated, while Josue C

havez 
exam

ines these networks of transform
ation and global traversal at the level of language, sites of 

transnational interaction toward political futures m
otivated by and through practices of non-national 

translation in his essay titled “Translation Aesthetics: M
aking Legible the H

om
e-yet-to-com

e as an 
Instance of the Event Before the M

ultiplication of Labor.” Bodies, in their wholes and parts, em
is-

sions and transm
issions, are used, put to use, for other bodies in ways that live at the intersections of 

race, gender, sexuality, class, and ability that both shape and defy the signification of that body across 
tim

e and space.
 Th

e word organ’s definition is rooted in instrum
entalization, but what happens when that use phases 

out, shifts, transform
s? Th

e useless appendix ruptures, one previously excessive kidney is gifted to 
another, debates over the productive function of pleasure of various organs both related and unrelat-

ed to reproduction, the skin as the casing that is often overlooked as an organ yet has becom
e a site 

of cosm
etic fixation. Becca Teich, D

evika K
apadia, and C

laire Zuo interview Andrea Long C
hu on 

bodies at whose threshold(s) desires variously arrive. W
hat do we m

ake of our aspirations to m
ake our 

desirous organs com
ply with our politics? 

And in what ways can organs them
selves be m

ade anew, or always have been m
ade anew, perpetually 

reinscribed and redistributed in signification and use? W
hat happens to those term

s when applied, 
sym

bolically, to the social, the political, the environm
ental? O

rgans as particulars are revealed as 
openings into form

s of organization, politics, kinships, structured sensation. Am
ber O

ffi
cer-N

arvasa’s 
essay “H

old Your Breath: Blackness, W
orldm

aking and the Racial O
ntology of Lungs” hones in on 

the particular organ of lungs, their respiration and obstruction. Anti-Blackness obstructs and distorts 
Black breath, yet lungs exceed the body–Black breath m

eets Black Being, where Black breath and 
Black being m

eet Black life as O
ffi

cer-N
arvasa’s prose offers a “deep breath,” a “quiet inhale,” and 

“collective exhalation.” In Aaron Su and Benjam
in Bieser’s interview with Professor M

aria Jose de 
Abreu, de Abreu thinks about reconstituting our encounters with air as m

edium
 through which we 

m
ove untouched, and to m

ove instead towards a conception of inhalation and exhalation instead as a 
site at which the body is m

ade and unm
ade, at which the social is circulated–in the context of neolib-

eralism
 and urban religious activities in Brazil.

O
rgans are both em

bodied and exceed the body, are em
otive and overflowing.Lizzy H

arding’s essay 
“H

er Stom
ach is Society: D

igestive Trouble and “Real M
uscularity””explores the flows within Leono-

ra C
arrington’s writing as, within that body of work, food flows in and out of bodies in sim

ultaneous 
surrealist delight and grotesquerie. She helps us stom

ach that grotesque, strengthen the m
uscles of our 

own surrealist reading. In these fleshy works, what com
es of these digestive troubles and consum

ptive 
excesses? O

rgans m
ap onto and contain affective m

ovem
ents, finding ways to slip outside the physi-

cal, exceed definitional constraints. Sam
 Lim

-K
im

berg and Sebastian M
azza talk to Brent Edwards in 

various veins adjacent to organs: on archival accum
ulation and structuring; the entanglem

ent within 
the archive of em

pirics and the fictive. And, about m
usic–of course, organs not only can be instru-

m
entalized but are them

selves a m
usical instrum

ent, calling to both m
edieval theological polyphony 

and contem
porary sonic experim

entation. O
rgans proliferate, sound out to us in fam

iliar and unfa-
m

iliar ways. W
e hope for this issue of C

JLC
 to sound back. 

         
W

e would like to extend thanks to our advisor N
icholas D

am
es. W

e would also like to thank our 
financial advisor, Philip M

ascantonio, and representative to the activities board, Th
om

as Li. W
e 

would also like to express gratitude for the editors and staff of C
JLC

 for their care, work, and collec-
tively thinking with and through O

RG
AN

S over the course of the year. W
hile we will so greatly m

iss 
C

JLC
 in our post-undergraduate ventures, we are related for what’s to com

es of the journal in the 
hands of our thoughtful and com

m
itted underclassm

en, guided by the sensitivities and brilliances of 
editor-in-chiefs to be, Safwan K

hatib and C
laire Zuo. 

D
evika K

apadia &
 Rebecca Teich

Editors-in-C
hief

2018
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Hold Your Breath: 
Blackness, W

orldm
ak-

ing and the Racial O
n-

tology of Lungs

Am
ber O

ffi
cer-N

arvasa 

“Som
etim

es you’ll laugh/ som
etim

es you’ll cry/ 
life never tells us the whens or whys/ when you’ve 
got friends to wish you well/ you’ll find a point 
when you m

ust exhale.” —
 W

hitney H
ouston, 

Exhale, 1995

“Racial or ethnic differences in lung function ex-
ist. Specific reference equations...that have been 
developed from

 studies of certain populations are 
preferable when available. W

hen such reference 
equations are not available, however, the use 
of correction factors is an appropriate interim

 
solution. As an exam

ple, a correction factor of 
0.88 m

ay be applied to white subject reference 
values for FEV

1...Assigning specific correction 
factors for racial/ethnic groups will becom

e even 
m

ore com
plicated in the future as racial/ethnic 

diversity increases.” —
 O

ffi
cial Am

erican Th
orac-

ic Society Technical Standards: Spirom
etry in the 

O
ccupational Setting (2014) 

breathe out

D
uring exhalation, the diaphragm

 relaxes from
 

its previously expanded form
, reducing the space 

in the chest cavity. 1   As the diaphragm
 pushes 

against the lungs, carbon dioxide is forced up-
wards and out, exiting the body through the nose 

and m
outh. If there is too m

uch carbon dioxide 
in your body--if the process of exhalation is not 
enough to m

ake up for the gases inhaled from
, 

say, m
alfunctioning scuba diving gear or breath-

ing into a paper bag--you could experience a host 
of consequences that range from

 vom
iting to 

m
uscle spasm

s to death. If you don’t breathe out, 
your body will eventually stop functioning. Sci-
entists say that adults take up to 30,000 breaths 
per day. Th

rough constant m
ovem

ent, our lungs 
save us again and again from

 the edge of death.
_

Th
at is a good story, and som

e of it is true. But 
W

hitney was a Black wom
an trying to love in 

this world, and so she knew, as she told us, that 
breathing is never as easy as it sounds.

_

It is a good story, and som
e of it is true. But the 

guidelines for how to stay alive are very clear, 
and that’s where it starts to seem

 like fiction. In 
the m

ovie W
aiting to Exhale (1995) Robin says 

to G
loria, “I hope you find true love and get you 

som
e that’s so electric, you ain’t going to need no 

blow dryer.” In this m
ovie, exhalation is about 

love, or all the things that get in its way. Filling 
the lungs with a hom

e to wake up in on clear 
m

ornings, tender words in the back of G
loria’s 

salon, an electric love. A love that sets the air 
alive. Som

etim
es you spend a whole m

ovie wait-
ing, and it still isn’t clear what your lungs should 
be doing. Som

etim
es you burn your m

an’s car 
in your front yard and set the air alive yourself. 
Som

etim
es he leaves you for a white wom

an. 
Som

etim
es you spend a whole life asking your 

breath, am
 i safe here? It is a good story, and 

som
e of it is true.

_

Th
e babies in Beaum

ont, Texas know how hard 
it is to breathe. O

r I am
 told they do. I am

 told 
they breathe in the rotten-egg sm

ell of the sour 
crude that Exxon pum

ps onto their porches 
som

e nights, and I am
 told som

e of them
 grow 

up Black and alive. You can go online and hear 
this too, about Black people in Beaum

ont, Texas 
and D

iam
ond, Louisiana and O

akland and the 
South Bronx and Bahia and Penuela. Th

ey will 

show you pictures of tired-looking Black rural 
folks and you will look into their eyes, the white 
reporters will show you washed out streets and 
back alleys, elders posed in the m

iddle of the 
fram

e in broken chairs. 
Th

ey will talk about how hard it is to breathe. 
Th

ey will talk about how hard the breathing is. 
Th

ey will talk about the tim
e they couldn’t 

breathe. 
If they did not exist in their broken chairs to 
breathe in the carcinogens and wear house-dress-
es in the N

ew York Tim
es, would lungs really 

exist. Black folks invented breathing I think. It 
m

akes sense. W
hat I am

 trying to say is that we 
cannot breathe. W

hat I am
 trying to say is that 

Black peoples’ lungs are never just lungs. W
hat 

I’m
 trying to say is that our lungs are burdened 

with the weight of the world. W
e’re carrying you. 

C
an you feel it? 

If you think lungs are an organ, born in every 
hum

an body, then you haven’t heard what I 
heard.
I heard lungs were m

ade in the m
iddle of a 

plantation 
I heard lungs were m

ade at the bottom
 of a m

ine 
where Black South Africans breathed in the dust 
that eventually coated their entire insides m

ore 
than the air itself
I heard lungs were birthed from

 a white m
an’s 

m
edical notes

I heard they never wanted us to breathe, and so 
they m

ade lungs, and learned how to m
easure 

how m
uch we couldn’t breathe

I heard we m
ay have breathed anyway, and so 

they were scared and created lungs
I heard lungs were born on the floor of the sea, 
when the sounds of Africans carried through the 
water 2  and m

enaced the slaveship sailors in their 
dream

s
I heard lungs aren’t real, not really
H

ave you heard this too?_

In N
otes on the State of Virginia, written in 1784, 

Th
om

as Jefferson described a num
ber of physical 

features which he believed belonged to African 
slaves. It was these features, he argued, that 
m

ade the Black slave suited to a life of bond-
age. Am

ong the features he listed were a greater 

tolerance of extrem
e heat, less need for sleep than 

whites, and “perhaps too a difference of structure 
in the pulm

onary apparatus.”
3   Jefferson went on 

to write that “A black, after hard labour through 
the day, will be induced by the slightest am

use-
m

ents to sit up till m
idnight, or later, though 

knowing he m
ust be out with the first dawn of 

the m
orning.”

4 
_

John H
utchinson was a British doctor who 

invented the spirom
eter--a m

achine to m
easure 

exhalation--in the 1840s, after realizing that 
the am

ount of air that could exit the lungs of a 
patient seem

ed to predict things like life expec-
tancy. H

e wrote articles in which he advocated 
for the spirom

eter as a way of ensuring that 
policem

en and soldiers were physically fit, ready 
to defend the nation or go searching for m

issing 
property without the hindrance of weak lungs. 5   
O

ne m
ust take in air in order to wear a uni-

form
, it seem

ed, and the m
ore air exhaled, the 

better. H
utchinson was also interested in using 

the spirom
eter as a tool to stop the spread of 

tuberculosis throughout the urban centers of the 
m

etropole. Th
e spirom

eter could strengthen the 
police force, quarantine the poor, and prepare the 
arm

y. It seem
ed uniquely suited for the challeng-

es and terrors of nineteenth-century European 
life.

_

Sim
one Browne rem

inds us that Black people 
were the first looked-at. O

r that the hold of the 
ship, the boundaries of the plantation, the m

id-
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dle of the Atlantic, were the places where state 
surveillance and m

odes of m
easuring were born. 6   

O
n his plantation in Virginia in 1851, Sam

-
uel C

artwright conducted experim
ents on his 

slaves to m
easure what he believed to be inher-

ent differences in lung capacity between Blacks 
and whites. D

rawing upon both Jefferson’s and 
H

utchinson’s writings, C
artwright claim

ed to 
have found that “the deficiency in the negro was 
20 per cent.”

7   Like the countless scientists who 
followed and adapted his theories for their own 
uses, C

artwright did not adjust for differences 
in environm

ent or living conditions. For C
art-

wright, the equation was sim
ple: Black peoples’ 

lungs could expand to a lesser volum
e, and this 

physical pathology showed that the presence of 
the slavem

aster and overseer was a necessary one. 
Th

e deficiency in the negro was 20 percent. It 
could be m

easured in the lungs.
_

I heard they never wanted us to breathe, and so 
they m

ade lungs, and learned how to m
easure 

how m
uch we couldn’t breathe

I heard we m
ay have breathed anyway, and so 

they were scared and created lungs

Take, for instance, the governm
ent’s letter closing 

a case filed by the Black com
m

unity of Ashurst 
Bar/Sm

ith, Alabam
a, about the contam

inated 
water, “respiratory problem

s,” and other harm
 

caused by a state landfill.

“W
ith respect to this issue, as investigated, the 

EC
RC

O
 finds that the record does not es-

tablish a prim
a facie case of discrim

ination...
EC

RC
O

 finds insuffi
cient evidence to conclude 

that AD
EM

 violated Title V
I and and EPA’s 

nondiscrim
ination regulation...EPA File N

o. 
06R-03-R4 is closed as of the date of this letter.”

8 

“insuffi
cient evidence”

at what point does the work of gathering evi-
dence cease to have m

eaning?
you need m

ore, they say, and then we’ll let you 
live
it is not enough
evidence, english ←

 evidence, m
iddle english ←

  
evidentia, latin ←

 evident, latin, m
eaning “obvi-

ous to the eye or m
ind”

whose eye or m
ind? yours or m

ine or the slave-
holder’s?
som

ewhere in “obvious,” som
ewhere within the 

necessities of seeing or thinking evidence is the 
hum

an (eye and m
ind), hum

an organs that can 
lead to reasoned decisions, and m

aybe that is 
where the trouble begins

In their suit, the residents listed a num
ber of 

health and quality of life com
plaints stem

m
ing 

from
 the presence of the landfill in their com

m
u-

nity. Th
ese included

“im
pact from

 proxim
ity to natural gas line;”

“increase in disease vectors;”
“drinking water well contam

ination concerns;”
In responding to this list and the allegation that 
the landfill com

pany “intentionally discrim
i-

nated against the African Am
erican residents 

of Ashurst Bar/Sm
ith com

m
unity during the 

public involvem
ent process…

”, the EPA does not 
deny that these adverse effects were there. Th

ey 
sim

ply deny that they intentionally discrim
inated 

against the residents of the suit. Th
ey deny that 

they were required by law to inform
 residents of 

things like landfill overflow. H
ow does one prove 

intention when the evidence is never enough? 
H

ow does one breathe when no one is required 
to notify residents that the air is polluted with 
m

ethane gas? It m
ust be a m

istake that every 
landfill in Alabam

a is sited in Black and poor 
com

m
unities, 9 because the tools for m

easuring 
white peoples’ intention haven’t been created yet. 

I heard they never wanted us to breathe, and so 
they m

ade lungs, and learned how to m
easure 

how m
uch we couldn’t breathe

I heard we m
ay have breathed anyway, and so 

they were scared and created lungs

breathe in 

Th
e difference was in the lungs. A holding 

breath, a withholding breath. In Th
om

as Jeffer-
son’s words we can read the fear of a white m

an 
who couldn’t control his slaves. Th

ey would work 
all day and stay up into the night for them

selves. 
Th

ey took the night for them
selves, inhaled its 

cool air, m
ade plans for rebellion or m

aybe just 
for tom

orrow. A withholding breath. A breath 
held, kept close to the chest, a difference in the 
pulm

onary function. A breath held with and 
am

ong, a breath only for those you love, a breath 
held back so that those you love m

ay live, a bro-
ken sob, a breathing with._

Every tim
e [RED

AC
TED

], rem
em

bering again 
how to breathe in sm

aller space, how to with-
hold, how to take in air while som

ething else 
grasps at the ribcage like a sm

othering or a hug. 
[RED

AC
TED

] I can only hope that in this, m
y 

act of subterfuge, is som
e breathing left for m

e 
and you and us. Th

ere are different shapes for the 
air, som

e of them
 are sm

ooth and snug. Less air 
is what you get som

etim
es when you change the 

shape of things, and that’s okay.
_

I am
 interested in the subterfuge. I find it 

unspeakably funny that white scientists assum
e 

Black folks aren’t lying to them
. You think you 

deserve the truth from
 m

y body, and for free? 
Th

at is a laughing m
atter. I am

 interested in the 
breath withheld from

 the cold m
etal of the spi-

rom
eter. I am

 interested in the breath held with 
and am

ong the loved, the unledgered glares and 
resistant stiffness in the body, the air stolen and 

kept for a troubled day. Th
e ones whose lungs 

weren’t m
easured because they looked too dan-

gerous or sick, the ones whose eyes said contam
-

ination and toxic and i will kill you and so were 
left alone. Th

e little bit of air kept at the end of a 
breath, to store under the tongue or between the 
thighs or tucked in the crease of an ear. To say, 
m

y body is already a lie, don’t worry. I would be 
lying even if I never tried. _

W
hen W

hitney H
ouston sang W

aiting to Ex-
hale in 1995, she had already grown up attend-
ing church and singing in a gospel choir, and 
I cannot ask her but perhaps she was already 
acquainted with the divine possibilities of what 
Black folks do with the lungs we were given. Th

e 
quiet inhale of a prayer. Th

e held breath of fear, 
the collective exhalation at the end of a service. 
D

id you know we have always prayed in the out-
doors. In the outer lim

its, in the woods, beyond. 
D

id you know it is there that we have done our 
deepest breathing?

In Blackpentecostal Breath: Th
e Aesthetics of Pos-

sibility, Ashon C
rawley writes that, “To breathe 

within this western theological-philosophical 
epistem

ology, from
 within the zone of blackness, 

from
 within the zone of Blackpentecostalism

, is 
to offer a critical perform

ative intervention into 
the western juridical apparatus of violent con-
trol, repression, and yes, prem

ature death. Th
us, 

attending to the ways air, breath, and breathing 
are aestheticized are intentionally elaborating for 
one that would notice.” C

rawley writes that the 

hold breath 
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suppression of Black breath (Black life) (Black 
being,) (Black lungs!)  has been a foundational 
part of the m

oral-political project that enshrined 
private property and practices of land holding 
within the rule of law. To be birthed within this 
project and to turn our attention, then, to Black 
people’s lungs in the service of prayer, praise, 
rem

em
brance…

For Black fem
inist thinker, writer, and educator 

Alexis Pauline G
um

bs, breathing is one way that 
we m

ight fill ourselves with the living teachings 
of the ancestors. G

um
bs’s Black Fem

inist Breath-
ing C

horus website has guided audio m
editations 

on affi
rm

ations based on quotes from
 O

ctavia 
Butler, Essex H

em
phill, Anna Julia C

ooper, 
H

arriet Tubm
an, Audre Lorde, Lucille C

lifton, 
C

laudia Jones, June Jordan, Zora N
eale H

urston, 
and others. Today, in a loud and cold place with 
m

y back against a window, I listened to M
edita-

tion #12: I H
ave H

opes for M
yself (G

wendolyn 
Brooks). G

um
bs’s voice led m

e through Brooks’s 
vision for cross-generational wondering, through 
what G

um
bs called an “accessible affi

rm
ation,” 

an hom
age to potential. i have hopes for m

yself, 
i have H

O
PES for m

yself, I H
ave H

opes For 
M

yself, I H
ave H

opes I H
ave H

opes for M
yself, 

I H
ave H

opes for M
yself, I H

ave H
opes for 

M
yself, I H

ave H
opes for M

yself, “and I have 
hopes for you.” In 2014, G

um
bs led the Black 

Fem
inist Breathing Retreat, for “black-identi-

fied people who breathe or who want to breathe 
and who would cherish a space to breathe in the 
queer affi

rm
ing, gender transform

ing, loving and 
abundant context of black fem

inist legacy and 
practice!”

10  Scrolling through the Black Fem
inist 

Breathing C
horus website, m

y eyes lingered on 
the ornate collages of ancestors, their hair drawn 
out into paintstrokes and curlicues, held close 
with glitter and fabric prints and flowers. I stared 
into Essex H

em
phill’s eyes, noting the brightness 

of the sunflower next to his sm
ile. Th

e air in m
y 

lungs began to sound like m
em

ory.

Th
inking with C

rawley and G
um

bs about Black 
perform

ances with breath and air as intervention 
and aesthetic, as ritual and quotidian practice, 
I also want to keep asking about the m

om
ents 

when breath was not given. W
ithin the violence 

of all that keeps Black people’s lungs constricted, 
burdened with carcinogens and toxic waste, m

ea-
sured and harangued, instrum

ents of a genocide 
continually in the m

aking, to not only look for 
the breathing as answer, but for the breath saved 
for dream

ing, the breath out of reach, the breath 
not breathed that speaks of im

possible interiors, 
the never-possible things we have done with this 
thing called lungs, the ways we have hidden that 
could not have occurred, I will keep asking about 
the m

om
ents when breath was withheld, I will 

ask in the m
ornings and I will not write of it 

here, m
aybe you can ask in the m

ornings too.
_

rem
em

bering also, with G
um

bs, that m
editation 

is not only about breathing but also about the 
chants that m

ay give the breathing shape, also 
about its slowness, also perhaps, about its som

e-
tim

es absence,
we m

ight rem
em

ber that to breathe, m
aybe, is to 

rem
ake the world. 

To find the beauty in what Black people do with 
air, to say W

ait, in the relentless and ongoing 
cycling-through of our deaths,
To breathe, therefore, is to rem

em
ber the world, 

to reach back across yesterday and the days 
before, to offer praise and your forehead to the 
ancestors,
Th

e hidden breaths that end the world,
To breathe, then, and to hold a sm

all piece of 
that breathing for ourselves,
to not breathe, to keep som

e air where they will 
never find it, is a difference in the lungs.
it is a deficiency in the air we 
breathe, to rem

em
ber the sounds held in the 

water,
to breathe, to exhale and to m

ake lungs for the 
world to have
m

easured, to have cancer, have organs, to have 
the cold m

etal and the doctor’s notes that say
 a deficiency in the lungs and to 
breathe, then, 
to breathe then, to 
breath, then, is to—

Am
ber O

ffi
cer-N

arvasa is a Sagittarius.
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C
JLC

: W
hile we were reading your essays, we 

were thinking about how desire relates to genre: 
how desire as you characterize it is slippery and 
resistant to form

s of m
oral and other orderings, 

while genre suggests som
e kind of stickiness, or 

congealm
ent within writing, reading or living 

practices. C
ould you m

ap out how you think 
about that as a starting point?

AN
D

R
EA LO

N
G

 C
H

U
: I think of desire as 

som
ething that’s always happening to you. 

Th
ere’s no authentic place from

 which what I 
want is welling up spontaneously, so it doesn’t 
m

ake sense to distinguish between desires that 
belong to m

e and that are im
posed. A social 

pressure is usually a desire that you didn’t desire. 
Th

ere’s not just pressure from
 the outside, but it 

feels like you want som
ething but that you m

ight 
not want to want it. I tend to think of desire as 
what’s keeping people hooked into the world, or 
into worlds. 

G
enre is m

y way to talk about form
. I desire a 

theory of form
 without a Th

eory of Form
s, like 

Plato. Take gender: we’ve had G
ender Trouble, 

gender perform
ativity, social construction, we all 

have internalized that, to a certain extent, within 
the academ

y, popular culture, certain parts of 
the internet. But none of us stopped believing 
in the existence of wom

en. N
one of us stopped 

believing in the existence of gender, either, at 
least in term

s of lived reality—
you walk down 

the street and you know (with som
e m

argin of 
error but not a very high one): Th

at’s a wom
an, 

or that’s a m
an. Th

ose things com
e to you as if 

spontaneously. W
hich is why I say everyone is a 

gender essentialist whether they like it or not.

G
enre can be a productive way to think about 

not just but especially gender, as a set of aesthetic 
conventions geared toward producing a certain 
result, which are not criteria exactly. Part of how 
a genre works is that you know it when you see it 
and you can’t actually enum

erate criteria for it. A 
genre always involves both knowledge and non-
knowledge--a kind of knowledge that to work, 
has to hide itself.W

hat m
akes you ask about the 

relationship between those things?

C
JLC

: I was trying to digest this idea of 
desires being heteronom

ous--you describe it 
as som

ething that com
es to you, arrives to you 

spontaneously from
 the outside. And so I was 

attem
pting to im

agine where it m
ight originate 

or why it originates in the specific ways that it 
does?

ALC
: O

ne of the questions running through m
y 

work is this question of the political reeducation 
of desire—

a kind of optim
ism

 that has circulated 
for a long tim

e in fem
inism

 and m
ore recently in 

queer theory and other disciplines. Th
e question 

I get all the tim
e is about “no fats, no fem

m
es, 

no Asians,” as it circulates on G
rindr—

a case 
where there’s clear m

arks of racism
, m

isogyny 
and im

perialism
 on the way that desire has been 

form
ed. O

n the one hand we can run a political 
analysis of a form

ation of desire. Th
e problem

 
is that that analysis doesn’t seem

 to speak to 
that experience of that desire because you don’t 
experience that desire as form

ed, you experience 
it directly, m

ost of the tim
e. 

But having that analysis usually doesn’t m
ake you 

stop wanting what you want. An exam
ple of this 

is self-loathing. Say you are a wom
an, a fem

inist 
wom

an: you look in the m
irror and say, “I don’t 

like m
y nose, I can see a double chin com

ing 
in, I don’t like m

y gut.” You can run all your 
fem

inist analyses of patriarchy, beauty standards, 
the cosm

etics industry, the fashion industry, 
H

ollywood, Instagram
, all of these forces. You 

can be a very good Foucauldian about the whole 
thing—

but still you don’t feel better. N
ot only 

do you not feel better, you probably feel worse 
because now what little agential leeway that 
you’ve pried open through critical analysis is now 
being spent on still hating yourself. So fem

inism
 

didn’t actually m
ake you feel better, it just proved 

that you’re politically retrograde. So now you’re 
ugly and stupid.

I’m
 sym

pathetic to that first half, where it really 
seem

s that there are som
e desires that shouldn’t 

exist. It seem
s like there has to be a way to get rid 

of desires that involve racial exclusion or desires 
that actually involve sexual violence or hating 
wom

en. But then when we turn to ourselves its 
not clear we’ve found a set of techniques that 
reliable produce change in our own desires. 
Th

is is a site of great denial and disavowal. Th
e 

political cultures that have grown on the internet 
in the fem

inist blogosphere and trans Tum
blr 

world are very m
uch about: H

ow can we change 
the way that we have sex, change the way that 
we desire, to m

ake the world a better place so 
as to, say, fight colonialism

? So you can go on 
EverydayFem

inism
.com

 and find m
oral listicles 

that are a contem
porary catechism

 for  “9 W
ays 

You C
an H

ave M
ore Body-Positive Sex W

ith 
Your N

on-Binary Partner” or som
ething like 

that. As if you could transfigure what you did in 
bed with your partner into som

e political act that 
was going to be resisting som

ething. And as if 
that’s som

ething that we should require of people 

and what they do in bed. 

C
JLC

: M
aybe we could return to the question of 

genre and desire from
 there—

how desire m
ight 

slip over onto the genre side of things, where you 
recognize desires and you don’t know quite why 
they exist but there is nevertheless a connecting 
or congealing or stickiness in their patterns of 
em

ergence? 

ALC
: I see genre as the set of conventions 

for showing you how you m
ight feel about 

som
ething. Th

ose don’t have legislative power. 
Tragedy can be said to be sad, whether or not 
it m

akes one sad. You can recognize the form
al 

elem
ents of being sad or trying to m

ake you sad 
whether or not you’re personally choked up at 
it. N

onetheless, aesthetic conventions show you 
how to feel or show you how to feel about how 
you feel. I certainly think we want genres. W

e 
are often pursuing aesthetic form

s that will help 
m

ediate our experience of our own feelings. Th
ey 

are just as often politically em
barrassing as they 

are anything else.

Take, for instance, autogynephilia, which is part 
of this m

uch m
aligned sexological theory starting 

in the 1980s by sexologist Ray Blanchard. H
e 

said he wanted to schem
atize transsexual wom

en, 
who he im

agined to be m
en. Th

e idea was that 
there were two types of transsexual wom

en. First 
you have hom

osexual transsexuals, by which he 
m

eans straight trans wom
en, that is, people who 

were gay m
en and then transitioned because 

they wanted to have sex with straight m
en. Th

e 
other category is autogynephilic transsexuals. 
H

e invents this word autogynephilia to refer to a 
transsexual who is in love with the idea of herself 
as a wom

an, who is sexually aroused by the idea 
of being a wom

an. Both of these categories we’re 
supposed to sort of reject outright, as being 
transphobic and pathologizing, and all of the 
other reasons that we, as people who have read 
Foucault, are supposed to be skeptical of the 
m

edical establishm
ent. 

But if you go on Reddit or Tum
blr, you’ll find 

people using this term
 to describe what they 

feel. Som
etim

es in jest—
but there are also folks 
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using it the way that we use other term
s that 

com
e from

 m
edical vocabulary like transsexual, 

dysphoria. (And rem
em

ber, there are people 
who oppose the word dysphoria, too, on the 
grounds that this is pathologizing, dem

eaning, 
dehum

anizing.) W
hat that criticism

 m
isses is 

that there are real wom
en in the world who have 

feelings that do feel descriptively m
atched by 

that. Th
ere absolutely are trans wom

en who are 
aroused by the im

age of them
selves as wom

en. 
Th

at’s a totally well-recognized phenom
enon. 

W
hat I m

ean is, autogynephilia, as a word, is not 
actually a discursive m

echanism
 for disciplining 

subjects—
or m

aybe it is that—
but it’s also an 

aesthetic form
 that producing an arm

ature on 
which you can then hang your feelings. It can 
be a relief to find out, there’s a word for this 
way I feel, it helps m

e develop som
e structure of 

expectation around m
y own feelings, which by 

them
selves originate outside of m

e even as I am
 

experiencing them
.

M
aybe you can’t have a world without any 

genre. M
aybe you would just stop being hooked 

into experience at that point. W
e can be post-

gender—
big m

aybe there—
but we can’t be post-

genre. Som
ething like ‘autogynephilia’ is giving 

you an arm
ature to hang your feelings on that’s 

necessarily shared. Th
e paradox of the aesthetic 

form
 is that when I say that the painting is pretty, 

it’s lim
ited to m

y own subjective experience. 
Yet when I say it’s pretty, I don’t say it because 
I think it’s rem

arkable that I have this specific 
relationship. I’m

 saying it for everyone. It’s pretty 
for m

e, for everyone. G
enre m

eans there’s other 
people out there, and yet they are not capable of 
having the sam

e experiences that you’re having. 
Th

ere is a real isolation there. Th
e aesthetic is a 

way out of that, which is why it’s so necessary 
and inescapable. H

ow do you share what cannot 
possibly be shared? Th

at is the question of the 
aesthetic.
 C

JLC
: In one of your essays you footnote this 

phrase “nonce taxonom
ies.” Th

inking about how 
you take this in a m

ore capacious sense, form
s 

of com
m

unity and contradictory ways of either 
recognizing or seeing into and then m

oving 
through that stickiness you m

entioned, picking 

things up. C
ould you talk about that in relation 

to #m
etoo and that Reddit is where people air 

their desires but also where they pick them
 up—

they becom
e tractable. So desire isn’t reducible 

to orientation but is constituted through 
relation, which also pushes against the binary 
of ‘assim

ilationist vs. political righteousness’ in 
how those things are form

ed. Th
is takes a new 

lens at the pearl-clutching anxieties of the anti-
penetration lesbian-fem

inism
 of the 70s and its 

current iterations, alongside other technologies 
of sex and sexual relations that go in a different 
direction, considering again Reddit and sissy 
porn, but also Sam

uel D
elaney’s Tim

es Square 
Red, Tim

es Square Blue, zine culture that is both 
historical and instructive—

all these different 
technologies facilitate, produce, or generate 
desire. H

ow you see them
 seeping into, or re-

shaped through the terrain of the internet and 
other m

edia.

ALC
: “N

once taxonom
ies” (and the phrase is 

Eve Sedgwick’s) are, in a crude sense, the way we 
invent nam

es for things that don’t have nam
es. 

Absolutely this is happening on the internet. 
Alm

ost everything in the world doesn’t have a 
nam

e. W
e can get so caught up in the convention 

of academ
ic writing, using buzzwords and form

s 
of argum

entation that are tried and true and 
that get us brownie points or telegraph a certain 
political or critical savvy. I’m

 sure we all have 
those buzzwords and can nam

e the ones we hate 
the m

ost and probably also have a couple that 
you still really like to use—

and there’s nothing 
wrong with a buzzword qua buzzword. But 
here’s so m

uch of the world that rem
ains to be 

disclosed through the nam
e.

C
JLC

: C
ould you speak m

ore to this nam
ing, 

what happens, what are its effects?

ALC
: Th

e first task for criticism
 is com

ing up 
with nam

es for things and not assum
ing that 

we are even close to being done just with the 
process of nom

inating things. At the sam
e tim

e, 
a nam

e or at least a concept—
insofar as those 

nam
es are concepts—

those are always fantasies 
too. Every concept is a fantasy, prem

ised like 
every other fantasy, on the reduction of life’s 

noise into som
ething you can hum

. You have 
to exclude things to m

ake a good concept. Th
e 

worst concepts are the ones that try to actually 
be too faithful to the m

essiness of the world. 
Th

ey don’t end up m
eaning anything. Som

etim
es 

folks say “O
h, I don’t want to define affect” and 

they’ll use that in the nam
e of m

ethodological 
flexibility. But the truth is it’s always going to 
be a lie. A theory is not a true statem

ent of the 
world, a theory expresses a desire. I would rather 
that be clearer than not—

if you’re gonna lie do it 
well. Th

e question is whether it’s a good lie about 
the world or not. Som

ething like neoliberalism
 

as a concept is a pretty bad lie about the world 
insofar as it m

ushes a lot of things under the 
sam

e wing, but that can be applied willy-nilly to 
alm

ost anything one runs into.

N
am

ing is happening everywhere and happens 
in subcultures of all kinds. Th

at’s not unique to 
the internet but the internet has introduced a 
new twist in that process of subcultural nam

e-
giving, particularly around gender and sexuality. 
You can go on Tum

blr and it’s not just like there’s 
cis, trans, non-binary—

you can find all kinds of 
things—

agender, bigender. A lot of asexuality 
discourses also developed on Tum

blr.

Th
ere can be an anxiety about projecting these 

nam
es into the past and this com

es back to 
the question of what com

es first, the nam
e or 

the thing. So it’s, “Trans people have always 
existed; queer people have always existed. I can 
show you how these things stretch back into 
history.” O

ften there’s som
e im

plicit reference to 
indigeneity, which m

ay or m
ay not be fetishizing, 

and a real anxiety that the fact that the nam
e has 

just been invented will m
ean that the identity 

was just invented. You see this anxiety on the 
next stratum

 up from
 Tum

blr which are these 
blog sites like Everyday Fem

inism
 that troll 

through Tum
blr and then on the next level up 

(Jezebel, Teen Vogue, them
.us). I don’t share that 

anxiety. It’s m
uch m

ore interesting to trust in the 
power of nom

ination to bring about a different 
kind of world. Transsexual was invented in the 
early twentieth century, M

agnus H
irschfeld 

if I’m
 rem

em
bering correctly. Transgender as 

an um
brella term

 com
es in the m

id- to late 

twentieth century. Trans as an um
brella term

 is 
a m

ore recent thing. N
on-binary and som

e of 
the associated term

s are fresh off the press, in the 
longue durée of history. Th

e point of giving a 
nam

e to som
ething is to say that it’s real, without 

its having to have always been real. Th
ere is a real 

creative force to giving som
ething a nam

e. And 
those nam

es are lies too, but they m
ight be better 

lies for what we want. 

Th
e gender politics com

ing out from
 Tum

blr is 
best understood the way everything on Tum

blr 
is understood, which is to say, as a fandom

. 
Tum

blr is essentially a social m
edia of fans, 

and fandom
 is a certain kind of subculture 

that operates through the exchange of often 
highly detailed form

s of knowledge. W
e could 

probably on the fly say there’s lots of different 
kinds of subcultures that are unified by a set of 
practices, and fandom

 practices have to do with 
knowledge, with what we could call “trivia” or 
“lore.” Th

at inform
ation is shared not because 

it’s true—
usually we’re talking about fandom

s 
around fictional franchises, film

s, books—
but 

because they’re a way of signaling to others “I 
belong in this group that you’re in.” W

hich is 
especially necessary when you’re on Tum

blr and 
you’re som

e queer living in an area where there 
aren’t a bunch of other queer people, so you’re 
going online and trying to find com

m
unity 

there. Signaling becom
es im

portant not just 
because you want to be part of the group but 
because the group doesn’t actually exist, it’s a 
projection through those signaling practices. 
H

aving the knowledge, for instance, of those 
different gender identifiers, or having a theory of 
the gender binary as a settler colonial invention 
that operates in X, Y, and Z ways—

it’s not 
because those things are true or not true. It’s 
because that’s what everyone else in this group is 
talking about and I want to be part of that.

So what are essentially m
inute and subculture 

specific protocols have gotten blown up into 
m

ainstream
 proportions—

and not without 
diffi

culty. Th
e question of orthodoxy that 

circulates in queer circuits online and in person is 
partly a relic of what happens when subcultural 
protocols get m

ainstream
ed, and what was 
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once not a rule but just a m
eans for conjuring 

belonging becom
es rules, prohibitions, the 

listicle. W
hat’s going on with sort of online 

internet trans politics is what happens when 
a fandom

 sees a rapid influx of m
em

bers and 
doesn’t necessarily change to fit that. 

C
JLC

: Th
ese really resonate, about these kind of 

subcultures that are them
selves world-building, 

creative rather than wholly contingent in som
e 

sort of historical facticity, like the question of 
the reality is not the question. G

esturing towards 
your essay “O

n Liking W
om

en” and the article 
on sissy porn where desire is both partially 
generated and m

ediated through technology 
and texts, how m

ay that relate to other perhaps 
outlaw dem

onstration of desire and sexuality? 
Th

ere seem
s that at tim

es specific technologies 
of sex travel, at least in part, through texts– 
fisting and M

ichel Foucault, m
uffi

ng and M
ira 

Bellwether, sissification and Tum
blr, the list 

goes on. H
ow do you see this m

ediation or 
production of desire as relational beyond hum

an 
relation? W

hat politics are, if at all, happening at 
these sites?

ALC
: It’s im

portant, theoretically, to take sex 
as som

ething ordinary, which is different than 
to say to norm

alize. By m
aking it ordinary I 

m
ean that it’s subject to the sam

e set of affective 
preoccupations as standing in line at the grocery 
store or sitting on the subway have. It’s often 
about desire, it’s not often about sexual desire. 
Th

e fam
ous O

scar W
ilde quote is “everything 

in the world is about sex except sex; sex is about 
power,” which is half right. Everything in the 
world is about sex; sex is usually about everything 
else. You often have sex for the reason that you 
watch TV, which is really not quite m

uch of a 
reason but because it’s there and you’re trying to 
either reproduce som

e sort of sam
eness. If you’re 

in a relationship with the sam
e partner there is a 

desire to just establish continuity over tim
e and 

sex is just one of the things you do. O
r you have 

sex because you’re trying to feel a particular way 
about your body or because you’re trying to get 
in touch with capital ‘P’ Politics. 

You absolutely can have sex for political reasons. 

Solidarity can be arousing, as can the idea that 
you’re actually producing som

e sort of political 
change in the world. But I would say it’s not 
political in so far as it doesn’t have the kind of 
effi

caciousness and m
axim

al intentionality that 
is supposed to be behind political acts. It’s m

uch 
m

ore like watching TV
 than it is like protesting 

in the streets. Protesting in the streets can also 
be like watching TV, which is why the question 
of how do we refine sex into som

ething that isn’t 
going to be infected by the patriarchy anym

ore, 
from

 the 1970s, ultim
ately never panned out. 

Enjoym
ent proved not very vulnerable to critique 

and the stakes could always get higher—
down to 

very m
inute gestural things, like who’s supposed 

to be on top, who’s supposed to be using what 
part of their body, how they’re using it—
everything can fall under that rubric of is it doing 
politics enough. Th

e im
possible dream

 of lesbian 
sex during the 1970s was that you would just fall 
over on your side, and stare respectfully into your 
partner’s vagina without topping, without any 
butch–fem

m
e, without any whips and chains, 

and it didn’t work. 
 C

JLC
: I’m

 interested in your thoughts about 
other technologies that are often either viewed 
as political but form

 other kinds of relation 
instead of or in addition– bridging the gap 
between particular encounters that have m

edia-
attachm

ents and, sissy porn as highly m
ediated 

or like porn in general as facilitating niche 
com

m
unities and what kind of relation lies 

therein.
 ALC

:  O
ne of the interesting things about 

porn period, which sissy porn is only a sort of 
underscoring in large pink gel pen, is that it’s 
totally possible to have sex with things that are 
not hum

an. Th
ere’s a real sense in which you’re 

having sex with your screen when you watch 
porn. Th

at’s not a figure of speech, it’s actually 
happening.
 C

JLC
: Som

ething that cam
e up when you 

were talking about sex as a political act or not a 
political act right now, thinking about how when 
sex is a productive force in that it’s like sex work 
and the realm

 of sex variously, how does that 
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change the ordinariness of sex? And this is sort of 
related but not com

pletely, I was thinking about 
what you said about fandom

s and desire and a 
lot of that being expressed as sexual desire even 
if it’s not necessarily. I was just thinking about 
stan twitter and people saying “I’m

 just a hole”, 
thinking about that way of organizing desire.

I was also looking at “O
n Liking W

om
en” 

specifically the sentence where you talk about 
how “transition expresses not the truth of an 
identity but the force of a desire” in relation to 
fandom

. It presents itself as a certain identity but 
a lot of it if the force of desire to be in kinship 
with others.
 ALC

: I don’t know that sex work actually changes 
the ordinariness of it. Th

e fem
inist anti-sex work 

line is that it’s like ripping sex out of the everyday 
and placing it in the chains of com

m
odification, 

as if people had sex outside of that. Som
eone like 

K
athleen Barry, who was a second wave anti-

porn, anti-sex fem
inist of the 1980s, would say 

that the scene of sex work becom
es the scene of 

all heterosexual sex, but these anti-sex work and 
anti-porn fem

inists still held out for a concept 
of good sex in which there won’t be any power 
and everything will be totally consensual in a real 
sense and not in the sense of capitalist patriarchal 
consent. N

one of that is true. 

O
n this question of fandom

 and desire: First, 
there’s shipping, which I’d im

agine would have 
to do with som

e identificatory force that says 
“I want to be this person” and “Th

is person 
should have sex with that person.” But then there 
are other kinds, where if you’re talking about 
fanfiction, or other form

s of fandom
 on Twitter 

or Tum
blr, or stanning, that are im

m
ediately 

sexual—
in som

e sense, the relation to the fan 
object, whether it’s a real thing or not, is always 
“I wanna be fucked by that thing,” probably 
m

ore than “I wanna fuck that thing.” It probably 
is a bottom

ing relation—
like all the tweets 

about people who would let Jeff G
oldblum

 sit 
on their face or whatever. Th

ere’s som
ething 

to be said about wanting sex to m
ake you into 

som
ething—

som
ething that you want of sex 

which constantly is presented as a possibility and 

constantly withheld. 

Sissy porn is, for instance, porn about a desire 
for sex to m

ake som
ething happen. You want to 

becom
e a wom

an by being fucked. Th
at could 

be thought of as a subset of a larger question: 
It’s not that we are certain things, therefore 
want to have sex, it’s that we want to have sex in 
certain ways so as to produce a kind of identity 
that, because it’s not there, will never quite 
necessarily feel real, which is why you have to 
go have sex again. Sissy porn is about being for 
an anonym

ous som
eone else, articulating a form

 
of gender that is relational. W

e’re supposed to 
say as trans people, “I transitioned for m

yself, I 
wouldn’t transition for other people.” O

f course 
you transition for other people. If it was just m

e 
sitting in a room

 in a universe in which I was the 
only person it would m

ake no sense. Th
e point is 

that you want other people to behave in specific 
ways, vis-a-vis you. 

Th
ere’s an optim

ism
 that because sex involves, 

as it were, setting up a com
puter program

 and 
then running a set of relations. Th

ere’s a chance 
for experim

entation in sex. I don’t m
ean that in 

the “kissing a girl in college” experim
entation, 

though that falls under this, I m
ean actually 

getting to try on different kinds of relationality 
in a way that you don’t usually get to. W

hich 
doesn’t just m

ean different sexual positions, it 
also m

eans getting to attend to the specific shape 
of your desire. “I want you to do this thing to 
m

e and then for m
e to be a little scared but also 

kind of annoyed at you.” Th
ere can be room

 
in sex for this—

even in the straightest, m
ost 

vanilla sex, which in its first iterations is often 
bad not necessarily because there isn’t pleasure 
happening in both people but because so few 
form

s of relationality are being worked with. 
It’s im

possible to have heterosexual sex—
to 

actually m
im

ic it in exactly the way it’s supposed 
to happen, you have a better chance shooting 
proton torpedoes into the D

eath Star. Th
ere’s a 

very very sm
all window of opportunity where 

straight sex happens the way that it should. 

Sex is m
aybe one of the rarer opportunities to 

explicitly think about and adjust relationality. 

N
ot in big ways. Even people who are into 

kink are bound by habits and scripts. N
o one is 

constantly spicing it up. You can’t eat straight 
spice! But it can be a space for trying out 
different ways of relating that you m

ight then be 
able to carry over into other aspects of your life. 
It’s not about identity, it’s about getting to be 
for som

eone else. Th
ere’s m

essiness where you’re 
figuring out how to relate. 
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Her Stom
ach is 

Society: Digestive 
Trouble and the 
Problem

 of “Real 
M

uscularity” in 
Leonora Carrington’s 
Short Fiction 
Lizzy H

arding

Leonora C
arrington’s best dinner parties m

ust 
have been the ones that lasted till m

orning and 
involved serving guests om

elettes stuffed with 
their own hair—

shorn off the night prior as they 
slept. In addition to her paintings, sculptures 
and written work, the artist is known for once 
sm

earing m
ustard on the soles of her feet in a 

swanky restaurant, for showing up to a party 
naked, and for declaring, “Painting is like m

aking 
strawberry jam

—
really carefully and well.”

Th
e very figure of Leonora C

arrington—
onetim

e 
girlfriend to M

ax Ernst, raised on a sm
all castle 

called C
rookhey H

all, the longest-living of all 
her Surrealist peers—

is ripe for m
ythologizing, 

especially as a witchy “wom
an surrealist” with 

deep ties to the kitchen. But there is a tendency 
in criticism

 of C
arrington’s visual and written 

work to collapse her life directly onto it. G
ranted, 

this is understandable considering her dinner 
party habits, which clearly have som

ething of 
the cauldron to them

, against the prom
inence 

in her work of the table, the cauldron, and the 
figural kitchen as sites of culinary-cum

-alchem
ical 

transform
ation. But accounts of her M

exico C
ity 

hom
e tend to betray her visitors’ surprise at how 

com
m

onplace her kitchen was: in reading between 

the lines of such descriptions of boxes of tea, cat 
food, oils and m

edications strewn about am
ong 

im
perfect 

crockery, 
decorative 

postcards 
and 

clippings of the English royal fam
ily, (C

onley 1) 
a yearning for som

e real-life origin of C
arrington’s 

artistic obsessions com
es to the fore.

Th
e 

general 
connection 

between 
food 

and 
C

arrington’s 
artistic 

practice 
has 

been 
well 

articulated; som
e critics go so far as to claim

 that, 
“For C

arrington, everything begins in the kitchen” 
(C

hénieux-G
endron 85). O

thers em
phasize the 

experim
ental m

ode of her interest in cooking: 
“Together, [Rem

edios Varo and C
arrington] began 

to experim
ent with cooking and, with a penchant 

for experim
ent and a taste for the ludicrous, they 

conducted pseudoscientific investigations using 
the kitchen as their laboratory,” noting that she 
was particularly interested in food rituals and 
em

phasizing the “correspondence between food 
preparation, m

agic and painting” (Aberth 60, 
2). C

arrington apparently saw cooking alm
ost 

as an artistic practice: “Th
e transit of food from

 
the kitchen to the table to consum

ption was, 
in particular, likened to alchem

ical processes of 
distillation and transform

ation, which in turn led 
to associations involving art production.” (Aberth 
64-5). H

er understanding of food is tied up with 
fixations on transform

ation, a generative force 
rather than som

ething m
erely consum

ed.  

In 
her 

short 
stories, 

C
arrington 

m
anipulates 

food as she m
ight any other aesthetic obsession. 

C
arrington’s 

unconventional, 
often 

grotesque 
representations of food in her paintings and 
writings can easily be glossed as a sym

bolic revolt 
against, or revision of, fem

inine dom
esticity as 

figured in the kitchen. But what to m
ake of the 

less obtuse “subversions” of fem
inine or dom

estic 
food-relations in C

arrington’s work, particularly 
in her stories? She figures food by turns as surface 
or accessory, or as indigestible, rotting, spoiled. 
W

hile the prevalence of such transform
ations and 

perm
utations in C

arrington’s work has been well 
traced, it is diffi

cult to parse out her feelings on 
the sym

bolic resonance of food given her overall 
disdain toward categorical thinking. Further, the 
knee-jerk im

pulse to identify in C
arrington’s life 

her life’s work is just the sort of thing she would 

likely have us avoid.

H
ans-U

lrich O
brist indulged this very im

pulse in 
an interview with C

arrington upon asking about 
the recurrence of equine im

agery in her paintings, 
trying to “locate a subjective origin” (Eburne 1) 
of the m

otif. C
arrington m

ade the pithy reply: “I 
used to ride a lot. M

y m
other was Irish and it is 

well known that the Irish have a tradition with 
horses. Th

is is a logical reply and I don’t think it’s 
really true. I don’t think it is that sim

ple, but I 
don’t really know” (Eburne 1). O

brist’s question 
im

plies an expectation that C
arrington ought to 

be held accountable for the them
es of her work 

and answer to their sym
bolic functions, hopefully 

aided by a biographical referent. In Jonathan P. 
Eburne’s words, O

brist “arrives at a dead end,” 
C

arrington effectively “flouting the term
s of the 

interview” with her final words on the subject—
but I don’t really know. Th

e artist revels in the 
realm

 of uncertainty, not rejecting the line of 
O

brist’s questioning entirely, but holding it in 
suspense.
 Th

is tendency toward logic that devolves into 
uncertainty is paradigm

atic of the way C
arrington’s 

work functions through a sort of willful non-
knowledge—

a quality found especially in her 
written work. C

arrington is not one to shy from
 

uncertainty, m
ultiplicity or hybridity; she has a 

penchant for anim
ating inanim

ate objects and 
m

aking hum
ans fall in love with anim

als who dress 
in fancy clothes. H

er fictive spaces are populated 
by hybrid creatures, transform

ations spiraling 
toward both life and death, and countless edible 
and inedible objects that are earnestly though 
inappropriately wielded.
 In this spirit of suspended certainty and an 
attem

pt to tem
per the im

pulse to constantly over-
determ

ine the significance of the artist’s biography, 
it seem

s only appropriate to consider C
arrington’s 

food im
agery as it asserts itself along the term

s of 
each story. Sweeping analytical attem

pts to decode 
her associative, obsessive oeuvre, to locate either 
origin or superstructure, tend to flatten the work. 
Th

at said, C
arrington’s writing can roughly (if at 

all) be characterized by a tendency to linger in 
lim

inality. In hungrier words, her stories assert 

them
selves 

neither 
through 

consum
ption 

nor 
rejection; they are caught up in a digestive m

ode.
 Food, in m

any stories, does not do its “job”—
that is, provide sustenance and perhaps fam

iliar 
com

forts to the eater, and by extension, to the 
reader. Turning to W

hite Rabbits, we see how 
C

arrington conflates rotting m
eat with the undead 

and dying, with leprosy. Th
e narrator of this story 

(who lives on Pest Street) takes it upon herself to 
buy a piece of m

eat and wait for it to decom
pose 

before bringing it to Ethel, her neighbor across 
the way. At the story’s outset, Ethel calls over, 
“D

o you happen to have any bad m
eat over there 

that you don’t need?” Th
e narrator cannot believe 

her ears, and Ethel repeats, “Any stinking m
eat? 

D
ecom

posed flesh m
eat?” (109). Th

e narrator pays 
Ethel and her husband, Lazarus, a visit to deliver 
her aged victuals, and soon discovers that the 
bad m

eat is for their beloved though carnivorous 
white rabbits. Plus, the anim

al-lovers are stricken 
with leprosy, all but undead zom

bies at this point. 
C

arrington’s tone, as usual, is decidedly m
atter-

of-fact, as though the narrator and her readers 
should have seen this deathly revelation com

ing. 
As readers, we feel slightly chided—

after all, the 
m

eat was intended to go bad from
 the beginning, 

but what was it m
eant to signify?  

 Th
e flesh m

eat the narrator buys expressly in order 
to let spoil is far from

 the only site of decay in this 
story. Ethel and Lazarus and even their house on 
Pest Street break down just the sam

e, devolving 
past conventions and utility. At the close of the 
story, poor Ethel’s fingers fall off, akin to how 
her doorbell breaks off when the narrator pulls 
it earlier in the story, before watching the door 
itself “[cave] inwards, adm

itting a ghastly sm
ell of 

putrid m
eat” (110). By suspending conventional 

ideas of how doors, rabbits, and neighbors can 
and cannot transform

, C
arrington gestures in this 

story to a sort of progress that sets itself up against 
utility—

the food is not good to eat, the people 
are m

ore dead than alive, and the story’s ends 
corresponds exactly with the narrator extricating 
herself from

 the festering house. As such, we are 
not asked to m

editate on the m
eaning of the events 

in the story; it all quite literally falls to pieces just 
as they converge.



39
40

 Is there a m
oral to be had here? M

aybe: D
on’t Talk 

to N
eighbors, or, N

ever Trust a W
hite Rabbit, 

or, Refrigeration is K
ey. W

e can eke just about 
anything we want out of the story, but C

arrington 
takes no definite stance. Accordingly, the dem

ands 
on her readers are sim

ultaneously low and high: 
while we are not expected to fully understand 
the workings of this world, to piece together 
som

e sem
blance of reason, we m

ust stick with 
the story through this unfam

iliar fictive space. 
To get through the story, we m

ust suspend our 
expectations and check linear logic at the door.
 For som

e, this is a tall order. C
ritic and poet 

Sue H
ubbard posits that these fictive spaces are 

m
icrocosm

ic. She com
plains that “C

arrington’s 
whim

sical dream
world[s]” are too self-involved, 

and that “the im
agery is often sim

ply inaccessible 
or boring…

C
arrington’s m

icrocosm
, full of furry 

beasties and grey ghosties, is rather like entering 
Tolkien’s work of asexual woolly-footed H

obbits. 
You long for som

ething a little less vapid, som
e 

real m
uscularity, som

e real sex” (33). H
ubbard 

wants C
arrington’s fiction to engage m

ore with the 
world outside of her own head, as “the problem

 
with dream

s and the inside of other people’s heads 
is that they are not very interesting to others” (33). 
C

arrington’s fiction, it seem
s, is just too plain 

fictive!
 G

ranted, a degree of frustration is understandable. 
C

arrington’s 
stories 

are 
perhaps 

an 
acquired 

taste. I take H
ubbard’s point: there are no easy 

assum
ptions to be m

ade regarding the logic of 
C

arrington’s constructed worlds, which seem
s to 

differ from
 story to story, and any rules of such 

fictive spaces enact them
selves only positively, 

known only by what is given the reader. In only 
a handful of stories, people readily converse and 
copulate with anim

als, food is lavishly prepared and 
rendered inedible, the idea of eating a gentlem

an’s 
m

ustaches is within the realm
 of possibility but 

dism
issed as uncouth for reasons unrelated to 

plausibility, vegetables are whipped by fine ladies, 
brawling cabbages reduce their opponents to slaw, 
and three brothers who live alone in the woods 
are indefinitely dism

ayed because all their hunting 
trophies are cursed to transform

 into sausages. But 

if not all this, what exactly does H
ubbard expect 

in term
s of “som

e real m
uscularity?” It would 

be m
ore direct perhaps to ask for “som

e real 
biography”—

this seem
s to be what H

ubbard is 
m

issing. In C
arrington’s interview with O

brist, she 
reveals a wariness of the need to trace fiction back 
to its “roots” in the real world, but H

ubbard goes 
so far as to explicitly conclude that C

arrington’s 
life is “m

ore interesting” (33) than her art.
 But what does the distinction between art and life 
have to do with C

arrington’s treatm
ent of food? 

For one, C
arrington handles food elaborately and 

experim
entally in her fictive spaces as in her own 

life—
food serves as a com

m
on denom

inator, an 
obsession of her artistic and everyday practice. For 
exam

ple, C
arrington abstained from

 food during 
M

ax Ernst’s internm
ent during W

W
II and took up 

vom
iting as a sym

bolic practice, claim
ing that the 

ejections sym
bolized M

ax him
self, “whom

 I had to 
elim

inate if I wanted to live” (W
alsh). Perhaps this 

tidbit possesses som
e of the m

uscularity H
ubbard 

is after. Second, C
arrington’s wavering treatm

ent 
of food in her stories suggests that the very im

pulse 
to know is a m

asculinist fiction in itself, and can 
be interrogated as an extension of the problem

 of 
fiction versus biography or “realness” in her work 
and life.
 “It is to our advantage to believe that we know,” 
C

arrington once said, “But it is obvious that 
absolute truths like the ones that were accepted 
in the tim

es of N
ewton and Euclid do not exist” 

(C
herem

 
27). 

N
otions 

of 
certainty, 

origins 
and absolute truth are restrictive and wholly 
beside the point. Th

e point, rather, seem
s to 

involve m
ovem

ent, generativity, the pursuit of 
indeterm

inate 
m

eaning. 
C

arrington’s 
stories 

im
part the condition of lingering in-between, 

leaving readers with a perpetual stom
ach ache, 

with food as a powerful site of lim
inality.

 W
hile C

arrington is widely acknowledged as a 
surrealist, she neither accepted nor rejected the 
label. Although she kept a dream

 journal diligently, 
C

arrington consistently attested that “she was not 
particularly interested in either Freud or Jung…
she insists that her work is rarely inspired by her 
dream

s” (Aberth 103). Further, she once told 

Joanna M
oorhead, her cousin and biographer, 

that she had never written a story that she did not 
consider autobiographical (M

oorhead).  G
iven the 

otherworldly quality of her writing, this is telling. 
C

arrington does not m
uch care to separate her life 

from
 her work, but ascribing the dream

y quality of 
her work wholly to her unconscious is apparently 
inaccurate. Perhaps this speaks to H

ubbard’s 
point—

the m
uscularity of C

arrington’s writing 
m

ay be found in its circum
stance as em

bodied 
surrealism

 em
bedded, baffl

ingly, in real-life; or 
perhaps this just m

akes H
ubbard’s problem

s with 
the writing all the m

ore “real.”
 Th

is is not to condem
n H

ubbard for privileging 
C

arrington’s life over her artworks, but rather 
to suggest that it could be an oversim

plification 
at the outset to assert stark divisions between 
her everyday interests and her artwork. W

hile 
C

arrington’s 
artistic 

and 
everyday 

obsessions 
inform

 each other, the idea that we can only 
truly know the work through her biography and 
handed-down anecdotes does a disservice to her 
vast body of work. W

hether or not C
arrington’s 

m
icrocosm

s are accessible to H
ubbard or anyone 

else, the real trouble here lies in the interpretation 
of fiction. C

onventionally, the “job” of fiction is 
to subtly but surely unveil som

e deeper truth that 
cannot be conveyed in plain language or without a 
story. Th

is interpretive m
ode dem

ands that fiction 
produces truth. In interpreting this productive 
fiction, 

we 
consum

e 
the 

truth. 
C

arrington’s 
stories, however, are diffi

cult to swallow.
 Insofar as C

arrington’s collected stories lack a 
coherent stance on the way her im

agery operates, 
they are “sim

ply inaccessible,” possibly boring, and 
diffi

cult to interpret from
 the outside. H

ubbard’s 
com

plaint of the work’s vapidity is a plea not 
only for som

e real-world referents, but for an 
assertive, m

uscular logic to organize C
arrington’s 

m
icrocosm

 for the purpose of translating it for 
readers, som

e consistency never delivered.
Logical inconsistencies and the suspension of 
organized m

eaning com
e up continually in A 

N
eutral M

an, for exam
ple. A “high ecclesiastical 

dignitary” takes a pork chop out of his “crim
son 

cum
m

erbund” and bestows it upon our narrator, 
whose face is painted green. Th

e dignitary presses 

the chop to her, saying, “Take it m
y daughter…

C
harity pours forth m

ercy equally on cats, the 
poor, and wom

en with green faces” (131). Later 
in the story, the narrator encounters the neutral 
m

an him
self, a certain M

r. M
acFrolick, who, as 

she recounts, “offered m
e a china dish (quite fine) 

on which rested his own m
oustache. I hesitated 

to accept the m
oustache, thinking perhaps he 

wanted m
e to eat it. H

e’s an eccentric, I thought” 
(134). O

ur narrator m
akes a hasty excuse not to 

eat the m
oustache, saying she is full already from

 
the “delicious chop,” which in fact, she did not 
eat but rather stowed, oozing, into her pocket, 
wanting to “m

ake a good im
pression.” M

acFrolick, 
clearly offended at this insinuation, replies, “Th

is 
m

oustache is not in any way edible. It is m
eant 

as a souvenir of this sum
m

er evening…
I m

ust 
add that this m

oustache has no m
agical power, 

but that its considerable size sets it apart from
 

com
m

on objects” (134). She accepts the m
an’s 

m
oustache and puts it too in her pocket, “where 

it im
m

ediately stuck to the disgusting pork chop” 
(134-5).  

To 
accept 

raw 
pork 

chops 
spirited 

from
 

cum
m

erbunds as tokens of charity but still get 
flustered over the “faux pas” (134) of confusing 
a 

m
oustache 

as 
an 

after-dinner-snack 
is 

to 
em

phatically disavow any sem
blance of consistency 

that m
ight lend itself to the interpretive project of 

decoding. M
acFrolick’s indignant assertion that his 

m
oustache is indeed inedible and, for that m

atter, 
not m

agical in the slightest but for its rem
arkable 

size, actually affi
rm

s the possibility that there 
are m

oustaches of m
ore considerable m

agical 
property than his, though perhaps they are not 
in circulation on this occasion. At other points in 
the story, however, C

arrington’s sym
bolism

 is so 
com

ically overt as to m
ock the search for m

eaning 
in literary im

agery and nam
ing. For instance, the 

narrator’s green face is alm
ost too m

uch at hom
e 

with the story’s atm
osphere of squeam

ishness; and 
she notes a sm

elly shrub while walking at night 
that the locals apparently call “it sm

ells at night” 
(133). In keeping the laws of this fictive space 
open with respect to sym

bolism
 and social codes, 

C
arrington holds definite m

eaning in suspense.
 Further, C

arrington refuses to end the story, 
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flouting her own term
s by declaring, “Th

ere is 
no proper ending to this story, which I recount 
here as an ordinary sum

m
er incident. Th

ere’s no 
ending because the episode is true, because all the 
people are still alive, and everyone is following his 
destiny” (136). Th

is story lacks “real m
uscularity” 

in the sense that it repels sym
bolic interpretation 

and as an “ordinary sum
m

er incident” m
ocks the 

relationship between truth and fiction.
 Th

is 
speculative 

work 
about 

C
arrington’s 

suspensive 
m

ode 
has 

affi
nities 

with 
Susan 

Suleim
an’s 

discussion 
of 

indeterm
inacy 

and 
m

im
icry. W

riting on C
arrington’s position as a 

black-hum
orist and wom

an surrealist, Suleim
an 

m
uses: 

“Assim
ilation 

[to 
characteristically 

m
asculine surrealist black hum

or] on the one 
hand, hostile parody on the other: is there 
an 

interm
ediate 

position 
between 

these 
two 

extrem
es? I think m

im
icry occupies that place…

am
biguous effects so that interpretation wavers” 

(8). Just as non-knowledge and the blurring of 
“real m

uscularity” or “real biography” work to 
undo the problem

 of interpretation, m
im

icry in 
C

arrington’s work operates in the sweet spot just 
between assim

ilation and total rejection.
 In a story called Th

e Th
ree H

unters, a character 
nam

ed M
cBologan offers to show our narrator 

som
e of his hunting trophies, which are forever 

cursed to transform
 into sausages as soon as they 

are preserved. C
arrington writes:

 W
alking through the long gallery, we arrived in a 

room
 well lit by som

e lam
ps. Th

ere was nothing 
but sausages. Sausages in aquarium

s, sausages in 
cages, sausages handing on the walls, sausages in 
sum

ptuous glass boxes. N
othing but sausages. I 

m
ay have shown a certain surprise. M

cBologan 
looked at his sausages. ‘Th

at,’ he said to m
e, 

‘Is the hand of destiny.’ I stood beside him
 in 

deep thought. ‘O
ne’s got to realize that nothing 

is eternal, that nothing’—
he contem

plated a 
landscape of sausages—

‘nothing is finally stronger 
than goodness’ (75).
 Th

e trophies of this tragicom
edy can be read as an 

obtuse critique of phallocentrism
 in representation 

and of the im
pulse to preserve trophies as sym

bolic 

proxies of m
asculine prowess, but the grander 

com
edy com

es with M
cBologan’s invocations 

of what he seem
s to understand as profound 

universal truths. (Indeed, “interpretation wavers.”) 
C

arrington highlights and parodies the practice 
of interpretation: her narrator stands deep in 
thought, but the activity is distant, prim

arily 
identified with configurations of bodies in space, 
while M

cBologan contem
plates the “landscape 

of sausages” and finds him
self m

aking only the 
largest possible statem

ents about eternity and 
m

orality. Th
e subject of derision here is the idea 

that poor m
isguided M

cBologan can derive from
 

his im
potent trophies the m

ost grandiose and 
absolute truths of life, destiny, m

orality. Trophies 
are placeholders, proxies of m

eaning, and are 
supposed to function as tangible signifiers of 
som

ething dom
inated—

this is not the case here.
 In 

m
im

icking 
M

cBologan 
and 

his 
sausages, 

C
arrington plays in the field between rejecting 

and affi
rm

ing the workings of sym
bolism

 and 
artistic interpretation. In doing so with food—

a 
hall full of sausages—

she further confounds the 
codes of her own fictive realm

. N
ot only does food 

transform
 in C

arrington’s stories and work beyond 
its conventional m

eans, the internal interpretations 
of what food can signify transform

s from
 story to 

story. So broadly, we understand that C
arrington 

is toying with what food can and cannot be in 
her stories, but we are not privy to how these 
com

plications m
ay or m

ay not set up tenuous 
rules of C

arrington’s fictive space writ large. Even 
her characters seem

 to be in disagreem
ent as to 

whose m
ustaches can be eaten and how to tell 

whether they possess m
agical properties.

 C
arrington’s 

aesthetics 
verge 

toward 
non-

knowledge 
through 

this 
confusion. 

Indeed, 
C

arrington’s signature suspension of certainty 
operates not unlike that which D

errida identifies 
as 

the 
deconstructionist 

reading 
of 

a 
text. 

Th
e 

deconstructionist 
reading, 

in 
D

errida’s 
form

ulation, “would m
ean respect for that which 

cannot be eaten—
respect for that in a text which 

cannot be assim
ilated.”

 In 
speculating 

“the 
relationship 

between 
understanding and eating,” D

errida considers 

“the very notion of com
prehension as a kind of 

incorporation.” W
hile C

arrington’s work m
ight 

just as soon be described as the churnings of a 
proverbial cauldron as pastiche, it is perhaps m

ore 
entrenched in am

algam
ation than assim

ilation. In 
D

errida’s form
ulation, C

arrington’s undertaking 
of hybridity and transform

ation would constitutes 
a sort of sym

bolic digestion, but stop just short 
of total assim

ilation. But if there is a relationship 
between understanding and eating in C

arrington’s 
writing, it is not as clear-cut as D

errida m
ight have 

it; for C
arrington, consum

ption does not directly 
connote understanding.

It seem
s fitting then, that hardly any food in 

C
arrington’s short stories is, at first blush, edible. 

If it is, it is also often highly aestheticized as a 
ritual object of preparation for a banquet or feast. 
he value of food in C

arrington’s written work 
seem

s gestural, stylistic or a function of shock, 
not unlike the heady literalism

 of hair-om
elettes 

and m
ustardy feet. Still, C

arrington seem
s to 

pose real questions about m
eaning and certainty: 

W
hat happens when food is not doing its proper 

job? H
ow do we assign m

eaning to sym
bols that 

oscillate between functionality and aestheticism
? 

Is eating a form
 of com

prehension? Is digestion or 
indigestion a better one?

C
arrington’s stories broaden what it m

eans to 
consum

e. In so thoroughly divorcing food from
 the 

realm
 of fuel-to-energy conversion—

eat to live—
C

arrington invites her readers not necessarily to 
live or read to eat, but rather to linger on the very 
m

ateriality of the sticky pork chop clinging to the 
hairs of the questionably edible m

oustache and 
to sm

ell the festering flesh m
eat on Pest Street. 

C
arrington lavishes attention on her descriptions 

of food regardless of whether it is edible. In Th
e 

Sisters, she describes:
 M

eat, wine, cakes, all half eaten, were heaped 
around them

 in extravagant abundance. H
uge 

pots of jam
 spilled on the floor and m

ade a sticky 
lake around their feet. Th

e carcass of a peacock 
decorated Jum

art’s head. H
is beard was full of 

sauces, fish heads, crushed fruit. H
is gown was 

torn and stained with all sorts of food (98)
 

Th
ese are the last lines of a story that follows 

Engadine, a m
aid, and D

rusille and her sister, 
Juniper, who has to be locked away because she is 
slowly turning into a bird-wom

an, as preparations 
are m

ade for a m
eal greeting Jum

art, a bankrupt 
king and D

rusille’s lover. At the end of the story, 
Juniper frees herself and attacks and sucks the 
lifeblood of Engadine, possibly because D

rusille 
refused to bring her any red wine. Th

e closing 
tableau is a m

ess of food and bodies, characterized 
by its halfway state. Som

ething of the hybridity 
of the scene is apocalyptic: food is m

ingled with 
anim

als and people, people are turning into 
anim

als, a bird-wom
an m

akes a m
eal of a m

aid. 
Th

ere are no rules to this consum
ption, only that 

consum
ption is taking place on m

any levels. At 
one point in the story, Jum

art tells D
rusille to 

kiss him
 so that he m

ight eat her m
igraine away 

(94). To say the least, this final table-scape is not 
calculated to pique one’s appetite, at least not for 
jam

 or cakes: whoever wanted to find a beard-hair 
am

ong their fish heads? C
onsum

ption here works 
alm

ost as a set of aim
less flows. It is relational 

rather than utilitarian, a m
eans perhaps without 

an end; indigestible, or perpetually digesting.
 C

arrington once said, “M
y stom

ach is society” 
(W

alsh), 
directly 

connecting 
her 

personal 
consum

ption to the happenings of society at 
large, to all the inhabitants of Earth, obviating a 
sym

bolic hypersensitivity that entrenches eating 
or the abstention from

 eating in the way she 
relates to the world and understands her place 
within it. D

errida’s idea of assim
ilation, however, 

strains to align eating with hom
ogeneity, whereas 

C
arrington’s work privileges indigestion as the 

generative layover between total com
prehension 

and utter rejection, between “subjective origins” 
and “grey ghosties.”
 Still, the idea of keeping truth at a distance is 
tied to the idea that we m

ust look carefully to 
the assum

ptions and system
s that inform

 our 
understanding of the world and consider their 
falsity before attem

pting to posit anything new. 
Th

is is a postm
odern, anti-authoritarian and 

anti-m
asculinist idea—

that false truth cannot be 
replaced with a “new” or better truth, but that 
truth and assim

ilative form
s of knowledge are 
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dism
issed as both repressive and reductive.

 In this spirit, C
arrington’s writing is perhaps best 

taken with a side of ontological indigestion than 
swallowed whole. But then how can we approach 
com

prehending C
arrington’s seem

ingly m
oral-

free, extra-logical parables? Is the suspense of 
assim

ilation, of com
prehension adm

irable, or 
should we stand with H

ubbard in dem
anding 

that C
arrington just swallow her food already? 

Is there a difference, ultim
ately, in trying to 

collapse C
arrington’s legendary food pranks and 

her fictional food im
agery onto each other and 

urging ourselves to take C
arrington com

pletely 
at her word, trying to swallow the whole as an 
autobiographical-artistic arc?
 Earlier, I glossed this gravitation in C

arrington’s 
work toward non-knowledge as “paradigm

atic.” 
C

arrington, 
however, 

has 
dism

issed 
the 

very 
notion of paradigm

s as “a transitory convention 
for m

an” (C
herem

 27). W
here does this leave us? 

W
hat lies beyond the realm

 of paradigm
s?

 H
er short stories offer readers to go about reading 

in a new way not prim
arily concerned with whether 

we can consum
e and assim

ilate her work—
to 

fully com
prehend it—

but in positing som
ething 

m
ore generative, to be had through the digestive 

confusion of art, truth and fiction. Th
e artist once 

wrote that “It is quite possible that there are not 
answers which are profound and com

prehensive 
at the sam

e tim
e” (H

ubbard 33). If anything, 
her 

stories 
are 

profound 
and 

com
prehensive 

introductions to her own sort of hybrid writing—
by turns literal and allusive, at all tim

es apparently 
autobiographical 

and 
unconcerned 

with 
straight realism

 or objective truths. U
ltim

ately, 
C

arrington’s stories are a window on her way of 
thinking, artifacts of artistic realism

; rather than 
com

ing fully into being when read, or consum
ed, 

C
arrington’s work is so fully fleshed-out, so fully 

in conversation with its own devices, that we 
are subjects of the work and not harbingers of 
interpretation. Like her hair-om

elettes and pork 
chops and m

oustaches presented on fine china, 
C

arrington’s stories are perhaps less for dinner-
party guests or readers than for her own practice. 
Part and parcel of her artwork and her life’s work, 
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Black Radicalism
 and 

the Politics of W
riting: 

Lessons from
 the 

Archive
An Interview with Brent H

ayes 
Edwards 

Brent H
ayes Edwards is a Professor in the 

D
epartm

ent of English and Com
parative Literature 

at Colum
bia U

niversity, where he is also affi
liated 

with the Center for Jazz Studies and the Institute 
for Com

parative Literature and Society. H
is 

publications include the books Th
e Practice of 

D
iaspora: Literature, Translation, and the Rise 

of Black Internationalism
 (2003) and, m

ost 
recently, Epistrophies: Jazz and the Literary 
Im

agination (2017) and the translation of M
ichel 

Leiris’s Phantom
 Africa (2017). H

is current book 
projects include a history of the “loft jazz” scene in 
downtown M

anhattan in the 1970s and “Black 
Radicalism

 and the Archive,” based on the D
u Bois 

Lectures that Edwards presented at H
arvard in 

2015.

Th
is interview was conducted by Sam

 Lim
-Kim

berg 
and Sebastian M

azza, editors of CJLC. 

Sebastian M
azza: W

e thought we’d begin by 
asking you about the classes you’ve been teaching 
over the past decade or so about issues related 
to archives, including the sem

inars “Black 
Radicalism

 and the Archive” and “Th
e Archival 

Im
agination.” W

e’re hoping this m
ight be a way 

to open up a m
ore general conversation about 

the black radical historiography and the politics 
of the archive. C

an you tell us about the genesis 
of this part of your teaching?
 Brent H

ayes Edw
ards: A good deal of m

y 

teaching and scholarship touches on issues 
related to archival research in one way or 
another. Th

ose two classes are graduate sem
inars. 

Th
ey’re different in orientation. “Th

e Archival 
Im

agination” is a class about the relations 
between the practice of fiction and historical 
archives. Th

e title is m
eant to suggest the ways 

that som
e historical fiction takes som

ething 
like an archival approach to the past —

 that 
is, im

agines the novel itself as functioning as a 
sort of assem

blage or com
pendium

 of historical 
evidence. Som

etim
es it’s about the archive as 

a setting, with characters doing historical or 
forensic research; think of Byatt’s Possession or 
O

ndaatje’s Anil’s G
host. But it’s also that the 

archive com
es to serve as a form

al m
odel. Th

at 
is, books like Sebald’s Th

e Em
igrants or D

avid 
Bradley’s Th

e Chaneysville Incident or H
em

on’s 
Th

e Lazarus Project seem
 to be structured “like” 

archives, as collections of fragm
ents and traces, 

even to the point of including photographs, 
m

aps, and diagram
s.

Th
is isn’t a new thing, of course. You could 

even argue that this is one of the fundam
ental 

issues in the novel, som
ething you can find 

pretty m
uch everywhere, from

 C
ervantes’s D

on 
Q

uixote to Potocki’s M
anuscrit trouvé à Saragosse 

or D
efoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year, all the 

way up to, say, M
arlon Jam

es’s A Brief H
istory 

of Seven Killings. But you can m
ake the case 

that the stakes are different in the m
odern era 

when, as Foucault teaches us, the archive serves 
such a crucial role in the m

echanism
s of social 

power, from
 the legal system

 to the slave trade 
to colonial adm

inistration. In that context, to 
im

agine a novel as a kind of archive can be a way 
to im

agine an alternative to the m
onopolization 

of the historical record —
 an “outside” to the 

state, an “otherwise” to em
pire.

“Black Radicalism
 and the Archive” is m

ore 
of a hands-on sem

inar about archival practice: 
the technical aspects of collecting, classifying, 
and preserving. It’s not m

eant to be a training 
class, but we do talk a lot about what processing 
archivists actually do: how they organize 
m

aterials into a “collection” in the first place; 
how they com

pose a finding aid. W
hen 

researchers work in libraries and archives, we 
often take finding aids for granted —

 it’s just a 
tool; it’s the listing that tells you where to find 
m

aterials stored in a given collection —
 but a 

finding aid is a textual subgenre in its own right, 
with its own protocols, even its own poetics.

Th
e first tim

e I taught the class was 2009, and 
since then I’ve offered it every other year. About 
a decade ago, M

ichael Ryan, the form
er director 

of the Rare Book and M
anuscript Library 

on the 6th Floor of Butler, was instrum
ental 

in bringing a num
ber of collections related 

to black intellectual and political history to 
C

olum
bia, and that com

m
itm

ent has continued 
and expanded under the current director, Sean 
Q

uim
by, and his staff of curators. I cam

e to 
C

olum
bia in 2007, and not long after that I 

heard that the libraries were in negotiation to 
acquire two m

ajor collections: the papers of 
the poet and activist Am

iri Baraka and of the 
Trinidadian intellectual C

. L. R. Jam
es. I realized 

that RBM
L had a critical m

ass of collections 
connected to the black radical tradition: not 
only Jam

es and Baraka, but also the C
aribbean 

socialist and black nationalist H
ubert H

arrison, 
and the queer scrapbook-m

aker and H
arlem

 
Renaissance salon host Alexander G

um
by, am

ong 
others. D

espite the differences am
ong these 

figures, it’s a rather glaringly m
ale group; but in 

the end that seem
ed like it could be interesting 

to think about m
asculinity and archival practice, 

especially when there were other collections at 
C

olum
bia, like the papers of H

ettie Jones and 
C

onstance W
ebb, that could provide a sort of 

counterweight in considering the lives of som
e of 

these m
en. I asked if I could put together a class 

in RBM
L that would give students a chance to 

dig into the collections them
selves —

 to get their 
hands dirty, as it were.

Th
e basic prem

ise of the class is sim
ple. W

e do 
read classic works by these intellectuals —

 Jam
es’s 

Beyond a Boundary, Baraka’s Th
e D

ead Lecturer 
—

 and som
etim

es we use the collections the 
way literary scholars and intellectual historians 
norm

ally do: we look at a first draft of a poem
 

to get a sense of Baraka’s revision process, or 
we look at Jam

es’s letters or H
arrison’s diary to 

contextualize som
e part of their careers. But I try 

to get the students to think about it from
 another 

perspective: to consider H
arrison, G

um
by, 

Jam
es, and Baraka as them

selves deeply involved 
in archiving. All these intellectuals collected 
m

aterials that were related not only to their own 
writing, but also to the institutions, publications, 
and events they were involved in. To put it 
sim

ply, the question is: what would it m
ean to 

consider the im
pulse to preserve a docum

entary 
trace of the past as itself political: to consider 
archival practice not as passive accum

ulation —
 

m
uch less antiquarianism

, a fetishistic investm
ent 

in the past —
 but instead as a practice integral to 

black radicalism
?

 SM
: So it’s about learning to see a person’s 

collecting practice as political?
 B

H
E: Yes, in part. But it ends up being m

ore 
com

plicated than that sounds. H
ubert H

arrison, 
for exam

ple, was a labor organizer in the 1910s 
and 1920s. H

e was one of the m
ost fam

ous street 
speakers in N

ew York in that era: a soapbox 
orator who attracted huge crowds in U

nion 
Square and on 125th Street in H

arlem
. In other 

words, very m
uch what we’d now call a “public 

intellectual.” But looking at his papers in RBM
L, 

you see that at the sam
e tim

e he was keeping 
these m

eticulous scrapbooks on all sorts of 
topics, with quirky titles —

 “Th
e C

olor Line”; 
“W

eltpolitik”; “Th
e W

hite M
an at H

om
e: M

oral 
and Political”; “M

ea H
istorica”; “Em

inent M
en 

and Rem
arkable D

eeds” —
 spending hours alone 

at hom
e cutting and pasting and annotating 

articles from
 all kinds of periodicals.

But it’s not quite right to say that the street 
speaking was his “public” side, and the 
scrapbooking som

e sort of “private” practice. In 
his diary, he som

etim
es notes that he borrowed 

a scrapbook from
 a friend or colleague, or that 

he went to N
ew Jersey to look at som

eone’s 
scrapbook on a given subject. In other words, in 
that era, scrapbooks weren’t necessarily personal 
docum

ents or fam
ily heirloom

s. Th
ey were 

shared: they were also public, just on a different 
level. Th

e Alexander G
um

by collection in 
RBM

L includes m
ore than 160 scrapbooks he 
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m
ade about various topics in African diasporic 

history. W
hen he had his salon on Fifth Avenue 

and 130th Street in the 1920s, they were on 
display, and you could go there and peruse his 
collection. Scrapbooks were an alternate m

ode of 
circulation to the newspaper or the library, even 
as scrapbooks also served as ways to filter and re-
organize other sorts of print, like a cut-out article 
or illustration.
 SM

: You m
entioned that you’ve taught m

ultiple 
iterations of the “Black Radicalism

” sem
inar over 

the years. H
ow has it changed over tim

e? H
ow 

has your thinking and practice evolved?

B
H

E: Th
e first tim

e I taught it was just after 
the Baraka and Jam

es collections had arrived, 
which m

eant that they hadn’t been processed. 
Th

e m
aterials were still m

ostly in the boxes they 
had arrived in. N

orm
ally libraries don’t let you 

look at collections at that stage. But the RBM
L 

staff graciously allowed us to consult som
e of 

the m
aterials. I realized that it although it was 

a challenge in som
e ways —

 stuff was all m
ixed 

together, it was hard to know where to start 
—

 it was also illum
inating, because it gave us 

“direct access,” as it were, to Baraka’s own way of 
collecting. W

hy did he decide to keep 24 copies 
of that particular photo of M

aya Angelou? W
hy 

was that M
alcolm

 X research m
aterial on top of 

the letters from
 N

ina Sim
one? W

e were able to 
ask these sorts of questions, which are exactly 
the facets of the collection that disappear from

 
view once the processing archivist organizes it 
according to logical categories like date, genre, 
and subject m

atter. I had each student choose a 
box out of the nearly 300 boxes in the collection 
and create a prelim

inary inventory of whatever 
they found. Baraka had hired assistants over the 
years who had helped him

 keep listings of the 
contents, but they didn’t always m

atch what was 
actually in the boxes.

For that first version of the class in 2009, we 
were also fortunate to have visitors com

e to the 
class: Robert A. H

ill, the executor of the Jam
es 

estate; Jeff Perry, the H
arrison biographer; and 

Am
iri Baraka him

self. Th
e day with Baraka was 

eye-opening: he m
ade it clear just how conscious 

he was of the need to docum
ent black political 

history —
 how aware he was that collecting was 

itself a radical act.

Teaching the class on m
ultiple occasions, I’ve 

found that there are ways to build on previous 
versions. Som

etim
es we look at an inventory 

prepared by students from
 a prior year. A couple 

of students have even com
e back to visit a later 

version of the sem
inar. In fact, one student 

from
 the 2009 class was selected for the RBM

L 
internship program

 where they train graduate 
students in archival processing —

 and he ended 
up being the person who processed the Baraka 
papers!

Because it was so interesting to look at Baraka 
and Jam

es right when they arrived, I’ve also tried 
to find other collections that are “m

inim
ally 

processed,” as librarians put it. So I’ve changed 
the syllabus and added som

e other things, m
ost 

recently with the papers of the dancer Arthur 
M

itchell.
 Sam

 Lim
-K

im
berg: W

e were looking at your 
essay, “Taste of the Archive” [C

allaloo 35.4 
(Fall 2012): 944-972], and noticing that in the 
way you introduce C

laude M
cK

ay’s archive in 
that essay, it seem

s that part of the excitem
ent 

stem
s from

 the relationship between M
cK

ay’s 
“transitory and im

pecunious life,” or his life as 
a self-described “vagabond poet,” on the one 
hand, and his practice of collecting, on the other. 
And we couldn’t help thinking about that issue 
in M

cK
ay’s life in dialogue with a line in D

avid 
Scott’s essay, “O

n Th
e Archaeologies of Black 

M
em

ory” [Sm
all Axe 26 (June 2008): v-xvi], 

where he fram
es the significance of the M

arcus 
G

arvey archives in term
s of what he calls “an 

activity of thinking and im
agination that opened 

out vast possibilities not just of m
em

ory but of 
counter-m

em
ory: the m

oral idiom
 and sem

iotic 
registers of rem

em
bering against the grain of 

the history of N
ew W

orld black deracination, 
subjection, and exclusion.” In both, though in 
m

arkedly different ways, there seem
s to be a way 

in which one m
ust think about the archive as 

produced or preserved under conditions hostile 
to what one m

ight conventionally think of as the 

stability, constancy, or lastingness of the historical 
record. And so we were wondering how this 
changes the way one thinks about the archive, 
reads the archive, etc.
 B

H
E: From

 one perspective, “Th
e Taste of the 

Archive” is all about the relationship between 
personal archives, individual collecting practices 
—

 in the way I was just talking about with 
H

arrison and Baraka —
 and what we so often 

assum
e “the archive” to be: a product of a central 

authority, whether the state or a church or a 
corporation, where the ongoing processes of 
adm

inistration produce a layering of historical 
“records” that consolidate that authority.

Part of what D
avid is writing about in that article 

is that when you think of archival practice in this 
expanded sense, including things that happen 
outside of the purview of the state, it becom

es 
apparent that you’re dealing with som

ething that 
can only be called counter-archival. Archival 
work is political because there’s never just one 
archive. And as the historian of photography 
Shawn M

ichelle Sm
ith has put it, archives 

“contest” each other. So H
ubert H

arrison, in 
his scrapbooks, isn’t just clipping newspaper 
articles haphazardly. H

e juxtaposes things from
 

very different places —
 a piece from

 the N
ew 

York Tim
es next to an editorial from

 M
arcus 

G
arvey’s N

egro W
orld —

 and reorganizes them
 

under new headings, like “Th
e W

hite M
an at 

H
om

e” or “O
ddities and Freaks.” Th

e Tim
es 

would never run a recurring feature called “Th
e 

W
hite M

an at H
om

e,” but H
arrison’s scrapbook 

m
akes us “see” that category as im

plicit in the 
paper’s coverage. So his scrapbooks are a kind of 
counter-archival practice: they run against the 
grain of a m

ainstream
 newspaper like the Tim

es, 
showing us what it takes for granted and what it 
leaves out. Th

ere’s a critical sensibility em
bedded 

in his scrapbooks, in other words, that allows 
for a different “m

oral idiom
,” as D

avid says —
 a 

different way of rem
em

bering.

W
ith M

cK
ay, it’s a little m

ore straightforward. 
G

iven how uprooted he was in the 1920s and 
early 1930s, his “vagabond” years, when he 
lived not only in H

arlem
 but also in London, 

M
oscow, Berlin, Paris, M

arseille, Barcelona, and 
Tangier, it’s just rem

arkable to m
e how m

uch 
stuff he did m

anage to keep. It’s nowhere near as 
oppositional as what’s going on with H

arrison. 
But I am

 trying to say that in the things he did 
keep, even som

ething as seem
ingly m

inor as the 
single photograph I’m

 focusing on, there is a way 
to read for that counter-archival charge.
 SM

: Since we’ve already brought Scott and Sm
ith 

into the conversation: how do you consider your 
own work on archives in relation to broader 
developm

ents in the fields of literary studies, 
black radical history, or African diasporic studies?
 B

H
E: Th

at focus on the counter-archive has 
em

erged in scholarship across a few different 
fields over the past few decades. It’s there in 
Subaltern Studies when Ranajit G

uha says that 
you can use the colonial records of counter-
insurgency —

 in other words, the em
pire putting 

out fires, trying to crush rebellions am
ong the 

“natives” —
 to gain a sense of insurgent or 

subaltern consciousness. You read those colonial 
records against the grain. It becom

es a m
ajor 

issue in colonial historiography in general in the 
work of scholars like Antoinette Burton, Th

om
as 

Richards, N
icholas D

irks, and Ann Laura Stoler, 
just to nam

e a few. And it’s taken up in a slightly 
different register in African diasporic studies, 
especially in the historiography of the trans-
Atlantic slave trade and of black radicalism

: 
C

edric Robinson, M
ichel-Rolph Trouillot, 

Stephanie Sm
allwood, M

arisa Fuentes, Sim
on 

G
ikandi, D

avid K
azanjian. So I’d say that what 

I’ve been doing is very m
uch in dialogue with 

these larger trends.

I lifted the title of m
y essay on M

cK
ay, “Th

e 
Taste of the Archive,” from

 a book by Arlette 
Farge, an eighteenth-century French historian 
who collaborated with Foucault. H

er little book 
Le G

oût de l’archive —
 which has since com

e out 
in English translation under the title Th

e Allure 
of the Archives —

 is an attem
pt to write about 

the affective experience of doing research. It’s 
about what it feels like to be in an archive —

 
to be drawn to, to be under the allure of, that 
illusion of proxim

ity to the past. You open a 
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scrapbook that Alexander G
um

by glued together 
in the 1930s, or you unfold C

. L. R. Jam
es’s 

taped-together, handwritten m
anuscript of N

otes 
on D

ialectic, and you feel that som
ehow you’re 

right there with them
. I’m

 writing about the 
“taste” of M

cK
ay’s archive now, to m

e: what it 
feels like to wade through the stuff he saved. But 
I’m

 also trying to think about what it m
eant for 

him
. O

ne of the photos I write about has visible 
puncture m

arks, probably from
 being tacked to 

a wall. I’m
 trying to think about what it m

eant 
to him

 to hold on to these things —
 the reasons 

they becam
e things he needed to live with, to 

look at.
 SM

: To talk about the individual versus the 
com

m
unity or group m

ight fall prey to a sort of 
public-private binary, but it’s striking how m

uch 
these stories have to do with the idiosyncrasies 
of particular people: M

cK
ay, H

arrison, G
um

by. 
D

oes it m
ake sense to think about the archiving 

practices of a given individual as a counterpoint 
to an institutional sort of thinking?
 B

H
E: W

ell, it goes without saying that in 
institutional archives, individuals are there too. 
W

e just don’t always think about it that way. 
Ann Laura Stoler has a book called Along the 
Archival G

rain about the D
utch East Indies 

in the nineteenth century. It’s called Along the 
Archival G

rain because she tries to read for what 
she calls the “com

m
on sense” of colonialism

, not 
against the grain but with it: the way the em

pire 
saw the world. She uses a phrase from

 Foucault: 
any archive has a “grid of intelligibility” built 
into it, a set of assum

ptions about what m
atters 

and what doesn’t. But it’s also a book all about 
individual colonial adm

inistrators and clerks 
m

aking individual decisions about what to 
record and how to record it. So “com

m
on sense” 

isn’t fixed and set, she says. It’s m
ade through the 

accum
ulation of individual decisions about what 

counts, and the som
etim

es awkward dialogue 
am

ong individual actors. And those decisions 
and dialogues are racked with what she calls 
“epistem

ic anxieties”: tensions, uncertainties, 
m

issed signals. Th
e other insight here is that just 

as archives are always incom
plete —

 structured 
by their silences, what they leave out, as m

uch 

as by what they save —
 archives are also always 

heterogeneous, internally divided. Th
ere are 

counter-forces inside any given archive, too.

Th
is isn’t just about the im

perial state. It’s there 
in M

cK
ay’s archive, too, the ways that part of 

what you’re seeing there is him
 “collecting” his 

relationships with som
e of the people around 

him
. But if you look at the journals and 

correspondence of som
e of the people he crossed 

paths with in M
orocco (C

harles H
enri Ford, 

H
enri C

artier-Bresson, Anita Reynolds, Paul 
Bowles), you realize that they all had not just 
different perspectives on their interactions but 
also a different “com

m
on sense” about what was 

worth docum
enting. Th

ere’s a book called Special 
D

elivery that collects C
. L. R. Jam

es’s letters in 
the 1940s to his wife C

onstance W
ebb. Th

ey’re 
am

azing: insightful and politically engaged and 
passionate. But it’s a one-way collection because, 
while she carefully kept all the letters he sent her, 
Jam

es didn’t keep her letters to him
. Th

at idea of 
a “grid of intelligibility” sounds dry, but there’s 
all kinds of hum

an m
essiness up in there: anxiety, 

desire, confusion, m
isunderstanding, projection, 

and —
 not least —

 ego.
 SLK

: In som
e of your work, there’s a sort of 

speculative aspect to writing about the archive, 
which seem

s to be linked with the counter-
archival im

pulses you’ve been talking about. 
Som

e of the recent writing about archives calls 
for a practice of what’s been called “critical 
fabulation,” which is som

etim
es fram

ed as a 
redressive practice. As a writer, how do you think 
of the archive not only as historical deposit, but 
also as a sort of im

petus for literary innovation?
 B

H
E: I’ve written a num

ber of things now, 
like the M

cK
ay piece, in an experim

ental form
 

that I call “orchestrated fragm
ents.” It involves 

a serial assem
blage of short prose sections, 

each no longer than a few paragraphs. Th
ere’s 

no narrative through-line —
 and there are 

som
etim

es abrupt shifts in focus or style from
 

one section to another —
 but, hopefully, as you 

go through it you notice things that recur, a loose 
pattern or harm

onic structure that develops. It 
helps m

e to think of it as “orchestrated” because 

the prevailing m
etaphor is m

usical: I’m
 trying 

to weave the sections together suggestively, 
som

ething like the way a com
poser interweaves 

the contrapuntal “voices” of a fugue.

In “Th
e Taste of the Archive” and in m

y other 
pieces in this form

, like m
y essay about the 

brief collaboration between the jazz trum
peter 

Lester Bowie and the Afrobeat legend Fela Kuti 
[“C

rossroads Republic,” Transition 97 (2007): 
94-118], som

e of the fragm
ents are fiction. It’s 

m
eant as a provocation. It’s m

eant to m
ake the 

reader ask what is the role of speculation in this 
work that is also obviously deeply invested in 
historical research. Because at the sam

e tim
e, I’m

 
clearly m

aking claim
s about som

ething historical, 
som

ething that really happened —
 som

ething 
that’s em

pirically verifiable.

Th
e essay you’re alluding to is m

y colleague 
Saidiya H

artm
an’s “Venus in Two Acts,” which 

is fram
ed as a sort of follow-up or postlude 

to her book Lose Your M
other [“Venus in Two 

Acts,” Sm
all Axe 26 (2008): 1-14]. She revisits 

one of the chapters of her book that recounts a 
terrifying episode, the violation and m

urder of 
two girls on a slave ship, because in confronting 
the thinness of the archive —

 the incident is only 
m

entioned glancingly in one legal transcript —
 

she found herself unable to go beyond a certain 
point, unable to let speculation or im

agination 
fill in the gaps of the historical record. It com

es 
to em

blem
atize the whole ethical problem

 of 
dealing with the archive of the M

iddle Passage: 
how do you keep from

 sim
ply repeating the 

annihilation of these individual lives in retelling 
these stories? C

an you do it in a way that doesn’t 
just rehearse the “com

m
on sense” of the slave 

trade, in which girls like these were assum
ed to 

be disposable? Th
e problem

 is, if you go too far, 
if you im

agine too m
uch, you risk rom

anticizing 
their lives, which only seem

s to underline the 
fact that they can’t be recovered or redeem

ed. 
So she ends up calling for a strategy of “critical 
fabulation,” which m

eans a way of writing that 
would both tell an “im

possible story” and, she 
says, in the process “am

plify the im
possibility of 

its telling.”  

It’s a m
istake, though, to think it’s a m

atter 
of em

pirical docum
entation on one side and 

“im
agination” on the other. Right from

 the start 
of the essay, she points out that the archive is 
already a realm

 of im
agination. “Venus” isn’t 

the girl’s real nam
e: the only nam

e we have for 
her is the slave ship captain’s euphem

ism
, which 

already projects her into the realm
 of sexual 

fantasy and violability. So in writing with the 
archive, you’re already dealing with fabulation 
—

 a m
ixture of “fact” and “fancy,” as W

. E. B. 
D

u Bois puts it in his novel D
ark Princess. Th

e 
ethical issue is how you do so. C

ritical fabulation 
m

eans writing against the grain of the archive by 
shifting the relationship between fact and fancy: 
you em

phasize the gaps, the silences, the “un-
tellability” of the story, even as you tell it.
Th

ere’s a lot m
ore to say about this, and there’s 

a long tradition of black literature that you 
could argue operates at this interface: not just 
D

u Bois, but also M
cK

ay, O
usm

ane Sem
bène, 

Toni M
orrison, G

ayl Jones, Ishm
ael Reed, Erna 

Brodber, D
aniel M

axim
in, Junot D

iaz, M
arlon 

Jam
es. O

f course, the stakes aren’t always the 
sam

e. Saidiya’s extrapolating from
 an extrem

e 
case, the archive of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, 
and it seem

s to m
e that the ethical issues there 

shouldn’t be taken as paradigm
atic for writing 

about archives in general. But there are ethical 
stakes even in taking up critical fabulation 
with M

cK
ay. Th

e question isn’t where I do 
m

ake recourse to fiction, but where I don’t. If 
you think about it, you’ll notice that there are 
things I could have speculated about —

 first of 
all, how M

cK
ay got the photo in the first place 

—
 but decline to. W

hen there’s fiction in “Th
e 

Taste of the Archive,” it arises as speculation 
about specific events given in the historical 
archive (som

ething M
cK

ay m
entions in his 

autobiography or Ford records in his diary). Th
e 

places where I write fiction are the places where 
there’s a kind of archival anchor, like the pitons 
a m

ountain clim
ber drives into the rock face to 

secure the rope. It’s already there, a spike left in 
the rock, and I use it to intuit a different angle 
for the sam

e ascent.
 SM

: Speaking of archival m
aterial as som

ething 
like pitons —

 m
aterial around which speculation 
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can happen —
 we were interested in asking 

you about the way your sentences often stand 
in relationship to quotations, sum

m
arizing or 

rehearsing quotations but also standing am
ong 

them
, like elem

ents of a collage to som
e degree. 

Th
ere also seem

s to be a way in which the collage 
or collage-like proxim

ity extends to the level of 
the relationship between paragraphs and essay 
sections nested inside each other or next to 
each other, som

ehow m
etonym

ically linked. It 
feels like here a quotation doesn’t only provide 
evidence but also gives a “feeling” of things, not 
unlike what you said earlier about the illusion 
you get in the archive, seeing the handwriting 
on a historical docum

ent. Som
etim

es the way 
you use quotations seem

s designed to enact 
som

ething that the film
m

aker Arthur Jafa has 
called “affective proxim

ity” in relation to his own 
work, resulting from

 the im
pulse to put things 

together, to put things next to each other and let 
them

 speak to each other. D
o you feel like you’re 

trying to create this sort of effect with the way 
you handle quotations in your writing?
 B

H
E: Th

at’s hard to talk about without getting 
even m

ore into the details of particular essays. 
But in general, yes, som

etim
es a quotation or an 

allusion serves less to provide evidence than to set 
a m

ood.

It’s not quite the sam
e as what I was saying 

about the “taste” of doing research in the 
archive, though. Th

ere, handling an artifact 
like scrapbook can give you a feeling that you’re 
in contact with the past. W

hen Arthur Jafa 
talks about “affective proxim

ity,” he m
eans 

proxim
ity am

ong the things juxtaposed in the 
work itself: the disparate stuff brought together 
in a particular film

, or in a particular essay-in-
fragm

ents, in m
y case. I think of it m

ore in term
s 

of m
usical com

position, as I was saying, as a 
sort of contrapuntal approach to form

. But yes, 
whether you call it polyphony or collage or —

 to 
adopt a term

 from
 W

alter Benjam
in —

 a kind 
of “constellation,” the point is that it results in 
som

ething where the connections between things 
aren’t spelled out. It isn’t a logical sequence or 
a single narrative thread. Th

e effect is harder to 
describe: it’s som

ething “felt,” m
aybe m

ore a 

m
atter of resonance —

 to stick with m
y m

usical 
m

etaphor —
 than direct linkage.

Sam
uel D

elany, in his great book Tim
es Square 

Red, Tim
es Square Blue, talks about the tradition 

in ancient M
editerranean seafaring of navigating 

by periplum
, which is a com

pendium
 of detailed 

descriptions of the coastline. If a ship was thrown 
off course by a storm

, the crew could figure out 
where they were when land cam

e into view by 
com

paring what they saw with the descriptions 
in the periplum

. As a resource, it’s not really 
scientific. It’s not a m

ariner’s astrolabe; it doesn’t 
give you longitude and latitude. But it does give 
you a way to orient yourself. Som

e of the things I 
include —

 like the short fragm
ent in “Th

e Taste 
of the Archive” about the photo D

uke Ellington 
kept of his close collaborator Billy Strayhorn —

 
are m

eant to function like that. It has nothing 
to do with M

cK
ay or M

orocco, but it does 
hopefully resonate with som

e of what’s going on 
in the other sections. It works at a distance, like a 
sm

all but striking feature of the coastline, but in 
a way that’s m

eant to help the reader navigate by 
feel am

ong the fragm
ents.

SLK
: I can’t help noticing that you tend to talk 

about these types of things through their m
arked 

trans-m
edia aspect —

 as a relationship between 
writing and m

usic, for instance. H
ow did you 

com
e to think about it that way?

 B
H

E: I’m
 not particularly interested in trying 

to sum
 up the various parts of m

y work with 
a m

aster trope or som
e sort of overarching 

conceptual focus. I do different kinds of things 
and that’s O

K
 —

 it doesn’t all have to go 
together. But one of the anim

ating concerns 
I’ve noticed both in m

y work on black radical 
historiography and archival practice and in m

y 
work on m

usic and literature is an interest in the 
ways that artists and intellectuals “think across 
m

edia.” W
hy did Jackson Pollock like to paint 

while listening to bebop? W
hy was C

ecil Taylor 
so fascinated with Santiago C

alatrava’s bridges 
and with C

arm
en Am

aya’s dancing?

In posing these sorts of questions, I’d say I’m
 

working very m
uch in the wake of thinkers like 

the poet and critic N
athaniel M

ackey. For him
, 

it’s a m
atter of innovation: artists push against 

the lim
itations of their m

edium
 by looking to 

and extrapolating from
 the form

al properties in 
other m

edia. Th
ey strive to m

ake the saxophone 
“speak,” or to give choreography the “solidity” of 
architecture, or to m

ake a poem
 “dance” on the 

page. In the preface to their anthology M
om

ent’s 
N

otice, M
ackey and Art Lange quote from

 liner 
notes in which M

ack Th
om

as writes about the 
reed player Eric D

olphy confronting “the barrier 
that begins with what the horn will not do.”

Th
e book about the interrelations between jazz 

and literature I published last year, Epistrophies 
—

 which em
erged in no sm

all part out of 
another class I’ve been teaching for years at 
C

olum
bia, m

y lecture course “Jazz and the 
Literary Im

agination” —
 is an attem

pt to m
ake 

the case that this kind of thinking across m
edia 

has been crucial in the developm
ent of black art 

in the twentieth century. In both directions: with 
poets from

 Langston H
ughes finding m

odels for 
literary form

 in m
usic, and with m

usicians from
 

Louis Arm
strong to Sun Ra and C

ecil Taylor 
equally drawn to literature.

But this also shows up in m
y work on the 

history of black radicalism
. W

hen the Senegalese 
M

arxist labor organizer Lam
ine Senghor writes 

an allegorical short novel critiquing French 
colonialism

, why does he decide to include 
illustrations? W

hen we look at H
ubert H

arrison’s 
scrapbooks, one of the things m

y students 
always com

m
ent on is their visual aesthetic. 

You see right away that he’s not just collecting 
clippings, but cutting and pasting them

 in a way 
that’s as m

uch about visual juxtaposition and 
arrangem

ent as their content. It leaps out at you: 
he needs to think about politics through visual 
art. Laying things out, m

oving them
 around, 

underlining them
, allows him

 to see things, to 
m

ake connections, in a way that m
ight not be 

possible if it were “just” a m
atter of data and 

ideology.

It’s alm
ost like the scrapbook is a training 

ground for H
arrison. You can see him

 teaching 
him

self to think critically through the labor of 

clipping. O
f course, cutting and pasting to m

ake 
a scrapbook is nothing if not a sort of collage-
work. So he dips into another m

edium
, m

aking 
these intensely visual com

positions, as though it’s 
a way to teach him

self to sense connections and 
argum

ents that wouldn’t be apparent otherwise. 
And then he goes out and gives a fiery soapbox 
speech on 125th Street —

 which, of course, is 
nothing if not a sort of dance. So he’s constantly 
m

oving across m
edia. And m

y sense is that that 
m

oving, that necessary shifting of gears, that 
continual shifting of dom

ains, has everything to 
do with the brilliance of the political critique that 
em

erges —
 or in other words, with the form

 and 
im

pact of black radicalism
 as an intervention.
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 Im
perial Intim

acies: 
Com

m
odity Fetishism

 
and the Global O

rgan 
Trade

Bailey M
iller

 “O
n the day of the operation, I felt like a 

Kurbanir goru, a sacrificial cow purchased for 
slaughtering on the day of Eid the biggest 
celebration in the Islam

ic world.”
–D

ildar, a 32-year old Bangladeshi rickshaw 
puller who sold one of his kidneys 1

“Because you are poor, you will be gutted like an 
anim

al!”
–O

kwe, in D
irty Pretty Th

ings 2

 Th
e scars left by organ transplant surgery 

never occur alone. Transplantation necessitates 
partnerships, openings and incorporations, 
intim

acies. In Tsunam
i N

agar, a resettlem
ent 

cam
p in India for refugees displaced by the 

2004 disaster, nearly every adult wom
an has a 

foot-long scar. Th
ese traces of kidney rem

oval 
operations (nephrectom

ies) proliferated in 
the afterm

ath of the tsunam
i, when “a few 

entrepreneurial hospitals and organ brokers saw 
the tragedy as an opportunity to m

ake a fortune 
peddling the kidneys of refugees.”

3 Journalist 
Scott C

arney writes that “over the years so 
m

any people had sold their kidneys in Tsunam
i 

N
agar that wry locals began calling the cam

p 
‘K

idneyvakkam
’ or ‘K

idneyville.’”
4

Th
ese nephrectom

y scars have counterpoints 
in thousands of other bodies located in 
wealthy com

m
unities all over the world. For 

anthropologists Jean and John C
om

aroff, the 
global organ trade is “a m

etonym
ic feature 

of the everyday and occult econom
ies of 

‘m
illennial capitalism

,’” where new appetites 
and desires are cultivated by shifts in technology 
and production. 5 C

arney observes that “...our 
appetite for hum

an flesh is higher now than at 
any other tim

e in history.”
6

Like the connections between the scars of 
wealthy organ consum

ers and poor organ 
providers, a vast network of intim

acies enables 
the functioning of the global organ trade. 
Th

ough these intim
acies are (re)produced by 

enduring legacies of colonial violence and 
new capital form

ations, som
e are highlighted 

while others are disavowed. For exam
ple, the 

successful operation of an organ transplant 
between an ailing wealthy m

an from
 London 

and a poor wom
an from

 Sri Lanka functions 
on his perceived lack of intim

acy with this 
wom

an. H
is decision to seek out the literal (and 

highly intim
ate) incorporation of her body into 

his own is often anim
ated by the m

oral claim
s 

he feels toward his fam
ily and friends, by his 

refusal to ask for the “sacrifice” of an organ 
exchange from

 one of his intim
ate loved ones. 

It is the privileging of som
e intim

acies over 
others that pushes him

 to seek a kidney from
 

a desperate organ provider. Ironically, it is this 
unacknowledged intim

acy, not the intim
acy he 

recognizes with his loved ones, that keeps his 
heart beating.

W
hen entire villages exist of wom

en with single 
kidneys, and flows of wealthy m

en from
 all 

over the world return hom
e kept alive by the 

functioning organ of a poor person, questions 
about the ethics of “living together” in today’s 
world becom

e inescapable. W
hat does living 

together today m
ean when transnational 

exchanges intim
ately connect people through 

blood flows and heartbeats? W
hat m

akes it 
possible for a wealthy patient to consider his 
relationships to his relatives “too intim

ate” to ask 
for an organ donation? W

hat processes enable 
him

 to purchase a kidney from
 a “distant” poor 

Sri Lankan wom
an, and ultim

ately be kept alive 
by the intim

acy that he m
ust also disavow?

Th
ere are a variety of reasons why privileged 

consum
ers display unease, even m

oral 
indignation, at the thought of m

aking such a 
claim

 on a fam
ily m

em
ber or friend. Th

is m
ay 

partly be because of the seism
ic shifts that can 

occur in relationships when such a sacrifice is 
perform

ed. In research for their book about 
organ transplantation, Renée Fox and Judith 
Swazey found there were num

erous reasons 
patients didn’t want to ask loved ones for an 
organ, such as “the recipient m

ay feel that 
because the relations between them

 are already 
tangled or strained receiving an organ from

 
this individual would m

ake the situation even 
m

ore em
otionally com

plicated and diffi
cult,” or 

“the recipient m
ay be heavily burdened by the 

realization that it is such an extraordinary gift 
that he or she will never be able to repay it.”

7 
Th

ey noted that one wom
an “did not want her 

father to give her a kidney. She could not bear 
to be indebted to him

 for such a gift.”
8 Another 

patient, after receiving her brother’s organ, 
“refused to speak to her brother. She found that 
she resented that he had given her one of his 
kidneys, had trem

endous guilt…
”

9

W
ith anxieties about the debt of life itself 

threatening to destabilize bonds am
ong fam

ily 
and friends, the logics of the m

arket seem
 to 

penetrate all realm
s of intim

ate life. H
owever, 

gross financial equality facilitates the acquisition 
of organs from

 the desperately poor, enabling 
organ recipients to live without having to 
encounter the sacrifice of the organ provider on 
an im

m
ediate level. D

espite the highly intim
ate 

connection between both m
em

bers of an 
organ transplantation, the sacrifice of the poor 
person’s body and the new intim

acies created 
by the interm

ingling of bodies are disavowed, 
obfuscated.

W
hen “m

edical m
ythology prom

ises the 
‘unprecedented possibility of extending life 
indefinitely with the organs of others,”

 a 
hierarchization of different bodies values som

e 
lives over others. 10  Th

e global flow of body 
parts dem

onstrates the inequitable value and 
protection of life across differences in race, 

class, and gender. W
hile organ transplantation 

has been fram
ed as an “im

m
ortal prom

ise” for 
wealthy people with access to m

edical services, 
for poor organ providers, it is often a detrim

ental 
process of bodily fragm

entation that can leave 
them

 closer to death. Th
e decision to avoid 

asking for a sacrifice from
 a loved one ultim

ately 
com

es at the expense of receiving this sacrifice 
from

 another, a decision that is often defended 
through the unbreakable intim

acy of the fam
ily. 

U
ltim

ately, the recognition of intim
acy is the 

prim
ary justification for why wealthy transplant 

patients can’t bear to ask a fam
ily m

em
ber or 

close friend for an organ donation. Anxieties 
about bonds of em

otional debt am
ong loved 

ones, coupled with the conditions of global 
inequality that can produce both the wealth 
of patients and the desperation of poor organ 
providers, ironically push people to seek out 
intim

acies with other bodies over the intim
acy of 

the fam
ily.

Th
is m

ultidim
ensional calculus between 

intim
acies is what theorist Lisa Lowe calls the 

“political econom
y of intim

acies,” a concept 
that highlights how historic and contem

porary 
processes of em

pire coalesce to produce “a 
constellation of asym

m
etrical and unevenly 

legible ‘intim
acies.’”

11 Th
is “unsettles the 

m
eaning of intim

acy as the privileged sign of 
liberal interiority or dom

esticity, by situating 
this m

ore fam
iliar m

eaning in relation to...the 
occluded ‘intim

acies’ of slavery, colonialism
, and 

im
perial trade.”

12 In other words, colonialism
, 

m
ass m

igrations, and the global routes of 
capital produce a m

yriad of intim
acies that 

are alternately underscored and obfuscated to 
produce the notions of affi

liation and connection 
that undergird liberalism

’s m
odern subjectivities. 

Th
e intim

acy of the fam
ily is privileged over the 

intim
acy created by gendered, racial capitalism

 
between the organ consum

er and the organ 
provider.

Furtherm
ore, attentiveness to the political 

econom
y of intim

acies illum
inates how 

conceptions of love and connection are 
im

plicated in the violence of the global econom
y. 

Elizabeth Povinelli asks, “H
ow do we practice 
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our deep, thick everyday lives so that we 
continually perpetuate the way that liberalism

 
governs difference, even when we seem

 to be 
doing nothing m

ore that kissing our lover 
goodbye?”

13 For Povinelli, “Th
e intim

ate event 
is an anchor point because it seem

s…
to be the 

densest, sm
allest knot.”

14 H
ow, then, can teasing 

out the knot of co-entangled and co-productive 
intim

acies in the global organ trade shed light 
on “m

odern form
s of dispossession, exploitation, 

repression, and their concrete im
pacts on the 

people m
ost affected by them

 and on our shared 
conditions of living?”

15 W
hat occluded histories 

and subjectivities haunt the intim
ate m

om
ents of 

bodies produced by the liberal settler state? W
hat 

can the organ trade tell us about the violences 
required to (re)produce these intim

acies?

Th
ese “occluded intim

acies” occur literally in the 
flesh in the global organ trade, in which, “Th

e 
historical relationship of conquest, colonization, 
and extraction has shaped the transform

ation 
of actual...bodies into raw m

aterials in their 
own right. Th

e outcom
e is a serious form

 of 
exploitation...where im

poverished populations 
becom

e organ suppliers to prolong lives for 
the...few.”

16 Th
e flows of the organ trade span 

the entire globe, with com
m

ercial connections 
between Brazil and South Africa, Israel and 
M

oldova, G
erm

any and Turkey, C
hina and 

the U
nited States, and beyond; the circulation 

transgresses national and continental borders. 
Indeed, “G

lobalization has m
ade the speed and 

com
plexity of these m

arkets bewildering.”
17 

H
owever, as Scott C

arney notes, “Th
e one rule 

with organ m
arkets is that hum

an tissue m
oves 

up-and never down-the social hierarchy.”
18 N

ancy 
Scheper-H

ughes, a m
edical anthropologist, 

echoes this sentim
ent, writing that “in general, 

the flow of organs follows the m
odern routes of 

capital: …
 from

 poor to rich, from
 black and 

brown to white, and from
 fem

ale to m
ale.”

19

Am
idst increasing global financial crises and 

expanding precarity, “poor people around 
the world often view their organs as a critical 
social safety net.”

20 As elaborated by researcher 
Lawrence C

ohen, “It is not that every 
townsperson actually knows som

eone who 

has been tem
pted to sell a vital part of the self 

but the idea of the ‘com
m

odified’ kidney has 
perm

eated the social im
aginary. ‘Th

e kidney 
stands...as the m

arker of one’s econom
ic 

horizon, one’s ultim
ate collateral.’”

21 In fact, 
m

any people that C
ohen interviewed in India 

spoke “m
atter-of-factly about when it m

ight 
be necessary to sell a ‘spare’ organ.”

22 In her 
ethnographic work, Scheper-H

ughes discovered 
that m

any “wom
en had sold a kidney to feed the 

fam
ily, the m

ost com
m

on explanation given by 
kidney sellers world-wide.”

23 Th
is is supported 

by an advertisem
ent published in the Brazilian 

newspaper D
iario de Pernam

buco, which 
detailed: “I am

 willing to sell any organ of m
y 

body that is not vital to m
y survival and that 

could help save another person’s life in exchange 
for an am

ount of m
oney that will allow m

e to 
feed m

y fam
ily.”

24

Even when m
any organ providers know they 

will not ultim
ately receive the full com

pensation 
prom

ised by their brokers, desperation pushes 
m

any to decide to m
ove forward with the 

extraction regardless. D
uring his fieldwork, 

anthropologist M
onir M

oniruzzam
an found 

that “m
ost sellers (27 out of 33 sellers) do not 

receive the full am
ount of m

oney they had been 
prom

ised.”
25 Even when initial cash payouts 

are collected, the m
ajority of people who sell 

organs quickly fall back into poverty. For 
Egyptian providers, 81%

 spent their cash payouts 
within 5 m

onths, m
ost of which went toward 

paying off financial debts.”
26 Iranian providers 

experienced an incom
e decline between 22%

 and 
66%

, while 65%
 of kidney providers noted an 

overall negative effect on their em
ploym

ent. In 
M

oldova and the Philippines, organ providers 
experienced large degrees of unem

ploym
ent 

after returning from
 their operations, partly 

because of physical debilitations. 27 In fact, the 
lack of m

edical care and susceptibility to other 
com

plications often m
eans that the physical 

after-effects of organ transplant surgery are so 
detrim

ental that it affects people’s ability to 
return to work, dem

onstrating that the global 
organ trade is not only a question of lives, but 
a question of livelihoods. Scholar G

erard Boyce 
observes that, for m

ost people, “Th
e rem

oval and 

sale of a kidney is likely to reduce their prim
ary 

productive asset—
physical strength.”

28

Th
is transnational network updates M

arx’s 
visions of vam

piric nineteenth century 
capitalism

 through a system
 of com

m
odified 

life-extension that functions by “sapping the 
health and strength from

 ghettos of poor donors 
and funneling their parts to the wealthy.”

29 

C
ontem

porary capitalism
 not only produces 

reserve arm
ies of laborers, but the m

acabre 
vision em

erges of reserve arm
ies of “spare 

parts.” Th
is im

plicates the logic of capital in 
the very functioning of organ exchange, from

 
the financial precarity that pushes people to 
sell their organs to the subsequent processes of 
com

m
odification. Yet the m

arket for organs is 
often fram

ed as abberrational, even scandalous, 
am

ong other norm
alized m

odes of production. 
Scott C

arney, for instance, continually highlights 
the exceptional nature of the organ trade, writing 
that “m

arkets in flesh are different because their 
custom

ers owe their lives and fam
ily relationships 

to the supply chain.”
30 For C

arney, an organ, 
unlike “other capitalist com

m
odities, which 

ideally retain no elem
ent of workers’ personal 

engagem
ent when they go to m

arket,” cannot 
fully efface its production process. 31 In other 
words, the scars persist.

C
arney’s unease is edifying, for it appears to 

be the explicitness of the intim
acies that have 

him
 so disturbed. H

e writes, “W
hen we buy a 

body part, we take on the liabilities for where 
it cam

e from
 both ethically and in term

s of the 
previous owner’s biological and genetic history. 
It’s a transaction that never really ends.”

32 Th
e 

physicality of the organ, its biom
ass, and the 

scars it leaves in its wake m
ake it, in C

arney’s 
words, an “uncom

fortable” com
m

odity. 33 Th
ese 

traces m
ake an alienated organ m

ore resistant to 
the processes of com

m
odity fetishism

 that efface 
the violent production processes of other global 
com

m
odities, such as clothing and coffee. And 

this is perhaps the true scandal of the global 
organ trade—

it m
akes explicit the intim

acies, the 
violences, and the connections that undergird all 
m

odern m
odes of production.

For anthropologist Anna Tsing,  “aberrational” 
m

arkets like the organ trade are im
portant to  

explore because “their scandalous status allows us 
to see them

; they do not collapse into the taken-
for-granted status of capitalist discipline. Th

is is 
a C

onradian H
eart of D

arkness m
om

ent, where 
the horror of how capitalist com

m
oditization 

works is laid bare.”
34 U

ltim
ately, the global 

organ trade enables us to see a larger truth about 
contem

porary capitalism
—

that beneath the 
com

m
odity fetishism

s and com
plex erasures are 

m
arkets of inestim

able horror.

Bangladesh, for exam
ple, doesn’t just produce 

organs for circulation in the global econom
y, 

but also clothing. W
hile “organ classifieds reach 

m
illions of poor rickshaw pullers, day laborers, 

slum
 dwellers, and village farm

ers, som
e of 

whom
 eventually sell their body parts to get 

out of poverty,” m
any classifieds for jobs in the 

garm
ent industry also reach these sam

e “poor 
rickshaw pullers, day laborers, slum

 dwellers, 
and village farm

ers.”
35 O

n April 24, 2013,  just 
outside of D

haka, the Rana Plaza clothing 
factory collapsed, crushing 1,127 people to 
death. 36 To what extent were these people also 
pushed to desperately “sell their body parts to try 
to get out of poverty?” W

hat connections exists 
between the villages of wom

en with m
issing 

kidneys, and the villages of m
issing wom

en, 
whose bodies were buried under a collapsed 
factory?

W
hat m

akes the violence that underpins the 
m

ass production of com
m

odities like clothing 
any less than the violence that enables the global 
organ trade? Th

e “strange alchem
y that happens 

when we decide that a hum
an body part can 

be swapped on the open m
arket” is the sam

e 
alchem

y that occurs when any produced object 
goes to m

arket. 37 W
hile C

arney believes that the 
purchase of an organ is “a transaction that never 
really ends,” what if we looked at all exchanges, 
both ethically and in term

s of intim
acies with 

histories of production and circulation, as 
transactions that never really end? 38

Th
e scars that accom

pany organ transplantation 
attest to a past violence and residual traum

a, 
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of an absence that is also a presence. Th
ey 

haunt, thwarting attem
pts to efface the 

m
yriad intim

acies that criss-cross our world by 
confounding assim

ilation into the am
nesiac 

project of W
estern m

odernity. W
hen, as artist 

K
ader Attia says, “m

odernity is about m
aking 

wounds disappear,” scars are the specters 
that haunt and interrupt these processes of 
effacem

ent. 39

W
hether they adm

it it or not, wealthy people 
all over the world are haunted by intim

acies 
with refugee wom

en and poor day laborers 
that flow through their veins, by the echo of a 
m

atching scar on a different body that is both 
im

possibly far away and devastatingly intim
ate. 

Th
e very conception of a “self” is unsettled 

by these connections because, as sociologist 
Avery G

ordon writes, “Subjectivity is always 
and inevitably haunted by the social and m

ost 
especially by those repressions, disappearances, 
absences, and losses enforced by the conditions 
of m

odern life.”
40 Th

is requires liberalism
’s 

privileged subjectivities, of the “fam
ily” of 

the “sovereign self,” to continually disavow 
infiltrated intim

acies, to continually repress all 
traces of that which is “other.” H

owever, these 
traces, perhaps in the form

 of scars, or in the 
handwritten notes of protest slipped by factory 
workers into the pockets of m

ass-produced 
clothing, are always already em

erging to haunt 
m

odernity’s effacem
ents. 41 Indeed, G

ordon writes 
that “haunting is one way in which abusive 
system

s of power m
ake them

selves known and 
their im

pacts felt in everyday life, especially when 
they are supposedly over and done with (slavery, 
for instance) or when their oppressive nature is 
denied (as in free labor or national security).”

W
hen the inconceivability of violent connections 

is the precondition for sm
ooth consum

ption, 
what would it m

ean to account for all the 
intim

acies that underpin the contem
porary 

econom
y? Avery G

ordon, speaking on Fredric 
Jam

eson, argues that it would be overwhelm
ing. 

She writes that m
odern consum

ers are kept busy 
just surviving in the confusing superm

arket of 
life, itself already having coded and decoded all 
exchanges, reification—

the effacem
ent of the 

traces of production—
appears, in this m

ilieu, 
to be the welcom

e relief one hopes for. Jam
eson 

puts it well: ‘the point of having your own 
object world, and walls and m

uffl
ed distance or 

relative silence all around you, is to forget about 
all those innum

erable others for a while.’ To 
rem

em
ber ‘would be like having voices inside 

your head.’ It would be like having voices inside 
your head because a postm

odern social form
ation 

is still haunted by the sym
ptom

atic traces of its 
productions and exclusions. 42

_

 To be privy to all the intim
acies that are 

the conditions of life, then, is not only 
overwhelm

ing, it is terrifying. It is to apprehend 
the m

yriad bodies that intim
ately haunt every act 

of consum
ption. H

aunting is disorienting and 
strange, it is hearing utterances and encountering 
figures that m

odern capitalism
 has attem

pted 
to render unsensible. H

aunting entails an 
estrangem

ent from
 the self, from

 the fam
ily, from

 
the known, because the encounter of haunting is 
always an intim

ate encounter with the other.

W
hile the expropriation of organs from

 poor 
bodies into the socially privileged is a horrifying 
feature of the global econom

y, it is ultim
ately the 

spectacularization of violences that are indeed 
integral to contem

porary m
odes of production. 

In the words of Jacques D
errida, “Is not the 

spectacle of this m
urder, which seem

s untenable 
in the dense and rhythm

ic briefness of its 
theatrical m

om
ent, at the sam

e tim
e the m

ost 
com

m
on event in the world? Is it not inscribed in 

the structures of our existence to the extent of no 
longer even constituting an event?”

43 Th
e “non-

event” of the violence of the global econom
y 

is the routinization of a “sacrificial econom
y” 

where “incalculable sacrifice” lies behind the 
“sm

ooth functioning” of society. 44 Th
e horror of 

this m
ass death is effaced through the political 

econom
y of intim

acies, which highlights som
e 

intim
acies while disavowing others in order to 

continually reproduce divisions between self and 
other, between loved ones and expendables. Th

is 
disavowal, “whose resources,” D

errida points 
out, “are inexhaustible,” m

eans that privileged 
intim

acies are always already haunted by the 

sacrifice of the effaced “other.”
45 Th

is is a hum
an 

sacrifice that is, according to D
errida, inscribed 

into the foundations of contem
porary society. 

H
e writes that “because of the structure of the 

laws of the m
arket that society has instituted 

and controls, because of the m
echanism

s of 
external debt and other com

parable inequities, 
that sam

e ‘society’ puts to death or (but failing 
to help som

eone in distress accounts only for 
a m

inor difference) allows to die of hunger and 
disease tens of m

illions...N
ot only does such a 

society participate in this incalculable sacrifice, 
it actually organizes it. Th

e sm
ooth functioning 

of its econom
ic, political, and legal order, the 

sm
ooth functioning of its m

oral discourse and 
good conscience, presuppose the perm

anent 
operation of this sacrifice. 46

Th
e logics that enable a system

’s “sm
ooth 

functioning” and reproduction of a “perm
anent 

operation” are both evident in the global organ 
trade, in which the sacrifice of som

e bodies 
over others is justified through a hierarchization 
of intim

acies. Th
e privileged intim

acies under 
this system

, then, are always im
plicated in a 

kind of putting to death. Yet the traces of this 
violence reappear, ghost-like, in the scars that 
accom

pany organ transplantation. Tracing the 
political econom

y of intim
acies in the organ 

trade shows how the disavowed intim
acies of 

production processes constantly haunt global 
com

m
odities. Th

ese m
aterial bearers of the 

hidden relationships and power dynam
ics that 

define the global econom
y m

ean that m
om

ents 
of consum

ption are constantly haunted by the 
occluded intim

acies. Since it is alm
ost im

possible 
to avoid contact with com

m
odities on a daily 

basis, we touch and are touched by the violence 
of capitalism

 even in our intim
ate m

om
ents, 

even when we are just sipping coffee, sending a 
text m

essage to a friend, or pulling a shirt over 
our shoulders. Th

ese objects contain intim
acies 

with the violent histories of colonialism
, 

slave plantations, national revolutions, and 
om

nipotent econom
ic power.

To feel these intim
acies as “haunting” is to 

engage in a relationship with social violences 
that is not prem

ised on m
odernity’s term

s of 

occlusion and disavowal. Like the scars that 
persist after organ transplantation, haunting 
speaks to the traces of violence that cannot be 
easily assim

ilated into m
odernity’s am

nesiac 
m

achine. H
aunting, as Avery G

ordon writes, is
an anim

ated state in which a repressed or 
unresolved social violence is m

aking itself 
known, som

etim
es very directly, som

etim
es m

ore 
obliquely. I used the term

 haunting to describe 
those singular yet repetitive instances when hom

e 
becom

es unfam
iliar, when your bearings on the 

world lose direction, when the over-and-done-
with com

es alive, when what’s been in your blind 
spot com

es into view. 47

 
_

Scars are uncanny because they speak to the 
traum

atic history of a body, and the scars 
of the global organ trade m

ake explicit the 
violent connections that exist am

ong different 
bodies in today’s world. Furtherm

ore, tracing 
the political econom

y of intim
acies within 

this network of bodies opens new possibilities 
for the apprehension of other violences in 
other processes of production. Th

ough other 
com

m
odities are not accom

panied by the 
physical scars that organ exchange entails, 
haunting presents an alternative m

odality to 
apprehend the violent intim

acies that are effaced 
by fetishism

.

H
aunting as an engagem

ent is inherently 
anti-epistem

ological (the effacem
ents of the 

production process m
ake it literally im

possible 
to know the other though the com

m
odity form

) 
but rather em

phasizes disorientation, loss, 
discom

fort, and disturbances. An alternative 
m

odality of relation to global intim
acies and 

one that isn’t prem
ised on violent obfuscation, 

haunting interrupts the econom
y that undergirds 

the political econom
y of intim

acies. Th
is 

interruption is ultim
ately a loss of the system

 
of values that push organ seekers to privilege 
their fam

ilial intim
acy over the intim

acy 
that they share with an organ provider. O

f 
this loss, D

errida writes that “the sacrifice of 
econom

y...is indeed in this case the sacrifice of 
the oikonom

ia, nam
ely of the law of the hom

e 
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(oikos), of the hearth, of what is one’s own or 
proper, of the private, of the love and affection 
of one’s kin.”

48 D
errida is saying that to lose 

the econom
y of intim

acies m
eans to lose the 

privileging of intim
acies that have been inscribed 

by contem
porary and historical processes of 

dom
ination. Th

is loss is prem
ised on a loss of 

the term
s of engagem

ent that define m
odern 

distributions of violence.

H
aunting, by estranging the norm

al, by evoking 
violences that are supposedly hidden and 
buried, can engender this loss. To be haunted by 
global intim

acies, then, is to lose oikonom
ia, to 

em
brace those “repetitive instances when hom

e 
becom

es unfam
iliar, when your bearings on the 

world lose direction.”
49  Furtherm

ore, haunting 
acts as a force of unrest that dem

ands response, 
dem

ands action. Expounding on the m
obilizing 

power of haunting, G
ordon writes: 

H
aunting is a frightening experience...But 

haunting...is distinctive for producing a 
som

ething-to-be-done. Indeed, it seem
ed to 

m
e that haunting was precisely the dom

ain 
of turm

oil and trouble, that m
om

ent (of 
however long duration) when things are not 
in their assigned places, when the cracks and 
rigging are exposed, when the people who 
are m

eant to be invisible show up without 
any sign of leaving, when disturbed feelings 
cannot be put away, when som

ething else, 
som

ething different from
 before, seem

s like it 
m

ust be done. 50

 U
ltim

ately, haunting presents alternative 
im

aginaries for “living together” by interrupting 
the processes of com

m
odity fetishism

 that are 
crucial to capitalist functioning. W

hen the 
occluded intim

acies of m
odernity em

erge as 
visions of horror, when the fam

iliar becom
es 

strange and unrecognizable, it becom
es 

im
possible to live as one has before. H

aunting is 
a dem

and, a dem
and for a world where scars and 

wounds can no longer be invisible.
   

Bailey M
iller was a student in the Political Science 

departm
ent at Vassar College. She is currently 

studying Arabic in G
ranada, Spain.
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Pneum
atoliberalism

 
A C

onversation with M
aria José 

de Abreu

M
aria José de Abreu is assistant professor of 

anthropology at Colum
bia U

niversity. H
er 

work engages with a range of anthropological, 
philosophical and literary debates about 
tem

porality, personhood, the hum
an senses, and 

their technological extensions in the Lusophone 
world. H

er work takes inspiration from
 the work 

of Padre M
arcelo Rossi, a Brazilian Catholic 

Priest and figurehead of the widely televised 
Charism

atic m
ovem

ent conjugating an interest in 
the aerobics of faith with new m

edia infrastructures. 
Tessellating the political econom

y of the digitized 
culture industry with the affective pathways its 
valorizes, de Abreu identifies the ancient G

reek 
concept of the pneum

a as an organizing organ of 
the contem

porary. Articulated by the lungs and 
windpipe, the pneum

atics of neoliberalism
 grounds 

the processes and practices of our long m
om

ent in 
the precarious tem

porality of the ongoing, in the 
renegotiations and proprioceptions necessary to just 
catch our breath. 

Editors Aaron Su and Ben Bieser sat down with her 
to discuss her m

ethods and interests—
truly a breath 

of fresh air in these noxious tim
es. 

C
JLC

: Th
rough a host of different veins, m

uch 
of your scholarship dwells on questions of 
em

bodim
ent, attunem

ent, and m
ateriality in 

conjunction with the em
ergence of neoliberalism

 
and its styles of reasoning. C

an you explain 
what texts and investm

ents have inform
ed your 

approach?

M
aria José de Abreu: M

y interest in the 

crossings of m
ateriality and neoliberalism

 have 
sharpened with m

y work in Brazil—
on an 

urban religious m
ovem

ent in São Paulo, where 
you see a vested interest by this m

ovem
ent, 

which is a C
atholic, evangelical, conservative 

m
ovem

ent [the C
harism

atics], m
oving toward 

the recuperation of G
reek vocabularies and 

term
inologies, with a strong em

phasis on the 
notion of pneum

a. H
ere, pneum

a, which is 
the G

reek term
 for “breath,” becom

es a form
 

of talking about spirit as both air and force. 
Th

erefore, to think about airspace in general 
will lead to the question of m

ateriality. C
ontrary 

to the suggestions brought forward towards 
the latter part of the 19th century, which tried 
to conceive air as a dim

ension in which we 
exist, rather, pneum

a thinks of air not as an 
em

pty vacuum
 in which hum

ans exist, but as 
the substance in which we exist. So to attend 
to air’s m

aterial properties as such through 
G

reek pneum
atology—

that which is m
otile, 

dynam
ic, and vital—

you have this shift toward 
the m

aterial. And then there’s also the question 
opened up when this m

ovem
ent in São Paulo 

becom
es very popular in the 90s, which is when 

Brazil is opening up to a neoliberal m
om

ent. 
H

ere ideas of flow also becom
e im

portant, and 
whereby m

aterialities that were extant within 
a C

atholic register such as ideas of im
ages and 

statues, becom
e too heavy with the kind of 

gravitas that seem
s to be incom

patible with 
the jum

p into the neoliberal m
om

ent, where 
one would rather have an idea of the living 
body instead of those static im

ages. It becom
es 

urgent to interface with ideas of fluidity and 
flexibility, and other vocabularies that are 
central to neoliberalism

. So what you see is this 
religious m

ovem
ent that goes back to G

reek 
and Byzantine logics of pneum

atology, in order 
to interface and enter the neoliberal m

om
ent 

through a very particular form
ation that is based 

on m
ateriality--through the idea of the breathing 

body. [Th
is shift] happens through the act of 

breathing, really, and the capacity of bodies to 
interconnect, through exchanges of atm

ospheres, 
centered on that idea of spirit and pneum

a. 
In other words, what you have in the end is a 
spiritualized form

 of neoliberalism
.

O
nce air is no longer perceived as dim

ension but 
as substance, what happens as well is a shift in 
the ways the substance of air and its circulations 
are followed, thereby transform

ing a whole set of 
considerations. Th

at is to say, when you follow 
the circulations of air, you start to think of how 
the inside and the outside relate and constitute 
each other. You really follow the m

aterial 
circulations of breathing. And what does that 
do to an idea of the subject? Th

is liberal subject 
that was once there and seen as a self-contained 
entity, is unsettled by this idea of circulation, 
by which subjects becom

e m
ore im

plicated into 
each other. H

enceforth, you m
ove from

 this 
idea of a public sphere in which people exist to 
a public atm

osphere that is constitutive of the 
social. So you see a m

ore m
aterial dim

ension, or 
reading, of public relations, based on this idea of 
atm

osphere. 

And through this logic of breathing and m
utual 

im
plication in the collective, there are ways 

that space itself becom
es im

plicated in the 
idea of the body. In the C

harism
atics’ practices 

of bodybuilding, a double standard em
erges, 

wherein bodybuilding is also body un-building. 
It’s im

portant for C
harism

atics also to be in 
certain spaces that also create certain continuities 
with the inside, with lungs, so they often 
perform

 in tents or other porous structures 
where the inside and outside travel; there is a 
certain porosity that is valued in general. And 
so while they are in these ritual spaces doing 
bodybuilding, they are also doing body un-
building—

in that they are choosing certain 
special settings that forge relations between body 
and building on a continuum

. Th
e m

edia is also 
an extension of that reciprocation between body 
and space, and body as space, as m

ost of these 
shows are transm

itted live elsewhere. So the 
airwaves extend this relation, so we have body-
building-m

edia. And som
etim

es this extension 
m

oves to the Am
azon rainforest, the ultim

ate 
lungs of the earth. So you have the lungs within; 
the body that becom

es this m
em

brane; and then 
space, tents, screens, which are other m

em
branes; 

m
oving toward the spirit of the Am

azon to find 
a vernacular form

 of talking about what is in fact 
global neoliberalism

 where the Am
azon becom

es 

the lungs of the earth, so you see the local and 
global intersecting. W

hat you have is this vast 
network where the m

inim
al cells in the body are 

connecting through all these different stations: 
bodybuilding, m

edia, forests, and back-- as this 
idea of circulating spirit, in a C

hristian idiom
. 

H
ere, you feel the universalism

 of a C
hristian 

evangelical, highly conservative and very 
sophisticated operation.

C
JLC

: W
hich is to say that the technics of 

em
bodim

ent within this approach are quite 
vexed, because at once this engagem

ent with air 
as substance heightens em

bodim
ent in a strange 

way—
the way that the body is attuned to its 

porosity and flexibility—
but at the sam

e tim
e 

it’s a dispersal and a disem
bodim

ent—
it’s an 

extension of the body into different technological 
and natural scapes that configure the body in 
different ways. D

o you understand this as a 
paradox of neoliberalism

?

M
D

: O
h yes. Even breathing itself is paradoxical; 

it’s all about tension and release, em
ptying 

and filling up. And paradox is vital. It’s the 
gram

m
ar of neoliberalism

, as in [writer Fernando 
Pessoa’s] “Anarchist Banker”—

the paradox is no 
hindrance; it is precisely what keeps it going. 
And this is the essence of C

atholic conservatism
 

that C
arl Schm

itt talks about in his piece from
 

1923, “C
atholicism

 and Political Form
.” H

e 
describes C

atholicism
 in term

s—
and these are 

his words—
of his “outstanding elasticity.” And 

the concept he uses to explore this outstanding 
elasticity is a theological concept that goes 
under the nam

e of the com
plexio oppositorum

 
[coincidence of opposites], which is its capacity 
to speak to absolutely opposite audiences at the 
sam

e tim
e. Th

at you will please Right and Left, 
the banker and the anarchist at the sam

e tim
e. 

And that this is a characteristic of conservative 
C

atholicism
. So there you see that paradox 

was a very fam
iliar gram

m
ar to conservative 

C
hristianity, and it goes very well with 

neoliberalism
 as well, so no wonder we are seeing 

this m
om

ent: the spread, also here in the U
nited 

States, of evangelical conservatism
. And I think 

it’s going to get worse, stronger, m
ore expressive.
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C
JLC

: In term
s of facing this futurity where it 

seem
s that the paradox will only exacerbate, how 

do you conceive of an optim
ism

 that doesn’t 
approach the future in neoliberal term

s? W
here 

do you find this?

M
D

: I am
 so busy with this question m

yself. 
Th

at is the problem
 of the paradox, and the logic 

of im
m

unity that com
es along with paradox: 

when you’re able to incorporate the enem
y 

within, the opposite within, the nonself within. 
If that which attacks you is precisely what m

akes 
you go, what constitutes you, what kind of 
resistance or im

m
anent critique is possible? Is 

resistance being your friend, or going with you, 
or agreeing with you? W

hat are the vocabularies 
that are going to be there to create a form

 of 
resistance? I do not know. I am

 m
yself wondering 

where to go with it, how to block this paradox, 
the vitality and the operational capacities of that 
paradox, how to interrupt it som

ehow. I can only 
tell you that I’m

 very busy with thinking about 
it.C

JLC
: You say as you hold [Lauren Berlant’s] 

Cruel O
ptim

ism
.

M
D

: I wanted som
ething as a support, and look 

what I found.

C
JLC

: You just m
entioned how there’s a 

hom
ology between this neoliberal m

om
ent 

and the one of C
atholic conservatism

 that 
Schm

itt is talking about. H
ow do you think 

this relationship works? Is it that neoliberal 
practices and epistem

ological underpinnings are 
resuscitating it or bringing it back in som

e way? 
W

hy is C
arl Schm

itt’s text now becom
ing an 

appropriate lens with which to apprehend the 
neoliberal m

om
ent?

M
D

: It’s because of that gram
m

ar. In a way, 
your question responds to itself, because it seem

s 
that you were referring to that hom

ology. I 
think that neoliberalism

 does thrive, or learn to 
thrive, on antagonism

 or contradiction. Th
ere’s 

som
ething about the challenging of certain 

logics of containm
ent that were associated 

with the colonial m
om

ent, whereby we learn 

to understand that everything that had to do 
with establishing borders and containm

ent 
was negative, because we associate them

 with 
the incarcerations of colonialism

, of form
s 

of representation that delineate, dem
arcate, 

circum
scribe, capture. And so m

any people have 
turned to people like G

illes D
eleuze as a way 

of redeem
ing or liberating from

 those logics of 
containm

ent. W
hat people are not yet seeing is 

that conservative m
ovem

ents and neoliberalism
 

alike use those very logics that seek to free us 
from

 these vocabularies of containm
ent towards 

a strange form
 of capture that is all the stranger 

because you do not see the borders there. It 
becom

es unbounded. If your neighbor puts a 
fence up for you, it’s bad—

but you know there’s 
a fence there, and you can react to it. If there’s 
no fence, it becom

es very strange to localize 
power. It becom

es a power that is everywhere by 
being nowhere in particular. N

ow, a thing that 
is everywhere by being nowhere in particular is 
paradox itself. So what’s at stake here is how this 
infrastructure of paradox is operating in ways 
that allow power to disguise itself in term

s that 
used to be considered very positive. W

ho talks 
about freedom

 these days? It’s the Right. O
f the 

logics of flow, of freedom
. So there’s som

ething 
there that is oddly oppressive, precisely because 
you cannot grasp its contours because it has 
appropriated the structure of life itself, which 
happens through paradox. Because that’s what 
breathing is—

it’s paradox. Paradox is so within, 
and so everywhere, and so prom

ising: it m
arks 

the conditions of life itself. It is paradoxically 
both good and bad. 

Th
ere’s this constant circularity that m

akes it 
diffi

cult to find, in the end, where is m
y position 

from
 which I will speak and criticize what’s 

going on? H
ow can I criticize breathing when 

it is precisely breathing that is allowing m
e to 

criticize? So I do not know exactly what to do 
with all of this. W

here do you cut the kind of 
tautological self-referentiality going on here 
in this m

om
ent, and this strange rhythm

 of 
contradictions that m

ark this adm
inistration?

C
JLC

: Th
is is a bit of a tangent, or a departure 

point. You m
entioned the styles of reasoning 

brought on by vital m
ateriality and engagem

ents 
with new m

aterialism
 that m

ight m
ore accurately 

articulate these dispersed vectors of agency, 
power, discipline. I’m

 wondering about any 
considerations you’ve had with that vein of 
thought, and any approaches you m

ight’ve had 
that have been influenced by that.

M
D

: M
y big influence is—

you’re going to be 
surprised by this—

M
arie-José M

ondzain, on 
the iconoclastic controversy of the 8th and 9th 
century around Byzantine iconography. W

hat 
is a Byzantine icon? Th

is is a m
om

ent that can 
be com

pared with what’s happening now. It 
was a m

om
ent when you had to think of icon, 

non-icon, this controversy over the icon, where 
the church had to find an icon that is not there. 
I’m

 very interested in the idea of the I’m
-not-

there. Th
e icon instantiates absence: it says, “I’m

 
not here.” Th

is is the com
prom

ise that had to 
be found between the icon lovers and the icon 
destroyers, creating an icon that is kenotic—

what 
in theology is kenosis, the ability to withdraw in 
the m

om
ent of appearance. W

hich is also what 
breathing is, this em

pty field, which brings this 
idea of m

otion, of dynam
ism

. 

She’s not very well-known, but I think she’s 
am

azing. And so, you’re probably surprised, you 
thought I would speak of Agam

ben, or Foucault. 
and they are im

portant too. It’s actually this very 
obscure wom

an, lesser-known wom
an. I’s funny, 

she’s called M
arie-José too.

C
JLC

: W
hich brings m

e back to our earlier 
question, just because of the m

ention of the 
Byzantines, and this kind of uncanny repetition 
of the two M

aria/M
arie-Joses. So do we conceive 

of this rehashing of logics as som
e kind of 

linearity or convergence? W
e were touching on it 

earlier with the idea of colonial logics as a hinge, 
but how do we conceive of the trajectory, or form

 
a historiography? H

ow do we form
 a juncture 

between these m
uch older styles of reasoning 

and then these ones we’re encountering right 
now that resonate with each other despite the 
interregnum

 of an entire m
illenium

 in between?

M
D

: I think it relates again to the question of 

the geopolitical and the logics of containm
ent. 

N
ow, at least since the m

andate of John Paul II, 
he really becom

es the charism
atic guy. And, just 

like with the Byzantine em
pire, it was a m

om
ent 

where the church feels that it needs to go to the 
gym

. And work on its extensions. Because you 
have Peter, the Rock, and Paul, the tentm

aker. 
And Paul is the G

reek. H
e’s the one who m

oves 
in space. H

e’s the gym
nasiarch in the prim

itive 
church in G

reece. N
othing is really new under 

the sun. And this Byzantine m
om

ent was one 
of those m

om
ents when the C

hurch had to go 
to the gym

. It was a m
om

ent of universalism
, 

of expanding. O
f bringing this icon that is 

paradoxical—
and in being paradoxical, it plays, 

again, with the idea that it’s there and not there 
at the sam

e tim
e, so you cannot see where the 

borders are. In the nineties in Brazil, you also 
see this com

ing of electronic m
edia that is going 

to replace the idea of the statue. Because the 
statue is positioned in tim

e and place; there’s 
a circum

scription; there’s an im
age; it’s there. 

So m
y book begins precisely at this m

om
ent 

in Brazil in 1995—
it’s called guerra santa, the 

holy war. H
ow did it happen, this holy war? It 

started with an evangelical pastor who com
es 

on television on the day that thousands of 
people across Brazil com

e to this sanctuary on 
pilgrim

age to pay adoration to the Patron Saint 
of Brazil, nam

ed O
ur Lady of Aparecida. H

e 
goes on television and kicks the statue, kicks 
the im

age [of the patron saint]. It’s a m
om

ent 
of blasphem

y, and it was followed by weeks of 
protest and revolt and form

s of retaliation by 
other TV

 channels because it becom
es a war 

between C
atholicism

 and Protestant Evangelicals, 
the people who owned that network. As you can 
see, it’s a war between channels in the nam

e of 
a religion. And this holy war goes on for weeks. 
W

hat’s very interesting is that, when I talk to 
people about this m

om
ent, everybody says that 

this pastor shattered the im
age in pieces. But 

that’s not true. W
hat happened—

or m
y reading 

of it—
is that the repetition of that m

om
ent 

on television—
tim

e and again—
was such that 

people thought that the statue was broken. But 
it was just the iteration of the m

edium
 itself 

on the im
age, as if it shattered its own content. 

W
hat happens here is that you see the particular 
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geopolitics of television that goes on and is 
infinite. Th

e repetition of the im
age replaces 

the idea of the statue. People think it is broken, 
but it isn’t—

they have entered the register of 
electronic m

edia at that m
om

ent—
a kind of 

staccato of repetition, tim
e-and-again. Th

ere’s 
som

ething about that m
om

ent that goes from
 

som
ething that is circum

scribed in tim
e and 

space into the electronic m
edium

. I com
pare 

this with the Byzantine icon in the 8th and 9th 
centuries that is there and not there at the sam

e 
tim

e, and I relate the electronic im
age as a kind 

of serial iconoclasm
, because it’s one shot after 

another. Th
e im

ages are passing. O
ne denies the 

one before. 

And of course the logics of liveliness reappear 
here. W

hereas in the Byzantine icon, that 
paradox that we were talking about is in a way 
what brings the icon to life, what m

akes it 
perform

 that kenotic becom
ing—

like breathing 
itself. So the resonance is definitely there 
(according to m

y reading of this m
om

ent and 
the now). I describe it in term

s of a change from
 

what M
ondzain calls from

 périgraphè to graphè, 
from

 circum
scription to inscription. Th

e first 
m

eans “border” and the other one “an absence 
of borders.” I’m

 trying to speak of an im
age as a 

living im
age, whether it’s a body or through the 

dynam
ics of television as such, which wants to 

keep the im
age alive. It m

oves—
it’s not a frozen 

statue. And through this form
 of iconography, 

you can find m
any problem

s with electronic 
m

edia. Th
rough this interfacing of being there 

and not there at once. 

C
JLC

: W
here do you locate this labor of 

detecting these resonances? 

M
D

: W
hen you see things through air, it’s 

a com
pletely different arrangem

ent of your 
fram

e. It will bring in the ideas of resonance 
and parallels. To express the sim

ultaneity of 
bodies, space, m

edia, you can show the relational 
continuum

 that em
erges between them

. And 
at the sam

e tim
e, how are you going to be 

critical about that? H
ow are you going to find 

the outside, which the subject seem
s to want to 

avoid precisely because that subject wants to be 

everywhere? So, to elim
inate a transcendental 

outside from
 where critique used to be 

articulated. W
here am

 I going to find m
y niche 

of critique?
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Translation Aesthetics
Josue Chavez

W
hat follows are case studies put together to argue 

for a translation aesthetics that can be used to 
m

ake legible the event before the m
ultiplication 

of labor. Th
is essay is an excerpt adapted from

 a 
larger online project, Translation Aesthetics: M

aking 
Legible the H

om
e-yet-to-com

e as an Instance of the 
Event Before the M

ultiplication of Labor, which 
can be found at: https://josdchavez.github.io/
translationaesthetics

Allow m
e to posit the idea of a translation 

aesthetics, which can be used to talk about 
ways in which sem

iotic objects use translation 
as their structure of possibility to bring about 
alternative political concerns for the sake of 
redefining m

atters of universal justice. Lydia 
Liu argues for an eventfulness to the act of 
translation that allows us to interpret the work of 
translation beyond the sim

plified understanding 
of rendering equivalent a m

essage from
 one 

“com
m

unity” to another. Translation can be seen 
as “a precarious wager that enables the discursive 
m

obility of a text or a sym
bol, for better or for 

worse. Th
e wager releases the m

ultiplicity of the 
text and opens it up to an uncertain future, m

ore 
often than not to an uncertain political future.” 
Translation allows the selected text to m

ove in 
a different discursive realm

, opening it up to 
uncertain political futures–uncertain because the 
translation does not guarantee changes in the 
m

aterial and social conditions. Th
e hom

e-yet-
to-com

e, an event which I elaborate on in the 
longer version of this text, is thus a result of m

y 
precarious wager to translate 10 stories collected 
by artist Paul Ram

irez Jonas. By translating 
them

, I’m
 attem

pting to m
ake “a preferential 

m
arking [that] holds the potential of turning a 

sym
bol into an event, or an event into a sym

bol, 
back and forth.” Such m

arking turns the desires 
of the hom

e-yet-to-com
e into “political evidence” 

that can be used to redefine claim
s for universal 

justice.

W
hat are som

e other creative projects (apart 
from

 the one from
 which this essay is excerpted) 

that rely on translation to put forth political 
evidence from

 which alternative claim
s for 

justice can be im
agined? O

ne can start by 
looking at Elyla Sinvergüenza and G

uillerm
o 

Saenz’s project C
artas M

ojadas / W
et Letters, 

where translation as structure of possibility for 
the art piece allows for a relationship across 
difference to be established. In 2016, the 
N

icaraguan duo collected letters from
 rural 

indigenous com
m

unities near M
anagua who 

were facing the threat of eviction from
 their 

lands with no due rem
uneration because the 

O
rtega governm

ent signed a contract with 
infrastructure developm

ent firm
 H

K
N

D
, run 

by Beijing telecom
m

unications billionaire W
ang 

Jing, giving it a 50-year concession to build and 
operate an interoceanic canal, a N

icaraguan 
national aspiration since the 19th century. In 
the letters, people describe how police, m

ilitary 
and C

hinese businessm
en engaged in various 

form
s of intim

idation in order to kick them
 out 

of their land. Th
ey also describe their willingness 

to die fighting for their land and their way of 
life. Th

ey use the letters to ask “C
hinese people” 

for support. Th
e artists translated the letters into 

C
hinese, m

ade them
 publicly available online 

and created an installation on an exhibition 
space in a hutong in Beijing, hand-delivering 
som

e of the letters to the hutong residents 
during the final perform

ance. H
utong residents 

were chosen because they also face the threat 
of dispossession without rem

uneration due to 
Beijing’s beautification process, which seeks to 
get rid of “uncontrolled developm

ent and low-
end entrepreneurship” to create a “city of the 
future.” Each letter had a Q

R code, which the 
hutong residents could scan through W

eC
hat 

(ubiquitous social m
edia app in C

hina) in 
order to reply. Although the responses have not 
been translated yet (m

ore funding is needed 
to continue the project), in the context of an 

interview I conducted with Sinvergüenza, she 
told m

e m
any of the hutong residents responded 

with accounts their own woes, asking not only 
where N

icaragua was but how can they help if 
they them

selves are powerless. Th
e goal is to 

translate the C
hinese m

essages to Spanish as soon 
as possible and deliver them

 to the respective 
recipients in N

icaragua, creating a pen-pal 
relationship.

Translation, in the context of C
artas M

ojadas/
W

et Letters, is not only the structure that 
allows the art project to exist in the world as 
such but it is also what allows a relationship 
between non-aggregate com

m
unities, even 

when the relationship is not what the artists 
expected. Th

e piece is an attem
pt to establish 

dialogue not in term
s of national difference but 

in term
s of the different m

echanism
s that are 

threatening their respective ways of being in the 
world. Translation as repetition (Sinvergüenza 
wants to keep translating in order to deepen 
the dialogue beyond the hutong residents’ 
self-perception as being distant and powerless 
in relation to the people in N

icaragua) holds 
the possibility of reconstituting subjects not as 
utterly different and distant from

 one another, 
but as interconnected by their vulnerability to 
dispossession. Th

e reconstitution of the political 
becom

es possible only after they recognize each 
other as interconnected precarious subjects. 

Translation aesthetics refer to how translation 
becom

es the space of possibility for a relationship 
between non-aggregate precarious bodies to 
be continuously worked on for the sake of 
actualizing their respective claim

s to continue 
to exist in space the way they want to, without 
having to sell their labor in the near future as 
dom

estic or transnational m
igrants.

Th
e recognition of this interconnection as the 

necessary condition for the reconstitution of the 
political suggests that a relationship can only 
happen when subjects that can recognize it have 
been constituted. Th

us, translation aesthetics 
is also about the way in which translation is a 
technology for the constitution of subjectivity, 
of “I.” Translation as a technology for the 
constitution of the self is at play in Am

y Suo 

W
u’s piece Th

underclap, which reappropriates 
fashion for the steganographic distribution of 
the writings of anarcho-fem

inist thinker H
e-Yin 

Zhen. W
u instrum

entalized the popular C
hinese 

fashion trend of having nonsensical English 
phrases printed in clothes to hide in plain sight 
translated quotes from

 Zhen’s writing, which 
W

u obtained after stum
bling upon Th

e Birth of 
C

hinese Fem
inism

 while in residence in Beijing. 
For her final perform

ance, she opened up her 
studio to anyone who wanted to custom

ize 
their clothes with patches and ribbons she had 
created that not only display the radical thinker’s 
quotes but also hide a Q

R code. W
hen som

eone 
scans it through W

eC
hat, Zhen’s writings are 

autom
atically downloaded in C

hinese and 
English.

Th
e English translation facilitates the 

distribution of a text that has disappeared from
 

the contem
porary context. Th

us, it becom
es 

a wager that opens up to an uncertain future 
the desires and aspirations expressed in Zhen’s 
anti-capitalist, fem

inist work, which has the 
possibility of disrupting the here-now (beyond 
the already disruptive m

obilization of it in 
an art perform

ance piece). In circulating the 
translation through a steganographic practice 
that instrum

entalizes fashion, W
u is also turning 

the translation into a m
edium

 for political self-
fashioning. W

earing the ribbons and patches 
becom

es an act of defiance to the state and 
solidarity across those who can read and relate 
to the text. It allows the wearers to construct 
them

selves in relation to Zhen’s work, utilizing 
their bodies to not only spread censored texts 
but also to see them

selves as agents of change in 
the world, a change that will allow one to live 
beyond the term

s dictated by patriarchal, global 
capitalism

. In doing so, the translation aesthetics 
of W

u’s project constitute subjects that recognize 
global capitalism

 as the polym
orphous threat to 

the body that needs to be addressed to achieve 
true freedom

 and equality.

Translation aesthetics allows us to perceive 
how translation, within the sem

iotic “objects” 
discussed, functions as a subject-m

aking 
technology through which social relations are 
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negotiated. Translation as negotiation becam
e 

clear to m
e when stum

bling upon untranslatable 
phrases in the 10 stories I translated, out of 140 
that were typed and digitized by C

alifornia-
based, H

onduras-born artist Paul Ram
irez 

Jonas in the context of his 2010 perform
ance 

installation piece, called D
ictar Y Recordar, at 

La M
ancha de Tom

ate, an independent art space 
in Tegucigalpa, H

onduras. For the perform
ance, 

Jonas invited anyone in Tegucigalpa to com
e to 

the art space and dictate m
em

ories of H
onduras 

in an attem
pt to “do the im

possible: write a 
com

plete history of H
onduras,” in the span of 24 

hours. W
hile the event was open to the public, 

Jonas arranged transportation to the capital of 
indigenous and non-indigenous, fem

ale and 
m

ale activists from
 all over the country’s rural 

areas. H
is interest in writing a com

plete history 
of H

onduras is linked to the country’s political 
instability, “a country that has alm

ost as m
any 

governm
ents as years of independence.” Th

is 
political instability is also fresh in the collective 
m

em
ory given that the piece takes place a year 

after the 2009 coup. 

Im
agine walking into a long and narrow room

, 
stacks of papers held together and hanging 
against the wall thanks to clothespins and 
clotheslines, allowing you to peruse through the 
piles of m

em
ories. D

esks run along the walls of 
the narrow room

, each covered by dark purple or 
blue tablecloths with type-writers clinking away 
as volunteer typists listen to the recollections 
of participants, which are then added to the 
clothesline for viewers to explore. 

In transcribing and exhibiting the m
em

ories, 
Jonas creates an im

m
ersive space where history is 

alive through the circulation and representation 
of m

em
ories as an interactive archive. H

owever, 
by packaging and presenting the stories to 
an audience as a “history” of a self-evident 
and clearly differentiated space known as 
“H

onduras,” Jonas’ perform
ance installation 

obscures the fluid geographical and tem
poral 

dynam
ics expressed within the stories. Th

is is 
where I can stage an intervention in his piece 
through a translation aesthetics. Th

e act of 
translating ten of the 140 stories allows m

e to 

discern the subject-m
aking aspect of translation, 

through the presence of “untranslatable phrases” 
like Fabrisio’s “aguastaras” and M

ildred’s “de 
nanquius.” 

In both Fabrisio’s and M
ildred’s stories, the 

untranslatable phrases are used to establish the 
speakers as subjects engaged in social relations 
where power is being negotiated.  Fabrisio’s 
narrative tells the story of how the village of 
Sabanagrande becam

e “m
odern” at the expense of 

the U
.S. m

ilitary, whose presence is an organizing 
force within the diegesis: “W

e used to go there 
to sm

oke our Pinares and to take advantage of its 
location to look out for the arrival of aguastaras. 
W

e knew that each tim
e aguastaras convoys 

drove around, they’d bring with them
 chocolate 

and peanut butter. W
e also knew that they 

drove by at like 4, three hours after the gringo 
planes usually broke the sound barrier and m

ade 
the world trem

ble.” U
.S. presence perm

eates 
Fabrisio’s im

agination; it becom
es a referent for 

organizing tim
e and behavior (the trem

bling that 
happens 4 hours before the arrival of m

ilitary 
convoys is a sign to start clim

bing up the hill). 
But this presence is not one that renders the “we” 
of Fabrisio’s narrative helpless or subm

issive - 
their attitude toward U

.S. m
ilitary is of irreverent 

defiance, as seen by the neologism
 “aguastaras.” 

Th
e phrase, like “gringo,” has a deprecatory tone 

and it was used during the 80s to refer to U
.S. 

m
ilitary in H

onduras. Th
e word itself com

es 
from

 the nam
e of the U

.S. operation Ahua Taras 
II, which was a M

iskito phrase m
eaning “Big 

Pine” borrowed by the arm
y and then taken 

up and “bastardized” into Spanish by Fabrisio 
and others in order to insult them

. Th
erefore, 

“aguastaras” points not only to U
.S. m

ilitary in 
H

onduras but also to speakers who use the word 
to disdainfully refer to their presence. 

M
ildred’s account recounts the tim

e when, as a 
little girl, she felt em

barrassed for not being able 
to speak English when “working” (wageless) as 
a secretary for her father’s business transactions 
with C

anadian clients. It takes place in 1977, 
when the m

ilitary junta that had been in power 
stepped down.  M

ildred starts her narration as a 
child who experiences an em

barrassing exchange 
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that m
akes her aware of the need for a “change” 

to avoid feeling sham
e like that again: “O

ne 
day, the phone rang and it was a C

anadian m
an 

asking for m
y father who happened to not be at 

hom
e. I asked him

 to leave a m
essage with m

e, 
he dictated it and said ‘Th

anks!’ I answered: ‘D
e 

nanquius.’ At that m
om

ent I realized that it was 
not pronounced like that and we both laughed 
before hanging up.” Because M

ildred knew no 
English, this exchange m

ust have taken place 
in Spanish with the client random

ly switching 
to English at the end. Th

is contingent action 
prom

pts the utterance “D
e nanquius,” her 

attem
pt to say “You’re welcom

e” and to m
aintain 

her com
petence (thus m

aking her father proud). 
Th

e phrase is a com
bination of the Spanish “D

e 
nada,” which m

eans “you’re welcom
e,” and the 

perceived sound of English (“uiu” = “You”). Th
e 

phrase not only suggests M
ildred’s desire to avoid 

the sham
e at not being able to com

m
unicate 

and uphold the im
age of professionalism

 that 
had earned her praise (“H

e was very proud of 
m

e when clients congratulated him
 on the way 

I expressed m
yself on the phone”), but it is also 

an attem
pt at self-fashioning. It is M

ildred’s 
way to constitute herself as a bilingual, eloquent 
daughter-entrepreneur. “D

e nanquius” allows 
M

ildred to constitute herself as som
eone who 

attem
pts to avoid the sham

e produced by not 
being able to speak English. 

Instead of translating the words into som
ething 

recognizable as an “English word,” leaving 
“aguastaras” and “de nanqiuis” as they were 
transcribed confronts the reader with translation 
as a subject-m

aking technology. Th
e phrases 

are translations in them
selves that the speakers 

engaged in not to “deliver a m
essage” but to 

establish their own subjectivity against an 
“other.” Th

eir presence as hybrid also challenges 
assum

ptions that I’m
 translating from

 “Spanish” 
to “English” a text about “H

onduras” to the 
“U

.S.” Th
e words are bastardized English 

or Spanish; they are instances of hybridity 
beyond one or even two languages in the 
case of the M

iskito roots of “aguastaras.” Th
e 

m
ultiplicity of language and the arbitrariness 

of linking it to a nation (H
onduras = Spanish, 

U
.S. = English) becom

es legible as a political 

m
ove that undergirds hegem

onic relations. Its 
hybridity also suggest how H

onduras m
ight 

be better understood in this context not as 
referring to a sovereign nation but signifying 
the state practices that institutionalizing and 
m

aterializing global capitalism
.Th

e linking of 
language to hom

ogeneity (unity) allows for it 
to be associated with a national (and ethnic) 
being, from

 which politics and justice are 
envisioned. Th

e untranslatable phrases challenge 
the assum

ption of a language’s unity and the 
understandings of politics and justice that derive 
from

 it. Translation aesthetics seek to renegotiate 
the political through the constitution of subjects 
working out difference in alternative ways that 
allow for a being in space to be im

agined as a 
concern for universal justice.

If translation aesthetics can be a way to talk 
about the em

ploym
ent of translation as a 

structure of possibility for certain contem
porary 

sem
iotic “objects” to reconstitute subjects and 

their social relationships in order to m
ake claim

s 
for alternative visions of universal justice that 
attend to the threat of by global capitalism

, 
one “justice” that it produces is rendering 
legible the experience of being in transit, whose 
occlusion is the condition of possibility for the 
coherence of difference based on “nationality” or 
“language.” N

aoki Sakai argues for the subject 
in transit when thinking what the subjectivity 
of the translator m

ust be: one that is “internally 
split and m

ultiple, and devoid of a stable 
positionality.” At best, she can be a subject in 
transit, first because the translator cannot be an 
individual in the sense of individuum

 in order 
to perform

 translation, and second because 
she is a singular that m

arks an elusive point of 
discontinuity in the social, whereas translation is 
the practice of creating continuity at that singular 
point of discontinuity.” Sakai points out how for 
translation to take place, the translator cannot be 
said to belong to one distinct “com

m
unity” over 

“another”: she m
ust be in between, or else how 

would she be translating in the first place? 

At the sam
e tim

e, Sakai posits how the very 
corporeality of the translator m

arks them
 as 

a singular point of discontinuity while still 
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existing within the social. Th
is paradoxical 

condition suggests that translation m
ust be 

a way to negotiate the difference im
posed by 

corporeality, by being itself: “Th
rough the 

labor of the translator, the incom
m

ensurability 
as difference that calls for the service of the 
translator in the first place is negotiated and 
worked on...the work of translation is a practice 
by which the initial discontinuity between the 
addresser and the addressee is m

ade continuous 
and recognizable.” Th

e “incom
m

ensurability as 
difference,” that “initial discontinuity between 
addresser and addressee,” is corporeal existence 
itself, the fact that by being one is necessarily 
distant from

 others. Th
e labor of translation 

allows for that distance to be breached through 
language, and it is only after such labor is 
undertaken that incom

m
ensurability can be 

represented as national unity and difference: 
“W

hat m
akes it possible to represent the initial 

difference as an already determ
ined difference 

between one language unity and another is 
the work of translation itself...O

nly in the 
representation of translation can we construe 
the process of translation as a transfer of som

e 
m

essage from
 this side to that side…

[it] enables 
the representation of ethnic or national subjects, 
in spite of the presence of the translator who 
is always in between.” Th

e coherence of the 
nation and the national-linguistic subject is 
only possible through the labor of the subject 
in transit, who m

ust be occluded for the 
“nation” and “language” to be cohesive to itself. 
Translation aesthetics as discussed so far can be 
understood as dem

anding justice precisely by 
refram

ing the subject in transit. Being in transit 
becom

es an “event” that is legible through the 
translation aesthetics em

ployed by the pieces, 
where translation is the space of possibility for 
new events, new subjects and new relationships 
to take shape. Translation aesthetics revivify 
the reified social relationships that have com

e 
to be understood under ethno-national and 
linguistic term

s in order to negotiate initial 
incom

m
ensurability between bodies differently, 

in order to com
bat the threat to being.

A universal condition that can be the basis for 
the actualization of alternative visions of justice, 

put forth by the translation aesthetics of the 
pieces, is not the subject in transit but the subject 
who is negotiating the conditions that would 
force them

 to be in transit. Like the subject in 
transit whose work in the act of translation is 
foreclosed in order for translation to be able 
to represent itself as com

m
unication between 

two distinct unities, the m
igrant and the labor 

power they are forced to differentially sell are 
necessarily occluded for the cohesion not only of 
the nation, but also of global capitalism

 at this 
particular historical juncture. W

hile none of the 
sem

iotic objects discussed so far work explicitly 
with the experience of m

igration, all of them
 

are working with translations of texts concerned 
with the consequences of dispossession from

 
one’s land and one’s ability to reproduce 
thereafter. Th

ey are all instances in which the 
source texts narrate contestations against m

aterial 
conditions that would lead subjects to m

igrate. 
Th

is is clearly seen in C
artas M

ojadas, where 
letters are translated that deal with the threat 
of dispossession by the canal, a threat that will 
force people to leave their lands and to sell their 
labor in order to survive, turning them

 into 
m

igrants either at a dom
estic or transnational 

level. W
ith m

y reading of the hom
e-yet-to-

com
e, this very threat to being that enhances the 

possibility of m
igration (both Jorge and M

aira 
have already undertaken it) takes place through 
political instability, persecution and im

posed 
disposability. H

e-Yin Zhen’s writings are also 
concerned with threats to being that force a 
selling of one’s labor across different regim

es, a 
selling that underm

ines true freedom
, “from

 the 
rule of (upper-class) m

en and from
 the rule of 

(upper class) wom
en.” Th

e translated texts can be 
understood as contesting the m

aterial and social 
conditions that threaten the speakers’ bodies. By 
rem

aining in place, the contested conditions will 
eventually force them

 to be in transit, to m
igrate, 

because they have been dispossessed from
 their 

ability to reproduce their own life.

Th
e translations em

ployed by the sem
iotic 

objects narrate m
om

ents before social and 
m

aterial conditions force subjects to be in 
m

ultiple form
s of transit, which is also the 

“event” before the m
ultiplication of labor, the 

condition of possibility for the bodies of the 
speakers to be translated into differentiated 
labor power not for oneself across different labor 
regim

es. Although happening across different 
historical junctures, across disparate geographies 
and in ways that are local and particular, the 
translation aesthetics of the sem

iotic objects 
m

ark as an event the experience(s) before bodies 
are separated from

 their own lives and translated 
into (cheap) labor power. Sandro M

ezzadra 
points out that capitalism

 today functions 
through “continuous m

ultiplication of control 
devices that correspond to the m

ultiplication 
of labor regim

es and the subjectivities im
plied 

by them
 within each single space constructed 

as separate within m
odels of the international 

division of labor.” It is in these m
ultiple labor 

regim
es that the com

m
odity of labor power 

is exchanged; but because labor power is 
inextricable from

 the body, the control devices 
m

ust perform
 an act of translation. Th

ey m
ust 

establish a “continuity at a site of discontinuity,” 
which is the body as labor power that is no 
longer for itself but for the satisfaction of labor 
regim

es where it finds itself inserted into. O
nce 

the subject is in the labor regim
e, the “continuity 

and stability of production and reproduction 
of labor power” can no longer be taken for 
granted. Translation aesthetics m

ake the event 
before the m

ultiplication of labor legible as a 
m

om
ent(s) when subjects contest the social 

and m
aterial conditions that will force their 

bodies into the com
m

odity of labor power that 
supplies the dem

ands of different labor regim
es. 

H
om

e-yet-to-com
e is thus one event, rendered 

legible through a translation aesthetics, that is an 
instance of the event before the m

ultiplication of 
labor, the condition of possibility for bodies to be 
translated into labor power, for the m

igrant as a 
subject of labor to even be im

agined.

Th
is is a wager to m

ake the event before the 
m

ultiplication of labor legible as a political 
concern through a translation aesthetics in which 
sem

iotic objects em
ploy translation as their 

structure not only to exist but also to reconstitute 
subjects that can engage in alternative social 
relations for the sake of a universal justice. At 
the sam

e tim
e, this project extends beyond the 

scope of this essay. W
hereas the specificities of 

this universal justice m
ust wrestle with histories 

and particularities of specific locations in order 
to successfully address the threat to being (since 
capitalism

 updates itself to the particularities 
of space), there is a general direction this 
universal justice should aim

 for that exceeds the 
contem

porary term
s of political representation 

precisely because it is a justice concerned with 
the ability to exist in space. Th

is universal justice 
that reconstitutes the political m

ust seek to 
abolish the m

aterial and social conditions that 
m

ake possible the violent m
ultiplication of labor 

(a justice that disrupts the here-now), where 
living bodies are translated as organs for labor 
power m

eant to satisfy the dem
ands of different 

labor regim
es, and not of the living body itself. 



97
98

W
orks C

ited:
Liu, Lydia. “Th

e Eventfulness of Translation 
Tem

porality, D
ifference, and C

om
peting 

U
niversals” 

La M
ancha del Tom

ate (2010). “D
ictar y 

Recodar.” 

Sakai, N
aoki. Translation and Subjectivity: O

n 
“Japan” and C

ultural N
ationalism

, 13

Liu, Lydia. Th
e Birth of C

hinese Fem
inism

: 
Essential Texts in Transnational Th

eory

M
ezzadra and N

ielson, “Border as M
ethod, or, 

the M
ultiplication of Labor”

Josue Chavez just finished an undergraduate degree 
in Com

parative Literature and Society, with a focus 
on Spanish and M

andarin, at Colum
bia U

niversi-
ty. H

e experim
ents with a hybrid artistic-academ

ic 
m

ode of knowledge production in order to explore 
the ways in which technology (both its production 
and usage), language and aesthetics are sites of 
subjectification for capitalist globalization. H

is 
piece “CU

ERPO
 CLICKBAIT: A SPECU

LA-
TIVE, AN

TI-D
YSTO

PIC D
IG

ITAL CO
LLAG

E” 
will be published in the forthcom

ing issue of Ada: 
A Journal of G

ender, N
ew M

edia &
 Technology. 

H
e also works part-tim

e with China Residencies, a 
not-for-profit that helps young, independent artists 
who don’t have other form

s of funding find ways to 
execute projects in China. It is his hope to continue 
an independent academ

ic-creative practice after 
graduation, so if anyone knows of ways (generous 
funding institutions, open calls, etc) to m

ake such 
aspiration sustainable, reach out!



99




