
IN LIEU OF AN ENDING: 
IMPASSE

 An impasse does not necessarily indicate an end. Rather it is a space 
that brings you to pause and challenges usual ways of moving. While the 
common conception of impasse is that of a state of standstill, we wish to 
also ruminate on the possibilities that hide therein. What do you do when 
you cannot move forward? You go back, turn sideways, or climb up. 
There’s always a way out of a deadlock. But maybe you want to dwell there 
for a moment and observe the myriad of possibilities that reside within an 
impasse. For this issue of Soapbox, a graduate journal for cultural analysis, 
we invited young researchers and creatives to critically engage with the 
theme of the impasse. Responding to the call for papers, the contributions 
to this issue reflect on material impasses that manifest themselves as 
borders or other forms of obstacles, the feeling of disorientation that 
arises in such liminal situations or spaces, and the temporality of crises 
that throw one into a standstill.
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“A quantum universe—neither random nor 
determined. A universe of potentialities, 
waiting for an intervention to affect the 
outcome.” Spike in The Stone Gods

The past year has been tumultuous for many, to 
say the least. While to various degrees, everyone 
operated on a constant basis of adaptation and 
readaptation to ever-changing circumstances and 
regulations, it still felt like we were not moving for- 
ward. Everything remained in a state of paralysis 
but paradoxically things kept relentlessly changing. 
In Glitch Feminism, although talking about  
computer viruses, Legacy Russell makes an eerily 
poignant observation: “A virus breaks, and so we 
are delivered into the time and space of broken-
ness [...] through its fissures and faults, the virus 
makes brokenness a space, placing us within the 
break itself” (112). The pandemic seemed to have 
the potential to become a catalyst of positive change 
amidst all the losses it brought about. It provided a 
moment to look around and register the destruction 
of livelihoods and natural habitats, the unequal 
distribution of resources, the racist logics prevailing 
in the local and global accessibility to healthcare 
and medication. While the temporary standstill 
experienced at the start of the pandemic brought 
about a brief hope that the virus could be the  

EDITORIAL

intervention the world needed, the opposite has 
been true. Instead of acting as the intervention  
that would disrupt the extractive, displacing logics 
of capitalism and offer the possibilities for environ-
mental recovery—one that would reconfigure the 
uneven distribution of care and precarious living 
and working conditions—the long established 
systems of capitalism, biopolitics, and geopolitics 
only intensified. Predictably, the health crisis has 
been instrumentalised to advance the interest of 
capitalists, it has furthered rampant exploitation  
of natural resources, and only intensified already 
oppressive systems. In the Netherlands, for instance, 
Sywert van Lienden and his supposedly non-profit 
health organization, Hulptroepen Alliantie, ended 
up making over 20 million euro in a deal with the 
Dutch government to procure face masks, a deal 
that was peddled through van Lienden’s personal 
contacts, such as health minister Hugo de Jonge 
(Henley; Strop and Vermeulen). Another infamous entre-
preneur who saw a rise in net worth is Jeff Bezos, 
who at the start of 2020 was scrutinised and crit- 
icised for the exploitative labour conditions in his 
Amazon warehouses (Woods; Sainato). The pandemic 
often aggravated the precariousness of already 
austere labour conditions; not only are factory 
workers and public transport employees living in 
financially precarious situations, for example, but 
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now the fear of exposing one’s body to the imme-
diate danger of the virus adds worries around 
healthcare, insurance, and how to care in the face 
of crumbling certainty. 

This affective experience of navigating 
between two opposing states—change and stasis—
inspired the theme of this issue: impasse. Although 
not all papers included in this publication are dir- 
ectly concerned with the current pandemic, their 
critical engagement with the theme in various 
contexts and interpretations invites the reader to 
ruminate on the obscurity reigning in an impasse 
and on the small light appearing at its end. The ‘I’ 
in Ann Cvetkovich’s text-based video production 
The Alphabet of Feeling Bad, stands for Impasse. 
Although she presents it as a feeling of stuckness, 
she finds comfort in that stillness and in the ability 
to name such a state. Cvetkovich understands an 
impasse as a “form of hopelessness—but really in 
the sense of being in a space” of unknowingness. 
She goes on to emphasise the importance of  
“[making] room for that not knowing and to see 
what it’s like to dwell in that space and then to 
move forward from there.” While the common 
conception of impasse is that of a state of stand- 
still, we wish to also ruminate on the possibilities 
that hide therein. What do you do when you cannot 
move forward? You go back, turn sideways, or  

climb up. There’s always a way out of a deadlock. 
But maybe you want to dwell there for a moment 
and observe the myriad of possibilities that reside 
within an impasse. Returning to Russell, what we 
find in an impasse is not an end, but the necessity 
to rethink and reframe: “The break an error, the 
error a passageway” (113). Rather than focussing 
on the gloom and stagnation that this concept 
elicits, we want to shed a light on what lies before 
and behind a cul-de-sac.

Responding to our call for papers, the contri- 
butions to this issue reflect on material impasses 
that manifest themselves as borders or other forms 
of obstacles, the feeling of disorientation that arises 
in such liminal situations or spaces, and the tempor- 
ality of crises that throw one into a standstill. In her 
piece on digital intimacy, Maria Plichta explores 
the ways in which online encounters challenge 
prevalent understandings of intimacy in general.  
A too familiar zoom fatigue colours our relations in 
a dull hue of grey due to lack of connection and an 
abundance of self-monitoring. Our digital intimacies 
are marked by two seemingly opposing states of 
being: separation and connection. In accordance, 
Plichta argues that the “current pandemic conditions 
generate something of a double bind, both serving 
as a reminder of our inescapable fleshiness and 
divorcing us from being able to enjoy the majority 
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of experiences rooted in the materiality of the body 
and, especially, co-presence.” In a similar vein, 
Nahal Sheikh analyses the point of conjuncture 
between technology and certain bodies. Focusing 
on the use of the Automated Facial Recognition 
System (AFRS) during protests against the 2019 
Citizenship Amendment Act in India, she claims 
that, “by matching police-gathered facial datasets 
from rallies to pre-existing criminal databases,  
the AFRS (re-)clusters Muslim individuals in a 
perpetual process of defining and re-defining  
them as ‘criminals’.” Building on pre-existing 
discursive and legislative discriminatory practices, 
she observes the discriminatory bias—operating  
on a similar logic of naturalization and exclusion  
as that of racism—that underlies systems of 
surveillance and recognition and the archives that 
are built on this biased data.

In a more poetic tone, Erick Fowler explores 
the impasses of the archive. His creative writing 
piece works itself through imagery and metaphors 
of dust. Dust appears here as the material, visual, 
and palpable passing of time; as that which makes 
the past appear within the present, that which can 
be dispersed to reveal hidden realities continuing 
into the now. By rethinking and overlapping tempo- 
ral scales between two different systems of oppres-
sion, colonization and capitalism, this paper marks 

the shift to conceptions of impasse as a feeling,  
a sensation of temporality, a state of disorientation  
in which one seeks a solution while always being 
on the verge of transition, of disappearance, or of 
remaining in that liminal space. Jennifer Wenzel 
also ponders on the particular temporality of the 
impasse in her introduction to this issue, namely the 
paradox of being stuck in motion. Speaking from 
the specific context of environmental and energy 
humanities, impasse does not signify immobility. 
Rather, the impasse, as Wenzel introduces it, de- 
scribes the sensation of standing still while being  
in constant movement. Also focusing on temporal 
scales, Suzi Asa explores the concepts of duration, 
the non-now, and the void and their spatial repre-
sentations in the rulers of Cevdet Erek. Framing  
the concept of this issue within the context of the 
liminal temporal non-scales that Erek’s 0-now ruler 
evokes, she argues that the present is not neces-
sarily experienced as the nowness of a moment, 
but rather that the present “encompasses infinity 
within itself.”

Some words appear time and again in the  
papers exploring the temporal experience of im- 
passe: perpetual, becoming, stuckness, inbetween, 
duration, elimination of boundaries, liminality, 
multiplicity, and movement. They describe the often 
contradicting states that being in an impasse evokes 
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and present a way to find comfort in that feeling 
at the same time. So does Sam Ellis in his analysis 
on the representation of impasse in the audio-visual 
work of FKA twigs. Along the lines of Lauren 
Berlant’s definition of the impasse in Cruel 
Optimism, he searches for creative ways of repre-
senting and being present in an impasse. Finding 
oneself in an impasse does not necessarily mean 
finding oneself in solitude; relations and connections 
can arise within an impasse, creating a feeling of 
shared precarity. Anı Ekin Özdemir starts from a 
similar hopeful perspective in her creative contribu-
tion. Through photos and (prose) poems, she takes 
the reader on a journey through the meaning of 
tears and the liberating force of crying. Even in 
moments of darkness and despair, solace can be 
found. Closing this issue, Jane Lewty’s short but 
dense afterword visualises the concept incorporat-
ing theories and events from disciplines outside  
the humanities. She stretches the commonplace 
conception of impasse as stasis to an infinite array 
of phenomena, linguistic terms, and experimenta-
tions, and as such drags us out of the deadlock.

When thinking of the impasse, we also 
wanted to have it applied to the form(at) of and 
within this issue. The hybrid piece “Return to” 
offers a space to unravel academic restrictions. 
Can a statement be true even if it is, through 

academic eyes, a fallacy? Is not a failure in reason-
ing still reasoning? In Anı Ekin Özdemir’s “Road to 
Nowhere,” words leak, loose letters trickle down the 
page towards infinity. What is infinity if not another 
impasse holding a myriad of possibilities and inter- 
ventions waiting to be actualised? Similarly, the 
“Afterword” oscillates between poetic and academic 
styles. While it formally signifies an ending, a point 
of arrival, the afterword is simultaneously a starting 
point as it urges the reader to think beyond and go 
outside the pages of the “Afterword” and the issue 
in hand.

Besides the insightful content our contributors 
brought to this issue, we want to draw your atten-
tion to the design of this journal. Through their 
illustrations, Quirine Kennedy and Luca Putz reflect 
on the various interpretations of impasse put forth 
in the papers. More than mere illustrations, they 
add yet another layer to the thinking processes 
spurred by the words and expand imageries of 
impasses. The ceramic tooth that figures as a 
bookmark symbolises the nostalgia we attach to 
some objects without giving them a new purpose; 
they serve as memory alone. Somewhere between 
the boxes filled with remnants of a childhood long 
passed hides a box with milk teeth. We never give 
them a look again, but would not dare to throw 
them away either. These objects remain precious 
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solely in our own longing for the past, they are 
somewhat stuck in a nostalgia.

We are infinitely grateful for all our contribut-
ors, peer reviewers, designers, and editors who 
participated in some form or another to the 
finalisation of this fourth collection of essays.  
We also want to thank the department of com-
parative literature of the University of Amsterdam 
(UvA) and the Netherlands Institute for Cultural 
Analysis (NICA) who helped finance this issue.  
We now invite you onto the journey into, through, 
and beyond the impasse.

WORKS CITED 
Cvetkovich, Ann, and Karin Michalski 

“The Alphabet of Feeling Bad.” I is for Impasse: Affektive 
Queerverbindungen in Theorie_Aktivismus_Kunst, edited
by Käthe von Bose, et al., b_books, 2015, 16-19.
 

Henley Jon. 
“Dutch to investigate business trio’s €100m face mask 
deal.” The Guardian, 8 June 2021, theguardian.com/
world/2021/jun/08/dutch-to-investigate-business-trios-
100m-facemask-deal. Accessed 22 Sept 2021. 

 
Russell, Legacy. 

Glitch Feminism: A Manifesto. Verso, 2020.

Sainato, Michael. 
“‘I’m not a robot’: Amazon workers condemn unsafe, 
grueling conditions at warehouse.” The Guardian, 5 Feb 
2020, theguardian.com/technology/2020/feb/05/ama
zon-workers-protest-unsafe-grueling-conditions-ware
house. Accessed 22 Sept 2021.
 

Strop, Jan-Heijn, and Stephan Vermeulen. 
“Sywert van Lienden Sluisde 9 Miljoen Euro Naar 
Persoonlijke Holding.” Follow The Money, 31 May 2021, 
ftm.nl/artikelen/sywert-van-lienden-sluisde-9-miljoen-eu
ro-naar-persoonlijke-holding

Woods, Hiatt. 
“How billionaires saw their net worth increase by half a 
trillion dollars during the pandemic.” Business Insider, 30 
Oct 2020, businessinsider.com/billionaires-net-worth-in
creases-coronavirus-pandemic-2020-7?internation
al=true&r=US&IR=T. Accessed 22 Sept 2021.

Winterson, Jeanette. 
The Stone Gods. Penguin Books. 2008.



 JENNIFER WENZEL 
 FOREWORD: RUNNING TO STAND STILL 



20 21 RUNNING TO STAND STILLJENNIFER WENZEL

Impasse may well be the concept that has most 
propelled my thinking in environmental and 
energy humanities since I first encountered it in  
the work of Imre Szeman more than a decade ago. 
In “Crude Aesthetics,” as well as his contribution  
to the seminal PMLA “Editor’s Column” on energy 
that was convened by Patricia Yaeger in 2011, 
Szeman gave a name to a fundamental predic-
ament of the present: impasse is “the yawning 
space between belief and action, knowledge and 
agency,” he writes. Although “we know where we 
stand with respect to energy,” we are unable to 
take action adequate to the situation (Yaeger et al. 324). 
One might summarize the main thrust of the 
energy humanities as a driving tension between 
impasse and transition: impasse is (or has been) 
the name for where we are, while transition to a 
world beyond fossil fuels is the name for where  
we want and need to be. (What do we want? 
Transition. When do we want it? Yesterday. Why 
can’t we have it? Impasse.) More recently, Szeman 
and Mark Simpson have elaborated a further, 
dialectical, and even more confounding aspect of 
impasse: is it possible that framing the imperative 
of change in terms of “transition” can actually 
contribute to the “stuckness” that makes it difficult 
to move toward a world after oil?  
(Simpson and Szeman 80) .

 “…existing genres of energy transition are all too often forms of 
impasse” (Simpson and Szeman 80).

In the paragraph above, I have tried to stage 
what I see as another limitation of the impasse/
transition dyad. Simpson and Szeman’s recent 
ramification of impasse in terms of stuckness 
re-emphasises the sense of immobility and social 
paralysis associated with the concept. In French, 
an impasse is a passage through which one cannot 
pass: not a lane, but a dead end, a cul-de-sac.  
But, perhaps ironically, impasse as a concept has 
propelled my thought; it’s the thrust of energy 
humanities, its driving tension. The idea of 
impasse—which is fundamentally about not being 
able to get anywhere—has been extraordinarily 
generative for my teaching and writing. Simpson 
and Szeman might say that all of this thinking 
mobilised by impasse has left me only as stuck as  
I was before.

But what if the imagery of immobility 
associated with impasse is also part of the 
problem? In other words, aren’t the practices, 
expectations, and imaginaries of historically 
unprecedented mobility within petromodernity 
(including, but not limited to, automobility and 
frequent flyerism) a significant aspect of the status 
quo with which we—at least until 2020—have 
significantly failed to reckon? Impasse connotes 
stasis and, more precisely, an unwanted inability  
to move: this physical condition, what physics 
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would call “bodies at rest”, has little to do with the 
embodied and infrastructural realities of (hyper)
mobility that have been promised and, for many, 
delivered—compelled, even—by fossil fuels. 

For this reason, it seems to me that inertia 
offers a necessary corollary to impasse. I’m think-
ing of inertia not in the colloquial sense, of 
weighed-down not-wanting-to-move, but instead  
in the Newtonian sense of a body’s resistance to 
change in its state of motion. Bodies at rest tend  
to stay at rest; bodies in motion tend to stay in 
motion. Folks accustomed to driving everywhere, 
to hours-long commutes, to reckoning their status 
in terms of thousands of miles flown in a calendar 
year, to one-click ordering of, well, everything to 
be delivered from Chinese factories on the other 
side of the globe: these folks (and all their stuff in 
transit) are bodies in motion who will tend to stay 
in motion—unless, as Newton also observed, they  
are acted upon by a greater outside force. Among 
the effects of the Covid pandemic is the sudden 
recognition of what “stuckness” has felt like for 
many: to be stuck going really fast, all the time.  
A focus on inertia thus draws out the complexity  
of the predicament that is implicit in Simpson and 
Szeman’s account of impasse as a “continuation  
of the same wherein the overcoming of blockages 
cannot solve—and may in fact compound—the 
abiding stuckness” (80). Read through inertia, this 

“stuckness” becomes legible as a continuing state 
of motion that one does not want to—or cannot 
—abjure: running to stand still. This compulsory 
mobility, a mobile immobility, is the counterin-
tuitive inertia that is characteristic of what Paolo 
Bacigalupi, in his novel Ship Breaker, calls our 
“Accelerated Age” (80). In other words, impasse 
names a kind of “blockage” or “stuckness” that is 
just as much at work when traffic flows freely on 
the highway as when it’s come to a standstill in a 
traffic jam.  In Italo Calvino’s short 
story “The Petrol Pump,” one of the ur-texts of the 
energy humanities, inertia accounts both for the 
fact that the protagonist keeps driving around 
looking for gasoline during the first oil shock of the 
early 1970s, and for the improbable, repeated detail 
within his feverishly apocalyptic vision of what the 
end of oil will look like: “the ultimate cataclysm, 
the simultaneous drying up perhaps of oilwells 
pipelines tanks pumps carburettors oil sumps,”  
and “a deep silence, as if all engines everywhere 
had ceased their firing and the wheeling life of the 
human race had stopped” (174, 175; emphasis added). 
Everything (including the pumpjacks) is always in 
frenetic motion, until suddenly it isn’t.

 Lindsey Green-Simms describes this phenomenon as an 
unevenly distributed dialectical relation within automobility: “individual 
mobility becomes collective immobility,” and automobility “produces as 
much inertia and destruction as it does mobility” (58). My aim here is to  
call attention to the inertia that automobility produces in the form of 
mobility, not as its other.
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Calvino’s short story is a quintessential 
example of what I’ve called the “running-out-of-gas 
narrative” (Introduction 14). Another of my favourite 
examples of this genre is Henrietta Rose-Innes’ 
2007 short story, “Poison”; I have discussed else-
where the Anthropocenic, eco-apocalyptic, and 
South African pastoral aspects of this grittily realist 
account of an imagined explosion of a chemical 
plant in Cape Town.  The story’s protagonist 
is a bourgeois white woman named Lynn; dragged 
down by the inertia of everyday habit, Lynn be-
latedly flees the city in her car and runs out of  
gas just short of a petrol station on the highway. 
“Poison” brilliantly stages the racialised polarities 
of automobility in South Africa, in part by juxta-
posing Lynn’s reflex understanding of the highway 
as a surface “not meant to be touched by hand or 
feet” with her sudden recollection of “the people 
she’d seen so many times on the side of the high-
way, walking, walking along verges not designed 
for human passage.” What specifically interests me 
here is Rose-Innes’ account of automobility as a 
form of inertia that doubles as identity:

In all her years of driving at speed along 
highways, Cape Town, Jo’burg, Durban, 
she’d never once stopped at a random 
spot, walked into the veld. Why would 

  See Wenzel, The Disposition of Nature pp. 37-41.

she? The highways were tracks through an 
indecipherable terrain of dun and grey, a 
blur in which one only fleetingly glimpsed 
the sleepy eyes of people standing on its 
edge. To leave the car would be to disinte-
grate, to merge with that shifting world. 

In her previous, “normal” life, automobility has 
been for Lynn both a form of identity and a way  
of not living in the world beyond the highway:  
the car functions as carapace. The reversals and 
transformations in this passage are not quite as 
startling as those of quantum physics; nonetheless, 
it’s fascinating that Lynn finds clarity, coherence, 
and self-knowledge in the “blur” of “driving at 
speed,” and the threat of disintegration in the 
thought of leaving the car, walking into “indeci-
pherable terrain,” and merging not with the high-
way traffic, but instead with the shifting world that 
is standing still. To step out of the car—to leave 
this high-speed inertia behind—would be to step 
away from what she knows as her self.

We might find an inverted image of this 
account of impasse-on-the-move, or mobile im-
mobility as experienced from the other side of  
the windshield, in the work of South African  
artist William Kentridge, who for more than two 
decades has kept returning to the visual trope of 
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“procession.” Kentridge has used this trope in 
several mediums, from static prints in silhouette to 
animated “drawings for projection” to embodied 
action on the stage. These processions are images 
of people on the move, bent nearly double by their 
heavy burdens. Kentridge’s processions are funda-
mentally about repetition or iteration, the figures 
one behind the other. This repetition creates a 
sense of immobility-within-mobility, an endless 
procession that never reaches a destination. 
Impasse on the move, marking time: displace- 
ment without hope of arrival. 

Petromodernity, it seems, is perhaps most 
inert when some of us move along the highway at 
120 kilometres an hour, while others are consigned 
to watching the cars whizz by as they continue 
what Rose-Innes describes as journeys “covering 
incomprehensible distances, toiling from one 
obscure spot to another.” This insight about 
mobility is an underappreciated challenge within 
the predicament that Szeman has named impasse. 
In my recent writing and teaching about energy 
and automobility, impasse is now always paired 
with inertia. But the putatively contradictory relation 
between knowledge and action that Szeman identi-
fies as the epistemological and political aspect of 
impasse—knowing where we stand, without taking 
adequate action—has implications far beyond the 
energy humanities. 

I understand this latter aspect of impasse as 
one version of a problem that shadows all human-
ities scholarship which seeks not only to understand 
the world, but to change it. How exactly is this 
change supposed to occur, through this book review 
or that close reading or this archival excavation of 
some forgotten yet instructive and urgently per-
tinent historical curiosity? What kind of work can 
our work do in the world? To borrow a technical 
term that I learned during the cyberhack on the 
Colonial Pipeline that choked the distribution of 
refined petroleum products in the southeastern 
United States in May 2021, there often seems to 
be an “air gap” between humanities scholarship 
and what passes for “the real world.” (An air gap, 
as we’ve recently learned, is the physical space that 
isolates critical equipment from the internet, and 
thus protects it from hackers; the term is borrowed 
from plumbing, as in a vertical space that protects 
water quality by preventing backflow.) In this case, 
this disconnect between our work and the world 
serves as an unwanted buffer zone or quarantine 
between our professional practice and its bearing 
on the moral arc of the universe, on the hegemony 
of Kuznets curves, or on the stubborn momentum 
of green-house gas emissions charts. Citing Maggie 
Nelson, Stephanie LeMenager expresses a salutary 
scepticism about “the relay of media → empathy 
→ action that some of my fellow defenders of the 
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arts and humanities would like to take for 
granted” (17). This insight frames somewhat 
differently what Szeman calls the “yawning gap 
between knowledge and action,” in LeMenager’s 
necessary circumspection about how creators and 
knowledge-workers can catalyse change through 
modes of endeavour in which cause and effect 
can’t be charted in such straight lines. 

And yet, these gaps are keenly felt amidst  
the urgency of the cascading and overlapping 
crises of the present. As Pieter Vermeulen has 
recently observed in his analysis of literature and  
the Anthropocene, the paralysis in the face of 
knowledge that was once associated with the 
Romantic sublime now takes a new form, what 
Sianne Ngai calls “stuplimity.” This newfangled 
state is an incapacitating combination of “‘boredom 
and astonishment, of what ‘dulls’ with what ‘irritates’  
or agitates, of excessive excitation with extreme 
desensitization or fatigue’” (Ngai qtd. in Vermeulen 5). 
The imagery isn’t incompatible with the rhythms 
of heroin addiction immortalised by Bono and U2: 
running, standing still. Gotta do something about 
where we’re going.
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ABSTRACT
The paper focuses on the ways in which various aspects of 

intimacy have been reconfigured during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
exploring the intermingling of public and private in digital modes  
of intimate practices. Taking a closer look at the recent prolifer-
ation of video chat encounters, the essay examines the affective 
states they generate, especially in terms of the tension between 
visibility and obfuscation.

In October 2020, sensational headlines about the 
suspension of a New Yorker staff writer, Jeffrey 
Toobin, began to circulate online. What was 
Toobin’s alleged offence that led to his sacking?  
As the VICE article that broke the story proclaims 
in its title, “New Yorker Suspends Jeffrey Toobin  
for Masturbating on Zoom Call” (Wagner). The call 
in question was an election simulation for the then- 
upcoming US presidential election. It all seemed  
to be going according to plan—until, as sources 
present in the meeting report:

when the groups returned from their break 
out rooms, Toobin lowered the camera. 
The people on the call said they could see 
Toobin touching his penis. Toobin then left 
the call. Moments later, he called back in, 
seemingly unaware of what his colleagues 
had been able to see, and the simulation 
continued. (Wagner)

The widely-reported incident seemed to generate  
an outpour of gleeful schadenfreude, with reactions 
ranging from unequivocal condemnation to some-
thing like sympathy stemming from the unsettlingly 
relatable fear of inadvertently revealing something 
embarrassing in a Zoom call. It also makes appar-
ent the double bind of such virtualised workplace 
encounters, suspended as they are between taking 
place in the privacy of one’s home and, at the same 
time, within the digital panopticon of softwares such 
as Zoom. Such encounters generate a sense of 
privacy and a certain invisibility while simultaneous- 
ly establishing a novel, usually inaccessible public 
viewpoint into the participants’ private worlds. 

This suspension between the private and 
public is, in Lauren Berlant’s view, constitutive of 
the experience of intimacy, in which “the inward-
ness of the intimate is met by a corresponding 
publicness” (281). Berlant also raises the question  
of the ways in which it can “make people public, 
producing transpersonal identities and subjectivities, 
when those attachments come from within spaces 
as varied as those of domestic intimacy, state policy, 
and mass-mediated experiences of intensely disrupt-
ive crises” (283). All three of these aspects are also 
evidently at play in our experiences of digitally 
mediated encounters and are especially amplified 
in the time of COVID-19. This paper proposes a 
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preliminary sketch of the various affective states 
that arise within digital encounters. It explores the 
intermingling of public and private in digital modes 
of intimate practices by taking a closer look at the 
proliferation of video chat encounters and the 
affective states they might generate. 

ON DIGITAL INTIMACIES
Just as it promptly generated a new regime  

of work and leisure, the pandemic has contributed  
to a radical shift in how intimacy is experienced. 
Following media scholar Grant Bollmer’s approach 
to intimacy as “sustained in [the] gap between  
connection and separation” I take a closer look at 
specific facets of life that are commonly associated 
with material presence and proximity (56). Digital 
intimacy is often posited as capable of what Bollmer 
aptly describes as fostering “a feeling of closeness in 
spite of closeness’ absence” (49). In other words, a 
closeness that might exist despite the impossibility 
of overt contact in lockdown, shaped by both  
absence and distance which can only be bridged  
by technological means. Do the changes that are 
taking place in terms of dating and sexual 
behaviour represent a radical shift towards some-
thing new, or do they merely accelerate and extend 
pre-existing processes of an increasing ‘virtual-
isation’ of intimacy? Intimacy’s digitally-mediated 

forms are often considered a corruption of, a neces- 
sarily inadequate replacement for, or, at best, a 
supplement to the elusive ‘real thing.’ In Virtual 
Intimacies: Media, Affect and Queer Sociality, 
media scholar Shaka McGlotten approaches 
virtually mediated intimacies as both “new possibil-
ities” and “failures before the fact”(2). In their view, 
this understanding of digital intimacy as both 
capable of creating new affective possibilities while, 
at the same time, being doomed to fail is a product 
of a logic expressed here: “If you had to get online 
to get it, it couldn’t be the real thing. But what is 
the real thing, what is real intimacy?”(2).

To probe this question further, in “Software 
Intimacies (Social Media and the Unbearability of 
Death),” Bollmer provides an interesting approach 
to “intimacy as a variable and often contradictory 
mode of experience that undergirds daily life” (49), 
which he likens to what Raymond Williams 
describes as “a structure of feeling” (qtd. in Bollmer 49). 
Bollmer emphasizes that intimacy is inherently 
steeped in ambivalence, which is further complic-
ated by attempting to do what he describes as 
thinking a being-with or being-together while,  
at the same time, being-without, being-apart. This 
attempt to think connection through separation, 
or, in other words, the ways in which intimacy is 
constructed in and through absence, is central to 
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considerations of digitally mediated intimacies. 
Bollmer proposes moving beyond what he de-
scribes as “a crude fetish of presence” so that 
“a way of imagining intimacy without physical 
contact or co-presence takes shape [...], a way  
of imagining intimacy not as a form of closeness  
or presence, but as something felt through the 
absence” (50). Thinking intimacy-in-absence is 
crucial in considering the intimacies that are 
emerging at this particular juncture, marked  
as they are by the need to try and bridge (often  
by digital means) unbridgeable distances.

The question that arises is, is there a way  
to think digital intimacy without relying solely on  
a binary approach which sees ‘virtual’ and ‘real’  
as two disparate, opposing ends of an ‘intimacy 
spectrum’? To go back to McGlotten’s work, they 
also extend a consideration into “what it feels like 
to connect, or fail to, in a technophilic and techno-
phobic present in which intimacy has gone virtual, 
if it ever was real”(1). By questioning the ‘realness’ 
of intimacy further, they make the argument for 
considering intimacy as possessive of an innate 
virtuality, which is encapsulated in their contention 
that “intimacy is and always has been virtual” 
(McGlotten 9). A similar argument can be found in 
the work of Larissa Hjorth, who, in “The Afterlife 
of Intimacy,” emphasises the always-already-

mediated nature of intimacy. For Hjorth, even if  
a particular form of intimacy is not conducted 
through media, it is still mediated by “language, 
gestures, and memory” (142). Sarah Kember  
and Joanna Zylinska approach “mediation as  
the underlying and underaddressed problem of  
the media” (18). This focus on the processes of 
mediation allows for what the authors propose  
as “a shift from thinking about ‘new media’ as a  
set of discrete objects to understanding media,  
old and new, in terms of the interlocked and 
dynamic processes of mediation,” in which 
mediation emerges as “an intrinsic condition  
of being-in, and becoming-with, the technological 
world” (Kember and Zylinska 18). This insistence on 
considering intimacy as an inherently mediated 
process complicates the seeming oppositions of 
real and virtual, or material and immaterial. Such  
a framing allows for seeing the increased techno-
logical mediation of intimacy as merely another 
‘layer’ of such processes in which intimacy is 
inherently embedded.

HOW TO HAVE AN ORGY IN THE MIDST  
OF A PANDEMIC

Pandemic conditions generate something of  
a double bind, both serving as a reminder of our 
inescapable fleshiness and divorcing us from being 
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able to enjoy many of the experiences of intimacy 
rooted in the materiality of the body and, especially, 
co-presence. During the lockdowns around the 
globe there has been a severe lack of opportunities 
for encounters that generate a heightened aware-
ness of being a body (and possibly enjoying it), not 
just stuck in a body that needs to be managed and 
monitored relentlessly to avoid contamination. But, 
as Sophie Lewis writes in “Collective Turn-off,”  
the enjoyment of sex is necessarily bound to the 
acceptance, and/or even enjoyment of, the “cross-
contaminations of human flesh.” How can the urges 
for bodily pleasure be reconciled with the limitation 
placed on bodies under pandemic conditions?

In his recently published book, PANDEMIC!: 
COVID-19 Shakes the World, the philosopher 
Slavoj Žižek (never one to be outpaced; he has 
managed to write not one, but two COVID-centric 
books already), sketches what he describes as a 
typical behavioural response of populations in 
plague-stricken towns, framing it using Elisabeth 
Kübler-Ross’ five-stage model of grief. As Žižek 
writes,

In medieval times, the population of  
an affected town reacted to the signs of 
plague in a similar way: first denial, then 
anger at our sinful lives for which we are 

punished, or even at the cruel God who 
allowed it, then bargaining (it’s not so bad, 
let’s just avoid those who are ill ...), then 
depression (our life is over ...), then, 
interestingly, orgies (since our lives are 
over, let’s get out of it all the pleasures  
still possible with lots of drinking and sex), 
and, finally, acceptance (here we are, let’s 
just behave as much as possible as if 
normal life goes on ...). (73) 

It is worth pausing at the “interestingly, orgies” 
stage. A hedonistic response to the looming 
prospect of imminent death is understandable;  
if one believes oneself doomed anyway, why not 
spend the remaining days trying to compensate  
for all the pleasures previously missed due to the 
prevalent moral or religious prohibitions of the 
time? Perhaps it was in order to try and mitigate 
this hedonistic impulse that government health 
agencies began to issue guidelines aiming to 
promote harm reduction strategies pertaining to 
sexual practices during the current COVID-19 
pandemic. On June 8, 2020, the New York City 
health department issued a memo entitled “Safer 
Sex and COVID-19,” the overarching aim of which 
was to urge New Yorkers to minimise their range 
of contacts, including those of a sexual nature.  
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The list features a wide-ranging set of recommend-
ations, from instructions that should be followed in 
any sexual scenario regardless of whether it takes 
place during a global pandemic, such as ‘have sex 
only with consenting partners,’ to more specific 
advice on getting physically intimate in COVID-
times. Some of those guidelines, frank to the point  
of graphicness, immediately gained online popular-
ity, with the list matter-of-factly explaining risks 
associated with specific sex acts, such as “rimming 
(mouth on anus) might spread COVID-19.” 

The list even features specific advice on how 
to minimise risk if one decided to go through with 
organising the aforementioned pandemic-times 
orgy. The section entitled “If two is company then 
three (or more) is definitely a crowd” provides an 
instructive outline of issues to keep in mind if one 
does decide to have a multi-party sexual gathering, 
featuring advice to “wear a face covering or mask” 
and “make it a little kinky” by being “creative with 
sexual positions and physical barriers, like walls, 
that allow sexual contact while preventing close 
face to face contact.” Still, as the list repeatedly 
emphasises, for the time being, “you are your safest 
sex partner.” The memo further states that, “if you 
usually meet your sex partners online or make a 
living by having sex, consider taking a break from 
in-person dates. Video dates, sexting, subscription-

based fan platforms, sexy ‘Zoom parties’ or chat 
rooms may be options for you.” Indeed, as many 
articles point out, both virtual dates and the afore-
mentioned “sexy Zoom parties” (which already 
have an awkward moniker of their own: zorgies), 
have become increasingly prevalent during the 
pandemic, a time of either state-enforced, or at 
least strongly recommended, social distancing. 
These guidelines are worth paying attention to 
because they serve as an expression of the crucial 
importance of managing bodies and the intimate 
relations they are implicated in during a pandemic, 
which pushes states to implement policies in which 
the preservation of life emerges as the utmost 
priority. This necessitates enforcing, or at least 
strongly advising, extensive changes in how intim-
ate practices are conducted. Social distancing 
essentially mandates an increased separation of 
bodies, which then often necessitates an increased 
virtualisation of these intimate relations. The virus 
spreads in and through proximity and therefore it 
is precisely proximity that must be avoided, which 
has significant impact on the character of both 
dating and sexual practices, commonly considered 
to be rooted in co-presence and the materiality of 
the body. How do we connect and foster closeness 
to somebody when it is precisely a body that 
cannot be involved?
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An affective state that seems to characterise 
this experience of digital intimacy is that of an 
underlying longing. In “The Erotic Chaos and 
Suspense of a Zoom Orgy,” Tracy Clark-Flory 
describes a Zoom orgy during which one of the 
participants says, “I just want to grab through the 
screen at you guys.” Clark-Flory argues that this is 
a universal dynamic that characterizes virtual sex- 
ual encounters, arguing that regardless of whether 
“it’s cyber, phone, or cam, long-distance sex is of- 
ten filled with expressions of longing to transcend 
the distance” (2020). It is precisely this longing to 
transcend currently unbridgeable distances that 
emerges as a prevalent feeling in the search for 
intimacy during the pandemic. 

 In the experience of intimacy during a  
pandemic, necessarily shaped as it is by absences 
and distances, the emergent feeling of longing is 
two-fold. On one hand, it might be the kind of 
longing Clark-Flory describes: a feeling of wanting 
to “grab through the screen” and be physically 
close to someone whom one meets via a digital 
interface. This feeling might stem from an instinct-
ive awareness of the limitations of this mode of 
connectivity and its reduction of the entirety of the 
sensual experience to the visual and audial; the 
inevitable loss of the ineffable something that 
happens ‘in real life,’ that proprioceptive tingle  
of inexplicable attraction that can immediately be 

acted upon. Once again, the longing to recover the 
fleshiness (to reconnect with the tactility of flesh/
bodily contact); once again, the awareness of its 
current impossibility. 

 The current situation might also engender a 
feeling of longing which is prefigurative. No longer 
focused on the present need to transcend the limi- 
tations of the technologically mediated connection, 
which is perceived as incomplete, what seems to  
emerge here is something akin to an affective ex- 
perience of a secondary unbearability: that of know- 
ing that something is not just impossible now, but 
might not be possible in the future either. The mere 
awareness, or an anticipation of the possible 
impossibility, becomes a spectre that haunts the 
present. Software intimacies might be more haunto- 
logically than ontologically rooted as they are in “a 
desire for presence that appears refracted through 
the spirit of another, but simultaneously is located 
in the desire to be free of haunting and embracing 
the materiality of physical contact” (Bollmer 51). In 
other words, the current mode of intimacy is in a 
way haunted both by the absences-already-there 
and absences-yet-to-come.

BETWEEN VISIBILITY AND OBFUSCATION
Zoom encounters generate a coexisting 

regime of visibility and obfuscation, alternately 
invading our private spaces that usually remain in- 
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accessible and obscuring things we could never get 
away with ‘in real life.’ The limits of the gaze of the 
camera narrow the viewpoint to a two-dimensional 
rectangular frame—on Zoom, no one can see you 
hold your phone in front of your face as long as 
you place it just right; the camera has many blind- 
spots to be taken advantage of. See me looking all 
focused and studious in my online German class? 
Entschuldigung, aber the joke is on you, I am in fact 
aimlessly scrolling through my phone, perfectly 
aligned with the camera’s gaze, thus obscuring my 
relentless propensity for distraction.

Still, as the case of Jeffrey Toobin invoked in 
the beginning of the essay illustrates, the Zoom 
experience offers ample opportunities for accidental 
reveals that come with far more grievous conseq-
uences. The perceived invisibility can be deceptive; 
one might inadvertently reveal more than intended. 
Obviously, in ‘real life,’ whipping out one’s private 
parts and masturbating in a work meeting is not 
just inappropriate but illegal. But Toobin’s case 
raises a fundamental question: do such offences 
only become offensive when visible? The blurred 
lines between the personal and professional might 
generate an urge to push the boundaries of what 
is deemed acceptable. Forgoing trousers would be 
frowned upon in a physical meeting, but why not 
go pantless to a Zoom meeting if you know the 

limits of its rectangular frame delineate the limits 
of visibility? Out of sight, out of mind, and after all, 
it does no harm to anyone, does it? Toobin’s case 
illustrates a possible endpoint of this logic: his apo- 
logy suggests that it is his belief that it is not the 
masturbation itself that was the problem (indeed,  
a perfectly acceptable pastime for anyone in the 
privacy of their home), but its unintended reveal to 
the unwitting audience. However, this seems a 
self-serving excuse meant to obscure the respons-
ibility for what is at least a worrying lack of 
boundaries—if not workplace ones, because there 
is no workplace anymore, then worktime. Toobin 
repeatedly emphasised the accidental nature of his 
masturbatory mishap; he does not focus at all on 
the alleged act itself, but his belief that it had not 
been visible (or audible) to other participants,  
attributing it to his lack of technological prowess. 
Toobin: “I believed I was not visible on Zoom.  
I thought no one on the Zoom call could see me.  
I thought I had muted the Zoom video” (Wagner). 
Reiterating that the incident had been an “embar-
rassingly stupid mistake” and extending an apology 
to his “wife, friends and co-workers,” Toobin em- 
phasised the accidental nature of the indiscretion. 
It was, he seems to be saying, simply a result of an 
unfortunate combination of technical ineptitude 
and sheer bad luck.
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While such cases might represent a partic-
ularly grim endpoint to the confusion between 
public and personal that emerges in video chat 
encounters, the underlying feeling seems to be 
prevalent. Geert Lovink points to the current 
dominance of “cloud-based video meetings” in all 
spheres of life, and in “The Anatomy of Zoom 
Fatigue,” the media theorist explores the present 
“struggles to socialise in a hall of mirrors,” focusing 
on a peculiar state of video vertigo that arises as 
these encounters proliferate. Possible causes of the 
prevalent sense of exhaustion include “the brain’s 
attempt to compensate for the lack of full body, 
non-verbal communication cues; a sense of con-
stant self-consciousness; engagement in multiple 
activities with no real focus; and a consistent 
tugging temptation to multi-task” (Lovink).

There seems to be an inherent ambivalence 
at the centre of the video chat experience, both  
inducing and assuaging anxiety. Having to present 
my thesis research at a virtual conference, I kept 
attempting to soothe myself by repeating to myself, 
over and over, it is not real, they are not here, you 
are not there, not really, they can not see your 
shaky hands, whatever happens, one click and you 
can leave it all, disconnect, disappear, it is not real, 
head swarming with semi-plausible excuses for a 
possible sudden disappearance (see, my internet 

stopped working, my computer crashed, there’s 
been a very localised storm and the power went 
off, etc., etc.). The spatial disconnection inherent  
to such encounters can provide a comforting aware-
ness of an always-available escape route. A virtual 
therapy session in the safe embrace of your own 
bed? Why not, it comes with a considerable bonus: 
you can stay in your bed and cry when it is over 
without having to re-immerse yourself in the outside 
world after a deep dive in your inner one.

While I felt somewhat comforted by this 
strange sense of safety and control that a video 
chat seems to provide (I control what you get to 
see and how long you can see it), such environ-
ments generate their own discomforts too. Online 
video artists Annie Abrahams and Daniel Pinheiro 
point out that while communicating in such a set- 
ting, we are never exactly in the same time-space. 
The space is awkward because we are confronted 
with faces in close up for long time spans. We first 
see a face framed like when we were a baby in a 
cradle as our parents looked down upon us. Later 
it became the frame of interactions with our lovers 
in bed. This makes it that while video-conferencing, 
we are always connected to something very inti-
mate, even in professional situations (qtd. in Lovink).

The pervasive sense of disconnection, both 
spatial and temporal, is often pointed to as one 
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possible cause of the phenomenon known as 
‘Zoom fatigue,’ which, judging by the amount of 
articles dedicated to it, is a ubiquitous condition (I 
came across at least 10 different titles proclaiming 
that ‘Zoom Fatigue Is Real,’ then proposing how it 
can be overcome). Chief among its repeatedly listed 
causes is the incessant self-consciousness video chat 
encounters tend to engender. There is something 
unsettling about constantly seeing yourself in 
conversation with someone, and try as you may  
to give your partner your whole attention, it hardly 
seems possible to stop yourself from near-constant 
self-monitoring as the little rectangular frame with 
your face on display constantly floats in and out of 
awareness. I get annoyed with myself for my own 
self-perceived vapidity, self-centredness, and do I 
really look like that when I speak… Sometimes, 
getting immersed in conversation with someone 
offers the opportunity to let yourself fade into the 
background of your consciousness. How can these 
brief moments of self-forgetting come to pass when 
one’s face is always right there? This inescapability 
of incessant self-monitoring is emphasised by 
Lovink, who writes of the Zoom experience as  
one that is immediately “encapsulated by the per- 
formative self that is you. Am I moving my head, 
adjusting myself to a more favourable position? 
Does this angle flatter me? Do I look as though  

I’m paying attention?” This performative dimension 
only adds to the sense that sometimes, the Zoom 
experience seems to be an endless, exhausting 
parade of glitches and screwups, reminiscent of 
the technical infrastructure underneath the smooth 
surface of the software. 

STUCK IN THE MIDDLE WITH ZOOM
This essay represents a modest attempt at 

recording some of the affective states emerging in 
and through the rapidly proliferating video chat 
encounters within the larger framework of digital 
forms of intimacy. The lack of temporal distance 
from these experiences means that drawing 
definitive or even speculative conclusions might be 
an exercise in pointlessness. Still, one can speak of 
one’s personal experience of it. For me, 2020 had 
been a year of many virtual firsts: I had classes on 
Zoom, I had drinks on Zoom, I had therapy on 
Zoom. The continuous unfolding of these changes 
and their ubiquity nonetheless invite exploration, 
even if they remain confined to the realm of 
meagre attempts at sense-making. 
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ABSTRACT
In empire, of it. How are we to be anything but? Where  

can you and I lose the division but keep the difference? Oh, how 
powerful the difference! Hold my hand, feel shakes of ignorance, 
and drown with me in the dusty depths of us. Self and other 
complicated in a cloud. In dust, is this a home? 

How do you chart a course when confronted with the 
institutionalised weight of history? Looking, feeling, hearing, and 
smelling past victories and failures, sensory overload precludes 
hope and fuels pessimism. Stuck with what has been given, time 
and resources need to be repurposed for liberatory study in the 
gaps that are carved away from capitalist logics. Collapse the 
institutionalised archive; the dust from its fallout is us, it is now, 
and what should be.

These thoughts are for you
You who are in a world of fragments

Fragments that are an indication of what has been
Been of the colony

Colony that survives
 Survives beyond the archive 

Archives of yesterday and today
Today, where struggle lives

Lives that have been taken by capital
Capital that exploits the people

People who are never fully represented in a democracy
Democracy crumbling

Crumbling into dust

COMING FROM–DUSTING WITH CARE
How many have been made to dissolve in our 

arms, ashes filtering out of our desperate gasps to 
keep them near? How can I say ‘our’ when the 
answers comprise of such a wide range of possible 
values? Is there a better way of bringing you and I 
closer so that we might converse without effacing 
all that separates and makes the ‘you’ and the ‘I’? 
Know that “the urn of language is so fragile” and 
when I say ‘we’ or ‘our’ and I say to ‘them’ or 
‘their’, I am not speaking of homogeneity but a 
togetherness in immeasurable difference (Derrida 53). 
Maybe Bob Marley didn’t know how the two pro- 
nouns would “work it out” because within either lie 
infinite flows of problems unsolved. (Bob Marley & The 
Wailers) There does not have to be a way for an ‘us’ 
to live together in this world, such as it is. In fact, it 
seems as though the world is hell-bent on maintain- 
ing our separation and accelerating—to a highly 
varying degree—a dying that cannot even be called 
‘ours’.  But because we are here and are, as of 
yet, still breathing, in the meantime, perhaps we 
should try to find some time with means of 
strategizing in the arid tributaries that scar the 
earth between us? This way of being in solidarity, 
in communion, in and of each other, could be  
a kind of more-than-kinship where borders 
between inter- and intra-personal are revealed to 

 Here, I am thinking of ‘our’ in terms of all living things, with the 
imposed dying being distributed to different degrees across organisms.
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be fraudulent.  In saying such a thing, which 
can only come from previous ‘radical’ notions, to 
what extent is this doomed to repeat the failings of 
past (non-)revolutions? Is a summer limited to being 
one of ‘love’, can there be possibilities left 
undisturbed in the shroud of such short nights?

Instead of a circle that is turning on, tuning 
in, and dropping out, this proposed way of be-
coming might be better categorised as an effort  
to drop into one another, aggressively and with 
purpose but without defined ends. Instead of 
manufacturing critical distance, it is radical close-
ness that might open up the possibility for the 
reconfiguration of pre-defined terms. Can the 
tried-and-true divisions between self and other  
be circumvented while still utilising the liberatory 
potential of difference (Lorde 111)? History is written 
into an accumulation. A veritable mountain range 
of pasts stands between present conditions of 
possibility and what could be. Depending where 
you find yourself, it either presents a settled 
impasse and a hard limit to our manoeuvrability,  
or a wealth of malleable knowledge that morphs 
depending on the various ‘we’s’ that you and I find 
ourselves to be a member of. Drawing and building 
upon our specific readings of materials handed 

down, we blaze trails through an increasingly-arid 
present, occasionally intersecting, sitting down and 
communing with each other. So, draw wildly!  
Build against and within the structures that frame 
your existence! The more that is done of either 
increases opportunities for revolutionary overlap, 
expanding the horizons of all parties. I propose 
creative use of the past as a necessary “attitude” 
for survival.  Because of the accrual of ideas, 
concepts, and emotions, the past has substance  
for re-constructions worthy of the name.   
Buried within, there are lessons to be learned, 
fictions to be played with, and actions to be taken 
toward fulfilling broken promises of reparation. 

 Sorting through imperfect canons allows for 
the discovery of the liberating flakes of the cosmos 
buried under the blood-soaked terrestrial. 

 This is bouncing off of Maldonado-Torres’ concept of a “decolonial 
attitude” that is “a turn to the metaphysical and material restoration of the 
human and the human world, including nature” (22-23). 

 W.E.B Dubois outlines the failure of The United States to support 
newly  freed enslaved peoples post-abolition in his book Black 
Reconstruction in America. The rectifying of such broken potentials must 
be central in any attempt to build a different world.

 Within Black Reconstruction in America and The Wretched of the 
Earth, respectively, both Dubois and Frantz Fanon outline the importance 
of reparations in abolitionist and decolonial struggles.

 For an example of the proliferation and revelatory capabilities of 
cosmic dust found on earth see Wolchover.

 Karen Barad’s diffracted understanding of performativity means 
that “subject and object do nor preexist as such, but emerge through 
intra-actions” which “enact agential separability–the condition of 
exteriority-within-phenomena” (89, 138). With ‘intra-personal’ and, later, 
‘intra-subjectivity’, I am applying this logic to the self and the other.
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How might ways of being that are based on 
the remnants of the old be conceptualised? 
Perhaps more importantly, how can the toxicities 
of any formalised concept be tracked? The neces-
sarily incomplete process sketched out through 
these words is one that aims to be abolitionist, 
targeting imposing structures as well as the self 
that in part constitutes them, all the while tending 
to the care and opportunity presented through a 
radical inter-subjectivity that maintains respect for 
each other’s “opacity” (Glissant 190). In thinking and 
learning about these conditions, I have found it 
helpful to work in situ, submerged in a medium. 
Surrounding me as I type, dust seems an appro-
priate facilitator.

You, who are not going
Not going
Not going
Not going

Not gone, I will stay with you.

What follows are ruminations concerning the char- 
acteristics of an existence upon a dust plane. In this 
ambiguous space of floating and settling matter, 
you and I might begin to understand the possib-
ilities for breaking beyond the capitalist empire’s 
hegemony, each in our own (yet intertwined) ways. 

Why dust? How could problematising and tracking 
take shape under a framework that is visualised 
through something which is seldom desired and, 
in some cases, antithetical to life itself? Fed dust
in the adverse conditions of labour and living, 
carrying a surplus of particulate unequally
distributed across lungs of the world—where fresh 
air has become a luxury item—why should you and 
I forego wholly rebuking the grit? 

Staying with the problems created by brushing 
against the dust field might reveal shifting passages 
of an undercommon variety that expand and 
contract amongst the floating remnants of you, I, 
and the world (Moten and Harney 26).    
These passages rest upon an undivided formulation 
of past and present, which comes out of an under-
standing that the sins of empire and the inhuman-
ity of enslavement continue to reign over lived 
experience (Sharpe 9). The words in this piece 
explore the past as portrayed with and through 
dust, the trouble it exposes and enables, and the 
possibilities for care and insurgency that it affords.

Dusting in the liminal, looking into a granular 
conception of a world so quick to try and smooth 

 The ‘undercommons’ as discussed by Fred Moten and Stefano 
Harney in reference to the university is “the underground, the downlow 
low-down maroon community of the university … where the work gets done, 
where the work gets subverted, where the revolution is still black, still 
strong” (26). A dusty undercommons would operate in a similar manner, only 
that dust flows beyond the university. Dustified marronage is a subversion 
and doing of all work, a parasitic dust mite upon the back of capital and 
empire.
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things over. Slowing down to examine the minute 
that holds multitudes. Finding voices that sing 
where there was thought to be nothing but refuse 
(Hartman 4). Remnants come together, presenting  
as monotonous normality. It seems as though all is 
waste. But with a forensic lens, a diverse ecosystem 
of mutable entities and relational possibilities 
appears. There is room to manoeuvre in-between 
evidence of entropy. 

Is the now liminal? Are you and I stuck in  
the transition from past and future? The presence 
of a future gives action a goal to reach for, and 
ostensibly a space in time when it could be 
achieved (Hartman 13). For that to be the case,  
the future would have to—at some point—arrive. 
Futurity is a fickle thing to grant the privilege of 
being hope’s objective.  Instead, now seems 
to be more of a perpetual in-betweenness. Always 
appearing to be on the verge of something but 
hopelessly stuck with the past. If the contempo-
rary could speak, would it not say much of what 
has already been stated? Where are the unmarked 
trails toward radical difference hidden in the 
enunciated gaps of our time?

 
Empire of now,

A  now           that   h.as  always.

 As Lee Edelman points out in No Future, the ‘future’—specifically 
the perceived well being of future generations—may be evoked toward the 
oppression of those in the present.

LASTING TROUBLE
The tallest mountain in the range standing 

in-between the present states of things and a world 
built upon a practice of transformational justice is 
what I denominate as ‘the institutionalised archive’. 
So solid in its foundation, it appears to have been 
around for eons–immovable. Its established 
presence at the foundation of enquiry attempts to 
trick observers into thinking that it contains all that 
has been. An absence of motion portrays the 
subjects within its record as having lost their vitality 
long ago. It is of understated height, concealed by 
clouds of dust that surround and make it all the 
more treacherous. These dusty clouds and, once 
settled, layers, convey a separation from our world 
and that of the archive’s contents. Fuck with them 
and respiratory reactions stop the researcher in 
their tracks.  

But it is a discomfort worth pursuing. Unlike 
other airborne workplace hazards, archival digging 
will not lead to premature, biological death. While 
it may seem better to chart a path that avoids 
intersecting with the archive’s massive body, there 
are painful but necessary lessons to be learned by 
tunnelling through its core. Archive, beyond the 
monolithic guise proffered by institutions, is the 
platform of (re)emergence. The concepts that 

 “Archive fever”, taken from Jacques Derrida, is the term used by 
Carolynn Steedman in her book, Dust, to describe adverse respiratory 
reactions brought about through archival work.
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inform and define contemporary ways of being 
gain their narratives and operational structures 
from parcels compiled over, what appears to be, 
the passage of time. Archive is the field of colo-
nialism’s transformation into market capitalism. 
Within it, the histories of contemporary institutions 
are filed under pseudonyms. We each might think 
that our issues are unique, and in their present 
guise they might very well be, but their other  
forms are well represented across generations. 
Systems that were supposedly abolished continue 
their violence outside of the archive’s walls under 
modified faces, “the means and modes of Black 
subjection may have changed, but the fact and 
structure of that subjection remain” (Sharpe 12). 
Wars transform from nationalistic endeavours to 
financial investments. The guilty are nameless,  
the enemy is a topic, the gain is in government 
contracts and jobs.  The rural environment, 
which used to be house plantations, has an 
increasing amount of its surface area dubbed 
maximum security, demarcated by high walls 
(Gilmore 90). Who feels secure looking up at a guard 
tower? Bodies call out, having been moved from 
the bottom of the Atlantic to the Mediterranean by 
aquatic and political currents (Sharpe 71). A cultural 
attaché is a fusion restaurant that just opened 
around the corner.

 Consider the wars on terror, drugs, and poverty.

“Just like a ghost, you’ve been a-hauntin’ my dreams 
But now I know, you’re not what you seem” 

      - Dusty Springfield “Spooky”

Archive is, “first the [active] law of what can be 
said” explicitly and not “that which collects the 
dust of statements that have become inert once 
more” (Foucault 129). Archive, according to Foucault, 
“defines” and is a system that breathes, while the 
dead ambiance of an institutionalised archive 
presents itself as exactly the opposite: a largely 
static, well-defined space that acts as a graveyard 
for the document, awaiting the researcher (129). 
The institutionalised archive is a site made by the 
empire to feign its own death, to hide its active  
role in shaping cognitive structures concerning 
temporality. By appearing to be inanimate within  
a fixed space, the empire affords itself a more 
clandestine approach to ruling. This charade is 
bolstered by the fact that those of us in academic 
settings are taught that the existence of an archive 
indicates the prior death of the subjects referenced 
within, that the past speaks only in fragments kept 
in specific locations. This is insidious propaganda. 
It is a blockage that prevents further questioning of 
the empire’s death. Thus, it conceals the various 
armatures of settler colonialism that thrive within 
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global capitalism and curtails their dismantling. 
As a concept, dust counters this distinction 

between past and present. It is a material of what 
was and what is. The most grandiose structures  
of the past stop short of erasure, dissolving but 
persisting within the particulate. A thin layer of 
dust rather than serving as the boundary between 
two worlds, is evidence of their co-presence.  
The conquistador and the entrepreneur are con-
temporaries. Dust keeps the dialectic of life and 
annihilation in tension. In the dustscape, the  
transfigured arms of empire mix with flakes  
of our existence. Inevitably, all are caught up in  
the swirl of the former’s violating movements.  
The figures, objects, relations, and structures of 
colonialism distribute themselves unequally upon 
the backs of the living, often with a helping hand 
coming from you and I. We are still in and of the 
colony, only the ruling empire has undergone a 
rebranding. 

While they are often a place of uncovering 
hidden connections, institutionalised archives  
“have a way of drawing our attention to their  
own scripted temporal and spatial designations of 
what is ‘colonial’ and what is no longer, making  
it difficult to stretch beyond their guarded frames” 
(Stoler 5). Colonialism and capitalism are thus 
prevented from being observed in the same 

temporal locale. Institutional archives embody  
an inverse trompe l’œil: through the distribution  
of dust, lively 3D objects are rendered flat and 
monochromatic upon a shelf. The past is pre-
sented as contained, anaesthetised. They give  
the appearance of artificiality and inaction, while 
Foucault’s archive, incognito, defines the terms  
of discourse. The latter is where opportunity lies 
and where capital and the colony can be made to 
co-exist, so that you and I might dismantle them, 
within the same spatiotemporal cloud.

But empire fell out of fashion,
capitalism has a nicer ring.

PRESENT AND PAST PAIN
Tracking, as opposed to fleeing, means 

staying with climate catastrophes, a growing 
wealth gap, police states, rampant privatisation, 
and vaccine apartheids; all—extremely racialised—
continuities of colonial violence felt today. The 
utilisation of dust by forces of empire is limited 
neither to the archive nor to concerns with reify-
ing finality. In the present, forms of dust are tools, 
unequally inflicted, threatening the living.  
In manufacturing, workers are made to breathe  
in the excess of commodities to-be (“Dust in the 
Workplace”).  Dust, solidified, is the building block  
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of modernity.  Paving over the grass, requiring 
acres of environmental sacrifice. Now, the desert 
has no time to chill out. Beyond construction and 
renovation, domestic workers—disproportionately 
women and people of colour—pick up the dust of 
daily living lest people such as myself come face  
to face with our ongoing decay (Wolfe et al.). The 
“economy of exhaustion” looks to dust for its 
justification and, with a conditioned distaste for  
the dirty, white-collar worlds participate in  
its perpetuation (Vergès 3).

“You may think that it’s funny now
That I got a headache like a shop vac coughin’ dust bunnies 

 It’s hard to see when it’s all red 
And all you hear are just white noises”

- Kurt Vile “Dust Bunnies”

Gateways to the digital upon which these words 
came together—themselves products of dusty 
mines—are destined to be disassembled and 
combed, dispersing toxic e-dust as artificially 
imposed inequity causes people subsisting in lands 
permanently marked by colonialism and slavery to 
disregard health hazards.  On a planetary 

scale, a racialised smog sets a boundary between 
organisms and the life-giving sun.  White 
phosphorous seems to be permitted for contem-
porary colonialism.  Tear gas is used under 
the assumption that a protest is not a battle in an 
ongoing war.  In a “settler atmosphere” the 
empire deploys counter-insurgent operations 
through aggravated dust clouds to keep the end of 
a longue durée out of reach (Simmons). All of this is 
to say that the tools anyone uses, in this case dust, 
are not wholly innocent. They can always be instru- 
mentalised for counter-revolutionary means, 
sometimes with the help of you and me.

However, the empire is not the only one to 
use offending forms of dust. Pepper spray acts as  
a shield from assault, smoke bombs cover impro-
vised movements, gas canisters can be returned to 
sender. When met with violence, assemblies are 
not resigned to dispersal. The streets, squares, 
alleys, and parks are battlefields, ready to have 
their monuments to the individual torn down  
so that they may become sites of a more direct 

 By “racialised” I am referring to the separation of ‘yellow dust’, an 
atmospheric dust originating from China and Mongolia that carries pollutants, 
from other types of atmospheric smog https://asiasociety.org/korea/
hwang-sa-yellow-dust. 

 See Israel’s use of white phosphorous as documented by Human 
Rights Watch (Garlasco et al.) 

 Tear gas is prohibited for use in warfare, but is lawful for riot control 
within the United States (Sadeghi).

 The ubiquitous presence of concrete in infrastructure is harmful
regardless of whether it is solid or dustified www.theguardian.com/
cities/2019/feb/25/concrete-the-most-destructive-material-on-earth.

 Ohajinwa et al. found highly elevated e-waste toxicities within dust 
surrounding informal recycling sites in Nigeria (392-393). 
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democracy. Atmosphere, during a revolution, was 
always already meant to be saturated with the 
particulate. There are fights to be had within and 
through dust. Which particles are of you and I?

Working through contradictions in this 
environment, breathing means coming to know. 
Inhaling, we read a place, taking in and holding 
each other and the empire. Self mixes with ele-
ments of settler-colonialism and capital. Principles 
are obscured. Living in a noise that is capitalist and 
colonial, some level of complicity is guaranteed 
even if nothing else is. Complete abstention from 
harm runs up against impossibility. There is no 
outside, no recourse that avoids what is already 
present. Any New World is scarred by the war 
crimes of imperialist ideology. Stuck with the 
toxins bonded to dust by counterinsurgency, how 
would such a compromised substance be of any 
use? Where are the possibilities contained within 
dust clouds?

T.here is much to do
With d.us.t

TOWARD STUDY
Beyond just being a weapon for or against  

hegemony, dust, finite but appearing as infinite, 
provides a means of conceptualising the end of 

capital. It is analogous to capital’s blanketing of 
contemporary, metropolitan subjecthood. Covered 
in the particulate matter of market attitudes and 
impositions, complete elimination is impossible, 
but displacement allows for you and me to make 
space for strategies of insurgency. In addition to 
their spatial affinities, dust and capital mirror each 
other’s temporal appearances. Capitalism’s show  
of immortality—projected by and through the 
market—is felt in much the same way as dust’s. 
Day-in and day-out, to differing degrees, we are 
confronted by their presence. Both are a reminder 
of lineages that precede, and will likely succeed, 
our moment of consciousness. It is difficult to 
maintain the will to wipe clean in opposition to 
seemingly timeless entities. In our lifetimes, and 
those that follow, a hope for definite ends is a 
hope that kills movements. If the goal is a world 
where capitalism and its harms have been dusted 
away, then it must be understood that that world 
will always illude total realisation. This might be 
disappointing, but, conversely, it means that there 
is always a place, a life needing insurgent care.  
A future entirely free of dust or capital is utopia, 
but a present where both are minimised is well 
within the bounds of the possible. Learning to 
think of the world’s dust as composed of finite 
particles within an expansive—but still expend-
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able—body circumvents debilitating thoughts of 
capitalism’s apparent immortality and necessity. 
This formulation of dust’s embodiment provides 
the grit needed to gain traction with any sort of 
movement. Where that movement takes place 
might be in a zone of “study,” made through an 
identification and displacement of capital’s dust 
(Moten and Harney 110). 

Study involves “talking and walking around 
with other people, working, dancing, suffering, 
some irreducible convergence of all three, held 
under the name of speculative practice” (Moten and 
Harney 110). It is a social becoming that occurs 
beyond institutional places of learning. In this 
underground gathering, you and I might encounter 
a modality of coming to know other-wise, within 
each other. Study happens in and between con-
gregations that gather outside of the congregation. 
Study is understood by Fred Moren and Stefano 
Harney as moving, it requires bodily and mental 
engagement to whatever extent each of us can 
give. Study kicks up, sifts through, picks out the 
dust that surrounds transient collectives. Through a 
total labour (encompassing all facets of being), you 
and I can gain a sense of the empire among and 
within us. Study is love and joy and discovery with 
the other that eventually leads to a “becoming-
with” (Ortega 139). The disturbance caused by 

rigorous, affective study does not end in a  
coughing fit but builds resistance so that Jacobins 
might venture further into the haze of a dusty trail 
toward a radical wilderness deep in the particulate. 
Study is a life-giving movement disturbing that 
which institutions seek to settle within the deep 
recesses of our minds: a strict separation of “past-
present-future” and “linear narratives of time and 
space” (da Silva 284-285). 

Floating together in a caring practice of study 
could be a way to break the system that surrounds. 
You and I fold into the ‘us’ of ‘dust’ and do work 
that is not permitted by hegemony because it 
appears as counter-productive or non-optimal. 
Critically, this does not need to be wholly outside  
of institutional walls and does not eliminate the 
heterochromatic being of you and me. The world’s 
institutional logics are so thoroughly internalised 
that even when we are alone empire is still with  
us. Furthermore, any “co-transformation” does not  
end with all our constitutive pigments merged into  
a pale light; differences are what bring people 
together and enable solidarity (Ortega 139).  

This militant, colourful study can be brought 
into the institutional space as a form of physical 
and pedagogical occupation.  In operations 
such as these, the institutions of empire and capital  
are shown to be less than impenetrable. Their  

 Here, I am thinking of the NYC-based organization Decolonize This 
Place and their occupations of the American Museum of Natural History.
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spaces become available as potential sites of land  
(re-)appropriation. Bringing in our dust from the 
‘outside’, the sacred halls of the university, the 
museum, the courthouse are repurposed toward 
alternative orientations.  Redistribution, of 
space and wealth, can take place.

In a liminal state that is no longer a transition 
to something else, but is a continuation of what 
has been, the very notion of progress becomes 
untenable. There is no untouched outside, no 
definite end. What has been is what we are stuck 
with. Anything that ‘could be’ entails working over 
what has been given. Protests sit-in and study 
rather than march toward.  The only moving  
to be done is that which brings us closer to the 
minutiae that floats around and within us. The 
critical, caring gaze needed to engage potentialities 
across the spatiotemporal dust plane is bi-
directional. Yes, we should look for what others 
have prepared for us. But a tearing down of the 
self is just as important. Breaking down our own 
psyche to find the particles of empire and capitalist 
logics within our essence to reach radical 
togetherness. Falling into the space of study, we 

 Sara Ahmed states that institutions can be thought of as “orientation 
devices, which take the shape of ‘what’ resides within them” (157). By 
occupying the institution and using its resources for other ends, its 
structure can be oriented around those occupying.

 Occupations are not limited to a strictly defined institutional setting. 
The street, for example, is also a place worth (re-)claiming and is lorded 
over by less easily-delineated institutional bodies.

dissolve into one another, our recombinant intra-
subjectivity knowing more than we could ever hope 
to obtain in solitude. Abolition of the institution 
means an abolitionist approach to the self.  
How can we epistemically die together today?  
Insurgency requires deep breathing in a study cloud 
as loving hands hold one another in the midst of a 
practice of re-assemblage. In a Butlerian sense,  
we will fall out and in, but that is how study groups 
must go if we are to avoid stagnancy. In this collec-
tive endeavour, which looks past the institutional 
archive to find ways of being in communion, we 
float without ends but with purpose. A call for 
progress is replaced by a two-fold movement of 
deconstruction and re-configuration. The dusty, 
archived impasse gives way and spills out into what 
should be.

D.us.t, aggravated floating.
Yo.u and .I. come to gather in difference.
Dis.solve under, study the particle…s that make a self.
It has all of our time.less issues and more.
Tear d.own, commune into some.one, some.where else.
D.us.t (n.): our problem, us. 

 My take on epistemic death differs from the formulation offered by 
José Medina, “which occurs when a subject’s epistemic capacities are not 
recognized and she is given no standing or a diminished standing in existing 
epistemic activities and communities” (254). I am more so thinking of a 
self-criticality that results in the emergence of a new self through a death of 
the old. As George Yancy states, “the self is a continuous project that must 
be made aware of the multiple ways in which it is in a state of un-freedom” 
(54). Epistemic death is part of this never-ending journey toward freedom.
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ABSTRACT
This is a piece from my latest work, an artist book which 

investigates water and the color of blue through different kinds of 
narratives. Broadly, this book is about being, becoming, giving, 
receiving, searching, making sense, caring, and engaging in
dialogue. My current practice and research are moving around 
hydrofeminism, hydrocommons, unlearning, and poetry. Thinking 
with water can be disorienting and you can end up in an impasse.
Water may either open spaces or block ways, or leak into un-
expected and unwanted places. Our fishy bodies move similarly —
we may leak, discharge, float, or fluctuate. The text and the
accompanying photographs are an intent to interpret and 
represent the theme of the impasse. The moments we hold back 
our tears, as well as the moment in which we weep, might both 
appear as impasses, as moments in which we seem to be stuck 
due to the inability of both holding back or holding it together.



Understanding the meaning of  tears 

is just as complicated as understanding the meaning of  life

Emotional crying is essential to resolve grief, it helps us to clear our sadness and stress. It has great 

power to connect us. Besides its biological benefits for adults, crying keeps parent and child close 

together in infancy and helps them form that invisible and palpable bond of  love. Actually, there 

is no difference in adulthood, we cry in need of  connection and comfort. Crying is an interperson-

al behaviour, what contemporary psychoanalytic theorists call a “two-person” as opposed to a 

“one-person” behaviour.

Very short story to understand two-person behaviour: 

15-year-old girl told her dad she was feeling “terrible”, so he told her to  

make herself  some chicken soup. She snapped back, “Daddy, you know  

it doesn’t work if  you make it for yourself.”*

Charlotte Spitz describes three types of  crying that develop throughout a lifetime. The first,  

“elemental” crying, occurs in response to direct physical distress in infancy and childhood. 

The second, beginning at puberty, she calls “personal” crying. It arises from internal emotions, 

feelings, and moods. The third type, crying at its most mature level in adulthood, she calls  

“spiritual” (geistig) weeping. This type of  crying accompanies the sensation of  eternity, with  

feeling like something limitless and unbounded.

when you dive into the sea

when you trust life

when you feel the glow of  the earth 

when your heart is rooted

Any type of  crying opens a door for transformation as well as a space for relatedness, connection 

and emotional expression. But why does it feel wrong to cry in public? Why is an action that  

connects us deeply to each other a sign of  our weakness? Why do we avoid emotions like weakness, 

vulnerability, grief  and sadness?

Understanding the meaning of  tears 

is just as complicated as understanding the meaning of  life

* Judith Kay Nelson, Seeing through tears: Crying and attachment
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                      c o     n f  u s i o n    
              grief  and mourning
            Limits             of                                        m y    
   vocabulary
                             f  o r                    o n               about  
 emotions
 expression
        no, 
             not expression   
but                     touch
                 water                 is     
                        moving  
              i n                    all      w  a y s     
                         always  
                         i n     b   e  t 
w e e n                                   inside 
                 my  body              to
                                bodies
         all     bodies
                     up                                and 
 down, 
bright   and         dark
                       looking for the light
     cloudy
        fast                        s  l         o            w
 right        or        left

             mid  dle
                                       this w  
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                                                                                                   is   t h i s    t he           only way? 



noisy   
        nothing to listen to
          so much to hear     then     
                 I can’t     
                                               silence between words
                  worlds
this space
   u-shaped valleys
   how do you cope with stillness?
                               in the middle of  nothing                I feel like, I know nothing
                       and I want to know
                   I need certainty

      signs
                result
                         confidence
I want to know

                                     navigation
               regular          but               unstable
                                  balance
                   connection 
          distance
            orientation
         re-                     weaving         
            companionship

from my sky to yours
            cloudy but bright,
                             open but grey
               how are you?
             a language                          careful               carrier
                           attentive                                 barrier
             vulnerable                                                  soft
                 listening
          hearing 
             silence trying to say 
         something    
                 the sun is coming up
          slowly

movements are fragile and soft
        movements are coming from the top of  the heart
          carefully
       holding hands   
                 whispers of  the trees     
     moving with the wind
          can you hear?

                       the rain  
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Sun is here     blue       this is                               like

       this is like     any other day this is         one of  the days     passing           again 
     
           leaving     
     days are heavy 
                     and     everything looks good
             again           under the sun  
          it is hard to cry  
          it is easy to hide      you can hide yourself
                    under the sun
I am very curious 

   about people’s dreams, hopes, expectations

                                    I don’t believe there is an end

              end of  pains hopes 
talking about scars

      showing being with these marks

                      doubled myself  years ago to handle with this
       time line
          maybe something will end
       nothing will change
                     you can’t take anything with you
         but you carry
     you think it is yours   your past   love            experience
                         but it is not 
      forgotten           nothing to take
          just some marks            or carry
              memories
  that we don’t know
 where these are coming from
maybe from the past

           and future                  because you are still looking for it        what are        you
           looking for 
grey skies can          shallow you  no need to hide            
                                they can hold you                you can feel dark        because it is
clouds are carrying      the rain

                like you          you are carrying your tears  
                        you are heavy but                                            you are safe
  how to cry     as it comes squeeze       tears       there is room to grow enough space and love
Looking for home                       overlapping              flickering           trapped

                              take a breath        home is now
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- Does that come to pass?
- No, it doesn’t.
- Something comes, however.
- In waiting that stops and leaves all 
coming behind.
Maurice Blanchot 

 Fig. 1.: 0-now ruler, Cevdet Erek, 2007. Courtesy of the artist.

ABSTRACT
Rulers are tools to measure fixed identities, concrete 

buildings, and finite materials. They are made to measure space 
and, hence, are apparatuses that mostly form part of a spatial 
imagination. In fact, every time they measure things, rulers (re)
situate and (re)fix their positions within spaces. In this essay, I 
look at 0-now ruler, one of the rulers from the series Rulers and 
Rhythm Studies (2011) made by the artist Cevdet Erek. Erek’s 
0-now ruler is not meant to measure things within bounded 
spaces and consequently shakes the idea of measuring through a 
linear and calendrical understanding of time and space. By 
engaging with Henri Bergson’s and Jacques Derrida’s ideas on 
time, this piece rethinks the temporal concepts duration and now/
non-now through the concept of liminality. The final section will 
then touch upon Karen Barad’s concept of the void to explore the 
possibilities that may arise from the destruction of objective 
measurement, so that time, in its full plenitude, might be 
experienced as heterogeneous, multiple, and multifaceted. 

Is there a way to mark time that can shift us to the 
unmappable areas of description? How can one 
zoom in to those interstitial realms that can take us 
into a world of typologies with weird dimensions? 
If such a device (a sort of kaleidoscope that troubles 
time) could exist, other kinds of potentialities might 
emerge than those that serve the times of capita-
lism, colonialism and militarism. Anchored in 
Henri Bergson’s assertion of duration, a concept 
which he considers as the immeasurable and 
unquantifiable “continuous flow, passage or 
becoming of time,” this essay proposes an under-
standing of duration as a liminal concept (154).  
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In Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate 
Data of Consciousness, Bergson describes how 
duration, as a temporal concept, radically breaks 
with a dominant understanding of space, as it 
comprises multiplicity at its core. While drawing 
from the multiplicity of durational time in Bergson, 
I will also focus on Derrida’s understanding of the 
non-now, as theorised in Speech and Phenomena, 
in which he argues that the non-now is always 
threaded to ‘now’ and that space is always already 
in time (86). Alongside these concepts I will be 
thinking through the concept of liminality in a 
reading of Cevdet Erek’s work 0-now ruler, to see 
how this ruler presents an idea of the present that 
is shaded by anticipation and ambiguity. Through a 
reading of Erek’s ruler and the concepts non-now 
and duration, this essay proposes that liminal 
moments in time do not offer absence but rather 
present agential resources which might radically 
change how one treats time as well as space. 

Cevdet Erek is an architect, musician, and 
artist who playfully subverts the order of time 
through his work. In Erek’s oeuvre, noise 
(pneumatic drills, ringing sounds, or whispered 
words) besieges architectural spaces and helps 
suspend linear understandings of time by bringing 
sonic layers into spaces. Erek’s work not only 
creates a degree of temporal disturbance but also 

makes a cut in time, an interstice that is often 
noisy. In winter 2019, I met Erek in his office next 
to MIAM (Centre for Advanced Studies in Music) at  
the Istanbul Technical University, where he teaches 
and develops artistic practices related to sonic arts 
and architecture. He showed me multiple versions 
of his rulers: Ruler Centenary, Ruler Day Night, 
and Circular Week Ruler (Fig. 2, 3, 4). Erek repeat-
edly emphasised that his rulers do not show any 
pre-imposed timelines but instead proposition as 
aids to re-construct them anew. 0-now ruler was 
produced in Istanbul as the second prototype of 
the series. The ruler is 20 cm long without any 
fixed scale or unit and is made by laser cut on 
transparent plexiglass. It shows a passage of time 
from 0 to ‘now’ and as Erek proposes in his 
personal statement (which perhaps doubles as an 
unusual instruction manual), it can be used for 
marking dates that have personal importance to 
the user. During our meeting he highlighted other 
affordances as well as the constraints of the 0-now 
ruler, specifically that ‘now’ is illusive and 0 is 
constraining once you mark it down in writing  
or drawing. He stated how marking time (in other 
words, reducing it to single units) creates timelines 
that inevitably privilege universalised measure-
ments. I believe that by playing with the idea of 
linearity in timelines, Erek discerns an impasse 
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that welcomes liminal temporalities. First de-
veloped in social anthropology by Arnold van 
Gennep, the concept of liminality captures in-
between situations and conditions characterised  
by the dislocation of established structures, the 
reversal of hierarchies, and uncertainty about the 
continuity of tradition and future outcomes (Horvath 
et al. 2). In states of liminality things are always 
about to happen, sounds are about to amplify, and 
spaces are about to be inhabited. In what follows, 
liminality functions as a tool of analysis that 
weaves together a reading of Erek’s 0-now ruler 
with Bergson’s duration and Derrida’s non-now,  

Fig. 2.: Centenary Ruler, Cevdet Erek, 2014. Courtesy of the artist. 

as well as a discussion of Karen Barad’s concept  
of the void as an alternative to dominant capitalist 
ways of being in time.

 As will be proposed, the idea of non-
presence in 0-now ruler opens multiple temporal-
ities by helping to account for multiple ways of 
experiencing time, and thus welcomes different 
beings and bodies, including those that are non-
individualistic and non-anthropocentric. But it will 
first be necessary to establish what precisely is 
liminal about Erek’s rulers. What does it mean to 
measure time with a spatial measurement device? 
What does measuring time do to the ideas of 
‘now’, non-now and non-presence? In the following 
section, the impossibility of capturing ‘now’ as a 
single unit will be discussed in relation to the 
manifestation of ‘now’ on Erek’s ruler. The argu-
ment for duration’s liminality will figure as a 
starting point in working towards alternative ways 
of mapping temporal units such as ‘now’.

Fig. 3.: Ruler Day Night (Start 14 September), Cevdet Erek, 2011. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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MANIFESTATION OF THE NOW

Erek identifies his oblique rulers as “timeline 
makers” (“Rulers and Rhythm Studies”). This act
of ‘making time’ is particularly apparent in 0-now 
ruler since it proposes a metric between 0 and 
‘now’; with the intention to measure a liminal  

Fig. 4.: Circular Week Ruler, Cevdet Erek, 2011. 
Courtesy of the artist.

zone. The first time I encountered Erek’s rulers,  
I came across the following manifesto:

1. These rulers are not timelines 
themselves. 

2. These rulers are timeline makers. 
3. The usual rulers (in the world of 

distance, angle or measured space)  
are tools for measuring and drawing, 
cutting etc. 

4. These rulers are meant to be tools for 
drawing (or tools to be looked at and 
contemplated). I mean, I am not  
making an absurd proposition to 
‘measure time.’ 

5. Sketches of bird’s eye views 
of chronologies 

6. with or without scale. 
7. Dates or any kind of marks on these 

rulers are proposed (only and only) as 
reference points. Like 0, 1, 2 on a usual 
ruler. I am doing my best not to make 
any comment on them. 

8. I don’t know what 1971, 1974 or 1980 
means to you. Just as I can’t guess what 
you will measure or draw with a 
10-meter-long tape measure. 

(“Rulers and Rhythm Studies”)
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Erek plays with the idea of delimiting ‘now’ to a 
single discrete unit with his 0-now ruler. Bergson is 
helpful in this regard in conceptualising the 
complex and vascular nature of ‘now’ with the 
concepts of lived time and duration. Duration 
involves a concept of time that is radically indepen-
dent of the concept of a number, and therefore 
space, and instead offers a qualitative experience 
that is heterogeneous. Lived time consists of quali- 
tative experience that is durational and durational 
thinking allows one to think in terms of process 
(Bergson 121-128). Thinking time in terms of process 
does not allow one to halt at a specific moment 
and anchor accordingly, but instead brings out a 
cumulative experience of presents, pasts, and 
futures. This experience of time’s multiplicity is 
closely tied with the idea of a passage-like experi-
ence. According to Bergson, real duration depends 
upon a passage of time that is always in a perpe-
tual mode of becoming (125). A passage experience 
thus signals a sort of liminal encounter that might 
be incorporated into a time that one wishes not to 
come to pass, a time of desires and dreams, or 
perhaps to an imagined time. In immeasurable 
times such as these, liminal moments resist being 
fixed to a single point in space. Like the temporal 
experience of inner-affective states, duration is a 
time that is immeasurable and in a perpetual mode 
of becoming. Thus, I propose that liminality can  

be considered a durational concept and a form  
of duration.

According to Bergson, duration saturates  
the experience of lived time with a confused 
multiplicity that can only be approached through 
inner states (139). ‘Now,’ as a temporal layer of this 
confused multiplicity, also constitutes a spatial 
component which can be referred to as ‘here’.  
‘Here and now’ entails thinking the multiplicity in 
both time and space as they coexist. The question 
is how we perceive this multiplicity as we experi-
ence the present moment. I propose that the gaps 
or interstices which we experience throughout our 
regulated days, hours, and spaces, are made of 
even denser ‘nows.’ Erek’s ruler touches upon this 
multiplicity, this thickness in time, by opening an 
interstice between 0 and ‘now.’ Although Erek’s 
rulers have finite positioning markers like “0” 
and “now,” “day” and “night,” “Monday” and 
“weekend,” and “now” and “end,” they do not 
reduce his rulers to standardised units, and by 
extension reject a measurement framework that 
is central to the mechanised daily repetitions of 
capitalist production. The porousness of the 
boundaries of Erek’s markings (as in day-night) 
troubles professional work time (as well as leisure 
time) that is regulated objectively, clock bound,  
and calendrical. Instead of partitioning time into 

 According to Barad, “here and now” does not imply separateness and 
one does not necessarily need to exclude multiplicity from them (Barad 65).
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universally-imposed units, Erek’s rulers offer 
agential resources that can performatively create 
alternative experiences and narratives of time. 

In a relevant vein, Derrida’s reading of 
Edmund Husserl’s account of the ‘now’ illuminates 
the temporal horizon of the present moment. 
According to Derrida, Husserl maintains the idea 
that temporality has “a non-displaceable center, an 
eye or living core, the punctuality of the real now” 
(Speech and Phenomena 62). In The Problem of Genesis 
in Husserl’s Philosophy, Derrida emphasises the 
irreducibility of the ‘now’ to such a punctual limit 
by asserting the value of lived “relation”:

If this punctual limit is never really lived as 
such, it is an a priori concept that informs 
lived experience; it is a constituted and 
atemporal ideality. If, on the contrary, it is 
lived, it cannot be punctual. […] The 
pointlike form of the ‘now’ thus implies,  
as such, an anteriority; it brings with it a 
retention, then a retention of retention, 
and so forth. It has a continuous density.  
It is concrete. (97)

Derrida’s reading of Husserl raises questions for 
Erek’s 0-now ruler. How might it capture things 
before they are done, before they even exist as 

things, before ‘now’? In other words, how does the 
point-like form of the ‘now’ inscribed on the ruler 
inevitably constitute an anteriority? And accord-
ingly, how does this anteriority do justice to the 
complexity and density of the ‘now’ as formulated 
by Bergson? 

The present ‘now’ is tied to a past as it also 
stretches towards a future. In Erek’s 0-now ruler, 
the ‘now’ is conceived as a unit and it is tied to a 0 
through the materiality of the object. Through the 
ruler, we can consider the experience of the ‘now’ 
as an active shift in the mind between different 
temporal modes, or even as a possibility for 
distention across different timeframes. In Time and 
Narrative, Paul Ricoeur analyses Augustine’s view 
on time and precisely on ‘now,’ and explores the 
experience of distention: an existentially painful 
shift in the mind between different modalities of 
time (19). According to Ricoeur, temporal hetero-
geneity allows one to shift in the present between 
the respective temporal modes of memory, 
attention, and expectation (18-21). This is what 
makes time disorienting: while it still enables one 
to situate oneself in a present time, ‘now’ is in fact 
constituted by the spread of lived experience. In 
short, the idea of ‘now’ is anchored in the present 
but simultaneously captures past and future 
experience. In a similar vein, Husserl insists on 
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how the punctuality of the ‘now’ is rooted in a 
particular time but still spreads out across retention 
and protention. According to Husserl, retention is 
a phase of a perceptual act that is retained as  
an extended present, which makes retention a 
“continuous series of memories pertaining to  
the beginning point,” the ‘now’ (339). Conversely, 
protention is described as “the primitive form  
of the establishment of the future,” indicating the 
anticipation of the next movement (338). Husserl 
believes that the constitution of ‘now,’ of the 
present time, presupposes a continuity, oscillating 
between past and future. However, and similarly to 
Ricoeur’s argument on distention, Husserl’s account 
of the experience of the ‘now’ appears as a 
continuous composition without taking into 
account any form of anteriority, like Derrida’s 
non-now or non-presence. In Erek’s ruler, non-now 
is not stated in a written form but it is signalled 
through the opening of an interstice between 0 
and ‘now.’ In other words, the manifestation of the 
‘now’ allows one to welcome not only the hetero-
genous spread of present time but also the 
presence of a non-now.

INTRUSION OF THE NON-NOW
As outlined in the above, ‘now’ in Erek’s ruler 

is already contested by non-now and this becomes 

discernible because there simply appears no unit 
or scale before ‘now’ except 0. The non-now 
emerges from and through the obscurity and 
absence embedded in Erek’s ruler. Contrary to 
Husserl, Derrida argues that if the punctuality of 
the ‘now’ is an irreducible synthesis of retention 
and protention, one must also not ignore that 
non-now is “indispensably involved” in the possi- 
bility of the ‘now’ (Speech and Phenomena 64).  
For this reason, Husserl’s attempt to ignore the 
contamination of the ‘now’ by non-presence or 
non-perception remains problematic because as 
Derrida shows, the ‘now’ is irreducibly constituted 
by non-now. Retention, as the stretched ‘now,’ can 
be explained as a modification of the present ‘now’ 
which is “indispensably and essentially” constituted 
by non-presence, and non-now (Speech and Phenomena 
64). Derrida reminds us that even the most complex 
idea of the point-like form of the ‘now’ that spreads 
outwards (across retention and protention for 
Husserl, or memory, attention, and expectation for 
Augustine and Ricoeur) will also always constitute 
a non-presence that together vow their irreducible 
relationality endlessly in time.

Theorising from Derrida, Joanna Hodge 
points out how the privileging of a punctual ‘now’ 
and the expectation to provide a non-restricted 
account of time actually introduces “an irresistible 
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slippage of meaning” that consequently discerns 
an idea of time which is much like a passage 
experience (108). This slippage of meaning signals 
a liminal temporality which works against synchro-
nous ways of treating time. Following Derrida’s 
understanding of the non-now, I argue that 0-now 
ruler signifies more than 0 and ‘now,’ as it captures 
something between presence and absence that is 
liminal in quality. In other words, Erek’s ruler 
irreducibly records a non-presence in a way that 
cannot be parsed into categories. 

In Erek’s ruler the ‘now’ is stated through the 
medium of writing, (now; with three letters) yet he 
finds this medium constraining for the illiterate.  
In written records, knowledge is “preserved, 
transmitted and received” only in the writings that 
its producers have chosen to legitimise (Hodge 111). 
Even if it is written, how fixed and orderly can 0 
be, if it moves to a ‘now,’ which is a time sequence 
that is by nature unfixed? This ruler dissolves such 
fixities because neither of the units (0 and ‘now’) 
are presented as stable termination points. A line 
(or a mesh of lines) could be drawn with this ruler 
but how fixed would it become? At stake here is  
a question about the performative affordances of 
measurement apparatuses which will be carried 
into the remaining discussion. 

Architect and academic Bülent Tanju is 
helpful in conceptualising the peculiar nature of 
the word ‘ruler’ by emphasising how it is the name 
“given to the act of freezing or degrading time and 
space as separate and accurate categories” (59). 
According to Tanju, rulers are measurement 
devices that portion out space “by placing 
convenient species to their convenient places” (61) 

. Thus, rulers straighten up (by striating) not 
just the space but also the species. Rulers that 
straighten the space also attempt to straighten up 
those who wander off from the straight and linear 
timelines of the contemporary world. As a device 
that is key to Scientism, they have a performative 
power in actualising and sharpening dominant 
spatial and temporal distinctions. Regular rulers do 
not have units that facilitate a complication of the 
idea of time since they are first and foremost 
spatial devices; their evenly spaced units ask spatial 
questions with spatial concerns. 0-now ruler, on 
the other hand (along with Erek’s other rulers), 
pulse from multiple places with the idea of time’s 
multiplicity. In this sense Erek’s rulers come into 
being on the basis of each viewer’s subjective 
pasts, aspirations, memories and desires. 0-now 
ruler provides alternative ways to treat time by 
collapsing objective ways of measurement and 

 According to Nisanyan, the Turkish language etymological dictionary, 
the root ölç- comes from the proto-Turkish root ulï - referring to designating 
limit and amount, to divide, allocate. From the same root comes the word 
ülke, meaning country in the Turkish language.
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displacing all notions of before and after as succes-
sive points in the course of time. Erek’s ruler does 
not function to straighten up the space or the 
species because of its inherent power of not 
measuring. This inability to measure makes this 
ruler a device that opens a thin blade between 
presence and absence. It speaks to an idea of 
nothingness that is liminal. 

EREK’S RULER AND THE CONCEPT  
OF VOID

Erek’s ruler reveals how non-presence is not  
necessarily equal to non-existence because 0-now 
ruler permeates between and beyond 0 and ‘now,’ 
and this inevitably signals to an alternative spatio- 
temporality. Karen Barad is helpful in conceptua-
lising the void as an existent force and form of 
time. In What is the Measure of Nothingness? 
Infinity, Virtuality, Justice, Barad describes the void 
as a lively tension, a desiring orientation towards 
being and becoming, by which they draw our 
attention to an infinity of possibilities that reside 
inside a cacophony of different frequencies (13).

 According to Barad, control emerges in the 
timelines of a capitalism that “assumes a homogen-
eity of times and spaces” and elides “the uneven 
distribution of resources and precarity” (“Troubling 
time/s” 58). As a response, Barad calls for the void to 

be rethought as a resource that can resist the notion 
of progressive homogenous and calendrical time. 
The tendency to squeeze liminal times between 
definitive periods, alongside the assumption of 
their temporariness, is the result of a deterministic 
understanding of temporality that is wholly 
synchronised to an idea of progressive linearity. 
Barad argues that the times of capitalism, coloni-
alism and militarism are attuned to a progression 
and succession of discrete moments where each 
moment is understood to be the thinnest slice of 
time, as if it were a measurable unit (“Troubling time/s” 
60). Following Barad, I propose that the void can 
be productively thought in relation to liminality  
as a way to reorient ourselves in relation to the 
epistemological and temporal frameworks assoc-
iated with progressive linear timelines.

By discerning liminal temporalities between 0 
and ‘now’, Erek’s ruler works against the desire to 
synchronise time in an orderly manner. As a result, 
non-now never gets lost but instead always becomes 
an extension of the present. Time is stretched 
between existent units (0 and ‘now’) that cannot  
be quantified in space or time. By unsettling 
standardised measurement practices and devices, 
his rulers break the dominance of a measurable 
science of control. Instead of moralising presence, 
0-now ruler creates space for its own non-now. 
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Thus, Erek invites the viewer to rethink non-now(s) 
by encouraging an unusual scaling of the void 
through an oblique measurement device.  
Barad asserts that “a finely tuned ultrasensitive 
instrument” might help us zoom in “to the 
nuances and subtleties of nothingness” in 
explorations of specific measurement apparatuses 
(Measure of Nothingness 5). Can Erek’s 0-now ruler be 
considered in these terms, as a device that resists 
all the other ruling rulers that discipline time and 
space by attempting to touch upon nothingness? 

A final consideration of the agential qualities 
of measurement devices (and specifically Erek’s 
ruler) is helpful in answering this question. Barad 
asserts that measurements are “intra-actions” 
rather than interactions, which means that they 
play a performatively constitutive role in what is 
measured (Measure of Nothingness 7). What is enacted 
through specific intra-actions in Erek’s ruler? His 
ruler affords to draw a line. But let us consider 
what it enacts rather than what it affords. As Erek 
says in his manifesto, these rulers should be 
considered as timeline makers and not timelines 
themselves. This makes 0-now ruler entangled in 
the making of phenomena. Nothingness is an 
ontologically inseparable phenomenon within 
Erek’s ruler and it enacts its own experiments  
by troubling a scientific understanding of 

measurement, particularly of time, as has been 
established. Erek’s ruler is not a clock, but it still 
speaks about time by marking an alternative ‘now.’ 
It also speaks about space by merit of its form as a 
ruler, an object conventionally used to measure 
space, but it does not spatialise an understanding 
of time since it lacks the ability to measure space 
in any pre-established way. As a result, Erek’s ruler 
discerns a sense of nothingness that is unable to be 
quantified into non-existence. To apply Barad’s 
concept of intra-actions here is to argue for the 
performativity of this measurement of nothingness: 
0-now ruler actualises nothingness in its full 
plenitude. The performative qualities of Erek’s 
ruler invites the viewer to encounter a nothingness 
that appears as a non-presence. For this reason, 
Erek’s ruler enacts not only a ‘now’ but also 
inevitably a non-now. This enactment of a 
multiplicity in time situates the viewer within a 
temporality that reveals multiple ways of being in, 
and narrating, time, ways that avoid ruling binaries 
like night/day and circular/linear. 

CONCLUSION
Barad argues that every time one attempts to 

speak about nothingness, they will find themselves 
“already immersed in the play of quantum (in)-
determinacy” (Measure of Nothingness 7). Such an 
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emphasis on indeterminacy welcomes Bergson’s 
recognition of temporal multiplicity and the way it 
is pierced by an eternal liminality: states of limbo 
replete with ambiguity. A spatial understanding of 
time often evokes rigidly metrical and geometrical 
ways of treating time. With Erek’s ruler, there are 
infinite possibilities between 0 and ‘now’ for one  
to draw and make a timeline (which does not 
necessarily need to be a line). Barad explores how 
indeterminacy has its “infinite openness” and 
proposes that this openness is what makes 
nothingness not absent (Measure of Nothingness 16). 
The infinite openness between 0 and ‘now’ on 
Erek’s ruler opens a liminal aperture that 
reconfigures instabilities attached to space and 
time. For this reason, and as has been suggested 
throughout this essay, 0-now ruler is not a settled 
matter because it encompasses infinity within itself, 
making it always and already radically open. 

Erek’s 0-now ruler directs the viewer beyond 
what is immediately perceptible and towards the 
more echoic, noisy, and liminal elements of time. 
Because his rulers shake the idea of objective 
measurement by not being ruling rulers that 
discipline time and space, they invite one to draw 
immeasurable moments in time and space. And 
only those immeasurable liminal cracks that are 
seemingly made from void can show us a way out, 

which would never be a single way, but a mesh of 
ways filled with doubt. I wonder where such an 
internal paradox within presentness situates the 
human subject through Erek’s ruler. Perhaps to 
somewhere that is never fully graspable.

* This piece consists of parts from a thesis submitted in partial 
fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Research 
Masters in Cultural Analysis, Department of Arts and Culture, 
University of Amsterdam in 2019.
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ABSTRACT
This paper explores the depiction of impasse in FKA twigs’ 

2019 music video ‘cellophane’. Analysing the video through the 
lens of Lauren Berlant’s concepts of cruel optimism and the 
present as impasse, the paper illuminates how impasse is woven 
into the musical and visual fabric of the work. It further argues 
that subtle incongruities between the audio and the visual 
aspects of the video issue an aesthetic challenge to the viewer, 
one which destabilises their position as a viewing subject and 
draws them into the piece. As such, twigs’ piece becomes a site 
around which an intimate public can congregate, affording the 
members of this intimate public the space in which to rehearse 
and explore their own experiences of impasse.

Music videos are tricky cultural objects. They are 
often complex, rich works, and yet are seen as 
ancillary, merely advertisements for the song and 
artist (Railton and Watson 2). However, as audio-visual 
objects, they often incite affects and understandings 
that cannot be garnered from simply the audio 
counterparts—the music video for cellophane  
by FKA twigs being a case in point. Released in 
2019, cellophane is the lead single from twigs’ 
second studio album, MAGDALENE. This article 
examines cellophane using the concepts of impasse 
and cruel optimism as outlined by Lauren Berlant. 
It offers an analysis of the song and the music 
video that focuses on representations of impasse, 
considering the work as an object in its own right. 
By drawing the viewer into the piece using various 
audio-visual techniques, FKA twigs transmits her 

experience of impasse to the viewer, rendering the 
music video a site at which others may congregate 
to work through the nuances of their own experi-
ences and understandings of impasse.

FKA TWIGS: AUDIOVISUALITY AND THE  
REJECTION OF GENRE

FKA twigs seems an anomaly in the popular 
music industry, appearing reclusive and softly-
spoken during rare interviews. Her music refuses 
to be classified in any genre, which results in 
reviewers and critics defining her sound through 
reductionist comparisons to other supposedly 
intangible artists such as Kate Bush, Prince, and 
Björk (Lamont; Saywer). twigs herself refuses to pin 
her musical style down to one genre. Asked in a 
2014 The Guardian interview about being labelled 
an R&B artist, she remarked:

When I first released music and no one 
knew what I looked like, I would read 
comments like: 'I've never heard anything 
like this before, it's not in a genre.' And 
then my picture came out six months later, 
now she's an R&B singer. I share certain 
sonic threads with classical music; my song 
Preface is like a hymn. So let's talk about 
that. If I was white and blonde and said 
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I went to church all the time, you'd be 
talking about the 'choral aspect'. But you're 
not talking about that because I'm a mixed-
race girl from south London.  
(Beaumont-Thomas)

FKA twigs rejects genre as a racist and classist 
stratification that divides artists and their music 
into camps, which allows one genre’s defining 
characteristics to engrave unintended meaning into 
a piece. She alludes to the need for more complex 
approaches that afford wider societal comprehen-
sion and deeply personal and individual analyses; 
approaches as complex and diverse as the artist or 
audience members.

Self-portrayal and the act of being seen are 
recurring tropes throughout her diverse body of 
work. Her song video girl records the anxiety she 
experienced over public recognition after appear-
ing as a backing dancer in music videos for other 
artists, and her track hide describes wanting to 
disappear into a crowd. twigs’ often explores these 
themes in her work by using digital manipulation 
that alters the appearance of her face and body. 
The self-directed music video for water me focuses 
solely on her face, with eyes and lips slowly swelling 
to twice their size—reminiscent of a blow-up doll. 
The video for two weeks uses digital manipulation 
to subvert conventional representations of her body.

Beginning with a close-up shot of her face, it is 
filmed with one uncut dolly-out shot, slowly 
revealing a cabal of dancers, all played by twigs, 
who—through a trick of camera framing—seem  
to be dancing in the distance behind her. As the 
camera steadily zooms out, the dancers are re-
vealed to be in the foreground and the twigs to 
whom we were first introduced is actually a 
gargantuan enthroned presence, Olympian in 
comparison to the other bodies on screen.  
twigs ignores the boundaries between being seen 
as human, being seen outside humanness, and  
not being seen at all. By removing herself from 
traditional physical environments and constructing 
her image in a way that is not necessarily affected 
by natural stimuli, and thereby not constricted by 
humanness, twigs can curate a performance that 
allows her to respond more creatively.

The media twigs chooses to work with further 
emphasises the role of visuality in her work. As 
touched upon earlier, twigs started her professional 
career as a dancer in music videos for other artists. 
This genre of performance has carried through to 
her solo career, with her musical output inextricably 
intertwined with the visual. Every song in her first 
two releases, EP1 and EP2, has a self-produced 
music video; her third extended play, M3LL155X, 
was released alongside a self-directed short film; 
and four music videos accompanied her first album, 
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LP1. twigs’ second album, MAGDALENE, follows 
suit: four tracks have complex visual counterparts 
ranging from short film-style works to more con-
ventional music videos. She is also famed for highly 
produced and meticulously choreographed live 
performances that employ an eclectic range of 
performance styles, from pole dancing to vogueing, 
tap dance, and wushu martial arts. The importance 
of the visual in twigs’ works invites their analysis as 
audio-visual objects, and I argue that Lauren  
Berlant’s cruel optimism offers a conceptual 
framework that affords this kind of treatment. 

UNDERSTANDING CRUEL OPTIMISM  
AND IMPASSE

As a concept, cruel optimism brings together 
discussions of individual and group affects, hopes,  
and realities, and thus, can help us analyse the 
plurality of FKA twigs’ performance of self and  
the performance of her art. Cruel optimism is the 
title Lauren Berlant gives to their understanding of 
the contemporary mode of living—one in which 
groups and individuals aspire to the ‘good life,’ 
signified by objects that cannot deliver the affective 
societal aspirations with which they are associated.  
Berlant argues that key characteristics of neoliberal 
Western society, such as upward mobility and social 
security, are no longer achievable, and that cruel 

optimism is a mode of living that makes this 
unliveable life bearable. Cruel optimism can be 
understood as a state of living where signifiers of an 
individual’s fantasy of their ideal future, and the 
societal mechanisms that render these signifiers as 
achievable, erode before our eyes; this happens so 
slowly as to disguise the nascent intangibility of the 
good life. While the good life fantasy is individual 
to each person, Berlant suggests that it includes 
ideals such as “enduring reciprocity in couples, 
families, political systems, institutions, markets, 
and at work” (Cruel Optimism 2). According to Berlant, 
attachment is innately optimistic. As follows, albeit 
seemingly counterintuitively, one’s attachment to 
this utopian ideal is inherently cruel, as “whatever 
the content of the attachment is, the continuity of 
its form provides something of the continuity of the 
subject’s sense of what it means to keep on living 
on and to look forward to being in the world” (24). 
Hence, cruel optimism’s cruelty lies not in the good 
life fantasy itself but in the individual’s optimistic 
attachment to its (now out-of-reach) signifiers.

Berlant relates this cruelly optimistic life to 
their concept of impasse, a state of intense presen-
tism or stuckness that they describe as “a thick 
moment of ongoingness, a situation that can absorb 
many genres without having one itself” (Cruel Optimism 
200). Berlant formulates impasse as a moment of 
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potentiality through which the present is “sensed 
and shaped” (199). An impasse is initiated by some 
ambiguous gesture by an individual or a collective 
that exploits an aperture in the present moment; 
this aperture has the potential to “make a situation” 
that reframes and reconfigures the original gesture 
(199) . As examples, Berlant offers “the 
grimace” and “a deadpan nonresponse,” both of 
which possess a certain ambiguity that could 
propel a situation of impasse (199). For Berlant, 
impasse is a concept that has various formulations 
and uses. The formulation most applicable in the 
context of cellophane is what Berlant designates as 
“the present as impasse” (199). In this articulation, 
rather than a state of complete fixity, impasse is a 
site where things still happen, life goes on, and yet, 
subjects develop a keen “absorptive awareness” of 
their immediate surroundings—an awareness that 
is all-encompassing and prevents them zooming 
out to see the bigger picture of their life (4). This 
hypervigilant focus on ‘the now’ in pursuit of the 
good life mirage, constantly on the ever-receding 
horizon, leads the individual to look towards any- 
thing within their immediate sphere that they could 
use to make sense of their present situation in re- 

 Berlant observes “The gesture is thus only a potential event, the 
initiation of something present that could accrue density, whether dramatic 
or not.” (Cruel Optimism, 199). Berlant is only one of several theorists to 
have written about gesture. Others include Carrie Noland in Agency and 
Embodiment, 2009, Erin Manning in The Minor Gesture, 2016, and Adam 
Kendon in Gesture, 2004.

lation to their notion of the good life. This diverse 
material can be moulded into new aesthetic forms, 
which the individual can use to grapple with their 
state of impasse, working to widen their field of 
view and refocus their gaze so as to “take stock  
of the horizonlessness of the historical present”  
(Schey 181). Berlant argues that “the waning of 
genre frames different kinds of potential openings 
within and beyond the impasse of adjustment that 
constant crisis creates” (Cruel Optimism 6-7). The new 
composite aesthetic genres of collected material 
can accurately depict this state of impasse and 
illuminate possibilities that conventional genre 
classifications cannot bring into focus. Recalling 
twigs’ rejection of genre, her willingness to perform 
and create within a space coded as genreless and 
liminal, is akin to Berlant’s grimace insofar as they 
are both ambiguous gestures that have the potential 
to unfold in a multiplicity of reformations, and, in 
turn, shape one’s understanding of the gesture it- 
self. Here, we see the practitioner and the theorist 
arriving at a point of agreement, albeit via different 
routes, with twigs and Berlant both contemplating 
the disintegration of established categories of genre 
within the “present as impasse.”
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cellophane AND MAGDALENE
Having framed twigs’ work in relation to the 

concepts of cruel optimism and impasse, I now 
want to briefly introduce cellophane. Although  
both song and album have been analysed through 
the lens of twigs’ personal biography (for example, see 
Dean; Fu; Sawyer) these works demand an analysis that 
considers the work on its own terms. Discussing 
cellophane in an interview with i-D magazine, twigs 
commented that the song is “particularly desperate” 
with “a camp wink and a hint of irony” at its core 
(Dunn). Lyrically, it addresses a past lover, with the 
chorus demanding:

Didn’t I do it for you?
Why don’t I do it for you?
Why won’t you do it for me?
When all I do is for you?

Musically, this lexical minimalism is accompanied 
by a minimalist piano line, later embellished using 
a synthesiser, with subtle vocal percussion providing 
steady rhythmic accompaniment. twigs’ distinctive 
vocal style relishes the liminal space between indi- 
vidual notes, syllables, and phrases. In cellophane, 
both twigs’ voice and the vocal recording have a 
rawness and emotional quality, especially noticeable 
are the audible individual breaths between phrases 
and vocal cracks that would be edited out in most 

other contemporary recordings. There is a certain 
texture to her voice, especially when sliding be-
tween notes and when singing in her upper register, 
where the strain is uncomfortably vulnerable. The 
song was released alongside its music video directed 
by Andrew Thomas Huang. twigs teased the video 
prior to release, tweeting: 

throughout my life I’ve practiced my way 
to being the best I could be, it didn’t work 
this time. I had to tear down every process 
I'd ever relied on. go deeper. rebuild. start 
again (sic). @FKAtwigs

The video begins with twigs stepping onto a circular 
stage and performing a pole dance, interrupted by 
the ceiling opening, admitting sunlight, and allowing 
the pole to stretch unendingly into the sky. twigs 
climbs the pole, to meet an insectile digital creature 
bearing her face. Rejecting this digitised image  
of herself, twigs falls through the now-shattered 
mirror, beginning a long, chaotic descent into 
blackness and a pit of mud on a cave floor. As the 
outro plays, two mysterious robed beings cover 
twigs in mud as she stares down the camera lens.

AUDIOVISUAL ANALYSIS OF cellophane
Aspects of impasse are represented visually 

and woven into the musical fabric of cellophane. 
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These will be revealed through a structural analysis 
both on a macro and a micro scale. Sianne Ngai 
emphasises the importance of tempo in impasse, 
writing, “when the institutional supports of a fan- 
tasy or attachment start to break down, slowly, … 
the genres that a culture uses to make sense of its 
present also undergo a similar diffusion, fraying, 
and unravelling” (Ngai). This lethargic crumbling is a 
key feature of cellophane and the piece’s temporal 
feel. The song’s largo tempo is emphasised by 
subtle vocal percussion, reminiscent of a ticking 
clock, and the piano accompaniment emphasises 
this regularity with a note on every downbeat.  
The tempo is 53 beats per minute, just a hair slow- 
er than the 60 bpm of a clock, contributing to the 
song’s lethargic feel. This feeling of a lethargic 
temporality is also represented visually through 
events and movements taking longer than they 
should. Almost every movement twigs makes is 
gradual and deliberate—from her metered footsteps 
towards centre stage, to her spinning around the 
pole—where the speed of twigs’ movement is 
curbed by the camera circling around the perimeter 
of the stage in the opposite direction. Even her 
descent from the top of the pole into the cave  
has qualities of sinking into the ocean, rather  
than falling through the sky, with the background 
fading from a pale crea to a deep sea-green, then 

blackness. Berlant describes impasse as “slow, 
delicate, processual, something happening on  
its own time,” where, due to the thickness of the 
ongoing-present, individual moments seem to 
undergo a diffusion into one another (Cruel Optimism 
196). The music video’s very specific curated tempo- 
rality, where movements and events seem to plod 
a little too slowly, illustrates this facet of impasse’s 
temporal qualities.

AUDIOVISUAL MIRRORING IN cellophane
Throughout the narrative, twigs embarks up- 

on a chaotic journey that begins and ends in spaces 
that are, in fact, similar. We encounter twigs on a 
stark circular mirrored stage with a statuesque, rigid 
pole in the centre. The hardness of the stage is 
highlighted through its contrast with the soft silk 
curtains lining the ceiling and walls, enrobing the 
space. The video ends in a circular pool of mud at 
the bottom of a cave that structurally mirrors the 
stage’s shape. The cave resembles an amplified, 
yet no less cold and austere version of the stage. 
The contrast between soft and sharp elements also 
defines this setting: the stage’s angular clean lines 
become organic and messy; the hardness of the 
stage’s mirrored floor contrasts the tactile, cloying 
mud of the cave; opulent curtains are stripped away 
leaving sheer rock faces; and twigs’ pristine cos-
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tume loses its sheen by being slicked in mud. These 
spaces structurally resemble one another, yet have 
distinct affective qualities. The stark expansiveness 
of the cave diffuses the opulence of the stage, 
stripping away its elegant veneer. Where the stage 
showed a mirrored reflection of twigs dancing, 
presenting a concrete barrier between her body 
and the space, the mud and the organicity of the 
cave encompass twigs’ body, which seems to 
become part of the space.

The mirrored starting and ending space is 
similarly represented in the musical accompani-
ment. The piano accompaniment is in A-B-A form, 
where the intro and outro mirror each other (see fig, 
1). The intro begins with D-F# major 3rd interval 
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(fig.1) Transcription of 'cellophane' (FKA twigs 2019) showing 
macro structure and the piano accompaniment, transcribed by 
Sam Ellis (2020).

(fig. 2) D major diatonic scale and accompanying chords, 
transcribed by Sam Ellis (2020).

(see fig. 1, rectangular noteheads) in the lower register of 
the piano emphasising a D major chord (chord I) 
(see fig. 2) and grounding the piece squarely in the 
key of D major. The harmony of this major 3rd 
interval is soon interrupted by a discordant minor 
7th interval (see fig. 1, triangular noteheads) of G-F#, just 
one semitone away from a perfect octave G-G 
interval. A perfect octave interval would have 
emphasised a movement to a G major chord 
(chord IV), again solidifying the key as D major. 
However, by emphasising this minor 7th interval, 
the tonal feel is disrupted and called into question. 
This major 3rd to minor 7th interval progression 
crops up again during the outro (see music video, 3:56), 
but is repeated two octaves higher, giving an 
ethereal feel to the sound, as opposed to the 
grounded opening register. Berlant likens impasse 
to a cul-de-sac, insofar as “one keeps moving, but 
one moves paradoxically, in the same space” (Cruel 
Optimism, 199). This audio-visual mirroring of space 
shows how, despite travelling between spaces 
during her journey from stage to cave, FKA twigs 
is still in the same space—its glossy sheen has 
dimmed, but its structure remains constant.

IMPASSE AS CADENTIAL MOVEMENT
Impasse can also be read through an analysis 

of the small structure of the piece’s musical mate-
rial. Following the intro, the accompaniment fills 
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out with an arpeggiated broken chord motif  
(see music video, 1:13), following the I – IV – I – IV… 
chord progression of the intro. In fact, the whole 
song is built on modifications of these two chords 
D7  and Gb5 . Chords I and IV have a 
unique cadential relationship, where movement 
from IV to I forms a plagal cadence. This is colloqui- 
ally called ‘the amen cadence,’ due to its common 
use as the conclusion of Anglican hymns set to the 
word ‘amen.’ In cellophane, however, a rogue C# 
(see fig. 1, crossed noteheads), the seventh tone in the D 
major scale, has been injected as the final note in 
the D major broken chord and continues as the 
first note of the Gb5 chord, resulting in the tonal 
feel of D7 and Gb5. This seventh tone is the scale’s 
most dissonant, due to its closeness in pitch to  
the first interval. The seventh tone is named the 
‘leading tone,’ as its musical function is to easily 
lead the ear back to the tonic—in other words, it  
is a transition note and sounds unstable when 
lingered upon. Concluding the D major broken 
chord with the leading tone, and carrying this  
over to the G major broken chord, leaves the 
chords sounding unsure and corrupts the plagal 
cadence’s ability to resolve. Because this quasi-
plagal cadence is never allowed to fully resolve, we 

 A triad of D-F#-A with an added C# (the 7th degree in the D major 
scale).

 A triad of G-B-D with an added C# (the 5th degree of the G major 
scale which has then been flattened (lowered by a semitone)).

are stuck in a constant oscillation between chords  
I and IV for the piece’s duration, giving the song  
a feeling of teetering on the edge of musical 
completion. As the music starts, we are greeted  
by a musical conclusion in the plagal cadence, 
specifically a biblical or religious one (4). This 
conclusion, however, is corrupted by the egregious 
leading note that impedes the resolving nature of 
the piano line, leading it to continuously vacillate. 
Stepping back and seeing cellophane within the 
context of MAGDALENE, the piece signifies 
impasse. It is the final track on MAGDALENE, 
despite being the first written and the album’s lead 
single, yet it is wholly built on a corrupted con-
cluding function. The whole song can be read as 
one long drawn-out conclusion that never fully 
concludes, constantly trudging onwards.

cellophane AND THE CONGREGATION OF 
AN INTIMATE PUBLIC

Cruel Optimism’s concluding chapter begins 
with a discussion of sound and noise and their 
ability to transmit innate affective understanding. 
Berlant references ideas from sound studies and 
the work of Jacques Attali and Michel Serres, who 
argue that noise is at the heart of communication 
(224). They go on to say that maieutic listening and 
practices of listening together have been used to 
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produce “a sense of shared worldness,” arguing 
that noise’s affective quality can provide a feeling 
of immediacy and solidarity (224). Berlant relates 
this idea of shared worldness to their concept of  
an intimate public—a group of diverse individuals 
who congregate around one artistic object. The 
defining characteristic of an intimate public is that 
the “consumers of its particular stuff already share 
a worldview and emotional knowledge that they 
have derived from a broadly common historical 
experience” (Berlant, The Female Complaint viii). The object 
does not demand audition from the viewer; rather, 
some curious aspect might have caught one’s eye 
and drawn them in towards the object, whereupon 
they are hooked into the intimate public’s sphere 
by the affective feel of the object. For Berlant, then, 
“an intimate public is a space of mediation in which 
the personal is refracted through the general, what’s 
salient for its consumers is that it is a place of recog- 
nition and reflection” (viii.). Hence, in these intimate 
publics, some form of emotional leash tethers each 
individual, both to one another and to the object. 
Berlant posits that this state of togetherness might 
“provide some routes out of the impasse and the 
struggle of the present” (Cruel Optimism 226). Although 
the attachment to the good life fantasy felt in cruel 
optimism is something of a false promise that 
works to hinder the individual’s own flourishing, 

Berlant highlights that attachment’s “life-organising 
status”—a facet of attachment that comes to the 
fore within an intimate public—can supersede its 
damaging effects (227). By allowing individuals to 
bind themselves to an object that tethers them to 
the political system in which they live, while sim-
ultaneously coupling them with others who share 
broadly similar experiences, this attachment can, 
in some sense, re-politicise the individual’s own 
experience of the world—possibly facilitating their 
journey out of impasse.

Berlant introduces Cynthia Madansky’s The 
PSA Project as an example of a work that uses 
noise’s innate affective qualities to allow for an 
intimate public to congregate (Cruel Optimism 233). 
The overt dissonance between the audio and the 
visual content in The PSA Project renders “the eye 
and ear [as] hailed unevenly, and unpredictably,” 
allowing for a site of discourse surrounding the 
object’s contents and viewers’ understandings of it 
(233). Similar practices of incongruity between what 
is seen and heard can be identified in cellophane. 
The PSA Project uses obvious dissonance between 
the audio and the visual to disorient the viewer 
(Berlant, Cruel Optimism 236). In cellophane, the audio-
visual incongruity is more subtle, drawing the 
viewer into the piece. The video begins backstage, 
with the camera trailing twigs, who is walking 
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towards the stage—her amplified footsteps and  
the audience’s rapturous applause resonate in an 
echo. As the applause dies down, she drops her 
coat revealing moulded burlesque lingerie. She  
then steps through the curtains. A second round  
of echoed applause is initiated by twigs releasing  
her belt, letting a set of chaps fall to the floor. She 
walks towards a pole centre stage with the camera 
focusing on her platform Lucite heels—her foot-
steps are again amplified. She positions herself 
with her back against the pole and starts to sing 
the first phrases of the chorus. In this opening 
scene, the sounds heard and the visuals portrayed 
are subtly incongruous. The sound of twigs’ 
footsteps should not resonate so clearly in the 
relatively small stage with curtained walls and 
ceiling which would deaden the sound. The 
rapturous applause evokes the interior of a large 
concert hall or performance venue, rather than an 
intimate stage.

Dissonance continues throughout the opening 
chorus. As twigs starts to sing, the camera positions 
the viewer as if sitting in the audience watching 
twigs’ performance. Her vocal performance is  
recorded in a very tight audio space, where the 
viewer can hear twigs gasping for breath between 
phrases, with cracks and texture in her voice and 
aspirated diction as she sings. Small sonic details 

of her performance, such as the slicing sound of 
her shoes sliding across the stage, are also 
amplified. Nicola Dibben argues that placing the 
vocal recording front and centre in the overall mix 
of any popular music track assigns the singer a 
degree of author-ship by articulating some aspect 
of their own experience, locating the song’s 
ideological core within the singer (319). The 
distance between the sound producer and the 
recording device affects a recording’s sense of 
intimacy; in other words, the smaller the physical 
distance between the performer’s mouth and the 
microphone, the more intimate the vocal recording 
feels. These two production techniques build a 
relationship between the listener and the music, 
whereby they “create intimacy between the listener 
and singer, and communicate the inner thoughts of 
the song character and/or performer” (Dibben 320). 
In cellophane, the mix, while rather minimalist and 
musically simplistic, is also relatively thick, with 
little levity or open space to break up the sound. 
Despite this, not just twigs’ voice, but the sound  
of her bodily gestures (footsteps or the removal  
of clothes) are recorded in a tight virtual aural 
space, amplified, and centred within the mix. 
Consequently, the viewer identifies with not only 
twigs’ voice, but also her body, her body’s gestures, 
and her location and role on stage. The viewer of 
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cellophane is thereby cast in two different roles: 
the piece’s audio situates the viewer on stage with, 
or perhaps as, twigs, while the visual elements 
confine them to the role of spectator.  The viewer 
is transformed simultaneously into the spectator 
and the spectacle, the onlooker and the observed. 
This uncanny sense of being stretched between 
space and identity is further destabilised when the 
camera spins around the circular stage revealing 
that there is no audience. This begs the question: 
are we the solo witness to this performance? Are 
we the “you,” or are we the “they,” or could we be 
the “I” that twigs is singing about? These questions 
are further muddied during her fall, when twigs 
sings “and didn’t I do it for you?” directly at the 
viewer while grabbing the camera frame. Shortly 
after, a pair of anonymous hands reaches from 
behind the camera to grab twigs as she falls, 
implicating the viewer in her fall.

Berlant writes that The PSA Project provides 
for its audience a “scene for being together in the 
political,” where the intimate public is not chal-
lenged politically, but rather, they are challenged 
aesthetically (Cruel Optimism 237). This aesthetic chal-
lenge enables an intimate public to explore the 
intricacies of their specific “shared worldness”  
and rehearse what it might be like when/if their 
experience becomes more normative (224).  

Tomáš Jirsa notes that the affects of music videos 
are “neither emotional, nor representational,” 
rather, “the force of music video affects is perfor-
mative” (205). He argues that their audio-visual 
hybridity imbues music videos with their specific 
affective charge (204). The audio-visual incongruities 
in cellophane demonstrate this convincingly. By 
drawing the viewer into the piece, into twigs’ body 
and into her performance—yet keeping them at a 
distance, constantly reminding them of their 
position as spectator—cellophane challenges the 
viewer to question their own relationship to twigs 
and the piece itself. The comments section under 
the music video, posted on FKA twigs’ personal 
YouTube channel, contains thousands of 
commenters discussing how they were affected by 
the piece, sharing their own readings and analyses, 
and accounts of their own identifications with twigs’ 
personal story. The piece’s affective charge 
cultivated by structural mirroring and its audio-
visual incongruities allow for what Berlant identifies 
as “preaching to the choir,” inviting viewers to 
discuss and critique the video while at the same 
time affording them the opportunity to explore 
their own personal relationships to the themes 
they identify in the piece (Cruel Optimism 238).

cellophane is a music video that explores 
interactions between the audio, the visual, and 
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everyday intimate politics, imbuing the object with 
a distinct affective power that would not exist were 
the object solely audio or solely visual. Reading 
cellophane through the lens of cruel optimism and 
impasse, highlighting the piece’s mirrored structure 
and audio-visual incongruities, affords a multi-
faceted and integrated analysis that seeks to do 
justice to an entire project as one audio-visual 
whole. The additional importance Berlant places 
on “the waning of genre” in both cruel optimism 
and impasse, and twigs’ willingness to work in a 
genreless space, provide a key point of intersection 
between theory and practice that strengthens the 
rationale of this analysis. As such, we can approach 
the piece’s musical and narrative structure from a 
perspective that emphasises the slow, crumbling 
texture of impasse while also highlighting its inter-
minability. Furthermore, the piece’s audio-visual 
incongruities draw the viewer into the piece, asking 
them to investigate their own position in relation  
to the feeling of impasse. By asking the viewer to 
undertake this introspection, cellophane becomes a 
site of exploration around which an intimate public 
can form, becoming a site where the members of 
this intimate public can rehearse and explore their 
own perceptions of impasse rooted in their broadly 
shared historicised experiences.
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ABSTRACT  
This paper explores the relationship between religion and 

surveillance through Simone Browne’s theoretical framework of 
‘racialising surveillance’. It investigates the use of a digital 
biometric device called Automated Facial Recognition System 
(AFRS) during mass protests in India against the 2019 Citizenship 
Amendment Act which has been accused of discriminating against 
the country’s Muslim minority. This invasive surveillance techno-
logy is understood as a social product of India’s larger socio-
political context characterised by a Hindu vs. Muslim narrative, 
helping to maintain and reify religious inequality. The analysis 
shows how surveillance scholarship developed in a US-context 
can be expanded beyond the Western hemisphere into spaces 
that demand critical cultural investigations.

India was swept away by one of its largest citizen-
led protests held against a recently passed bill, the 
2019 Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) (Ellis-
Peterson). This law provides a path to citizen-ship for 
religiously persecuted minorities from Pakistan, 
Bangladesh, and Afghanistan—namely Hindus, 
Sikhs, Buddhists, Jains, Parsies, and Christians. 
The point of contention, however, is that it 
excludes Muslims, India’s largest minority 
(Majumdar). The CAA is criticised for being the 
first time in the nation’s secular history that 
citizenship is conditional on religion (“Citizenship 
Amendment Bill”). As people marched against the 
bill, they not only faced police-led physical violence 
where many were injured and even killed (“Shoot 
the Traitors”), but also a peculiar form of violence 
that was digitally invasive. What made it so was the 

Delhi police’s use of a software called Automated 
Facial Recognition System (AFRS). The question 
here is not necessarily what the state did with the 
data collected by the AFRS, but rather how it 
gathered data and identified dissidents during the 
protests. The police sourced images of faces and 
converted them into digital representations, which 
were further matched against an existing database 
of faces (Saini and Sylvester). By this action, the device 
exercised power through surveillance technology 
over parts of the Indian population, mainly the 
country’s minorities. These include groups like 
Dalits, Adivasis, and Muslims, who are already part 
of this pre-existing database as they make up more 
than half of India’s undertrial cases (Saini and Sylvester; 
Saxena). By using previously obtained data, AFRS 
places these minority communities in a perpetual 
cycle of highly invasive and mechanised targeting. 
This paper explores this cycle and specifically sets 
out to elucidate how the use of AFRS during the 
2019 anti-CAA protests, by the logic of its design, 
served to reify religious discrimination against the 
country’s Muslim minority.

To investigate the above question, I present 
this act of surveillance not as anomalous within 
Indian society, but rather as the norm, a product 
of national and systemic contexts. The context in- 
volves many schemas such as religion, race, class, 
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authoritarianism, and identity, all of which relate to 
power structures. These schemas are explored with 
the help of Simone Browne’s work on surveillance 
technologies, practices, and racial formations (Dark 
Matters; Digital Epidermalisation). I begin by providing an 
understanding of AFRS, as the technology is 
perceived by the Indian state, and further situate it 
within the field of critical surveillance studies which 
connects to Browne’s theory of ‘racialising surveil-
lance.’ As this framework hinges upon the premise 
of history and context, and the way they produce 
surveillance practices of inequality, I explore the 
Indian socio-political context where Islam is per-
ceived as a national threat by using the concept  
of sociogeny. This narrative informs objects like 
AFRS, which use pre-existing biometric records, 
reflecting and reifying systemic religious discrim-
ination against Muslims through a process Browne 
calls ‘digital epidermalisation.’ This analysis illumin-
ates how the Muslim minority’s current existence in 
India is one marked by a constant state surveillance, 
leaving them at an impasse, a juncture where, for 
the surveilled Muslims, there is no path to legal or 
cultural citizenship in the country they call home.

SURVEILLANCE STUDIES: FROM LANTERN 
LAWS TO FACIAL RECOGNITION DEVICES

According to the National Crime Records 
Bureau (NCRB), AFRS: “acts as a foundation for a 

national level searchable platform for facial images” 
to improve the results of criminal identification  
and verification (Saini and Sylvester). During the 
anti-CAA protests, police gathered facial images  
of people at the rallies from CCTV footage in 
several locations and by checking identification 
cards such as driving licenses, among other 
techniques (Mazoomdaar; Sarangal). An Indian police 
spokesperson explained: “each attendee at the 
rally was caught on camera at the metal detector 
gate and live feed from there was matched with  
the facial dataset within five seconds at the control 
room set up at the venue” (Higgins). The AFRS 
scanned this information with a facial recognition 
algorithm that identified a person’s facial features 
such as eye colour, hair colour, distance between 
eyes, and shape of the nose and chin. The 
algorithm used these characteristics to create a 
“mathematical representation known as a face 
template” which were matched with similar faces 
from a pre-existing database accessible to the 
police (Saini and Sylvester; Sarangal). 

There is extensive discourse on how modern-
day surveillance technologies act as panoptic tools 
to control members of society and encroach on 
their privacy, whether it be CCTV from the street 
or social media profiles inside their homes (Simon). 
An equally relevant subset of this field consists of 
critical race scholars working in a US-context, who 
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discuss how surveillance technology discriminates 
against minority groups (Taylor). According to Ruha 
Benjamin in Race After Technology: Abolitionist 
Tools for the New Jim Code, technological 
discrimination usually occurs when we perceive 
algorithms as neutral and objective, as the Delhi 
police perceives AFRS. Benjamin emphasises that 
this is a flawed perception and that algorithms are 
biased because the humans who create them “have 
their own deeply entrenched biases,” and thus 
these algorithms end up reproducing existing 
societal prejudices (34). In Automating Inequality, 
Virginia Eubanks studies predictive analytics by US 
welfare agencies. She finds that while automation 
is portrayed as a depersonalised mechanism 
benefitting society, it targets the most economically 
vulnerable groups when making decisions about 
who is eligible for welfare benefits. This in turn 
discriminates against already existing vulnerable 
groups. 

Algorithmic facial recognition technologies 
have been similarly questioned for inaccurately 
recognising individuals and targeting racialised 
communities (Browne, Dark Matters; Digital Epidermalisation). 
For instance, The Gender Shades project has  
exposed these technical systems’ divergent error 
rates in the accuracy of different skin tone and  
sex classification (Buolamwini and Timnit). The study 

found that Black females were more frequently 
incorrectly identified as males, with an error rate  
of 34 percent, than females of other racial 
classifications, showing how reliance on such 
technology can be extremely misleading (Najibi). 
Alarmingly, most law enforcement is gathered 
through biometric tools like fingerprint scans, iris 
and retinal scans, and facial recognition (Taylor). 
Once again, Black and Brown individuals are 
disproportionately misidentified, which means they 
are more likely to be stopped by the police, 
interrogated, and wrongfully arrested. This is 
where Browne’s theoretical frame-work of ‘raciali-
sing surveillance’ found in Dark Matters is useful 
in revealing how surveillance practices are rooted 
in othering a social group by means of race to 
maintain unequal power relations.

RACIALISING SURVEILLANCE 
Browne’s theory of ‘racialising surveillance’ 

argues that different types of surveillance practice 
can be motivated by pre-existing systems of inequal- 
ity based on skin colour, which the surveillance 
maintains and possibly reifies. She engages in an 
interdisciplinary theoretical approach to concep-
tualise the complex relation-ship between race and 
surveillance. Through this approach, Browne maps 
out many surveillance perceptions and practices 
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rooted in the history of slavery in the US to unveil 
a historicisation of the country’s discriminatory 
practices. Browne’s theoretical framework provides 
a contemporary understanding of surveillance and 
race that, I believe, can be adapted and applied to 
non-Western contexts. 

In Dark Matters, Browne defines ‘racialising 
surveillance’ as “when enactments of surveillance 
reify boundaries along racial lines, thereby reifying 
race, and where the outcome of this is often dis- 
criminatory and violent treatment”(8). Her defini- 
tion focuses on “Black bodies” that are subjected  
to discrimination through surveillance practices  
because of their ‘race’ during slave history and  
by contemporary technologies (42). Her concept 
relies upon an understanding, or logic, of race as 
socially constructed, whereby skin colour is 
assigned a status by systems of power. Other 
categories such as religion and class similarly 
function as hierarchised “markers of identity” (17). 
For the purposes of this paper, the crucial 
conjunction with Browne is that social and cultural 
discrimination operates through a natural or 
biological justification. These logics are imbued 
onto surveillance technologies for the purpose of 
social control. 

While Browne covers an extensive list of 
media, design, and technology that perpetuate 
surveillance across various time periods, such as 

the eighteenth-century slave ship Brooks, post-9/11 
airport security measures, and biometric identifica-
tion systems, one historical example is particularly 
relevant in linking past systems of persecution and 
oppression to modern facial recognition devices like 
AFRS. In the eighteenth century, the City of New 
York implemented ‘lantern laws’. These laws forced 
Black, Mixed-Race, and Indigenous enslaved people 
to carry candle lanterns at night when not in the 
company of a white person (Brown, Dark Matters). 
Browne sees this as an early form of colonial sur- 
veillance to serve white people as it helped them to 
identify and control the Black body in public spaces. 
She explains how we can think of the lantern as  
“a prosthesis made mandatory after dark, a tech-
nology that made it possible for the Black body to 
be constantly illuminated from dusk to dawn, made 
knowable, locatable, and contained within the city” 
(79). As such, these laws subjected these individuals 
to hypervisibility. More so, the laws targeted a 
group in society that was already subject to control 
and racial prejudices, thereby creating and reifying 
racial boundaries. Using candlelight, the physically 
intrusive law directly exposed the face and body, 
just like facial recognition devices like AFRS  
do today, to regulate an individual’s movement. 
Technology can perform or surveil discriminatorily 
whether it is through a lantern or a more complex 
digital device like AFRS, since they perform the 
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same act of enforcing hypervisibility through 
specific targeting. 

Browne delves further into her concept’s 
logic of race as social construction, claiming that 
the way “things get ordered racially by way of 
surveillance depends on space and time and is 
subject to change”(17). By space and time, she 
means that there is a pre-existing political, social, 
and cultural context that allows for technology, 
objects, and practices to act in racialising ways.  
In other words, any form of racialising work de-
pends on context. She focuses on transatlantic 
slavery to show how contemporary surveillance in 
the US is rooted in historically constructed anti-
Black sentiments, a perspective put forward by 
Frantz Fanon in Black Skin, White Masks. Fanon 
explains how this history creates an imposition of a 
Black identity, based on relative skin colour, rather 
than the individuals themselves creating their own 
identity. He refers to this identity-making process 
and its implications as “the fact of Blackness” 
(Fanon 109) which, again, come from history and 
culture; the ontological roots of “Blackness”  
(Browne, Dark Matters 8). These roots help understand 
how surveillance has always been structured by 
race, and continues to be so. This is what she 
refers to as ‘sociogeny,’ a concept also borrowed 
from Fanon. 

Browne describes sociogeny as the “organisa-
tional framework of our present human condition 
that names what is and what is not bound within 
the category of human, and that fixes and frames 
blackness as an object of surveillance” (Dark Matters 
7). Hence, a history of violent power structures  
and practices sets the precedent for discrimination 
against minority groups to continue in present  
day society. In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon 
advances the concept of sociogeny, illustrating the 
development of a social phenomenon; that a phe- 
nomenon is sociogenetic means that it is socially 
produced as opposed to ontologically given or 
objectively factual. Expanded from Freud’s terms 
‘ontogeny’ and ‘phylogeny’ to describe the natural 
development of human and animal subjects, Fanon 
explains how socially produced phenomena, such 
as poverty or crime, are associated with certain 
social groups as though they were biologically 
predisposed to being poor or criminal. Based on 
Fanon’s work, in Dark Matters, Browne explains 
the sociogeny of Blackness: a social setting in 
which discrimination arises from purely social 
phenomena but is identified as something with  
a biological justification, such as different skin 
colours. In this setting, power relations function 
upon the assumption that differences among 
humans are due to biology and the inequality 
based on these differences is justified since it is 
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‘nature’ (Fanon; Hall). This way, “Race appears to be 
‘given’ by Nature, [and] racism is one of the most 
profoundly ‘naturalised’ of existing ideologies”  
(Hall 98). My argument is that religion and religious 
persecution in India become naturalised in a sim-
ilar way. In India, as in the US, these differences 
are in actuality based on ideologies, narratives, and 
symbolic meanings produced by power in culturally 
specific contexts, but are still considered organic 
and unchangeable (Wynter).

In the case of India today, there is a specific 
sociogeny which places Muslims in historically  
prejudiced social structures. This particular socio-
geny serves as the backdrop for the implementation 
and use of AFRS by the Indian state to further 
discriminatory social systems. A critical race and 
socio-cultural approach helps understand and 
explicate religious discrimination in India as a 
mechanism to maintain social inequality, similar  
to how race operates in a US context (13). In other 
words, AFRS employs racialising logics to maintain 
and reify religious discrimination. As such, this 
approach utilises and adapts Browne’s model to 
understand systemic inequality and surveillance 
motives in a non-Black and non-US context. I argue 
in this paper that it is necessary to recognise dis- 
crimination by surveillance through racialising 
logics as a socially produced practice that has 

evolved over a genealogy of history and culture. 
The following sections will contextualise and 
outline this sociogeny in contemporary India. 

THE SOCIOGENY OF OTHERING  
THE MUSLIM 

The larger structure of discrimination against 
Muslims in India that led to the use of AFRS in 
2019 is historically-situated, which in the US-
context is Browne’s theory’s core premise. This 
paper focuses on India’s recent history as the sub- 
ject of contextualisation, specifically that of Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party’s 
(BJP) government rule from 2014 to present day. 

The focus on the BJP’s governance does not 
attempt to negate India’s long history of Hindu-
Muslim tensions during British colonial rule, pre- 
and post-Indian Partition in 1947 (Maizland). Such 
coverage goes beyond the scope of this paper 
and, more significantly, the focus here lies on a 
rise in authoritarianism during the BJP’s far-right 
governance (Saini and Sylvester). Over the years, the 
BJP has increasingly discriminated against the 
country’s Muslim minority, creating a national 
Hindu vs. Muslim narrative that places Muslims in 
“socio-economically backward communities” (Dixit). 
This renders them vulnerable to many inequities, 
including that of the criminal justice system (Kishore). 
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Government policy reflects such biases: deportation 
of Rohingya Muslims to Myanmar despite know-
ledge of the risks to their lives; revoking Kashmir’s 
constitutional autonomy and cutting off their  
communication to the outside (Dixit); a militarised 
counter-terrorism crackdown on Muslims after  
the 2008 Mumbai Attacks (Machold); and finally 
the 2019 Citizenship Amendment Act, which  
was infamous for refusing citizenship to Muslim 
migrants, including those residing there since 2014 
(“Citizenship Amendment Bill”). These are only a 
few out of many policies that strongly reflect BJP’s 
Hindu vs. Muslim nationalist narrative that has 
intensified over the years (Biswas). The pertinent 
question, however, is how the narrative, developed 
through these policies and other actions over time, 
helped produce a sociogeny within Indian culture 
that identifies Muslims as the ‘other’ and feeds into 
systemic discrimination.

Broadly, India’s anti-Muslim sociogeny consists 
of what Sharmin Sadequee calls a grander narrative 
of Islam as an “inherent social threat” (475).  
His work focuses on the cultural context of post-
9/11 US, a scene of excessive national securitisa-
tion against ‘radical’ Islam which perceived all 
Muslims as a single threatening category of people. 
A similar form of securitisation is seen across the 
BJP’s governance where public safety has become 

synonymous with countering Islamic ‘violence’ 
under its Hindu-nationalist belief system (Tyagi). 
Here, classification occurs based on “imaginary 
characteristics” (Bajc 615) which profiles Muslims 
into a reduced “singular mass with shared inherent 
characteristics” that are potentially dangerous 
(Renton 2135). The BJP’s anti-Muslim sentiment 
largely roots from its far-right personality (Maizland). 
This has led to an omnipresent national securitisa-
tion that calls for urgency (Renton) and justifies 
large-scale suspicion towards Indian Muslims as  
a “method of social control intended to reproduce 
a certain mode of existence” (Sadequee 474).  
Thus, this state of existence, that is now the norm 
rather than an anomaly, places Muslims at an im- 
passe. Although such an impasse is contingent and 
upheld in the interest of state power, the targeted 
communities may experience it as inescapable in 
the face of ever-changing forms of surveillance and 
control. For instance, in the form of exclusionary 
citizenship bills or the use of biometric devices to 
identify ‘criminals.’ Ultimately, the practices give 
rise to and maintain an anti-Muslim sociogeny 
where an emergency state built to repress the 
‘other’ becomes the norm, thereby condoning a 
perpetual surveillance order (Berda). 

To sum up, in the context of BJP’s India,  
an anti-Muslim sociogeny unfolds where Indian 
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Muslims are marked as the ‘other’ and subjected to 
surveillance. While Browne questions demarcating 
Blackness by physical features such as skin colour, 
a Muslim in India cannot be differentiated from a 
Hindu through a ‘biological’ visual marker like skin 
colour which is labeled as a ‘natural’ difference. 
However, it is possible to build upon this argument 
since religious difference becomes naturalised as 
an inherent quality and, as such, a ‘legitimate’ 
reason for inequality. The naturalisation of race  
and religion dangerously paves the way for dis-
criminatory surveillance practices that target 
specific groups within society.

INDIAN MUSLIMS’ STATE OF SURVEILLED 
PERSECUTION 

The Indian police, when using AFRS, 
claimed that “radical or religious profiling is never 
a relevant parameter while building these datasets” 
(Mazoomdaar). However, the database used to match 
identifiable faces consists of criminal records of 
minority groups who are found in India’s undertrial 
cases, a large proportion of whom have consistently 
been Muslims. Here, ‘undertrial’ refers to a person  
who is being held in custody awaiting trial for an 
alleged crime (Saxena). These undertrial data sets 
come from places like the Crimes and Criminal 
Tracking Networks, Interoperable Criminal Justice 

System, Immigration Visa Foreigner Registration 
Tracking, prisons, and state police records (Saini and 
Sylvester). The relation of AFRS to these pre-
existing records places Indian Muslims at risk as 
they have already been identified as ‘criminals,’  
and thus will be constantly matched by AFRS’ 
facial dataset. This means Muslims were not only 
at risk of persecution during anti-CAA protests, 
but are at risk of repetitive persecution. The 
combination of these two types of persecution 
reify socially constructed biases against the Muslim 
minority population; biases that are rooted in 
historical courses of violent and hierarchised 
discrimination in India. 

A statistical pattern over the years shows 
how tribal, caste, and religious minorities end up 
with the greatest number of undertrials in India 
even though they make up less than half of the 
country’s population (Sarangal). While non-religious 
minorities like Dalits and Adivasis are a significant 
part of this group in India, according to the 
National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB), Muslims 
were recorded to have more undertrials than con- 
victs in 2019; they formed 16.6 percent of convicts 
and 18.7 percent of all undertrials, while compris-
ing 10.9 percent of the Indian population (Tiwary). 

This statistical disproportionality represents 
Muslim’s marginalisation in Indian society, as  
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they face many obstacles based on their social, 
cultural, and economic status. Their socioeconomic 
indicators are consistently weak; they lack access 
to financially sustainable livelihoods as well as to 
proper legal representation; they are implicated in 
ordinary crimes and battle discriminatory attitudes 
by the police (Tiwary). The police and judicial system 
are biased in favour of social elites and non-Muslims 
(Mandal). These statistics are not only reflective of 
the widespread perception that Muslims and other 
minority social groups are more likely to commit 
crimes (Kuchay), a view similarly held against Black 
people in the US (Mandal), they also show that “the 
malaise runs much deeper. It points to the larger 
issue of social exclusion and marginalisation of 
communities which suffer from structural and 
systemic discrimination” (Raghavan and Nair 16).

AFRS’ RACIALISING SURVEILLANCE VIA 
DIGITAL EPIDERMALISATION 

Once a surveillance technology like AFRS 
sits within the specific context of anti-Muslim 
sociogeny, it becomes observable how such a 
technology is discriminatory by design. This device 
used an existing digital criminal database to identify 
individuals during a protest, through which pre-
existing forms of religious discrimination were 
reproduced and reinforced. This way, the AFRS, 

merely a biometric and technological device, ends 
up perpetuating pre-existing biases against Muslims 
similar to how New York’s eighteenth-century 
lantern laws perpetuated existing biases against 
non-White communities. Both surveillance tech- 
nologies target minority groups: such as Black,  
Mixed-Race, and Indigenous enslaved people in 
US history, and Adivasis, Dalits and Muslims in 
present-day India. 

AFRS becomes racialising in the Indian 
context to the extent that it operates on (and 
therefore reifies) the assumption that social and 
cultural identity can be found in or on the body. 
This is a process Browne calls ‘digital epiderm-
alisation,’ a phenomenon that is true of biometric 
information technology more generally. Here, the 
human body is rendered as digitised code by algo- 
rithms or other computational means, making 
“unique templates for computers to then sort by 
relying on a searchable database” (Browne, Digital 
Epidermalisation 109). The AFRS does exactly this  
by using facial features such as eye colour or the 
shape of a chin as markers of identification, and 
creating a face template. The procedure is emblem- 
atic of reducing a person to their anatomy. It forces 
the body or “its parts and pieces and performances 
[...] to function as identification” (91) and act as 
evidence of data. This process is also known as 
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‘body surveillance,’ when a human’s biological self 
is reduced to code to be scrutinised, interrogated, 
and invaded for suspicion-oriented purposes (Lyon). 
Once bodies are broken down by technology, and 
they are no longer perceived as humans, individual 
identity is dispersed into fragments in the form  
of categories: sex, height, hair, and eye colour.  
This makes a human an easy target for “reading, 
sorting, or categorising [and] for profiling and pre- 
emption” (Browne, Dark Matters 137), rendering the 
body as code rather than a breathing creature.

By such ‘coding,’ Muslims are placed in a 
constant process of being defined and redefined  
as ‘criminals’ since facial datasets from the rallies 
were matched to pre-existing criminal databases. 
This re-clustering places the Muslim in one single 
coherent category of threat, as such negating  
any individuality. As Benjamin states, the term 
‘criminal’ is “code for Black, for poor, immigrant, 
second-class, disposable, unwanted, detritus”(7).  
To this list one can add Muslim. Expanding on this 
point, a cogent question arises: who decides what 
‘criminal’ means? “Is it when an FIR [First Informa-
tion Report] is registered against an individual? [...] 
Or is it only when an individual is convicted by a 
court? [...] Does a person cease to be recognised  
by the tag of a criminal once s/he has served  
their prison sentence?” (Saini and Sylvester). Thus,  

the surveillance tool uses abstracted information 
and ambiguous definitions of ‘criminal’ for risk 
assessment and ends up privileging some over 
others, eliding the Muslim minority with criminality 
and replicating social divisions (Browne, Digital Epiderm-
alisation; Benjamin). Hence, AFRS, is a biometric 
technological technique that engages in the cultural 
production of race and religion, and the inequality 
justified by their naturalisation (Browne, Digital 
Epidermalisation). 

CONCLUSION
This paper makes visible the ways in which 

AFRS as a biometric surveillance technology object 
functions to reify religious discrimination in India. 
Its implementation against the backdrop of BJP’s 
anti-Muslim sociogeny, where Muslims are histor-
ically situated in discriminatory social structures, 
paved the way for the use of this surveillance tech- 
nology during the 2019 anti-CAA protests.  
This analysis has illustrated AFRS’ racialising  
and discriminatory logics. By way of digital 
epidermalisation, through which the Muslim body 
is disintegrated into body parts that mean nothing 
more than desensitised anatomy, the Muslim body 
is recast as a homogenous entity symbolising 
danger and criminality. This emergent mode of 
control is different from Indian policies targeting 
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Muslims in the past; the active and direct quality of 
digital mechanisms make these policies increasingly 
invasive and pervasive. As a biometric system, 
AFRS acts as “a technology of social control where 
surveillance practices, policies, and performances” 
concern both the maintenance and reproduction  
of “norms pertaining to race and exercise of power 
to define what is in or out of place”(Browne, Dark 
Matters 16). 

The constructed narrative of suspicion creates 
space for a form of political violence towards Indian 
Muslims. This paper has shown how the identity 
marker of religion becomes “designed to stratify 
and sanctify social injustice as part of the architec-
ture of everyday life” through surveillance (Benjamin 
13). Operationalising Browne’s conceptual frame-
work of racialising surveillance to a non-Black and 
non-US context is productive in comprehending 
surveillance practices across cultures. Her use of 
the concepts of historical and sociogenic 
contextualisation shows how the incident of using 
AFRS during 2019 anti-CAA protests in India is 
heavily layered—that such surveillance technology 
is developed over the years through space, time, 
law, and custom (Benjamin). In other words, as an 
incident in contemporary Indian politics, it is not 
an isolated event. Rather, it is entrenched within a 
historical culture of religious discrimination that 

has placed Muslims in socio-economically 
disadvantaged positions in Indian society. Hence, it 
is important to examine AFRS in both its historical 
context and present state to see what Browne in 
Dark Matters calls “raw moments of observation, 
calibration, and application that sometimes reveal 
themselves as racialising” (109). Such analysis 
reflects not only on the correlation between 
authoritarianism and surveillance (Hintz), but also 
the unmissable role of technology and digitalisation 
in this correlation (Khan), where surveillance 
practices become part of the culture with grave 
meanings and consequences.
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Addendum, appendix, codicil, excursus, 
supplement to impasse (a state, stalemate, 
standoff, deadlock, of  inaction (or neutral-
isation) resulting from the opposition of 
equally powerful uncompromising persons 
or  factions). So, in essence: an extension, 
an elongation, a prolongation, a stretch,  
a train of notes, notions, ideas. 

Mathematics: Feigenbaum’s theory—how a 
function repeats to its limit or lim. How it [itself]  
is repeatedly applied to its own output.

If a function increases past 3, its sequence of 
however-many numbers will settle down to an 
oscillating pattern between two values; a '4-cycle' 
then an '8-cycle' and so on. Consequently, erratic 
behaviour emerges. You must divide time & time 
again in order to perceive the gap between each 
number-set. This is the sum of a geometric pro-
gression; the lim point is the point at which  
chaos sets in.  

Of which, “The ‘Thing’” was the first covert 
listening device used in espionage. It was devised 
by Leo Theremin (who also invented the tech-
nique of “interlacing” to improve the quality of  
TV reception). “The ‘Thing’” was/is a condenser 
microphone, small enough to fit in your pocket. 

Essentially, a tiny capacitative membrane, where-
upon/within transient currents come & go.  

Of which, Hecate: the goddess of liminal space, 
the patron saint of crossroads and travellers who 
have lost their way. She is the juncture where 
transgressions may take place. She is supplicated 
in apotropaic ritual as the overseer of critical 
points in life. Secretly, she is the patron of the 
so-called restless; those who did not fulfill their 
obligations, and thus retain impotent access to all 
the routes they could have taken. These people 
carry danger to themselves and one another;  
they are bound to the phenomena of curses. 

Of which, Wardenclyffe Tower, Shoreham Island, 
New York (1901-1917)—an early  wireless commu-
nication cell designed by Nikola Tesla. Shaped like 
a mushroom with a cupola on top, its purpose was 
to show transmission without wires. Beneath the 
ground, 16 iron pipes bonded and criss-crossed 
along 300 feet in order to detect telluric currents  
of the earth. Tesla wished for the whole globe to 
quiver in response.  

Abandoned in 1906, it became a mausoleum—its 
walls heavy with the promise of electric oscillation, 
glittering shards of imagined noise.  
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Of which, Tesla’s unrealised ideas: 

a) An electromagnet resembling a flat mirror that 
attracted frequencies from outer cell structures. 

b) A transparent globe made of crystalline 
substances to be directed by a homing device 
incorporated by a sensing electrode. 

c) A large screen, behind which is a generator, 
more of a receiver than a transmitter. This screen 
would receive bespoke frequencies—able to be 
tuned to the individual psyche.  

Of which, azimuth: the arc of the horizon 
intercepted between the meridian of a place;  
a great circle passing through the zenith and the 
object observed. This is where we are: between: 
close: near: far: we are in to, we fall into the cleft  
of a continuum (a rip in the closed design) with 
no-one to arrest our words they circle. 

Of which, point de repère. A guiding mark. 
A phrase used to imply some real object which a 
hallucinating subject sometimes sees as the nucleus 
of hallucination; and the movements of which 
suggest corresponding movements of the 
hallucinatory object. 

Of which, drift: the difference in diameter, or 
gradual change in a language. Or the movement  
of charge carriers in a semiconductor due to the 
influence of an applied voltage. Or the minuscule 
alternations in a glacier. Elsewhere, the imbalance 
of gyroscope’s mass, the movement of particles in 
an electric field, the thrust of an arched structure, 
the oscillation around a fixed setting, the deviation 
from or between a course, or a model, or an idea. 
To wander from a fixed spot, to go and return, to 
move, and never move, ever.

Of which, a few stray words. Pitch, axial, terres-
trial. Adrift, listen. Feel in this standalone wind. 
Things. Things. Uncompromising. Elated to 
thunderstorms, the world’s outer magnetic fields, 
the world’s conductance. Slow diurnal, low 
frequency. A feeling of being so dispatched 
until re-made. This is where we are.
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