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Foreword

In 1986, while in New York for the Modern Language Association’s annual meeting, my former Professor at Columbia University Sylvère Lotringer asked me if I could possibly re-translate a paper that Félix Guattari was scheduled to present at the MLA in two days. Although I would have less than twenty-four hours to do it, it would afford me an opportunity to meet Félix and to become acquainted. The talk itself would be published a few years later in Flash Art under the title “Cracks in the Street.” But for me, what was important was that our “co-translation” initiated a friendship that would continue until Félix’s death in 1992, and that it had directly exposed me at a critical moment in my own intellectual life to Félix’s highly original and politically subversive manner of thinking and writing. Indeed, these features were all strikingly evident in the first publication of his I had read: his seminar on “La crise de production de subjectivité” that he had published in Chimères, the journal he had founded with Gilles Deleuze.

So, when Jacob Glazier, who had sat in on a graduate theory course I taught at Emory University, asked me if I would write a foreword to his first book on “The Arts of Subjectivity,” I readily agreed, correctly assuming that it would necessarily have to consider Guattari’s innovative and still inadequately appreciated approach to “the production of subjectivity.” Furthermore, although I wasn’t aware of it at the time, this involvement would also force me to consider more seriously “the new animism” in the “post-media era,” and what significance it might have. For Guattari, the “post-media era” simply signified the surpassing of mass media by the computer and digital technology.

But I’m jumping ahead, which I suppose is what a foreword is supposed to do, in order to set up the reader’s anticipation of what is to come. Early in Jacob’s The Arts of Subjectivity he quite rightly takes up Guattari’s central theme of the “production of subjectivity,” according to which subjectivity is not something given or “naturally” acquired as an endowment, but is variously articulated in and through one’s interactions with others in a specific milieu and cultural environment. Following Guattari and Foucault specifically, Jacob reiterates that subjectivity is produced in two modes: subjection (assujettissment) and subjectivation (subjectivation). Simply put, we are subjected to—and thereby made subjects of—political and environmental forces and, conversely, we subjectify ourselves in and through a range of individual and socially creative responses and self-makings, inventions, adaptations, and refusals. In Deleuze and Guattari’s terms, our subjectivity is overcoded by capitalism, religion, family and the law, but also decoded in the flows of desire and “lines of flight” that move us toward new creative becomings. Thus, for Guattari, we are always “subjects-in-process.” “Processuality,” in fact, was one of his essential concepts, along with “schizoanalysis” and “meta-modeling,” which in significant ways provide a fruitful conceptual alternative to Lacan and psychoanalysis.

In relation to “subjection” and “subjectivation” specifically, Jacob’s The Arts of Subjectivity can be read as a companion piece and alternative to Maurizio Lazzarato’s Signs and Machines: Capitalism and the Production of Subjectivity, which argues that under neoliberal capitalism “no new production of subjectivity takes place” (8). Framed this baldly, it is unlikely that Guattari himself would have fully agreed, and in multiple ways and registers Jacob suggests why. But that I will leave to the reader to discover, and instead briefly consider the significance of capitalism and the new animism in the post-media era.

An important theme in Jacob’s book is how what Guattari called “Integrated World Capitalism” continues its domination by means of a whole panoply of subjugations. As Guattari’s term suggests, contemporary capitalism now functions as a fully integrated world system, and is thus far beyond the inaugural moments when it depended simply upon finding and exploiting cheap materials and cheap labor so that goods could be produced and sold at a profit. Capitalism now works on all registers—“works” in the sense that it wants (and almost always gets) skin in every game. Like a viral form of Artificial Intelligence or a DeLandian “probe head,” it relentlessly searches for any difference, inequity or imbalance to exploit. High frequency trading on the stock markets is a perfect example, where any fluctuation in value presents an opportunity to buy or sell. Moreover, it is no longer just shares of stock that are bought and sold but elaborate packages of debt, “futures” and a whole panoply of virtual objects that attain value only in and through their ceaseless exchange. To appropriate one of Jacob’s most striking phrases, it is a “riddled monstrosity” indeed!

In this context what does the human subject begin to look like? It is impossible to say exactly, for the simple reason that the creature in question can no longer be separated from his or her “extensions,” in the sense that Marshal McLuhan gives to the word in the subtitle of his book, Understanding Media. Jacob’s argument about the new role of media and mediatization—and specifically “the virtualization of the human”—in fact leads him to a central claim that “an ethico-aesthetic form of self-fashioning [i.e., subjectivation] runs counter to processes of mediatization … ” But here we approach the core issue of the book and thus the place to conclude my foreword, leaving in abeyance the question of how and to what degree Jacob’s theory of subjectivation “postulates a kind of animistic revival that is as enmeshed with machines as it is with non-visible, nonhuman, and “indigenous” beings” (17). Yet the question is not as outre as it might first appear, given the manifest interest expressed by cultural critics today in fields such as ubiquitous computing, smart objects and the Internet of Things. (See, for example, Betti Marenko’s essay “Neo-Animism and Design: A New Paradigm in Object Theory” in Design and Culture.) As Jacob himself puts it—to give him the last word: “… the opening-up of non-genealogical, transversal relations, those that try to trace the networked character of beings of all kinds, appear as better models by which to engage with an ever-changing, technologically mediated world. Consequently, and somewhat paradoxically, this theory of subjectivation postulates a kind of animist revival that is as enmeshed with machines as it is with non-visible, nonhuman, and “indigenous’ beings” (17).

John Johnston




Preface

The ambitious breadth taken in synthesizing a range of ideas and concepts across disciplinary fields represents, not to be put too tritely, the greatest strength and potential Achilles’ heel of the present endeavor. Such an undertaking is certainly not traditional by way of an old guard in the academy, whose rigors may fixate on tracing the most minute of details therein marshaling the literature to diagram its conceptual history and import. On the other hand, an abstract, intuitive, and sweeping sampling runs the risk of losing nuances and particulars to be found in a close reading of a specific text or thinker. Compounding the scopic degree of analysis is the rapid speed available in accessing information and the ease at securing literature changing, structurally, the way research is conducted. These new practices, material gadgets, and technologies of the self, push understanding more and more into the trans—the spanning of disciplines, concepts, beings, techniques, and actors thereby demanding scholarship to be more intercommunicative, collaborative, and symbiotic in nature. In a time when the stakes of political allegiance are becoming more overt, the pace of university practices are surely not far behind. That is to say, does one link oneself to an author on purely conceptual or theoretical grounds, the appeal of an idea or the incisiveness of an argument? Or, are these academic head-nods the gestures of a fading old boys club, the last throes of which are seen in the figure of the police, a kind of apophasis toward an affixed claim to the academic? The same undecidable dialectic finds its form repeated throughout the following pages as I struggle to honor my sense of otherness while engaging with the rich history of Western thought. Indeed, as I have discovered during this adventure, the most subversion practices, it seems, can be found from within the traditional canon itself.

The networks of citations one chooses to link their work to undoubtedly speaks to the author’s political status and the likeminded individuals, methods, and paradigms reflected in the conceptual apparatus of the project. On this note, the thinkers who I am indebted to more than any others with regard to this book are Donna Haraway and Félix Guattari. The brave, feminist scholarship of Haraway is anchored in challenging boundaries, the distinctions between human and animal, male and female, and body and machine. Indeed, the limit, for Haraway, is to be looked upon with suspicion, as either a remnant of a disintegrating sovereign or as the return of an unfinished fascism, typically phallocratic, heteronormative, and always anthropocentric. In this way, she has taught me to be limitless in my thinking, going beyond the confines of acceptable academic values by taking risks with my research and therefore has accelerated my understanding of what is possible. Her position as an outsider, most notably as a woman, runs like a vein of gold rupturing open the surface of the mountain that is her academic work. In both an abstract and pragmatic sense, the two are inseparable, and what I take to be exceptional in Haraway is that she is not scared to admit it, explicitly, over and over again. This is surely a much needed and refreshing refrain.

If Haraway holds a bona fide outsiders card, then Guattari, on the other hand, is by all accounts an insider desiring the position of the other, especially in terms of his embodied positionality and his sometimes Lacanianism. The latter, distinguishable from Lacan himself, relies on an ossified theory of the Master’s analytic practice, which can be demonstrated with a single rhetorical question: In what possible world does le-nom-du-père (the name-of-the-father) have some kind of pragmatic bearing anymore? At best, it is a bad joke, the consequence of lazy thinking and, at worse, the theory perpetuates dangerously conservative and reactionary archaisms. Compare this, as Guattari has so brilliantly demonstrated, to the schizoanalytic invitation to invent, produce, and construct new forms and concepts.

As an advocate for minoritarian groups, Guattari was involved with the gay liberation movement, woman’s rights, and proudly wore the badge of a militant Marxist. His tentacular involvement with these often-subjugated people is evinced by his theorizing: the development of fringe and neoteric concepts, an impassioned charge to update the psychoanalytic tradition, and, perhaps his most desirable characteristic, a creativity that is bar none. Part of this brilliance shows up in his writing style, seen through the parallelism between schizoanalytic theoretical ideas and the sheer mechanics of Guattari’s grammar, diction, and stylistics. It is as if, in certain Joycean sprit, the Guattarian text does exactly what it says it is going to do, quite literally.

In brief, I lastly want to speak to the structure of the text as I have tried to envision and construct a “machine” that follows the logics of reading found in Mille Plateaux. In this way, each section, to a greater or lesser degree, presupposes conceptual tools from the others. If it were not as such, then I would have been hard pressed to get the theoretical assemblage off the ground, so to speak. Such a mode of consuming information intentionally mimes various contemporary forms of mediatization via such technologies as the internet, smartphones, and virtual reality. We are after all, as Haraway continually reminds us, the latest versions of cybernetic organisms and writing practices should reflect this for political and subversive reasons.




1

A New Subjectivity

The human has enjoyed a long tenure on planet Earth as a privileged being of contemplation and action. Humanity has been a place to house and launch inquisitive and investigatory practices—be those of the kind found in the arts, the sciences, philosophy, or religion. Going back to the ancient Greeks, perhaps this was most canonized in the texts of Plato (2002) and his Theory of Forms, which held humanness to an ideal, transcendent standard of thinking therein, in a certain sense, dividing the human subject from itself. Even in the pre-Socratics, there can certainly be found a stirring for schematization and ordering, the cosmological postulates of Thales or the mathematical articulations of Parmenides (Waterfield 2000), may serve as excellent cases in point. Perhaps there has always been, at least in a broad colloquial sense, embedded within the human being itself, a desire to reach beyond its own subjecthood to touch something that is greater than its individual existence—to know, feel, or experience an otherness that may be both inspiring as it is awful.

Yet, as Nick Mansfield (2000) reminds us, in his book on twentieth century theories about this exact topic, the self is not equivalent to more contemporary terms like the subject in so far as the self fails to capture “the sense of social and cultural entanglement,” nor are these two terms, self and subject, equivalent to subjectivity, which links the subject “to something outside of it” (3). This tangled web of concepts and meanings is trying to ensnare a sense in which to situate how the self is related to an outside or, perhaps put into more contextualized language, how subjectivity, as a very recent concept in the history of ideas, is processed and produced. The very technical deployment of these terms depends on the theorists’ own contextual uses and the ways in which the human, the subject, or subjectivity are being jostled and developed. I do not stick to a cohesive rubric when it comes to the technical articulation of these various notions, although, the phrase “the production of subjectivity” is preferred as it gets at the ongoing and processual nature of subjective creation and advancement. Alternative terms like subject and subjectivity are used when appropriate always being foregrounded by the process nature of subjective formation. This “backdrop” is split into two continual processes of subjection and subjectivation, a key distinction for the present project, which were both outlined and advanced by Foucault (cf. Cremonesi et al. 2016). Briefly, subjection constitutes the policing, homogenizing, and normalizing forces that work on subjectivity while subjectivation counters those very forces through various means of self-fashioning, cultivation, and praxis.

To begin to see how this is the case, it may be helpful to examine the theory of alterity developed by Emmanuel Levinas (1999) in as much as he too is placed within the genealogy of ideas that has led to the postulation of subjectivity as a different means by which to grasp what it means to be human. In phenomenological terms that situate the self with reference to an other, Levinas suggests that there intercedes in this space a form of otherness that can never be totalized or appropriated when he writes, in somewhat stark and evocative terms, that “alterity’s plot is born before knowledge” (101), which suggests it to be a relation of freedom or, sticking with the plot metaphor, a place of maneuverability. With acknowledgment to the difference between the ethical and philosophical project that Levinas was undertaking, specifically its scope of understanding with regard to a subject in relation to an other, the technical term alterity may, nevertheless, be fruitful in an updated and more expansive sense, a sense that does not seek to conflate the type of difference that alterity names with divergent theoretical concepts derived from other thinkers, but that merely goes to describe, in perhaps a non-technical manner, the space of difference, one that decenters the subject, allowing for appropriations of diverse kinds to take place.

Keeping in this spirit of general description, this space of disjunction, between subjectivity and other, is where something new and different has the potential to emerge and to be molded and crafted to one’s likeness. The term crafted is carefully selected here to refer to “tekhnē tou biou” (τεχνη του βιου) as Michel Foucault (1997: 208) citing Plato called it: literally translated as the craft of life. Such a gesture, it is hoped, intentionally situates the present endeavor within the tradition of self-cultivation, as the Foucault reference goes to show, or under the
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