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P r e f a c e 

To begin, I'll try to indicate punctually what I think this book is about, and in the 
process to suggest why punctuality is to an extent inimical to what this book is 
about. 

Arrow of Chaos is a "chaology of knowledge" insofar as it is a 
study of chaos as a logic at work in epistemological processes. "Romanticism" and 
"postmodernity" name the blurry beginnings and ends of a modernity that is for
ever chasing its own tail. 

In what sense do the historical and cultural formations of Ro
manticism and postmodernity cohere in or between themselves, or as appropriate 
objects for a chaology? In what sense does "chaos" (or "chaos theory") itself cohere 
as a paradigm or logic? While I sometimes address these questions in the chapters 
that follow, I do so less to resolve and more to sustain and/or displace what I hope 
to show are generative ambiguities and constitutive contradictions in formations for 
which discombobulation is as definitive as coherence. 

Chaologies often identify certain thresholds (sometimes called 
"singularities") at which occur "spontaneous self-organization" or "emergent behav
ior" or "order out of chaos." This last formula is misleading since what follows a sin
gularity may be more like another kind of order (or chaos) more or less at odds with 
the order/chaos that precedes it and that may be ongoingly necessary to sustain it: this 



contingency is why "^^"-organization" is also misleading if construed as simple au
tonomy. Romantic ideologies of "self and "organism" continue to be involved in 
generating these constructions and misconstruals. 

Manuel De Landa, in War in the Age of Intelligent Machines, rounds 
up some of the usual suspects to illustrate one form of self-organization, so-called 
"spontaneous cooperative behavior": 

The individual spin of atoms in a metal "cooperate" to make the metal magnetic; 

the individual molecules in a chemical reaction "cooperate" to create the perfectly 
rhythmic patterns of a chemical clock; the cells making up an amoeba colony "cooperate" 

under certain conditions to assemble an organism with differentiated organs; 

and the different termites in a colony "cooperate" to build a nest. (7) 

It would be possible to assert that these phenomena are related 
metaphorically insofar as metaphor proposes a similarity between essentially differ
ent realms. Here, though, De Landa puts the word "cooperate" in scare quotes to 
indicate that it is only apparently an anthropomorphizing metaphor, but also that 
metaphor cannot simply be dispensed with: the question of how a certain human 
intentionality (e.g., "cooperation") has been attributed to nature should not assume 
the difference between them; rather, we would have to look at how certain practices 
(ideologies, technologies, and so on) differentiate "human" and "natural" by establish
ing various correspondences and oppositions between them, and also, then, to use 
this inquiry to question how human intentionality has been attributed to humans. 

The notorious unscientificity of metaphor may enable the "got
cha" effect of showing the absolute reliance of science upon metaphor, but at what 
points does this dialectic begin to compromise the distinction between metaphor and 
science? Taking another tack, would it be possible also to maintain that metaphor is 
a process in nature, that "poetics" also has purchase on the world typically thought 
to be monopolized by science, and not exclusively by critiquing science as a second-
order simulation? These are open questions. 

Unfortunately, it is against metaphor that De Landa casts "re
cent advances in experimental mathematics" as finding "deep" similarities between 
the only apparently very different processes he assembles (7). In other words, De 
Landa claims his examples as cognate epiphenomena of a single and definitive ab
stract law (or "gene" or "machine"), more like an identity among members of the same 
realm (dubbed "the machinic phylum" after Deleuze) and thus not metaphorical. 
Clearly, De Landa doesn't want military historians to find that they're reading a book 
on poetics. But setting aside De Landa's revamped Enlightenment masternarrative 
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of scientific progress, and even allowing the "depth" of the "family resemblance" he 
remarks, what the resemblance means in practice—how it can be lived — remains an 
open question: it may mean that some reconfigured discipline (probably not poet
ics, but I'll do my best) could claim partial authority to study termite colonies and 
magnets, but what opportunities and constraints does it offer for those who are or
ganized only partly by the "emergent behavior" in question? Do termites and mag
nets enjoy some special intimacy? Affiliations always sprawl across categories, and if 
an organism is always a provisional (and high-maintenance) affiliation of multiple 
and contradictory constraints and, reducible to no single one of these (i.e., a "fuzzy 
set"), why talk about an underlying identity} "Singularity" comes into question in turn; 
metaphor opens up into a catachrestic and centerless orbit—a tail-chasing—which 
is the kind of about that this book is about: less referentiality {about as "in regard to") 
and more of a "strange attractor" {about as "around; by a circuitous way; here and 
there"). 

Returning, then, to De Landa's assemblage, what does it mean 
that the apparently scientific phrase "spontaneous cooperative behavior" seems to 
be a roughly precise description of the effect of a kind of power (a typically modern 
and postmodern power) already described in cultural theory as "hegemony"? To be
gin with, looking at how scientists are "constructing" nature (and mathematics) in 
the image of postmodern power may be a necessary—politicizing—step in correct
ing the aestheticizing and scientizing that are rampant in the discourse of fractals 
and chaos. I get tired of hearing the mandate that humanists must learn to engage 
scientists on their (the scientists's) terms and to fight for a piece of the high ground 
of "objectivity" and "truth," but maybe this mandate is better received as a perfor
mative imperative (whose meaning is its always partial and selective recruitment 
function) rather than a totalizing edict. In any case, it seems important to demon
strate to one's own satisfaction that one who believes he has discovered an objective 
fact of nature is only looking through the wrong end of an epistemological tele
scope at his own cultural navel; however, as everyone knows, scientists are mostly 
licensed to care almost nothing for such a "gotcha" — or may even laugh with you, 
as they say, all the way to the bank (where you've got an account, too). In frustra
tion, one may be driven to engage a more difficult double mandate: neither/both to 
cop a certain authority by scientizing, nor/and to show how scientific claims are 
driven and shaped — or at the very least thoroughly inflected—by economic and 
political logics. At least, a historical truth-effect may be recognizable in its charac
teristic doubling back onto itself: to study the "emergence of emergence" must be 
to throw the paradigm back into its historicity. As in poetic self-reference, this dou-
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bling back constitutes more and less than a referent or self: it is an opportunity, a 
relative "freedom" in that the more a message is about itself, the more its content is 
up for grabs: it partially encloses or semiautonomizes itself (as a "self-organizing 
system"), but it thereby also extends its implication with other phenomena (like a 
hurricane or a termite colony in the wood of the paradigmatic Master's House). 

To follow this double mandate is not necessarily to gain more 
direct purchase on scientific discourse (perhaps the reverse) and also to risk spin
ning one's wheels, also disabling one's engagement in literary or cultural discourse. 
This is a necessary and definitive risk of contemporary cultural studies, subject to 
many permutations. I would not go so far as to say, as the driver of a big-wheel 
pickup truck once boasted to a friend, that "when I spin my wheels, the earth moves," 
but the leverage of wheel-spinning is still a crucial — although partial — aspect of 
the logic of self-organization. 

De Landa defines as his object the "machinic phylum": "the set 
of all the singularities at the onset of processes of self-organization—the critical 
points in the flow of matter and energy, points at which these flows spontaneously 
acquire a new form or pattern" (132); these are the grains around which the pearls of 
nature/culture are secreted. One can then go on to trace how humans have "tapp[ed] 
into the resources of self-organizing processes in order to create particular lineages 
of technology" (7); to investigate the emergence of certain "logics" as they come to 
be maximally embodied in various machines, architectures, social relations, and so 
on—and maximally abstracted, in the forms of paradigms, theories, mathematics, 
poetics, and the like—and to consider how "portable" these logics may be, how far 
they may stray from their original conditions of possibility and how they mutate as 
they do so, and to what extent they carry with them or are obligated to reproduce 
their conditions of possibility as they go, like Count Dracula with his boxes of native 
earth. This is a common predicament of bodies, cultures, and texts. If it is imper
ative/impossible to steer a course between the unity/multiplicity and materiality/ 
ideality of these logics (it is), one can begin by acknowledging that "the" machinic 
phylum can be a kind of Other or unconscious insofar as its agency is neither separa
ble from nor reducible to our own but an interface or hinge that both binds and sep
arates us from others (and from "ourselves," since we are multiple, too). Romanti
cism and postmodernity are treated here as such thresholds, not events that have 
already happened but ones that are constituted through recursive repetition ("itera
tion")— as ongoing reperformances—and thus continually open to mutation in the 
process. There is various discursive pressure to hype these thresholds as historical 
"ruptures" or radical "discontinuities"—or, on the other hand, to sing a lullaby of 



"continuity through change." The story I would like to tell opposes and depends on 
this opposition. It is the story of a conservation of chaos, against which modernity 
has always been a reaction formation. If "things fall apart" defines the implacable 
direction of thermodynamic time as a foil to both the eternal return of the Same 
("reproduction") and the heroic integrity of Romantic Difference ("production"), 
things are always falling apart and together in the drift of the Arrow of Chaos; how 
they are allowed to do so is where all is at stake. 

Perversity dictates ongoing betrayal of the no-doubt scientifistic 
will to power that makes me want to claim the conservation of chaos as a kind of 
natural/cultural first principle, or rather, like De Landa, I want to keep my friends 
(they're just different friends). The same perversity dictates betrayal of the episte
mological reek of literarity that hangs around phenomena defined by what I earlier 
called "generative ambiguities." If you're asking how a reek could intelligibly be be
trayed, then you have a sense of the thorniness of the problem. In any case, the pride 
of place accorded to poetry in this study is justified at least insofar as, throughout 
Romantic modernity, "poeticity" has typically been identified with recursive self-
reference. The narrative whereby "science" (not to mention politics, journalism, 
and so on) has increasingly of late learned to practice various forms of the self-ref
erential trick is related to the account (in chapter 3) of how irony, a leading trope of 
self-reference, became a privileged marker of literariness in European Romanticism 
and continued to explode, with capitalism, toward a global and molecular discursive 
horizon, becoming a privileged marker of postmodern culture generally. Formerly 
among the touchstones for the Romantic-modernist project of New Criticism, 
irony—along with the "close reading" that traced its arabesques—used to work in 
the service of establishing the fundamental distinctiveness, integrity, and autonomy 
of the literary text. As time goes by, following several generations of critics engaged 
in displacing the hegemony of New Criticism, one finds increasingly that the fun
damental things no longer apply (and never really did); that the more "closely" one 
reads, the more the literary object breaks apart, dissolves, shifts polarity, or turns 
against itself; that the literariness of literature no less than the genricity of any genre 
is seen to be both undermined and/or supported at every moment by molecular code-
switchings and figurative flux (If You Can Read This, You're Not Close Enough). 
Disciplinary boundaries are fractal interzones: this makes them peculiarly recalci
trant as much as it makes them peculiarly malleable; it does start to suggest various 
constraints and possibilities in engaging them. This book implicates chaos, Roman
ticism, and postmodernity and traces relations between them at several scales (e.g., 
across the spans of the book, its chapters, and their sections), and by cycling through 
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several kinds and dimensions of texts, sometimes by hypertextual "asides," tangen
tial illustrations, and assorted uncomfortably overelaborated "metaphors." The book 
thereby works to install a "recognition device" for fractal logics while leaving mostly 
open the question of what uses this device can serve (e.g., in implicit injunctions to 
"study this" or "intervene here" or "produce meaning at this intersection"). 

The first, introductory, chapter winds up some of the paradigms 
to be spun out in what follows. Chapter 2 describes the emergent hegemony, in Ro
manticism, of a power that works by orchestrating fluxes, inducing resonances and 
variations across scale and discipline, and by "chaotizing" through mutual "Horrors 
of Order and Disorder." The next three chapters take as general headings figures 
and processes affiliated with studies of chaos and fractals. The significance of these 
figures is not primarily how they derive from or attach to the phenomena-in-ques-
tion or to disciplinary turf, but how they drift and sprawl across each other and 
their terrain; that is, if there is no capital-T Theory here (The Cultural Physics of 
Romanticism; or, A Fractal Poetics of Culture?), there are T-cells (theorems, termites, 
machines with "local intelligence") whose engagements include partial recogni
tions, camouflages, accommodations, incorporations, rejections. Both specific and 
indiscrete, among them, fractal logics reconfigure but not necessarily in their own 
images. 

Chapter 3 describes a paradigmatic trajectory that moves repeat
edly from figures of concentricity to spirals and "strange attractors," a movement 
rehearsed as a kind of implosion whereby the ongoing collapse of the concentrized 
romantic/modern subject leaves a surprisingly stable kind of wobbling around a va
cant center (i.e., an attractor). Romantic prolepses or prefigurations include, here, 
explicit figures (the "wheel within wheel" of Blake's Utopian physics), spiraling fig
ures of the figure of irony, and concentrically embedded narratives in Wordsworth, 
Coleridge, and Mary Shelley, among others. 

Chapter 4 traces several kinds of "binary decomposition," here 
a rough term for the process whereby an ideological gestalt is made to follow in the 
wake of an infinite breakage and sliding of categories that implicates real and textual 
time-space. This process is made to account for how subsequent editions of Franken
stein reperform the play of Gender-as-Double-Bind enacted in Mary and Percy 
Shelley's collaboration on the novel; and for how a "crossed" Keats letter functions 
throughout its history to engender itself along a fractal boundary between poetry 
and science. The final section follows fractally scaling structures into Romantic mod
ernism through the equivocal branchings that bind the texts and works of a Wallace 
Stevens lyric. 
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Chapter 5, "Rhythming," takes off from the story of how Ro
manticism disciplined complex chaotic rhythms from kinds of order and of disorder. 
From Romantic poetic figures of,chaotic rhythm, the chapter moves on to "real" 
chaotic cycles that run through the shifting economies of William Blake's relationship 
with his employer, William Hayley, and through private and public texts of Dorothy 
and William Wordsworth as they negotiate among them ongoing contradictions of 
gender and class around the problematic of "dependence." The final section follows 
the construction of "Parkinsonism" from its Romantic patriarch to one of its post
modern popularizers to question how a changing framework of "pathological knowl
edge" situates accounts of the ways rhythms inhabit and animate the body. 

The "Postmodern Postscript" picks up the story of parasitism 
and professionalism that began (in the previous chapter) with Wordsworth's "leech-
gatherer" and continues here—with a vengeance and a difference—in David Cro-
nenberg's 1976 film, Rabid, suggesting altered semiotic protocols in the process. The 
next two sections follow these protocols as they wind through snakily citational se
quences of texts: "The Ends of Dreams" show how what Freud called the "dream-
work" can be pursued as ongoing ambiguation or a "conservation of otherness"; the 
figure of an octopally extensive disciplinary power (first examined in Blake) is dis
placed by some of its postmodern mutations. The final section follows the ways in 
which China's "Obscure Poetry" movement of the 1980s enacts the simultaneity of 
Romanticism and postmodernity so as to shift the definition of Romanticism (e.g., 
as an "opposition to capitalism in the name of precapitalist values") toward postso-
cialist and postcapitalist formations. 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n 

Romantic Machinery 
I consider several ways of approaching Romanticism in what follows, but the ten
dency here is to investigate it/them as a loose species of machinic organisms that 
reproduce themselves in language. In chapter headings I call them "logics" to empha
size their status as embedded or "black-boxed" protocols for generating statements. 
Black-boxing, according to Bruno Latour, refers to how the active role of scientific 
theory in shaping fact is effaced, often by being embodied in laboratory equipment: the 
use of such equipment then constitutes an inertial operating assumption (Bachelard's 
"reified theory") allowed to remain unexamined (Latour and Woolgar 1986, 66, 
259n). The converse is more germane here: black-boxed assumptions in discourse 
operate as machines by being transformed from message to code. To say that such 
logics operate as machines is not simply to make a metaphor except insofar as La
tour allows us to understand an actual laboratory machine as also a metaphor and 
metaphor-maker, in its operation displacing and condensing a series of assumptions. 
This circulation of referentiality between machine and metaphor allows black-box
ing to be investigated—not just to "demystify" it but to deploy it. If the typically 
postmodern "revelation of the mechanism" (i.e., "I can show you how I do the trick 
and still fool you") shows the ineffectivity of demystification as demystification, it 
also shows the power of black-boxing and metaphor-making as exemplary forms of 



embodiment, of the production of agency. Bodies and texts, like black boxes, oper
ate by (partially) "rendering items of knowledge distinct from the circumstances of 
their creation" (Latour and Woolgar 1986, 259n). 

In the course of this study, a long list of terms may be substituted 
for what I've called "logics" and "machinic organisms": patterns, tricks, episteme 
engines, ideologemes, programs, protocols, genes, dynamos, mantras, paradigms, 
metaphors, metonyms, symbols, strategies, technologies, topoi, moves, artifacts, tools, 
theorems, poems, orbits, trajectories, fetishes, truths, scenarios, stories, codes, re
lays, and so on. N o doubt some subtle ecology influences the distribution of these 
terms, but there are also reasons for some indiscrimination in naming a set of objects 
that themselves function as "a regulated, continuous, immanent process of varia
tion" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 103). The logics engaged here are relatives of 
what Latour (after Michel Serres) calls "quasi-objects, quasi-subjects" (1993, 51-59). 
Not so total or integral as to be called a "system" nor so local as an "internal logic," 
they function by repetition, saturation, mutation. They are not "deep structures" 
that can simply be reified, located, and then accommodated or intervened in. Their 
coherence is not such that they present a convenient Achilles heel; it is more like 
the shape-shifting liquid-metal man from the film Terminator 2, who can be pierced 
or blown to bits any number of times and still re-form. This shape-shifter (a morph) 
nicely gothicizes the equivalence, in psychoanalytic "object relations" theory, of the 
much-sought-after "indestructible object" and the "object that can be destroyed" 
(e.g., I can hate Daddy and make him "go away," but he still comes back), or, in La-
canian theory, of the uncastratable and the always-already^castrated. Appropriately, 
Terminator 2 provisionally redivides its objects (reprogrammed "terminator" robot 
and morph) into "good father" and "bad father" finally only to dissolve both. The 
logic of "quasi object" performs another crucial twist on both these equivalences 
and oppositions: it thrives on ambivalence; it emerges and conserves its place at the 
borders of presence and absence, of word and thing, of discombobulation and co
herence; it resists being either articulated or disarticulated; and it sometimes oper
ates both as "that which cannot be spoken" and "that which cannot but be spoken." 
These mandates do not describe a sublime object, abject mush, null set, or paralytic 
double bind but a generative contradiction. Neither power nor resistance nor the 
body nor discipline has a monopoly on the chaotic logic of the "someness" of the 
quasi object. Provisionally, then, for my purposes, this logic serves just as a recogni
tion device: all that is of interest here partakes of it. 

The persistence-through-change of Romantic ideologemes—the 
way they've taken a licking and kept on ticking—is explicable by their extension 
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and saturation — their participation—in ongoing formations of capitalism and dis-
ciplinarity. Neither their coherence nor their mutations can be referenced back to 
an origin except insofar as origins are continually under construction. Machines, we 
are told, have mutated dramatically in two hundred years, from the machine com
prising discrete parts articulated to perform a specific task to the (ideally) recon-
figurable, multifunctional device represented by the computer (or the brain or the 
poem). Of course, the Romantic opposition between machine and poem is what en
ables the simple perversity of treating poems as machines or machine-phenotypes 
(as I often do in what follows) to have some ontological effectivity, not as a metaphor 
or truth claim but as a potential deformation of the terms involved (Romantic, op
position, between, machine, poem, simple, perversity, and so on). A deformation of 
this kind always falls short of its goal, but in order to accomplish it at all, care must 
be taken to avoid the circuit breakers (damage-control devices) wired into the disci
plinary mechanism; for example, the stipulation that a mechanical poem is simply a 
bad poem, end of story. 

Another word for care in this instance is perversity. Perversity 
dictates that no single term be allowed to foreclose an ambivalence that operates as 
an ongoing foreclosure of foreclosure. Any theory (e.g., "chaos theory") that seems 
to legitimize categories of phenomena otherwise excluded from consideration also 
opens up, by this validation, new realms to disciplinary penetrations; this dynamic 
of simultaneous liberation and colonization informs Keats's account of Romanti
cism as a "thinking into the human heart." Part of the intent of this project, then, is 
to compensate for widespread use of terms such as subversion, rhizomicity, dia-
logism, chaos, nonlinearity, fluidity, and performativity as progressive or even mes-
sianically liberatory moments or movements. To hold such terms and moments in 
question does not so much represent a grumpiness about hype or cautionary ges
ture; it does insist that it is with suspicion in pleasure and pleasure in suspicion that 
significant objects be engaged, that to particularize and to theorize are mutually in-
terruptive acts, and that the life of the objects at hand follows the trajectory of this 
mutual interruption. 

"The master's tools will never dismantle the master's house" 
(Lorde 1984, 112), but can another turn of the machine ever make it something dif
ferent as well as driving it in deeper? After how many turns does a dialectical ma
chine produce not only a new synthesis or antithesis but also a nondialectical ma
chine? When or where does literary canon change produce not only a new canon 
but also a new relation or nonrelation between canonicity and disciplinarity? The 
logic of feedback loops isn't circular. Moments of mutation are not in themselves 
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liberatory but they are moments of possibility, openings onto other machines; mo
ments not of prediction and control but where the future is actively uncharted. 

The "best" literary text, by canonical or disciplinary standards, 
may well be the one that is most intertextually implicated — thickest—with other 
literary texts that come before, around, and after it. Looking instead for where poems 
are thickest with other discourses is to reengage them with what makes any given 
landscape an interdisciplinary thicket—a gauntlet or "a wilderness of turnpike gates," 
as Thomas Paine put it (1973, 305)—but it still does not tell us how to get through 
or around without discipline taking its toll either way. 

Foucault imagined a history of discourse in which "the meaning 
of a statement would be defined... by the difference that articulates it upon the other 
real or possible statements, which are contemporary to it or to which it is opposed 
in the linear series of time" (1975, xviii). If statements and discourses have meaning 
only insofar as they are made to perform mutations on other possible statements and 
discourses, we are left with a discursive ecology of interzones-without-interiors (a 
predicament that comes as no surprise to those who have found no safety in what 
are supposed to be cozy interiors—academia or America or family or their own heads). 
To remain neither in nor out of this economy of meaning is to speak to and from the 
interzone between discursive self-difference (how statements within a given discourse 
are allowed or mandated to differ from each other in order to count) and difference-
from-others (how categories of statements are sanctioned to differ from others). 
This interzone between what could be called "colloquial" and "alloquial" discourse 
is not a metadiscursive phenomenon (since it operates immanently, always both 
within and between), nor does it operate by "interdisciplinarity," that is, within dis-
ciplinarity as an even heuristically self-contained system, since by definition it is 
also implicated in the way discourse or language differs from something of a differ
ent order. The next turn of the expansionist hegemony of "language" in (post)struc-
turalist thought, after "language invades the universal problematic" (Derrida 1978, 
278), brings the acknowledgment that "even language, we might say, isn't really 
'structured like a language'" (Shaviro 1993, 34). The mechanicity of language is 
a way station to the nonlanguageness of language (its condition of possibility); 
the turbulent double trajectory of becoming itself and becoming other is its mo
dality. 

This project comes of age in the wake of Romanticism as a re
ceding origin "borne back ceaselessly into the past," whose ripples continue to dis
perse across the present; its wake as a celebration of its death and an opportunity to 
contest its will. I am often stunned by how hard it is to say certain things that seem 
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fundamental for survival and pleasure; Romanticism continues both to make possi
ble and to render unintelligible much of what matters to me. When I listen, in the 
late-twentieth-century United States, to political speeches or to the accounts artists 
or scientists give of their works, it has seemed that the always-provisional coherence 
of Romantic power-knowledge is drifting on a historical ice floe: stretched between 
irreconcilable positions, huddled with incompatible bedfellows on an eroding base, 
jumping frantically among positions. For amphibious discursive creatures — for the 
"quasi objects, quasi subjects" among us—this is, as it has always been, a parodic 
and dangerous spectacle. 

Romanticism and Postmodernity 
Romanticism is one of the names assigned to a constellation of discursive changes 
that emerged in late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century Europe, a.k.a. "moder
nity." For many of us now in its wake (since its coherence is radically contingent on 
historical position), the constellation turns on the new sways of capitalism and the 
disciplinary forms of power that accompanied and enabled it; that is, on processes 
specified partially by E. P. Thompson as The Making of the English Working Class 
and by Foucault as The Birth of the Clinic. 

Romantic power and knowledge were horizontalized (the vertical 
self-similarities of the Great Chain of Being becoming the collusive play of differ
ence and similarity between disciplines), pluralized (disciplinary autonomy being pred
icated on multiple triangulations between disciplines), miniaturized, and put into cir
culation so that, in the new regime of "micropower," the smallest and most motile 
unit—the "episteme" — becomes also that which most defines the totality. 

Postmodernity is one of the names assignable to a cusp of dis
cursive change two centuries later. Postmodern transnationalization of capital and 
the redoubled saturation of disciplinary technologies represent the breaking of the 
wave that swelled in Romanticism. Characteristically, postmodern power-knowledge 
has not merely been horizontalized, miniaturized, and pluralized but rendered vi
ral. This change cannot adequately be described in terms of degree (everything gets 
"smaller" or "more plural"), since the scale of comparison as well as the meanings 
of "scale" and "comparison" change in the process. The virus is an episteme with a 
vengeance: globally dispersed but at a microscopic scale, it is "big-little." Pluralism 
"squared" in postmodernity (where pluralities are not just sets of units but sets of 
pluralities) does not simply reproduce a more elaborate "scaling" universe like that of 
the premodern Great Chain of Being, characterized by isomorphisms between macro
cosm and microcosm. Rather, it entails a new protocol of assemblage I sometimes 
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call "someness" (Halberstam and Livingston 1995, 8-9), in which axes of one/many 
or big/little are not meaningful, where pluralities between (for example, between 
disciplines or cultures) and pluralities within (for example, within "split subjects") 
are subject to fractal realignments and interferences. Discursive space-time oriented by 
cleavages across scale is the subject of a fractal history that tells the story of the 
conservation of a chaos recognizable by its characteristic intrigue across various sets 
of relations. 

Romantic Chaos 
Prior to what came to be called Romanticism, Dr. Johnson characterized the "ro
mantic" by its wildness, defining romance as "a tale of wild adventure" and romantick 
as "resembling the tales of romances, wild," or "full of wild scenery" (1963, 349). 
The word "wildness" is one of those that can be its own opposite, denoting on the 
one hand superabundant proliferation (the wildness of the rain forest), and on the 
other barrenness, waste (the wildness of the desert). In either case, the association 
with uncultivated nature as opposed to culture, with chaos as opposed to order, 
with female (as either fertile or barren) as opposed to male is explicit. Those who 
came later to be called Romantics assigned the two kinds of chaos differently. For 
example, Blake's chaos (like Blakean nature in the absence of culture) is always bar
ren— and Blake, as the pages of his illuminated books demonstrate, abhorred a vac
uum. Wordsworth, on the other hand, associates the excrescent "thickening hub
bub" of London street culture with the "universal hubbub wild" of Chaos from 
Paradise Lost and reacts in horror (1979, 238, 238n), just as he does to "frantic novels" 
and "deluges of idle and extravagant stories in verse" (1969, 735). The reactionary 
Wordsworth recoils to contain proliferating chaos by enforcing an antithesis be
tween figure and ground and between high and low culture; Nathaniel Hawthorne's 
famous outcry against the "damned mob of scribbling women" (Mellow 1980, 456) 
employs the same image of chaos and makes its implication in masculinist gender 
anxiety explicit, as well as^-in the specter of the chaotic "mob" — confirming its 
classism. 

Arthur Lovejoy's famous 1924 call for "the discrimination of Ro
manticisms" follows Wordsworth's strategy of chaos management. He argues, for 
example, that the difference between English and German Romanticism can be char
acterized as the difference between "a fundamental preference for simplicity—even 
though a 'wild' simplicity—and a fundamental preference for diversity and com
plexity; between the sort of ingenuous naivete characteristic of 'The Enthusiast' 
and the sophisticated subtlety of the conception of romantic irony: between these," 
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he asserts, "the antithesis is one of the most radical that modern thought and taste 
have to show" (quoted in Gleckner and Ensoe 1975, 75). Lovejoy set Romanticism 
up as a set of once-distinct currents that had become muddled into a "thickening 
hubbub"; he prescribed rediscrimination to restore a healthy plurality, to reculti-
vate the academic garden in which monstrous hybrids had been proliferating. 

Lovejoy engraves fractures between Romanticisms without notic
ing—perhaps in order not to notice—that the same pattern of fractures inheres in 
each of them and is in fact the echo of his own Romantic conceptual framework. 
Lovejoy's distinction between the sophisticated irony of German and the naive en
thusiasm of English Romanticism, for example, also inheres in the cultural space of 
English Romanticism. Blake's works (to pick an easy example) are continually crazed 
by embrace/rejection of both highbrow Enlightenment skepticism and the lowbrow 
"enthusiasm" of inner-light religion. This binarity also structures temporal scenar
ios: naive revolutionary seems to give way to sophisticated reactionary, pantisocracy 
to clerisy, ironic young man to earnest authoritarian, Sartor Resartus to Heroes and 
Hero Worship, Romanticism to fascism. But temporal fractures between phases are 
in turn spatial fractures within phases; fascism was always waiting in the wings. Any 
lines we draw between Romanticism and some previous or subsequent phase seem 
also to divide Romanticism from itself, and ourselves from ourselves. However cut 
up or pinned down, Romanticism is a voodoo doll that oppresses and empowers its 
handlers with its own fractures and fixations. 

M. H. Abrams asserted that "the Romantic enterprise was an at
tempt to sustain the inherited cultural order against what to many writers seemed 
the imminence of chaos," an enterprise he characterizes as "a display of integrity and 
courage" (1971, 68). Thus a culturally reactionary pro-Romantic congratulates Ro
manticism for resisting a chaos that reactionary anti-Romantics (such as Yvor Win
ters) condemned them for promoting. These seemingly mutually exclusive views of the 
Romantic enterprise belie a shared politics: cultural chaos is to be feared and resisted, 
order is to be sustained. After sparring in the academic ring, the "two-handed en
gine" that operates these Punch-and-Judy Romanticisms retires to toast law and or
der. But Abrams's assertion amounts to a tautology; to attempt to sustain order is to 
be by definition—albeit a finally counterproductive definition — on the side of in
tegrity (intactness, wholeness). The irony whereby the desperation and meanness of 
high-cultural damage control can be called courageous is also that whereby the open
ing of the cultural canon can heroically be lamented as a "Closing of the American 
Mind," echoing the depressive and hysterical cry of Burke over "learning, cast into 
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the mire and ground down beneath the feet of a swinish multitude" (92). To the 
subject of a closed system, entropy always seems to be increasing: disorder is the 
continual result of the project of defending intactness. 

Still more recently, the debate over Romanticism as a rhetorical 
and figurative system turns again on a chaotic axis. De Man values in the Romantic 
ironist his realization of "the rocky barrenness of the human condition" (1983, 225), 
while Anne Mellor, opposing Abrarris, values the subversiveness of Romantic irony, 
which she associates with Schlegel's "chaos" that "is abundantly fertile, always throw
ing up new forms" (1980, 4). 

Now, as chaos itself is being redefined in opposition to both or
der and disorder, computers generate Blakean arabesques out of simple deterministic 
functions and polymathematicians use this mechanical imagination to "manufacture 
intuition" about real and symbolic systems. Western science is learning to simulate 
a nature more to Romantic specifications: "I think of recent mathematical re
search; . . . I can recognize that the limit has itself become a new dimension, that this 
ever-hidden thing which makes us fold our hands has begun to press down upon 
multitudes" (Yeats 1966, 300). 

Romanticism and Romanticism 
Ever since it gained academic currency, then, Romanticism has been a contested 
category. Even when the term is used to denote a period reasonably discrete in time 
and place, it is ambiguated by questions of where, when, and how it begins and 
ends; whether it can best be studied as the Spirit of an Age, a historically contingent 
superstructure, or a maximally embedded episteme; whether it includes only certain 
kinds of works (such as "literature"), or describes a total discursive ecology; whether 
it is a single movement or a congeries of irreconcilable phenomena. When the term 
is not so narrowly periodized, ambiguity increases by several orders of magnitude, 
ranging from the transhistorical binary opposition between Romantic and classic, 
popular since the early nineteenth century (see Gleckner and Ensoe 1975, 19-25, 
184-85), to de Man's crypto-autobiographical "remembering of a failed project that 
has become a menace" (1984, 59), to Sayre and Lowy's ongoing world-historical 
struggle of "opposition to capitalism in the name of pre-capitalist values" (1990, 
26). If this lack of consensus has become a conventional feature of accounts of Ro
manticism, it at least indicates that problematization of identity is an identifying 
feature of both Romanticism (the putative phenomenon) and Romanticism (study of 
the phenomenon). 
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Still, no surprise in 
spite of this apparently radical contesta
tion, over 90 percent of professors con
fine their Romanticism courses to the dis
crete period 1789 to 1832 and focus 
largely on the "big six" poets (Linkin 
1991, 550). Romanticism is to this extent 
characterizable, in its historical opera
tion, as the ongoing reduction and ele
vation of a diverse, internally contradic
tory and contested discursive field to a 
discrete and exclusive pantheon. As such, 
Romanticism (the phenomenon or its 
study) exemplifies disciplinarity itself as 
a "continuous, individualizing pyramid" 
(Foucault 1984, 209). 

Romanticism is, in 
this sense, not just a category but a cate
gorization system: Romanticism gener
ated and continues to reproduce the dis
ciplinary category of English Literature 
before it could be named (always retro
actively) within it. This trick resembles 
the operation of the Romantic "sym
bol," "always part of the totality that it 
represents" (de Man 1983, 191): Ro
manticism camouflages not itself but the landscape in which it operates. 

As such, Romanticism cannot be redefined but only displaced by 
other categorization systems or nonsystematizing strategies. Unless Romantic cate
gories of literature, science, and politics are reconfigured, it doesn't really matter 
where "Romanticism" is placed within them. Unless Romantic periodization is rel
ativized by studies that do more than put literature "into historical context"—that 
instead serve histories of the present—Romanticism is falsely monumentalized into 
an intricate network of fixations since "outgrown." Such monumentalization is coun
terproductive (precisely its ongoing function), since the outgrowing of fixation and 
supercession of Romanticism (like the decline of family values and so on) are them
selves Romantic masternarratives, whether nostalgic or celebratory; ontogenetic or 

The Tupperware Model. This old student 
trick for remembering the life spans of five of 
the "big six" poets (Blake is odd man out) 
marks a Romanticism still concerned to 
preserve the "author function" in the form of 
a pattern of relations between individual 
"masters." The diagram suggests a 
normatively neat concentric gradient of 
intensity between two caricatures: 
Wordsworth's long slow poetic deterioration 
and Keats's maximal intensity. 
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phylogenetic; Romantic, Victorian, or 
modern. To avoid this scenario, I follow 
here the provisional tactic of considering 
Romanticism as a set of temporal or spa
tial patterns formed through interactions 
between the synchronic distribution of 
differences within Romantic discourse 
and the diachronic (or syntagmatic) 
fraying and braiding of discourse across 
post-Romantic history. 

w. scon 

MOORE CAMTtEU 

SOUTHEY WORDSWORTH COURIDGE 

THE MANY 

An Individualizing Pyramid. Byron 
sketched out this ranking of his contemporary 
poets in his journal for 1817. The hidden 
ground and point of the pyramid is the 
metaindividual who sketches it out but does 
not appear in it. 

Metastibi l i ty and Metastabil i ty 
This account moves toward a Romanti
cism that is not only a set of changes, 
but a change in the form and status of 
change itself. This metachange could in turn be retemporized into a sequence of 
metachanges, but not without leaving an active remainder that appears as a formu
laic but irreducible quandary: if change first took the form of x and then took the 
form of y, which form {x or y}) should characterize the change? This process (Der-
rida called it "a rupture and a redoubling" [1978, 278]) produces another kind of 
change, or to take it out of a productivist model (itself part of the jy-mode in the 
two-stage Romantic equation), it disturbs the .r-ness of x, the jy-ness of y, and their 
relation; that is, it alters the order of time structured around the relation. 
Metachange is metastible, capable of infecting and altering a range of both syn
chronic and diachronic relations. 

But how could we assert that in Romanticism change became sig
nificant, mandatory, or valued as it never had been before, when, merely by select
ing the status of change as a significant feature, we participate in a valorization of 
change that we were meant to describe? To focus instead on stability and identity 
across time is no way out, since stable identities may in a given instance be by-prod
ucts of changes (changes that take ontological priority over identities) rather than 
their raw materials. To identify something according to how it changes is, in fact, 
the signature of a Romantic ideology that seems to situate mobility and transforma-
bility as socioeconomic origins, means, and ends. Identity based in kind of change is 
metastable, that is (by the chemical definition), it stabilizes when it contacts even the 
smallest particle of its stable form (as in the sudden crystallization of a supersaturated 
solution). Thus, otherwise fluid, unrelated, or nonteleological sets of changes are 
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subject to fixation by Romantic masternarratives of development and growth, the 
smallest particles of which can be called "epistemes" or "ideologemes." The story 
of the rapid crystallization of modern class and disciplinary structures (the takeoff 
of modernity) in the Romantic period is one such partial account. 

On the other hand, to imagine a timeless "becoming" or a kalei
doscopic and nonteleological play is to fall back into a Romantic valorization of 
pure process that would be neither possible nor intelligible except against a simul
taneous valorization of product, an increased capacity to turn process into product, 
and vice versa. One might as well say that "pure" play is a by-product of capitalist 
work discipline. 

History M o v e s l ike a Snake 
The most succinct and ambitious recent definition of Romanticism may be Sayre 
and Lowy's formula, "opposition to capitalism in the name of pre-capitalist values" 
(1990, 26). As such, Romanticism is allowed to emerge and mutate with capitalism 
and modernity, assuming various avatars—for example, in Fascism and Nazism (with 
their militantly nostalgic appeals to a prealienated, organic society), in modernist 
"culturism" (where culture is located as the privileged site of resistance to commod-
ification), in desperate appeals to home and family as happy feudal fiefdoms still hold
ing their own against the encroachments of modernity, or (in one of its most viru
lent postmodern forms) in assertions of the integrity of dominant ethnic or religious 
nationalisms against the disintegratory thrust of transnational capital and culture. 

But Sayre and Lowy's formula yields another kind of value when 
its apparently one-directional and one-dimensional scenario is deconstructed. 

Of course history, even Western European history, does not sim
ply cross, in its forward march, a line dividing a uniform and monolithic capitalism 
from a previous mode of production, and then look back to reevaluate where it has 
been. This one-way scenario may remain intact even as it allows that various semi-
autonomous but interdependent entities (e.g., the state, the family, the body, cer
tain nations, and certain economic or cultural sectors) cross the line at various speeds, 
leaving assorted stragglers ("survivals") to dig in their heels or to be pulled violently 
across. The linear scenario begins to break down—and in so doing, to achieve an 
even more thoroughgoing hegemony—in the subsequent assertion that such vari
ous entities, by crossing the line at various times, enter a different world, and thus 
change that world and are changed by it in ongoingly different ways—ways that 
the assertion allows to amount to nothing more than iridescent wavelets in the wake 
of the end of history. 
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We might consider 
instead that, rather than being stretched 
along the time line like a train on a track, 
history sits perpendicular to it, pushing 
various features to either side as it goes, 
like players in a chess game. "We have 
always actively sorted out elements be
longing to different times It is the sort
ing that makes the times, not the times that 
make the sorting" (Latour 1993, 76; em
phasis in original). In this view, since 
time is an ongoing artifact under con
struction by history, "precapitalism" must 
always be produced retroactively. Ro
manticism works "in the name of precap
italist values," a name always articulated 
by capitalism itself. But because this new 
paradigm, by putting the historical players 
perpendicular to the time line, tends to 
reify time rather than history, a third — 
"diagonal"—movement emerges in which 
"time is not a general framework but 
a provisional result of the connection 
among entities" (Latour 1993, 74).. 

What, then, if time/ 
history moves like a snake, by its insinu
ations, by torque and friction across its 
whole length, moving by virtue of its 
multiple diagonalities to the directions 
in which it is moving (as a sailboat "tacks" 
against the wind)? Then we could' not 
speak of the present deriving from the 
past, or the past being revised by the 
present, but rather understand that his
torical movement entails (or comprises) 
coordinations and oppositions, articula
tions and reorientations—at once con-

How Snakes Move. A1970 Scientific 
American article titled "How Snakes Move" 
(Gans 1972) identifies four types of snake 
motion: lateral undulation, rectilinear 
locomotion, concertina progression, and 
sidewinding. However, "these categories are 
somewhat artificial. Most species of snakes 
can move in more than one of these patterns; 
indeed, a snake moves in more than one 
pattern at a time" (40). Curiously, although 
the categories may be "somewhat artificial," 
their slippage against and into each other 
seems to reproduce the movement of the 
snake quite rigorously. Unwittingly or not, 
the author describes the predicament of the 
would-be historian of chaos in a moving 
passage: 

An exact description of slithering requires that 
the position of each element at any given 
instant be specified. It is easily seen that 
investigators who seek such a detailed 
description must solve a truly staggering 
number of simultaneous equations. The task 
is complicated by the fact that as the snake 
travels its parts move and accelerate at 
different rates. The solution gains several 
magnitudes of complexity when one wants to 
know which of the snake's thousands of 
muscles are actually exerting the forces that 
induce and maintain motion. (38) 

But what if we want to know how the snake 
is not simply moved by itself or by its 
muscles but by the heat of the rocks, the 
twist of its genes, or the twitching of its 
prey? What if the snake itself is a kind of 
slithering between snakiness and 
nonsnakiness? 

[ I 

A Sidewinding Viper. Arrows indicate overall 
direction of movement; dotted lines show the 
trail of the snake's body. 
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tinuous and discrete—between past, present, and future; that history really moves 
across its whole length at once or doesn't move at all. 

This is very different from weaker assertions that our "perspec
tive" on the past and future change, or that we "reinterpret" events as we will come 
to be reinterpreted. These assertions are simply damage-control maneuvers to pre
serve the notion of an objective reality, even (especially) by perpetually deferring 
access to it. Nietzsche's "uncertainty of the future" or Derrida's "future as pure dan
ger" are better models for all time than the falsely retroactive uncertainty of the 
past. History is a slithering-in-limbo between what may never have happened (such 
as Romanticism or modernity), what may or may not be happening, and what may 
never happen (such as postmodernity). A history that slithers means that present 
changes really change what happened in the past, and what happens in the past re
ally changes the present, and the future really changes what is happening now, be
cause each of these changes pulls the others into new sets of relations. 

Instead of situating time or history as either untranscendable hori
zons or reified objects, the historical snake deconstructs the either/or opposition into 
a volatile middle ground of history as it is lived. Like most or all metaphors, though, 
this one dies like Moses on the brink of the Promised Land. The snake can only take 
us so far before its terms become a hindrance. Does history move against a ground of 
some kind, the also shifty ground of "meaning," if not the supposedly stabler ground 
of "nature"? Doesn't history's movement also move the ground against which it 
moves? Doesn't it also move immanently, by torque and friction against itself, like a 
zero-gravity orgy? We are led to consider not merely a slithering history, but a his
tory of wrigglings and frottages, a Medusa's head that can only be viewed obliquely. 

Worlds in Collision 
A thought experiment: imagine the collision of several galaxies. Because galaxies are 
such dissipated structures (a feature we share), the collision would be more of a mu
tually transformative interpenetration than a simple impact discrete in space and time. 
Some stars would collide, fuse, and/or explode; these events might be local or have 
"ripple" effects. Some stars or star systems might pass in close enough proximity 
to enter into orbital relationships, which could be torn apart by continued galactic 
movement; or could serve as new centers or gravitational catalysts for larger systems, 
pulling other stars or star systems into their sway; or could simply become part of 
one galaxy or another; or could sheer off from their parent galaxies because of their 
newly combined motion. The galaxies themselves might pass through each other 
almost unchanged; one might subsume another; they might fall into some kind of 
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galactic orbit; they could be mutually reconfigured into n galaxies more or less re
sembling their predecessors; or they could cease to be galaxies at all: their gravita
tional interaction might be so turbulent that they would go off every which way, or 
so resonant that they would implode into a gigantic mass or black hole. The subse
quent effect of any or all of these events could in turn have various effects on indi
vidual stars, on surrounding galaxies, or on the local microstructure of space-time, 
ranging from negligible to drastic. 

Given the motion of galaxies relative to each other, could such a 
range of events happen? Is a galaxy a very fragile ecology? Are individual stars, plan
ets, or solar systems relatively imperturbable and autonomous, or are they sensitive 
to minute changes in the web of forces in which they are always involved? I've cho
sen this example because I don't know the answers to these questions, and not in or
der to find the answers but to preserve and economize this indeterminacy. 

What happens when cultures collide? What reconfigurations can 
result from interpenetrations between languages, discourses, powers, systems, and 
subsystems in a "single" culture? What happens when people become friends or lovers 
or enemies, or some configuration of each of these? Are people or cultures or dis
courses or languages more like stars or solar systems or galaxies, or like the space in 
which galaxies collide? 

What has happened or is happening or is likely to happen in a 
very particular instance; for example, this particular cultural interpenetration, this 
particular reading of this book, right now? No amount of particularity and speci
ficity can eliminate the indeterminacy. Finally, then, there is a sense in which the 
maintenance of indeterminacy (or conservation of chaos) is what constitutes success 
for a living system or a given interaction. 

Imagine galaxies colliding: at the leading edge of this collision, 
disorder (defined against the coherence of each galaxy as an autonomous system) is 
increasing, but order (defined against the previous nonrelation between galaxies) is 
also increasing. The leading edge is not, of course, an edge at all, but an interzone 
that may in fact be dispersed throughout each of the galaxies so thoroughly that 
their own variegated structures may be indistinguishable from it, may extend be
yond them to implicate surrounding events, may be played out in numerous scales 
of time and space from subatomic oscillations to cosmic expansion and contraction. 
To make the space and time of their interaction coextensive with the galaxies them
selves is to suggest that the galaxies may have been interzones all along. 

The thought experiment began with discrete galaxies that came 
together to form an interzone: lines leading into a kind of "black box" from which 
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Galactic Collision. The 
"Cartwheel Galaxy" seems to 
have assumed its current 
shape when another galaxy 
crashed through its core, 
sending out a ringlike ripple 
of gas and dust 150,000 light 
years wide, in which billions 
of stars are forming and/or 
exploding in the wake of the 
collision. The pinwheel-like 
spokes beginning to form 
between the core cluster and 
outer ring indicate that the 
galaxy's original spiral shape 
may be reemerging. Either of 
the two smaller galaxies to 
the right may have been the 
interloper: a recent collision is 
suggested by the disrupted shape and clusters of newly forming stars of the bottom galaxy; 
however, the "smoothness" of the galaxy above it may indicate that its gas has been stripped 
away in a collision. As it turns out, some astronomers believe that collisions may have been an 
important factor in the original formation of galaxies. 

any number of results issue. It might have begun instead with interzones and de
scribed discretion, stability, and autonomy as effects of certain relations rather than 
as givens, in which case we would have to consider the dependence of autonomy 
or instability of stability. This reversal may be a very subtle one in terms of what 
other possibilities for interaction it allows, but it is dramatic in moving from what 
could be called a truth protocol (which assumes the autonomy of autonomy and dis
cretion of discretion, if only as defining limit-cases) to one of meaning (in which 
the contingency of autonomy or instability of stability not only can never be fac
tored out, but also may be defining moments). This move between regimes strangely 
resembles the collision of galaxies insofar as it describes a simultaneous falling 
together and apart. If it seems to appear as a second stage in the argument, it is 
also clear that the example of colliding galaxies was dependent on it from the be
ginning: the severalness of the galaxies (as an indeterminacy awaiting specification) 
was proposed only with an eye to their future someness (indeterminacy as ongoing 
condition). 

This reversal is similar to the maneuver by which Barthes found 
or founded the condition of intertextuality, whereby texts only exist at all through 
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their participation in an intertextual matrix that precedes them and from which they 
can never be extricated (see Barthes 1977, 160). Thus a text or a word or a discourse 
is never a discrete node in a network; text, word, and discourse are multiple nodes 
in multiple networks, the trajectories of which may be oblique or aberrant with re
spect to each other (e.g., the use of a single word may be implicated in its multiple 
meanings in several disciplines, each of which may mutate or grow apart or drop 
out or fuse). Like anything else that signifies, a text is always a destroyed/indestruc
tible quasi-abject quasi object, a shifting cleavage of cleavages together and apart. 

Celeste Olalquiaga associates the priority of intertextuality with 
a postmodern valorization of simulation: "Simulation will be understood here as 
the establishment of a situation through intertextuality instead of indexicality. In 
other words, rather than pointing to first-degree references (objects, events) simu
lation looks at representations of them for verisimilitude"(1992, 6). This account of 
postmodernization via simulation bears a suspicious resemblance to the inaugural 
modernist movement of structuralism (which studies language as a system unto itself 
rather than by reference to things outside it), or, as I argue later in this book, the 
advent of Romantic disciplinarity itself, insofar as it emerges as an always-already-
interdisciplinary collusion that produces truth-effects by cross-reference. 

Olalquiaga's formula allows both a binarity and a telos between 
truth and verisimilitude, a movement from a first to a second degree, from "reality" 
into "representation," from fixed to floating referents, from reference to self-reference 
("poeticity"). Even if this movement is structured primarily in order to authorize 
various interpenetrations between its phases, it does so only by fixing the difference 
between fixation and floating rather than by floating it. In so doing, it appears as a 
kind of Romanticism insofar as its own mode of differentiating phases (i.e., fixation) 
belongs to what it implicitly identifies as a superseded phase. 

Thomas Kuhn's scenario for the progress of science is based on 
a similar distinction. Kuhn differentiates sharply between the way "normal science" 
operates after controlling paradigms have been established and the way science op
erates in a "pre-paradigm" phase (1970, 10-22). But this simple two-stage temporal 
structure entails another distinction within the paradigm phase, namely between 
paradigm-driven science and other (non-paradigm-driven) discourses against which 
science has now apparently distinguished itself. Further self-differentiation is also 
produced within paradigm-grounded ("normal") science, since the wild prolifera
tion of theories that characterizes the preparadigm phase for Kuhn returns echoically 
into the paradigm phase in the "structure of scientific revolutions": the moment be
tween paradigms (83, 91). The eventual consequence of this "binary decomposition" 
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is to call into question the paradigm of the paradigm and with it, the scientificity of 
science. 

What if the point at which a given paradigm or disciplinary cat
egory (such as literature or science) becomes a player is not simply the moment that 
it differentiates or autonomizes itself but the point at which its own internal reso
nances and fractures can come into play with the resonances and fractures between 
it and its various "Others," which include not only other disciplines but also pre-
and post-, non- and antidisciplinary forms of knowledge and power? 

Posthuman ities 
One more (brief) thought experiment: imagine that earth has been secretly infil
trated by aliens (just as the collision of galaxies can be described as a cross-infiltra
tion), but that the aliens are neither localized in bodies nor extended in space and 
time the same ways that humans are. In fact, the aliens have been able to infiltrate 
secretly because they are articulated so differently. They inhabit a register that over
laps with human perception, but events or phenomena disparate and unconnected 
for us cohere intelligibly for them. Let's say that an ensemble (or, for us, an assem
blage) of certain aspects of various textual, biological, and technological phenomena 
(e.g., snake motions, telephones, heterosexuality) together constitute the alien bod
ies, the movements of which are complexly articulated between them. If we were 
able somehow to map these features together (like connecting the dots to make a 
constellation) and to show their movement through the discursive time-space mani
fold of their mapping, we could make a kind of animated cartoon of alien history. But 
how do we know what to select as features (since they may not be as punctual as stars) 
and how to connect them? Or perhaps the aliens have homeorrhetic bodies (Serres 
1982, 74); that is, stable patterns (such as waves) that maintain themselves although the 
media of which they are constituted and through which they are propagated may 
change. Such aliens might be even harder to locate since they could move (constantly, 
or at will, or in response to stimuli) among various media. Or perhaps both the shape 
and the structure of the alien bodies as well as their media are subject to change. 

If these aliens existed in disparate dimensions, we could coexist 
in the same time and space without knowing of or interfering with each other (we 
would be blind horses to their nods and winks); after all, multiple dimensions can 
exist in the same time and space. But would it count as the same time and space if, 
for example, the aliens were articulated in events that occur a hundred years apart, 
like the curves of a sea serpent emerging from the surface of our time? After all, mul
tiple times and spaces can exist in the same time and space. And what if our worlds 
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and lives constituted merely a ground or landscape for them, one against which they 
move, and upon whose surface they leave their (to us) ambiguous or disarticulate 
marks, as garbled for us as a movie is to an ant walking across the big beach of a sil
ver screen? Does this count as the same space-time? 

How might we unknowingly wound these aliens (or vice versa) 
and what would be the consequences for them or us? How would they engage in 
sex, war, or politics (ours or 
theirs)? How could they be
come manifest to us, or how 
could we become known to 
them? Let's say that the 
aliens are not completely un
intelligible for us, that they 
can be detected—or if not 
detected, felt—at certain 
points where phenomena in 
which they are involved 
seem to have a certain im
placability or logic or desire 
of their own (resistant to 
being changed or to being 
discretely articulated), or a 
certain curious ambiguity 
or elusiveness, and not just 
to our reason or will or de
sire, because the aliens may 
be involved in all of these 
as well. What if these points 
are not marginal or incon
sequential but in fact the 
ways we orient ourselves: 
our anchors, our synapses, 
our genes, our cultures? 
What if we are semiauton-
omous Siamese twins joined 
at these points, where we 
share certain vital organs? 

Intimate Alienation. Once I was talking with a friend on the 
phone. I told her about the letter I had just gotten from a 
Korean student looking for books unavailable in Korea: he 
had introduced himself as "a non-swimmer in English," and 
closed with "thanks for hearing my awkward voice." She 
told me she had just been swimming with some friends in a 
lake where schools of little fish would nibble at their body 
hairs, darting out of the way of any hand that moved into 
their midst. I told her how I had, many years before, visited a 
conservatory with a friend, and how we had watched a child 
squatting next to a fishpond, pointing to the bright carp 
swimming in the murky water and (because he wasn't quite 
able to say the word "fish") delightedly exclaiming over and 
over, "FEEE FEEE " (a nebulous word for a nebulous 
shape somewhere between absence and presence, between 
"fort" and "da"); and how years later I told my lover this 
story, and how years later still she remembered that she had 
been there with me and that we had seen the child together. 

There was a lot of intermittent background static in the 
phone connection. After a while it seemed to get louder and 
its rhythms became discernible as those of a phone 
conversation, although it remained only almost (but not 
quite) intelligible. We wondered if they could hear us. We 
tried to hail them with shouts, but their garbled conversation 
just continued. At one point it seemed to us that they may 
have paused to listen or wait for our disturbance to pass, but 
it may have been just a lapse in their conversation: an angel 
passed. It was very disconcerting to address them: we had 
begun talking to each other, assuming, as usual, that we 
were two endpoints of the phone line between us. Then the 
line changed dimensions; in trying to talk to it, we changed 
with it. It estranged and intrigued us, rendered our own 
conversation ambiguous, as if the phone line had broken up 
into our body hairs nibbled by fish, or rendered us flesh or 
fish in turn, or the water in which alien species swim. We 
liked it, but we had to stop talking. (N.B.: This vignette 
conflates two actual phone conversations.) 
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What if certain people or kinds of groups of people, known and/or unknown to each 
other, willy-nilly or not, come into various relations to certain of these aliens: lover, 
midwife, symbiote, parasite/host, master/slave, medium? 

What if the parties to this ongoingly negotiated reconfiguration 
could be called language, science, literature, family, nation, class, sex, body, nature, 
culture, humanity? Reconfiguring humanity as posthumanity means recognizing the 
priority of betweenness, of a continuous fractal relation with otherness that necessi
tates and equates both care and perversity. 

Panopticon and Pi: The School of Mirrors 

What now constituted the unity of the medical gaze was not the circle of knowledge in 

which it was achieved but that open, infinite, moving totality, ceaselessly displaced and 

enriched by time, whose course it began but would never be able to stop—by this time a 

clinical recording of the infinite, variable series of events. But its support was not the 

perception of the patient in his singularity, but a collective consciousness, with all the 

information that intersects in it, growing in a complex, ever-proliferating way until it finally 

achieves the dimensions of a history, a geography, a state. 
— Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic 

The exemplary irrational and "transcendental" number, pi, rep
resents the ratio between a circle's circumference and its diameter. Mathematicians 
have calculated its value to some millions of digits and have determined that no re
peating pattern exists. So while the circle seems succinctly definable for us, the or
der of pi remains unintelligible. 

Imagine creatures for whom the order of pi is succinctly definite 
but for whom the circle is unintelligible. The two are too intimately related to go 
their separate ways. Is pi an excess produced by the tyrannical rigor of the circle, 
condemned to meander forever, the irrational creature of a primal repression that 
founds Euclidean consciousness? But this formula only gives all agency and priority 
to the circle. Or is the circle just an overrated bubble in the froth of a chaotic uni
verse? Priority and agency are beside the point here, since the question is how the 
coordination and opposition between the two deform the field in which they operate. 
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Between them, pi and the circle roughly describe two faces of dis
ciplinary logic. The circular function of discipline establishes a center and a norma
tive distance around it, divides the field in which it operates into an inside and an 
outside (just as it more intimately cleaves a Euclidean self to and from its irrational 
other). But the failure of the model of center-and-margins or inside-and-outside to 
account for either the effectivities or vulnerabilities of disciplinary power is also obvi
ous. What is liminal or marginal in one sector may not be in another, but even where 
it is liminal, it possesses a kind of power to define, a kind of centrality. Once we take 
the first step away from the regime of truth to consider the centrality of marginality, 
how can we stop? Must we then proceed into an endless morass of unwieldy para
doxes? Would this infinite exercise render the distinction between center and mar
gins meaningless — or extend its hegemony everywhere? The infinite exercise rep
resents the pi-face of disciplinary power: "a continuous process of variation." To 
look into this face, a familiar example of disciplinary structure will serve nicely. 

One of Foucault's paradigms of Romantic discipline is the late-
eighteenth-century prison proposed by Jeremy Bentham, the panopticon (Foucault 
1984, 217-18). Several floors of cells are laid out in a circular building; the cells open 
onto a central, circular courtyard, so that each cell is visible from the guard tower that 
stands at the center of the courtyard. The design maximizes the efficiency of sur
veillance and control since a single guard can oversee each cell; the tower need not 
even be occupied continuously if prisoners cannot see into it. Prisoners are at each 
moment located and individuated in this "antinomadic" regime of hypervisibility. 

Most diagrammatically, the panopticon works by intensifying and 
problematizing the interiority of the watchtower to the cells of the prison, since 
watching can otherwise take place only from "outside" or "above"; that is, embed-
dedness is otherwise inimical to the perspective required for watching. Thus one 
answer to Blake's Zen-like question — "Does the Eagle know what is in the pit? / 
Or wilt thou go ask the Mole. . . ?" (3) —is Enlightenment in the form of the panop
ticon, a kind of Eagle/Mole or yin-yang machine that distinguishes inside and out
side only by imbricating them, a motor that deploys a force field between these poles. 
In other words, inside and outside are produced not only by being divided but by 
continuous interpenetration and reversal, by being problematized. To problematize 
is taken too often as the aim of critique when problematization is often also the mode 
of that which is to be critiqued. But there is no way back, no way, no no, that could 
bring us to unproblematized relations (where inside is inside and outside outside). 

The panopticon stands in for a range of other "antinomadic" 
techniques that will be enacted concurrently and over the next half-century in En-
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gland by such measures as systematic numbering of houses, establishment of a police 
force, a burgeoning network of controlled-access turnpike roads, decennial censuses, 
the spread of clinical medicine and medical networks, other expanding information-
gathering and surveillance networks, and specifically antinomadic strategies such as 
restrictions on casual labor, poor laws, other institutionalizations, and so on. 

Just as the panopticon locates bodies and scrutinizes behavior, 
so too do its participants come to police themselves and others. This is not primar
ily a matter of subjective "internalization" of discipline but, as Foucault insists, an 
effect of the extension of techniques that constitute the physics of disciplinary power 
(see Foucault 1984, 213). For example, the more English local governments were 
mandated to send an increasing range of data to the Home Office, the more they 
could themselves be policed according to the amount and quality of information 
they sent (Eastwood 1989, 291). But surveillance is not a perfectly self-amplifying 
system: networking (often by post) was also a primary strategy of radical groups 
such as the London Corresponding Society, although yet again such groups were 
also thereby subject to increased surveillance. 

It is on the basis of its similarity or resonance with the multiple 
other forms of discipline that the panopticon can be claimed as paradigmatic, but 
the panopticon produces and marks nomadism not only in binary contradistinction 
to its own centrality and fixity but in a more problematic relation to the thickness 
of the metastasizing sprawl of disciplinary networks in which it participates. Every 
network is already a network of networks (grafted onto others, like a spiderweb 
strung among tree branchings or a text among texts); by achieving a certain density 
of saturation it reveals each of its elements as networks as well. Disciplinarity is a 
plaid, a pattern of patterns that works not by being radiated from a center but by 
generating correspondences among nodes in multiple networks; Lacan called them 
"points of caption," upholstery buttons that fixate the social fabric. The local, spi-
derweb-like structure of gazes in the panopticon is made in relation to the web of 
webs formed by its distribution in the landscape. Far from separating inside from 
outside, a disciplinary landscape ensures that nobody can ever be simply inside or 
outside a prison or an asylum: how could we ever be simply inside or outside what 
is everywhere among us? 

But a prison or even a prison system can only operate as a meta
phor (e.g., of a "carceral" society) insofar as it is also a different kind of structure 
than others in which discipline operates, since metaphor demands a similarity be
tween different realms: "love is a rose" is a metaphor, while "a rose is a rose" is not 
(at least, not immediately). Once identified, explicitly panoptic structures can be 
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found all over the place, for instance in Romantic poems. Coleridge's poem "To 
William Wordsworth," for example, traces a scenario whereby a wild hope kindled 
by the French Revolution is "summoned homeward, thenceforth calm and sure," to 
her station in "the dread watch-tower of man's absolute self." Poems such as Words
worth's "I Wandered Lonely..." or Keats's "Much Have I Traveled..." trace simi
lar scenarios of nomadic wandering giving way to transcendent watching and self-
watching. The title of Coleridge's short-lived journal, The Watchman, signifies for 
Jon Klancher a similar panopticization enacted in its relation to earlier journals such 
as the Idler and the Rambler (Klancher 1987, 38). Because in these instances the spa
tial relations of the panopticon become part of a temporal structure, the panopticon 
exemplifies Jameson's description of an "ideologeme" ("smallest intelligible unit of 
the essentially antagonistic collective discourses of social classes") as capable of be
ing either narrativized or spatialized (Jameson 1981, 76, 87). The poems reenact as 
ontogeny (as "personal development") a long-term phylogenetic or collective panop
ticization of culture, the key point here being that panopticization becomes a mas-
ternarrative insofar as it orchestrates these resonances across scale. The figurative 
ecology "within" a poem works only in concert with the poem's distribution across 
space and time: readers of the poem, by recognizing a certain kind of poeticity in it 
or by recognizing themselves or each other through it, are themselves recognized, 
individuated, and culturally located by the poem in its distribution—an identifica
tion partially enacted even in the designation "readers of the poem." The logic of the 
Romantic poem as a portable panopticon (what Matthew Arnold would call a "touch
stone") will be the subject of a later section. 

The metaphorical function of the panopticon, then, becomes 
nearly indistinguishable from the panoptic function of metaphor. A simple illustra
tion of this function can be taken from the title of Luther's famous hymn, "A Mighty 
Fortress Is Our God." The title is a textbook metaphor to the extent that it posits a 
god who operates in the realm of spirit as a fortress operates in the realm of flesh. 
But it is important to note that the difference between realms is assumed as part of 
the metaphysical competence required to recognize it as a metaphor at all: to rec
ognize it as a metaphor is to some extent to be subject to it. The literal-minded reader, 
who understands the assertion to mean that Protestantism asserts itself as a siege 
mentality—as the simple worship of actual battlements—is not simply mistaken. 
While analysis of metaphor requires such a strategic refusal of its terms, the refusal 
is insufficient in itself to account for the work of metaphor. Protestantism may not 
simply be the worship of warfare and impenetrable boundaries, but a complex set of 
mediations and interpenetrations between warfare and religion (legitimized by the 
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metaphor) do form its foci; it is at the points where the metaphor meets the non-
metaphorical that it achieves both its effectivity and vulnerability (that is to say, its 
meaning), where it is both generalized and specified. By the same token, to learn 
that actual surveillance towers built along English coasts to watch for the "importa
tion of revolution" from France must be among the primary referents of Coleridge's 
"watch-tower" does not resolve the metaphor by grounding it in historical fact but 
opens up a series of related questions, such as how "national security" came to be 
worshipped in the name of such a stupid nonentity as "man's absolute self (or vice 
versa), how nationhood itself is really a metaphor (a provisional but constitutive dis
placement and condensation of identity construction), and how all of the above have 
legitimized the ongoing horror story of English Literature threatened with an inva
sion by the "French" theory that helps to ask these questions (see Simpson 1993, 
40-83). 

More than functioning as a metaphor, then, the panopticon is a 
Romantic symbol in de Man's sense: "always part of the totality that it represents." 
De Man called the Romantic preference for symbol over allegory and irony a "de
fensive strategy" and "an act of ontological bad faith" insofar as the symbol, unlike 
allegory and irony, refuses to acknowledge the "radical difference" that separates 
language — and a "self caught in its predicament—from the "world of empirical 
reality" (1983, 208, 211,217). But if the difference between language and the world 
is not necessarily more or less radical or definitive than differences that inhabit 
each, then to make it so is to engage in a "defensive strategy" no less mystified than 
one that transcendentalizes unity and presence. Such a strategy attempts to reduce 
the purchase of difference on both language and the world by making it absolute; it 
seeks absolution. The way symbolic self-referentiality marks the double impossibil
ity of either connecting to or divorcing itself from "the world" is shown by how eas
ily de Man's theory of the dialectic between (symbolic) mystified participation and 
(ironic) demystified withdrawal seems to represent his attempt to efface and avoid — 
and to come to terms with—the relation between his past as a collaborationist in
tellectual in Nazi-occupied Belgium and his later American academic career. Far 
from closing the case with a "gotcha!" or a neatly conventional loop between "life" 
and "work," the identification of such referentiality and self-referentiality in de 
Man's theorizing only constructs de Man as a symbol in turn, implicating all his 
critics in a dialectic of participation and withdrawal in which no absolution of dif
ference is possible. The symbol continuously both separates and binds by being in
corporated into a self-referential knot; chasing its own tail is its gambit for making 
the world revolve around it. The symbol of de Man is an unclosable case. 
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If metaphor produces both similarity and difference, the symbol 
also conspires to produce the totality it represents. A detour through several related 
paradigms will show how the symbol also works through a strategic short-circuiting 
of totalization. 

Lacan's "mirror stage," a paradigmatically panoptic instance, is 
exemplified by the infant's fascination by its mirror image: the frozen, discrete, and 
sovereign image that will forever exceed its own discombobulated nonself (Lacan's 
"hommelette") as an ideal or telos (Lacan 1977, 1-7). But it is not necessary for the 
infant actually to see its image in a mirror for this process to occur, since the mirror 
is "merely a metaphor" for a much more extensive and varied process whereby the 
infant is "mirrored" back to itself by the selective and repeated responses of its 
caregivers, their distribution of attentions and withdrawals, and so on. For example, 
"one-day-old infants show exact, prolonged segments of movement correlating pre
cisely in time with the speech patterns and rhythm of adults talking to them" (Fausto-
Sterling 1985, 75). Strangely, then, the metaphor of the mirror image (like the mir
ror image of the metaphor) is singular and discrete, while the extensive and varied 
range of events that are the metaphor's referents are multiple and discombobulated 
(like the infant's preself); in other words, the mirror drops out, leaving a metaphor of 
metaphor. By the same token, one could say that the panopticon performs a disciplinary 
function by becoming a metaphor. 

Althusser translates Lacan's mirroring into an acoustic metaphor 
of "hailing" (interpellation) that characterizes the operation of ideology: a cop on 
the street calls out, "Hey, you there"; the hailed person turns around and "by this 
mere one-hundred-and-eighty-degree physical conversion, he becomes a subject" 
(1971, 174). The hail works just as well if the subject runs away; it only doesn't work 
if the subject (then no longer a subject) fails to respond at all. 

Strangely, Althusser's "hailing" resembles the "sheriff's hand on 
my shoulder" by which Peirce illustrated "secondness," a category of phenomeno-
logical relation that underlies the "thirdness" of "the law" as Lacan's Imaginary du
ality underlies the Oedipal triangulation of the Symbolic. For Peirce, though, sec
ondness is characterized by impact, friction; the resistance of one object against 
another; the in itself meaningless violence or "brutality" of fact around which mean
ing accretes: "A court may issue injunctions and judgments against me and I care not 
a snap of my fingers for them. I may think them idle vapour. But when I feel the 
sheriff's hand on my shoulder, I shall begin to have a sense of actuality" (1955, 
75-76). Peirce's metaphor depends on the friction of physical contact, while Lacan's 
and Althusser's metaphors of sight and hearing seem to allow refusal-without-con-

Introduction 



sequences, or rather, they overstate the difference or distance between coercive and 
hegemonic or ideological power (between "the empirical world" and "language"), 
when either only operates where it interfaces with the other. A more apt metaphor 
(elaborated in chapter 4) might characterize the hail or gaze as the throwing of a 
ball: one has a "choice" of catching it or dodging it or letting it strike; what one 
does not have is a choice not to come into relation to it. 

Foucault's physics of ideological and disciplinary power work by 
adjusting an economy of choices, by ensuring that the costs for resisting power are 
high enough and ubiquitous enough to be effective, but not so high as to induce too 
much of the resistance they are made to subvert. Lazare Carnot, a Revolutionary 
French physicist and government minister, developed two ideal conditions for "max
imum generation of power" in mill wheels that describe disciplinary logic just as 
well: "that the water, or other motive agent, should enter the machine without shock 
and leave it without appreciable velocity" (Cardwell 1971, 182). Power optimiza
tion will also drive the steam engine, in the repressive 1790s, to adapt and develop 
feedback devices 7— basically types of disciplinary "self-consciousness"—in the forms 
of governors such as the "Whirling Regulator," which opens a valve when pressure 
causes weighted arms to rotate too quickly, and indicators, which monitor the rise 
and fall of pressure inside the engine (see Hills 1989, 85-94). To recognize that 
technology and politics are being construed in terms of power optimization or to 
identify the technological mandate as the "metaphor" of a political one (or vice 
versa) may still be to miss everything, unless the mill wheel and steam engine can 
also count as working metaphors, shaping in their terms a differential (an asymme
try) as an occasion for the generation of power over which they and their propri
etors will be privileged mediators. 

Before leaving this series of paradigms, Althusser's development 
of a visual analogue for "hailing" is worth exploring at greater length, for it takes us 
back to some of the primary contradictions among these models. Althusser describes 
the "Absolute Subject" as an ideological center that—like the panopticon's watch-
tower—acts as guarantor of the intelligibility of the positions it constructs through 
its hailings, meaning 

that all ideology is centred, that the Absolute Subject occupies the unique place of the Centre, and 
interpellates around it the infinity of individuals into subjects in a double mirror-connexion 

such that it subjects them to the Subject, while giving them in the Subject in which 
each subject can contemplate its own image (present and future) the guarantee 

that this really concerns them and Him. (1971, 180) 
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For Althusser, then, the field of subjec
tivity is organized anamorphoscopically. The 
anamorphoscope is a device in which a 
cylindrical mirror is placed at the empty 
center of a picture that has been system
atically distorted so that its image in the 
curved mirror looks "right." l b distort 
the image properly, the painter must 
watch the image's image in the convex 
mirror as his hand traces it on the flat 
surface; in other words, for the painter 
it operates as a kind of external brain, 
recoordinating the translation device 
between eye and hand. The image must 
be constructed—as it will be viewed — 

with reference to the mirror. Although the painted image refers first to its mirror 
image rather than its "real" referent (like pi and the circle, the two images were 
"made for each other"), it is more germane that the representation is represented 
and that the function of this apparently closed loop that empties itself of content is 
to rearticulate its subject. 

The anamorphoscopic mirror acts as that which "is what it is" 
(like Althusser's God who proclaims "I am that I am") and at once merely the image 
of all others constructed by their distance and distortion from it. This guarantor of 
the intelligibility of subject positions is what Lacan called the "phallus." 

Imagine, instead of the central mirror of Althusser's anamorpho
scope, a set of voluptuous mirrors arranged, like a school of fish, so that each re
flects and distorts the others, where nothing is reflected (no "content") but the po
sitions of the mirrors with respect to each other. Players function in the system to 
the extent that they reflect and distort, by virtue of their differential position, the 
other mirrors, but no one mirror is positioned to present a totalized and undis-
torted picture; one looks to others to find an image of oneself amid images of im
ages of others. This figure, a school of mirrors, is more suited to the mobile and 
multiple interrelations that characterize postmodern power and knowledge. 

The mirror dropped from Lacan's metaphor returns as the chore
ography of its dancing fragments. The subject constituted in the school of mirrors 
does not look up to an image that will exceed it by virtue of superior discretion but 
because it is also more fragmented and multiple than the subject can hope to be. 
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Flocks, Herds, and Schools. Mirroring—visual or otherwise—has long been recognized as the mechanism whereby 
flocks, herds, and schools are sustained. Many fish, for example, use their eyes to orient themselves to each other as 
well as using their "lateral line," a kind of head-to-tail "ear" that is "sensitive particularly to 'near field' motion of 
water produced by propagated sound waves" (Shaw 1962,134); in other words, they are attuned to the most local 
information. Schooling fish achieve such "a remarkably constant geometric orientation to their fellows" that "they 
create the illusion of a huge single animal moving in a sinuous path"—a fish of fish (metafish) whose shape and 
behavior make it a different creature than its members: "from above they may appear rectangular or elliptical or 
amorphous and changeable" (Shaw 1962,128). Only the horizon of an ideology of unified subjectivity could 
produce the surprising "discovery" that such finely tuned 
coordination could be accomplished without a "central control 
system"; the absolute constitutiveness of multiplicity continues to 
elude the biologist who, in order to study "the emergence of their 
schooling behavior," attempts to raise fish in isolation from their 
fellows and even from their own reflections (although the 
impossibility of isolating the fish from water and food render 
unattainable the "total vacuum of experience" necessary for a 
"perfect" experiment) and then wonders why so few fish survive 
early isolation (Shaw 1962,128,133). In 1962 a biologist could 
write of "the emergence of... behavior" without quite 
acknowledging the itself-emergent paradigm of "emergence." More 
recently, computer animation has demonstrated that flocks, herds, 
and schools can be modeled as "emergent behaviors" in a 
distributed network: "the aggregate motion of the simulated flock is 
the result of the dense interaction of the relatively simple behaviors 
of the individual simulated bird" (known as a "birdold" or "bold"), 
"each acting solely on the basis of its own local perception of the 
world" (Reynolds 1987, 25). Three simple mandates are necessary to 
produce a robust flock: avoid collisions with nearby flockmates, 
match their velocity, and stay close to them. Here, the ongoing 
Western dream of perfect knowledge still enables the surprise that 
giving "each simulated bold perfect and complete information about 
the world... leads to obvious failures of the model" (my emphasis), 
necessitating the conclusion "that the aggregate motion that we 
intuitively recognize as 'flocking' (or schooling or herding) depends 
upon a limited, localized view of the world" (Reynolds 1987, 
29-30). Significantly, it is again a kind of mirroring (intuitive 
recognition) that suggests that the computer model's principles must 
be roughly "true to nature"; a more radical reading is that the logic 
of mirroring at work between the model and its referent ("actual" 
bird flocks) may mirror that at work within the referent or the 
model, or even that, in some important sense, birds are kinds of 
mirrors, for a start The distinction between nonorganic and organic 
systems is both threatened and recuperated: flock simulations are 
"closely related to particle systems," which constitute "dynamic 'fuzzy objects' having irregular and complex 
shapes" (e.g., "fire, smoke, clouds"), although "the present boid behavior model might be about one or two orders 
of magnitude more complex than typical particle behavior. However this is a difference of degree, not of kind" 
(Reynolds 1987, 26). Birds, in turn, may be more complex than boids, but there is no way of knowing whether living 
creatures are in any absolute sense "more complex" than nonliving things, or whether one might posit some 
universal threshold of complexity beneath which no thing could exist at all. 

Frames from Animated Sequence of Flock of 
Primitive Boids Flying through Obstacle 
Course 
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These two excesses are poles of 
Lacan's subject-machine, by which 
Imaginary fixation is made to be 
deconstructed (or retroactively to 
have been deconstructed) by Sym
bolic circulation. 

If the resonance 
of the circle and its capacity to cre
ate a ripple effect (echoing across 
various dimensions of human life) 
describes a metaphorical fixation of 
discipline, the ever-varying mean
der of pi describes its metonymic 

MANAGEMENT DECISIONS ARE BASED 
UPON INFORMATION FAVORABLE 
TO THE ORGANIZATION 

INFORMATION AVAILABLE TO HIGHER 
LEVELS IS FAVORABLY BIASED 

INFORMATION PASSED UP TO 
HIGHER LEVELS IS "POLISHED-

AND "SCREENED" TO BE 
MORE FAVORABLE 

UNFAVORABLE INFORMATION TENDS 
TO BE REJECTED OR SENT BACK 

RESOURCES TEND TO BE 
ALLOCATED TO TASKS AND 
PEOPLE THAT PRODUCE 
FAVORABLE INFORMATION 

X INFORMATION PASSED 
DOWN TO MID-LEVELS 
TENDS TO BE 
FAVORABLE 

INFORMATION AVAILABLE 
TO MID-LEVELS IS 
FAVORABLY BIASED 

INFORMATION PASSED UP TO 
MID-LEVELS TENDS TO BE 
FAVORABLE 

UNFAVORABLE INFORMATION 
IS OFTEN "FORGOTTEN 

SOURCES OF UNFAVORABLE 
INFORMATION TEND TO BE 
CONSIDERED AS "TROUBLE 
MAKERS" 

SOURCES OF UNFAVORABLE INFOR
MATION TEND TO BE ISOLATED 
OR REORGANIZED OUT OF 
EXISTENCE 

Not«: The word FAVORABLE means: 
supporting the ambitions and 
survival needs of the organization 

A School of Mirrors. In his study "Organizations and Systematic Distortion of Information," 
David Bella (1987) diagrams an institution as a kind of disinformational "strange attractor." 
Instead of suggesting the damage-control remedy of better self-policing, Bella's recognition that 
"tendencies to distort information are systemic properties of... organizational systems 
themselves" (360) may suggest another, more radical conclusion: that the truth or falsity of 
information is secondary to its performative and/or counterperformative potential, and that 
distortion is not merely endemic but the primary modus operandi of any "organization" or 
"system" (insofar as it exists at all only as it cuts across, engages, and distorts other ways of 
"carving up" the world). 

Introduction 



sprawl. Circle and infinite meander meet in the figure of the spiral, whose center 
and circumference are continually deferred toward the infinitely large and infinites-
imally small. The "strange attractor," a constrained but ever-variable orbit around 
emptiness, describes a definitively postmodern generation of disciplinary paradigms. 





w 



l o r r o r s o f O r d e r 

Capital is a process and not a thing... it is a 

dynamic and revolutionary mode of social 

organization, restlessly and ceaselessly 

Clarence D. Thorpe, in analyzing all of Keats's 

relevant scattered pronouncements, concludes: 

"Such is the power of the creative imagination, a 

seeing, reconciling, combining force that seizes 

the old, penetrates beneath its surface, disengages 

the truth slumbering there, and, building afresh, 

bodies forth anew a reconstructed universe in 

fair forms of artistic power and beauty." This 

could be a summary of the theories of 

imagination of all the romantic poets. 
— Rene Wellek, "The Concept of 
Romanticism in Literary History" 



transforming the society within which it is embedded. The process masks and fetishizes, 

achieves growth through creative destruction, creates new wants and needs, exploits the 

capacity for human labor and desire, transforms spaces, and speeds up the pace of life. 
— David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity 

Reversal, Turning Inside Out, Horizontalization 
For Marx, the conversion of commodities into money and then back into commodi
ties again — notated in the formula "c-m-c"—marks a precapitalist mode of produc
tion based on the use value of commodities (Marx 1972, 329-36). The inauguration 
of a capitalist mode of production and of the regime of exchange value turns the 
means and ends of the formula inside out: the revised formula "m-c-m" indicates that 
commodities have become aspects of the "code" or "channel" of an exchange whose 
end points are now monetary. The advantage as well as the problem with these 
terse formulas is that they make a single, linear structure out of a repeated and mul
tidimensional process: every product and process comes to be implicated in a web 
of repeated cycles from money into commodity and back again. What justifies call
ing this web a "cash nexus" rather than a "commodity nexus" is that money is, in 
Wordsworth's phrase, "far more deeply interfused"; it is the repetition and multidi-
mensionality of the cycles in which each object or process is implicated that confer 
value to it. By mandating the multiplication of these cycles, the spread of this nexus 
represents a seeming decrease in the fractal dimension of significant relations: "all 
that is solid melts into air." 

Such a change does not affect all relations evenly, but its perva
siveness is such that all relations must come into relation to it; this includes espe
cially other kinds of values and relations that come to be identified in opposition to 
it. A succinct example: the primary meaning of the word "friend" in the Renais
sance was someone who could provide material assistance, while by the nineteenth 
century the primary meaning had shifted to someone whose value is opposed to (al
though it may overlap with) that of a useful "connection" or a political ally. Since a 
change of this kind is probabilistic or connotative, affecting the difference of the 
word from itself as well as from other words — and thus only vaguely discernible 
even in a historical dictionary such as the OED—there is some difficulty in estab
lishing, except on its own terms, that it has taken place at all, since all the language 
that could describe it is implicated. The minute reversal in a connotative hierarchy 
is the index of a polar shift in the logic of meaning that leaves no single word—nor 
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any sets of relations among discourses — unaffected. What Kuhn called "the invisi
bility of revolutions" (1970, 136-̂ 4-3) is not only a matter of who writes histories (i.e., 
the "winners") but of what is allowed to constitute history and how it can be writ
ten. While the emergent hegemony of capitalist discipline in the late eighteenth 
century had painfully evident and dramatic effects on the lives of every human, ani
mal, and plant within its reach, micro- and macroscopic language effects are among 
the most self-effacing. Derrida describes a similar process in "ordinary language, 
into whose deepest recesses the episteme plunges in order to gather them up and to 
make them part of itself in a metaphorical displacement" (Derrida 1978, 278). These 
recesses are "deepest" not because they are somehow far from individual or collec
tive life but because they are so intimately and minutely woven into its fabric; this is 
a depth of scale rather than of space, a process that occurs not just in language (nar
rowly considered) but in the way the logic of capital infiltrates the landscape through 
rhizomic ("grassroots") extension. 

If the steady-state dynamic equilibrium of Newtonian mechan
ics, grounded in discrete and eternal particles, helped to shape a universe in the image 
of a commodity-based economy, the nineteenth-century rise of thermodynamics, with 
its "subtle fluids" and temporally (as well as categorically) dynamic universe, was 
tailor made for the regime of exchange. Michel Serres's account stresses the change 
from "mechanical systems... based on a fixity or an equilibrium" (a clockwork uni
verse) to a world of motors that "produce circulation by means of reservoirs and dif
ferences in temperature"—a change in which the perfectly reversible processes that 
oriented prethermodynamic temporality are displaced by a glacially irreversible "ar
row of time" (Serres 1982, 71): thermodynamics relativizes and dynamicizes only at 
the cost of introducing this implacable directionality, just as the "absolute invari-
ance" of the speed of light will come to anchor Einsteinian relativity. 

When Watt started using "horsepower" to measure the output 
of his steam engines, it was in order to be able to claim from his clients a fixed 
percentage of the "savings" they would gain by switching from horses to steam 
(Cardwell 1971, 33, 72); that is, profit drove the steam engine as well as working 
to define and measure its difference from and interchangeability with the horse. 
The eventual form of the second law of thermodynamics, mandating a one-way 
flow of heat from hot to cold, represents a generalization of what had already been 
the principle of the steam engine, and before it, the waterwheel, which also extracts 
an energy profit from the "falling market" of a flow from higher to lower energy 
potential. 

Horrors of Order and Disorder 



Carnot's "ideal 
engine" schematizes the parasitical 
perpendicularity of culture to a 
polarized nature. As the water-
wheel gives way to the coal-driven 
steam engine and eventually to en
gines driven by gasoline, even the 
fuels themselves seem to become 
progressively more mediated by 
processing and refinery. The con
temporary form of "recycling" dif
fers from forms that have been go
ing on for millenia in that the 
cycles themselves, driven by the 
profit potential that each media
tion represents, begin to assume 
an ontological priority that further 
demotes the eternal ideal object in 
favor of an infinitely mutable one. 

It is easy to cast 
these changes as progressive move
ments from fixity (where, for ex
ample, identities are based in fixture to immovable property) to a dynamism an
chored only in patterns of flux (the sharkish swim-or-die logic of capital), although 
even the more "primitive" logic of the "gift" also produces values, identities, differ
entials, and relationships via its circulation. "All that is solid melts into air": Marx's 
masternarrative of capital, recycled as a characterization of modernity (Marx 1972, 
476; Berman 1982), represents an attempt to historicize capitalism's thermodynamic 
logic as belonging to a particular phase of economy (and is second only to Yeats's 
"things fall apart" as a terse approximation of the second law). For the thermody-
namicists who were Marx's contemporaries, such as Kelvin, this masternarrative was 
the whole story of the universe, human history being merely an ambiguous subplot 
(Cardwell 1971, 257). But when one can say, for example, that for a postmodern in
vestor, a "hot" piece of land can be more "liquid" than a "choppy" currency, it is not 
so much that a dissipative process has taken place, but that the model of solidity and 
liquidity or commodity and currency (and the thermodynamics that underwrite the 
model) have become inadequate even in "ordinary language." 
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A case could be made that a postmodern "information economy" 
relativizes the status of both money and commodities by the potentially even more 
volatile (and thereby even more tightly controlled) commodity or currency of in
formation and images (producing what could be called an "m-i-m-i-c" economy), al
though insofar as maps of the circulation of information, money, and commodities 
could even be made or imagined, they would, no doubt, seem to overlap to a great 
extent. It remains to be seen, that is, whether the semiautonomous agency of infor
mation (as origin and/or end) establishes or legitimizes a different form of value. 

Corollary to the "betweenness" of things (m-c-m) in the new Ro
mantic regime of exchange is a redoubled internal differentiation mandated by the 
economic realization that domestic consumption rather than export is the primary 
engine of economic growth. Along with early industrial capitalism's mandate to work 
laborers to the limit and to pay them as little as possible arises the contradictory but 
corollary strategy of maximizing efficiency, allowing more time off and paying a 
wage that enables some disposable income and more consumption. Both labor and 
leisure had to be disciplined, to be continually separated and woven together. The 
mandate to maximize the difference between an exporting and an importing nation, 
or a working/producing class and a leisure/consuming class, also demotes the polar
ity in favor of an ideal "middle" class that maximizes production and consumption. 
The engine of economic growth is powered by a flow of products not only up and 
out (to one's betters and for export) but recursively back. Capitalism and the steam 
engine (a "difference engine") move by the same logic: by producing, managing, 
and exploiting relativistic differentials (as between hot and cold in the engine). 

Catherine Gallagher finds resistance to the emergent regime of 
exchange value in Malthus's 1798 Essay on the Principles of Population. Against a mar
ketplace increasingly situated as the engine of production, Malthus characterizes 
exchange as a necessary but minimizable parasitism that siphons energy away from 
the production of useful commodities: 

the longer the circuit of exchange leading from the laboring body in the form of a commodity and 
back to it again in the form of food, whether that circuit be a certain number of exchanges 

or a certain amount of literal space traversed, the more inflated is the cost of food 
and the less productive is the labor. (Gallagher 1987, 96) 

Malthus objects, that is, to elongation or deferral of the body's relation to itself too 
far beyond the circuit of hand-to-mouth. "However," Gallagher continues, "the short 
circuit of biological exchange favored by Malthus also seems to be the product of a 
circular logic," whereby 

Horrors of Order and Disorder 



food and the body, commodity and labor, thus constantly indicate each other as the source and gauge 
of their value. And outside this tight circle of production and consumption, a circle representing 

the most restrictive economy imaginable, is a network of exchanges that seems 

only to draw value away from its true site in order to dissipate it. (96) 

Outside the circle, then, is a disorder and leveling of value that must be constantly 
guarded against. Wordsworth finds an emblem for this danger in London's Barthol
omew street fair, where the disorderly circulation of people and commodities forms 
a "vast mill" and monstrous body of undisciplined egresses and ingresses, 

vomiting, receiving on all sides, 

. . . amid the same perpetual whirl 
of trivial objects, melted and reduced 
To one identity, by differences 
That have no law, no meaning, and no end. 
(1979, 546) 

It is clear to Malthus that some exchange is necessary, but that 
"the problem could be diminished by making the production of productive bodies 
the telos of exchange, by shrinking economic circuits and centering them on bio
logical needs" (Gallagher, 103). However, the body at the center of the inner circle 
carries the seed of an equally drastic disorder, since the very vigor of the productive 
body also becomes in Malthus's essay the sign of a drastic enfeeblement, through 
the overpopulation of the social body that this vigor will produce. Another mainstay 
of the "Great Chain of Being," the time-honored and static homology or metaphor be
tween the individual and the social body, thus becomes a "temporally dynamic" irony 
whereby the strong body comes to represent its opposite: "the strong body entails a 
present and a future social condition: first a society of innocence and health and 
then one of vice and misery" (Gallagher, 84). 

The dynamo that Malthus constructs is thus driven by matching 
repulsions from the body at its center and from the circumference of exchanges that 
detach themselves from it. In an important sense, then, Malthus's logic is precisely 
not circular, since it forbids both center (the ironic ideal of order) and circumfer
ence (the monster of disorder). 

Barbara Duden offers another take on Romantic circulation and 
the body it constructs in The Woman beneath the Skin (1991). Duden examines the 
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conflict between women and their doctors, and between conflicting paradigms of 
the body, in eighteenth-century Germany. She contrasts the emergent medical mo
nopoly over the body with an earlier plurality of bodily paradigms and practition
ers. This plurality had found its own image in a body whose fluids are themselves 
fluid in their relations with each other; that is, capable of metamorphosing into each 
other or being expressed in various forms through various orifices. Increasingly, 
then, a singular and autonomous medical discipline (articulated categorically from 
other disciplines) articulated categorical distinctions between irreconcilable kinds 
of bodies and their systems of circulation where multiple disciplines had found con
tinuous (i.e., unarticulated) transformations. 

The predisciplinary paradigm sketched by Duden suggests how 
stress comes to be postmodernity's "privileged pathology" (Haraway 1991, 212), since 
stress represents a conflict between multiple systems, is expressed fluidly in "biopsy-
chosocial" effects, and mandates an interdisciplinary response. Although the pathol-
ogization of stress tends to fetishize conflict-free consensus, stress is inevitably an 
interdisciplinary crisis representing the return of a repressed predisciplinary para
digm (what Kuhn might have called preparadigm disciplinarity). 

Duden's historical trajectory characterizes knowledge's present 
(disciplinarity) as monolithically and oppressively unified, while both predisciplinar-
ity and an implicit postdisciplinary knowledge are plural and fluid. Although this 
construction differs schematically from the more familiar Romantic construction of 
the present as oppressively fragmented and the past and desired future as unified 
and whole, it does not escape the linear/cyclical form of Romantic memory and desire. 

The opposition between medical-scientific and aesthetic discourse 
(precondition for their collusive monopoly on representing the body) is one of the 
constitutive structures of Romantic discipline formation. A greatly simplified ver
sion of this change is indexed in another story of reversal: Foucault's account of the 
shift of the "author function" from science to the arts in eighteenth-century Europe 
(Foucault 1984, 109). The shift is not, of course, a discrete one but an only retroac
tively observable qualitative shift in a dispersed and uneven quantitative process; it 
may be retroactively observable only insofar as it has begun to shift again. Prior to 
the shift, in any event, literary authority and value had been based on generic con
sistency and repeatability, while science was grounded in a set of canonical Great 
Authors. Increasingly, scientific authority came to rest in the repeatability of exper
iments and the irrelevance of the author, while literary value came to reside in the 
unrepeatably original authority of the artist. This chiasmic crossing of the author 
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function is implicated in the new hegemony of an anonymous discipline and power-
knowledge that individualizes its subjects (authors) and objects (e.g., patients) in or
der to control the circulation of meaning. 

This inaugural discursive split reverberates across discursive 
space-time; space because it is echoed within the disciplines it configures (for exam
ple, the science/literature split can be said to be echoed in literature by the split be
tween literary criticism and literature), and time because it enables disciplinary change 
to be configured as an exchange of features. Looking back to the literary anti-New-
tonianism of the Romantics leads to a scenario whereby quantum physics (as a 
marker of modernity) and later chaos or complexity theory (as a postmodern marker) 
can then be taken as science's incorporation of (or liberation by) its disciplinary 
Others, at least insofar as these movements legitimize anti-Newtonianism from within 
science rather than without. The fact that these developments are widely hailed as 
liberatory and denounced as dangerous new interventions into as yet uncolonized 
realms of nature/culture represents an unresolvable ambivalence. In its very unres-
olubility it marks the changing terms of discursive struggle: the crisscross or double 
diagonality is always transverse to the direction in which the historical snake is mov
ing. These disciplinary developments do not of themselves subvert the constitutive 
epistemological bases of discipline. For example, chaos and complexity theory do 
not of themselves enact an antiscientific science, but are also driven by the old dis
ciplinary masternarrative that demands that we "imagine a unified science that weaves 
together all domains of human understanding into a coherent, fully satisfying whole," 
as Langdon Winner puts it in a review of two books on chaos (Winner 1993). The 
reviewer cannot help but gesture toward the self-referential quality of this unity: 
"The books, as it turns out, display remarkable unity themselves." 

It would be very neat if "resistance to discipline in the name of 
predisciplinary power-knowledge" could be added to Sayre and Lowy's definition of 
Romanticism, but even or especially when considering Romanticism's emphasis on 
the wholeness and unity of knowledge, it is clear that this emphasis is not a predis
ciplinary stance but a retroactive one; unity is most often situated alternately as an 
origin or aim. For example, Keats's cheery assertion that "every department of knowl
edge we see excellent and calculated towards a great whole" is only the flip side of 
his lament over present fragmentation when set against the magisterial sweep of the 
past: "Each of the moderns like an Elector of Hanover governs his petty state" while 
"the antients were Emperors of vast Provinces" (Keats 1970, 92, 61). The deroga
tion of fragmentation is (as usual) a ploy to inflate the derogator's own market share 



40,1 

at the expense of his competitors. Unification and fragmentation ("leveling") are 
deployed simultaneously to produce a "temporally dynamic" history. 

Carole Pateman's account of early modernity in England em
phasizes a limited pluralization or horizontalization in the shift from traditional pa
triarchy (rule of the father) to fratriarchy (rule of the brothers) as the foundational 
myth of liberal democracy—and eventually, of Oedipalized psychic development as 
well (Pateman 1989). Pateman retells the story of pluralization along with the story 
of another reversal of polarity or turning inside out that implicates the status of 
public and private spheres, or rather (as in the case of the chiasmic crossing of the 
"author function"), produces their polarity through a reversal. Privacy, which had 
classically referred to "privation" (prohibitive exclusion from the public sphere) shifted 
to the Victorian concept of privacy as a privileged refuge from the "jungle" of "get
ting and spending." 

Pateman's account of pluralization aligns the liberal ideology of 
the state with the Foucauldian story of the pluralization of knowledge and power in 
professionalism and the emergence of disciplines, and resembles T. E. Hulme's fa
mous characterization (in 1936) of Romanticism as "spilt religion," the replacement 
of the singular social cement of paternalistic religion with the multiple forms of cul
tural and disciplinary unanimity (in Gleckner and Ensoe 1975, 58). Thomas Laqueur's 
account of the late-eighteenth-century shift in scientific paradigms of sexual anatomy 
shows how a related horizontalization was enacted on the human body, in the shift 
from a vertical sexual heirarchy in which female genitalia are conceived as homolo
gous but inferior to male, to a horizontal incommensurability between (still bina-
rized) sexes (Laqueur 1987, 35). Like Pateman's account of the state, Laqueur's story 
of the making of the modern body cannot simply be characterized as liberatory. 

The rise of discipline, then, is simultaneous with its descent; 
power and knowledge are brought down, in all senses of the phrase: toppled, appro
priated from above, but also brought down to bear. The Romantic valorization of the 
Promethean myth, with its account of the bringing down of power and knowledge, 
takes on a new and problematic resonance. The panoptic ubiquity of discipline, the 
invisible hand of capitalist control, and the "spontaneous" compliance that marks 
hegemonic power can be said to displace the coherence of religious dogma, the iron 
hand of the ancien regime, and the conspicuous displays of submission required by 
coercive power, but this displacement should not thereby be characterized as libera
tory or oppressive. Instead it changes the terms by which political struggle can be ar
ticulated. If, to extrapolate into postmodernity, the old party line continuously mu-
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tates into a partyline, dogma into a floating multiple conversation, couplings into 
switchboards, we look forward to an operatorless networking that is both and nei
ther perfect freedom and the perfect police state (which, as William Burroughs re
minds us, has no need of police). 

Mixture and Fixture: Political Thermodynamics in Burke and Paine 
Edmund Burke, in his 1790 Reflections on the Revolution in France, offers various cat
astrophic social-hybridization scenarios, as in his lament that the "levellers" will so 
"pervert the natural order of things" that "the next generation of the nobility will 
resemble the artificers and clowns, and money-jobbers, usurers, and Jews" (1973, 
61). While "artificers and clowns" represent traditional laboring classes (i.e., artisans 
and peasants), Burke's "money-jobbers, usurers, and Jews" represent a traditionally 
demonized "middle" class in the special sense that, while trade and money had been 
situated as parasitisms on production (however necessary as the "middle" or media
tor in the c-m-c transaction), money-lending mediates mediation: it is a parasite's par
asite; it is "between between," the metaphor and echoic truth of mediation. 

In his reply to Burke, Thomas Paine draws on a populist tradi
tion that gothicized the aristocracy as a parasitical class: 

Aristocracy has a tendency to degenerate the human species. By the universal economy of nature it is 
known, and by the instance of the Jews it is proved, that the human species has a tendency to 

degenerate, in any small number of persons, when separated from the general 
stock of society, and intermarrying constantly with each other. (1973, 322) 

Paine, in other words, demonized closure and too-thoroughgoing differentiation, 
just as Burke had demonized the collapse of hierarchical difference in a frighten-
ingly "open" system. 

Burke and Paine argue the contested issue of class difference 
and hierarchy in terms of a shared anti-Semitism, which is in turn justified by ap
peals to "natural" science (e.g., "natural order"), which in turn rely on an economic 
metaphor ("universal economy of nature"). This discursive collusion achieves epis-
temic currency—cops the ring of truth—around the fixation of race. That these 
two opposed positions should appeal to anti-Semitism is not surprising, the Jewish 
Other being a mainstay of English national identity since the Middle Ages. 

Paine and Burke cite two contradictory features of the paradigm 
that will continue to define anti-Semitism into our day: Paine attributes degeneracy 
to the Jews' proverbial foreclosure of mixing (their endogamy or "marrying in," 
their maintenance of difference), while Burke finds degeneracy in Jewish mixing or 
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"miscegenation" (exogamy or "marrying out"), predicated on the Jew's ability to 
"pass." 

Apparently Mary Wollstonecraft refers to a similar "universal 
economy" when she asserts that the aristocracy "only live to amuse themselves, and 
by the same law which in nature invariably produces certain effects, they soon af
ford only barren amusement" (1989, 75). It may be that Wollstonecraft splits the dif
ference between Paine and Burke: having just asserted that the "seeds of false refine
ment . . . shed by the great . . . spread corruption through the whole mass of society," 
Wollstonecraft seems to associate this hybridization-by-emulation with the merely 
decorative hybridization of flowers that produces "barrenness" in second-generation 
hybrids. The passage also seems to hint at a catastrophic masturbatory scenario (self-
amusement leading to barrenness) that shortens the endogamous circuit to auto-
eroticism, anticipating the Victorian typology of deviance that pathologizes nonre-
productive sexuality. 

It is easy to say that scientific, socioeconomic, and political 
"truths" are being constructed in each other's image even as these discourses are be
ing differentiated from each other. But what kind of metaeconomy or ecology of 
statements does such a statement propose? 

Burke's "natural order" is an ongoing stable plurality (and hier
archy) of kinds in a homeorrhetic system (that is, one in which a pattern is main
tained although its content changes). Politics are differentiated from nature precisely 
to produce and valorize a "correspondence" between them: 

Our political system is placed in a just correspondence and symmetry with the order of the world, and 
with the mode of existence decreed to a permanent body composed of transitory parts; wherein, by the 

disposition of a stupendous wisdom, moulding together the great mysterious incorporation of the 
human race, the whole, at one time, is never old, or middle-aged, or young, but in 

a condition of unchangeable constancy, moves on through the varied tenour 
of perpetual decay, fall, renovation, and progression. Thus, by preserving the method 
of nature in the conduct of the state, in what we improve we are never wholly new; 

in what we retain we are never wholly obsolete. (Burke 1973, 45—46) 

Geologist James Hutton seems to write Burke's state into stone 
in his 1795 Theory of the Earth. Hutton, who as a medical student had written on 
blood circulation, characterizes geologic, astronomical, and physiological processes 
as types of a generalized circulation, finding an exemplary "circulation in the man
ner of this globe, as a system of beautiful oeconomy in the works of nature. The 
earth, like the body of an animal, is wasted at the same time that it is repaired"; 
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Hutton's cosmos, like Burke's state, is an "exquisite mechanism" in which all things 
are perpetually "decaying from their natural perfection, and renovating their existence 
in a succession of similar beings to which we see no end" (cited in Gould 1987, 83). 

Part of the similarity in these accounts dervives from how they 
deploy the dominant paradigm of "circulation" in the form of a closed and self-or
ganizing system of eternally returning and perfectly reversible cycles, a form whose 
contradictions will become apparent in Malthus — and will implode into the turbu
lent and irreversible time of nineteenth-century thermodynamics. 

"Circulation," in Barbara Duden's account, had "established it
self around 1750 not only in physiology, but also in economics, the natural sciences, 
and journalism"; the "equivalence of very disconnected spheres of reality... was cre
ated through the exchange of metaphors, the flow of 'key terms' that occurred be
tween the scientific, social, and political languages" (Duden 1991, 27). Instead of a 
scientific referent at the bottom of the discourses of circulation, then, one finds be
tween them an intra- and interdiscursive "flow" that constitutes the truth-effect of 
an apparent "circulation of circulation." Duden's account is inflected to tell the story 
of modernity as the deterioration of a discursive plurality into an oppressive and col-
lusively unified hegemony; what Duden leaves out of the account is that differences — 
no less than "equivalences" or "correspondences" — must be continually forged. 

Politicothermodynamic contradictions between closed and open 
systems are also rife in questions of the persistence of differences in kind, for exam
ple in the theory and practice of inbreeding and crossbreeding to which Burke, Paine, 
and Wollstonecraft seem to allude. "By the beginning of the nineteenth century, 
practical attempts to improve the different breeds of cattle led to extensive inbreed
ing . . . to add up and concentrate desirable qualities," coupled with crossbreeding 
"to prevent degeneration" (Zirkle 1952, 6-7). Eighteenth-century European botanists 
had tended to valorize crossbreeding: Linnaeus had promoted research into hy
bridization, and as early as 1766, the German botanist J. G. Koelreuter described "hy
brid vigor in interspecific crosses" and "assumed in consequence that nature had 
designed plants to benefit from crossbreeding"; by 1799, the Englishman Thomas 
Andrew Knight had generalized these assumptions and observations into a "prin
ciple of anti-inbreeding" (Zirkle 1952, 7). But typically, Koelreuter (anticipating Dr. 
Frankenstein's dilemma) took comfort from his experiments insofar as the sterility 
of his hybrids "banished the evil spectre of self-perpetuating hybrids at least tem
porarily" and confirmed Linnaeus's distinction between God-created species and 
mere garden varieties, which, "being monstrosities, can boast of but a brief life" 
(Koelreuter, quoted in Olby 1966, 49). Thus the relativization and dynamicization 
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of "difference within" species can shore up the absoluteness of "difference between" 
only until its recursive effects are felt. A similar process had characterized the eigh
teenth-century debate over sexual difference within and between species: preforma-
tionists had split over whether whole subsequent generations in descending scale 
were contained in the sperm or in the egg; Linnaeus, while denying that sexual dif
ference distinguished animals from plants, split the all-or-nothing distinction be
tween "spermists" and "ovists" with the proposition that the male contributes the 
outer form to its offspring while the interior is contributed by the female; Koel
reuter in turn exploded Linnaeus's distinction by showing that sexual generation 
produces in the offspring a kind of statistical averaging of the contributions of each 
parent. It is not quite enough to characterize these sequences as part of a general 
distinction between and triumph of degree over kind (quantitative over qualitative 
difference) in the hegemony of scientific knowledge, nor to tell how a stable plural
ity (in which difference between species is an original and ongoing condition) will 
eventually give way to a masternarrative of monogenesis (original unity) and subse
quent differentiation. This latter masternarrative is well known as modernity's fa
vorite bedtime story: the story of how the disciplines arose from an original unity of 
knowledge — discursive monogenesis — and expanded toward greater incommensu
rability (while maintaining, as the other pole of the engine, the promise of a "uni
fied field theory" just ahead). The postmodern claim of incommensurability between 
narrative and nonnarrative (scientific) knowledge, by allowing the eternal "return 
of the narrative in the nonnarrative" without compromising the difference, may 
merely prime the engine: "All we can do is gaze in wonder at the diversity of discur
sive species" (Lyotard 1984, 26). 

When the story of a stable plurality and that of proliferating 
difference implode, they produce a different kind of story in turn; a hybrid story in 
which plurality is conserved only insofar as its members change and in which differ
ences are not subject to absolutizing, only to economizing where they are on the 
verge of becoming different sets of differences. 

When in 1819 Keats uses homeorrhetic circulation to explain 
subtle but thorough alterations in personality over time, it is clear that Burke's and 
Hutton's stable thermodynamics inevitably give way, subtly but thoroughly, to an 
uneasy Malthusian dynamism. It begins calmly enough: the fact that "our bodies 
every seven years are completely fresh-materiald" means that "we are like the relict 
garments of a Saint: the same and not the same: for the careful Monks patch it and 
patch it" (Keats 1970, 322). But inevitably these speculations lead to volatile cycles 
driven by contradictions among reproduction, consumption, and production; cycles 
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in which the possibility of a thermodynamic equilibrium continually recedes into 
the future: the possibility that the poet has "lost that poetic ardour and fire 'tis said 
I once had" leads him to hope that he may "substitute a more thoughtful and quiet 
power," but as yet he has only been able to achieve a relative calm troubled with in
termittent turbulence ("I am more frequently, now, contented to read and think— 
but now & then, haunted with ambitious thoughts"), problematically unproductive 
insofar as he is "scarcely content to write the best verses for the fever they leave be
hind," and thus generating the hope that he may "someday" be able "to compose 
without this fever" (Keats 1970, 322). 

Although the "universal economy of nature" to which Paine and 
Wollstonecraft appeal against Burke's "Great Chain of Being" would not be codified 
until 1860 as the second law of thermodynamics—the assertion that entropy in
evitably increases in any closed system — its cultural currency is already evident, as 
are the beginnings of its derivative masternarrative, the ever popular Big Bang, 
which sets the beginning of the universe at a singularity of pure potential and the 
end in a "leveling" of heat death, a uniform dispersal of random kinetic energy. 
These two moments already structure Malthus's prohibited center (the virile body 
of explosive potential) and circumference (the vitiating and "feminized" kinesis of 
pure exchange). 

Freud, in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, will schematize a related 
set of psychological principles grounded in late Victorian thermodynamics, for which 
"stasis" has come to occupy the position of origin and prohibited center. The "death 
drive" or "repetition compulsion" is identified as the instinct that would compel the 
infant (when left alone) to return to the "inorganic stasis" from which it came. Here 
(in Lacan's version), because of the biological prematurity of the infant at birth, culture 
intervenes to foreclose this recursion—or is it that the discursive ecology intervenes 
both to propose and to prohibit the reduction of psychology to thermodynamics? 

Freud grounds his ontogenetic narrative in phylogeny: 

For a long time, perhaps, living substance was thus being constantly created afresh and easily dying, 
till decisive external influences altered in such a way as to oblige the still surviving substance to 

diverge ever more widely from its original course of life and to make ever more 
complicated detours before reaching its aim of death. (1961, 32-33) 

So while complication and decentering is the trajectory of life 
itself for Freud, the "death on its own terms" sought by the organism driven by this 
scenario comes as a "decentering of decentering," a kind of Copernican revolution 



forces a nostalgic economy of "unmediated" relations between mother and infant. 
That is, in effect, the mixture of the circulatory systems of money and breast milk is 
prohibited in order to secure the fixture of the family and the female body (as well 
as distinguishing and opposing maternity to female sexuality) in a general "recon
figuration of class and gender within English society and the colonization of the fe
male body for domestic life" (Perry 1991, 234). 

If incest taboos define a prohibited interior (a kind of closeness 
or consanguinity in which sex is prohibited), "miscegenation" taboos construct an 
exterior beyond which sex is prohibited, a limit of exogamy. As in Malthus's scheme, 
though, a prohibited interior and exterior do not add up to a fixed and unproblem-
atic structure. Again, an instability or unresolvable contradiction is established be
tween difference within and difference between, since one is both prohibited from 
and mandated to engage in sex with someone who is different; one is both prohib
ited from and mandated to engage in sex with someone who is the same. Around 
this contradiction or double bind are constructed identity or status categories of 
race, class, gender, sexuality, and age, problematizing the interface between internal 
and external others. 

The Hegemony of Hegemony: Wordsworth's Fractal Distinction 
The long-term homeorrhesis of Romantic ideologemes is obvious in the contem
porary resonance of Wordsworth's famous warning, in the "Preface" to Lyrical Bal
lads, against what would become "mass culture." Wordsworth sets the singular named 
individuals of "our elder writers,... Shakespeare and Milton," in noble opposition 
to the generic plurals of "frantic novels, sickly and stupid German tragedies, and 
deluges of idle and extravagant stories in Verse" (1969, 735). Not long after being 
spoken by a French king, "Apres nous, le deluge" becomes available as the motto of 
every middle-class Englishman. 

Wordsworth's choice of Milton and Shakespeare as "our elder 
writers" was at least radical in his day insofar as it assumes an English national liter
ature as standard, leaving aside without comment the institutionally enforced stan
dard of aristocratic cultural literacy, the Greek and Latin classics. Now after more 
than a century of institutionalized English Literature, it has become possible to ac
knowledge both the democratizing gestures of Wordsworth's "Preface" as well as 
the complex set of exclusions and pathologizations that legitimize them: Words
worth hystericizes "women's" genres (e.g., "frantic novels") against a male poetic 
tradition, simultaneously marks and devalues working-class and aristocratic culture 
as "idle," characterizes German literature as an effeminizing foreign import, and so 
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necessitated (this time by "internal necessity") by the "ever more complicated" epicy

cles that the Ptolemeic paradigm had generated. 

Freud's "pleasure principle" (p.p.) represents an evolution (an 
"out-spiraling") of the death drive (d.d.) along a longer curve of arousal (dynamic 
tension) and release (provisional equilibrium): p.p. is just another rotation of d.d., 
while the "reality principle" performs another turn, deferring gratification further 
in favor of the relative security of a still higher bottom line. Freud is adamant that 
these principles do not simply produce a spiral of transcendence but a contradictory 
or turbulent "vacillating rhythm" in the play of sameness and difference between 
d.d. and p.p.: 

It is the difference in amount between the pleasure of satisfaction which is demanded and that 
which is actually acheived that provides the driving factor which will permit of no halting at any 

position attained The backward path that leads to complete satisfaction is as a rule obstructed by 
the resistances which maintain the repressions. (36) 

The orientation of Freud's recursive "backward path" depends on an equation of 
"satis" and "stasis" and on a distinction between inorganic and living matter, produc
ing a vacillation between them that, instead of being allowed to characterize things 
in general, enables Freud to dignify against the "death drive" an imperialistically-
expansionist Eros that operates "to combine organic substances into ever larger uni
ties" (37). 

Freud's thermopsychodynamics could be said to update various 
sets of prohibitions that define earlier "fluid economies" (e.g., that semen must pass 
from one appropriate bodily interior to another, that certain fluids emitted by the 
body may not reenter it, and so on). Incest prohibitions that orient a "traffic in 
women" around the Name of the Father (the grain around which the pearl of patri
archy is cultured) thus come through Freud to be grafted back onto the laws of ther
modynamics. 

Likewise, the increasingly strident advocacy, through the mid
dle to late eighteenth century, of the breast-feeding of infants by their own mothers 
(see Perry 1991) had defined the inferiority of the middle-class nuclear family in a 
"real" fluid economy against the mother who wet-nurses another woman's child and 
the mother whose child is wet-nursed by another, both marked as "alienating" their 
resources from their own children. The mandate for mothers to breast-feed their 
own infants thus has the function of "erasing class differences among women" (Perry 
1991, 234) by universalizing a middle-class construction of "naturalness" that en-
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on. These intersecting exclusions in gender, class, and nation encode a normative 
standard for Romantic cultural power that endows only a contractual and fraternal 
subject with positive political agency (see Pateman 1989). The "Preface" participates 
in the epistemic change Foucault describes as "a privileged moment of individual
ization" and, in the rise of disciplinarity itself, as a new kind of power that works to 
"characterize, classify, specialize"; to "distribute along a scale, around a norm, hierar-
chize individuals in relation to one another and, if necessary, disqualify and invali
date" (Foucault 1984, 101, 212). 

Wordsworth's opposition of generic plurals to singular authors 
is consistent with an ideology that sets specters of "the masses" against the bour
geois individual. In the preceding sentences of the "Preface," for example, the his-
toricized and plural collectivity of "a multitude of causes... acting with a combined 
force" (charged further by the now obsolete reference of "combination" to labor 
organizing) is demonized in opposition to the naturalized, internalized, and univer
salized "discriminating powers of the mind." Rather than just opposing individual 
to mass, Wordsworth uses the opposition to produce another more dynamic coun
terpoint: many-uniting-as-one is set against one-differentiating-among-many. The 
"savage torpor" that the forces threaten to produce is coded as working-class or 
aristocratic through its opposition to the bourgeois "voluntary exertion" it under
mines. The new aesthetic discourse feathers its nest with the ideological plumage of 
English nationalism, middle-classism, and masculinism. These cross-legitimizing ide
ologies inform each adjective; the objectivism of medical discourse gives the "Pref
ace" its pathologizing force. Thus Wordsworth's manifesto derives its currency from 
a collusion among aesthetics, politics, and science, at the very moment their auton
omy is being asserted, buttressed by bi-univocal oppositions (assertions of nonrelation) 
between art, politics, and science—oppositions that come to structure the discur
sive Imaginary of modern humanism. The microscopic ubiquity of discipline codes 
every word and sentence as the very principle of its production. 

A Wordsworth sonnet and his commentary on it (in a letter to 
his patron, Lady Beaumont) illustrate how the paradigm of individuation works 
through poetry and through an evaluative literary criticism that further operational-
izes it: 

With Ships the sea was sprinkled far and nigh, 
Like stars in heaven, and joyously it showed; 
Some lying fast at anchor in the road, 
Some veering up and down, one knew not why. 
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A goodly vessel did I then espy 
Come like a giant from a haven broad; 
And lustily along the bay she strode, 
Her tackling rich, and of apparel high. 
This Ship was nought to me, nor I to her, 
Yet I pursued her with a Lover's look; 
This Ship to all the rest did I prefer: 
When will she turn, and whither? She will brook 
No tarrying; where She comes the winds must stir: 
On went She, and due north her journey took. 
(1969, 205) 

In his 1807 letter (Wordsworth and Wordsworth 1969, 145-51), 
Wordsworth compares the sonnet to a passage from Paradise Lost in which Hespe
rus— the evening star—is identified as a poetical object because of its natural pre
eminence over other stars (i.e., it is brighter). Wordsworth's ship, on the other hand, 
is "still more appropriate" as a poetical object precisely because it is "barely suffi
ciently distinguished" from its fellows and the difference has to be made by the poet. 
The literary "improvement" Wordsworth posits between Milton and himself is from 
aesthetic differences fixed by convention—like prices and social differences — to
ward a kind of "free market" in which difference "floats," allowing Wordsworth to 
invest his poetic capital to generate a profit. The ships are compared to randomly 
sprinkled stars in the first two lines; in the last line the single ship must head "due 
north" for the comparison with the North Star, which is not brighter but centered 
by scientific knowledge and human perspective to fixate the whole starry sphere. 

The octave of Wordsworth's sonnet stresses the natural preemi
nence of the ship in aristocratic terms ("tackling rich" and "apparel high") and in 
sensual and mythic or prehuman terms ("like a giant...lustily"). In the sestet, it is 
instead the lack of inherent difference that is stressed ("this Ship was nought to 
me"): difference is produced by the poet's "free choice" in conjunction with the in
dividual "free" agency of the ship, not out of mythic lust but humanist love "free" 
to choose — and to "make over"—its feminized object. That is, a version of what 
Clifford Siskin calls "the lyric turn" (15-20), performed self-referentially insofar as 
it aligns signifier (poetic form) and signified (itself an alignment between ship and 
narrator) in the act of "turning," is used to validate as a masternarrative and to mys
tify as a free aesthetic decision the transfer of power from a quasi-feudal aristocracy 
to a bourgeois hegemony that depends on the production of difference. The bour-
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geois "self-made" individual is distinguished not only from aristocratic distinction 
but also from "the masses," who are represented as either too firmly anchored or 
veering too randomly about. One chooses and one is chosen not because of inher
ent nobility (fixity of position) but because of one's directedness (fixity of motion); 
the poem's trick is to make the choice seem both entirely free and entirely in
evitable; one is entirely self-directed as long as one blows with the wind. "Hitch 
your wagon to a star" becomes the motto for the "manifest destiny" of the poet and 
his critic. The poem directs you to distinguish yourself and your own tastes; aes
thetic pleasure in this poem is the reward for exercising your judgmental, selective, 
normalizing power in preferring poetry and this poem "to all the rest"; the poem is 
not merely about individuation; normative individuation is its would-be-performa
tive cultural function. 

Wordsworth's letter operationalizes the principle of aesthetic 
selectivity by making it a fractal principle. After implicitly chiding Mrs. Fermor, a 
friend of Lady Beaumont's who had criticized the poem, Wordsworth sugarcoats 
the pill: "I cannot but add a word or two upon my satisfaction in finding that my 
mind has so much in common with hers, and that we participate [in] so many of 
each other's pleasures. I collect this from her having singled out the two little Po
ems, the Daffodils, and the Rock crowned with snowdrops" (Wordsworth and Words
worth 1969, 149). In other words, Mrs. Fermor qualifies as a member of the select 
and exclusive few because she selects—and excludes—a few poems, and within 
these poems, individual lines: "The line, 'Come, blessed barrier, etc.,' in the sonnet 
upon Sleep, which Mrs. F. points out, had before been mentioned to me by Cole
ridge, and indeed by almost everybody who had heard it, as eminently beautiful" 
(Wordsworth and Wordsworth 1969, 150). The truth of selectivity is produced by 
fractal self-similarity, operating across several "scales" to hierarchize poetry over 
other genres, individual poems over others, and individual lines within these poems; 
it informs the poetricentric Romantic/modernist fetish for precisely the right word. 

The author goes on to distinguish himself from the masses and 
the critics as a resolute and statuesque individual against an ephemeral swarm, and 
asserts with Coleridge "that every great and original writer, in proportion as he is 
great or original, must himself create the taste by which he is to be relished"; that 
is, intellectual and professional labor are valued for producing and directing desire. 
Desire, not labor, will power the developmental engine: "The mind being once fixed 
and roused, all the rest comes of itself." 

Just as Josiah Wedgwood had begun to produce expensive lim
ited editions of pottery for the wealthy—the better to sell mass-produced sets of 
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Poem as Panopticon. The identity-policing function of poetry 
is illustrated in Jamaica Kincaid's 1990 novel Lucy when the 
title character, a Caribbean woman working as a maid in 
the United States, remembers Wordsworth's "I Wandered 
Lonely" from her colonial schooling: 

I remembered an old poem I had been made to memorize when 
I was ten years old and a pupil at Queen Victoria Girls' School. I 
had been made to memorize It verse after verse, and then had 
recited the whole poem to an auditorium full of parents, 
teachers, and my fellow pupils. After I was done, everybody 
stood up and applauded with an enthusiasm that surprised me, 
and later they told me how nicely I had pronounced every word, 
how I had placed just the right amount of special emphasis in 
places where that was needed, and how proud the poet, now 
long dead, would have been to hear his words ringing out of 
my mouth. (Klncald 1990a, 17-18) 

Mortified by her opportunistic asslmilationism, Lucy made a 
"vow to erase from my mind, line by line, every word of that 
poem," but found the poem's work difficult to undo: she 
dreamed that night "that I was being chased down a narrow 
cobbled street by bunches and bunches of those same 
daffodils that I had vowed to forget, and when finally I fell 
down from exhaustion they all piled on top of me, until I 
was buried underneath them and was never seen again" 
(18). In an interview, Kincaid acknowledges that, like her 
narrator (named for Lucifer from Paradise Lost) and like 
"every colonial child," she had indeed been made to 
memorize Wordsworth, "a two-edged thing because I 
wouldn't have known how to write and how to think if I 
hadn't read those things" (1990b, 507). 

the same designs to the new 
middle class—so Words
worth distributed limited 
editions of his poetry to 
"persons of eminence" in 
order to "quicken the sale 
of the work" (1967, 310) via 
emulative consumption and 
trickle-down aesthetics (see 
Siskin 1988, 159). Words
worth and Coleridge will not 
merely follow but direct, dis
tinguish, and validate Mrs. 
Fermor's and Lady Beau
mont's tastes, and between 
them form the middle class 
in their image. The poem 
and the letter to Lady Beau
mont are intelligible only as 
they participate in the mar
ketplace even as they define 
themselves against it. It is no 
coincidence that Words
worth, and Romantic poetry 
generally, has been used ever since to authorize a selective and exclusive cultural lit
eracy at home, and abroad as a poet of choice for use in colonial schools. 

Yet the aesthetic of selectivity can only work if it effaces its own 
politics as it seems to empty itself of content into a tautological and self-validating 
"sharing" of tastes. Thus Wordsworth asserts that the purposefulness of his poetry 
represents not a politically and professionally interested program but a "general 
principle or law of thought of our intellectual constitution"; namely, 

that the mind can have no rest among a multitude of objects, of which it either cannot make one 
whole, or from which it cannot single out one individual, whereupon may be concentrated the 

attention divided among or distracted by a multitudef.J After a certain time we must 
either select one image or object, which must put out of view the rest wholly, 

or must subordinate them to itself. (Wordsworth and Wordsworth 1969, 148) 



Wordsworth borrows the authority of constitutional law to socialize and nat 
the aesthetic problem of making wholes and singling out individuals. 

It is, then, against a Romantic aesthetic that must seek 
directed individuals and wholes, and which responds to poems as individus 
wholes, that contemporary work in cultural studies takes as its problems col 
categories such as class, race, nation, gender, and culture—categories not free 
exclusively defined but internally divided and ongoingly contested and imp 
in power. 

Junkyard. In 1988, someone smashed the door 
of my 1970 Chevy. A friend and I drove from 
Minneapolis to a junkyard in rural Minnesota, 
looking for a door. Windy Hill Salvage was a 
sublimely impressive site: forty acres of junked 
cars spread out over rolling hills under a big 
gray sky. I remembered what Eliot remembered 
that Dante had said to Virgil: "I didn't know 
death had undone so many." A huge man with 
a bushy beard and mud-splattered overalls—a 
former Hell's Angel named Tom, who worked at 
the junkyard—drove us around the forty acres 
in his pickup, looking for the right door. Tom 
sullenly resisted my attempts to make 
conversation, only cursing his job, his bosses, 
his truck, the weather. After about half an hour 
he had found several '70 Chevies that turned 
out, on closer inspection, to be too rusty or too 
damaged. Then, suddenly, his sneer softened 
into an almost beatific Mona Lisa smile, and he 
turned and met my eyes for the first time and 
said in a bemused tone, "Funny how those '70 
Chevies jump out at you." When I asked what 
features enabled him to identify them 
(sometimes from blocks away and in various 

stages of decay), he just replied, "I don't I 
they just jump out at you." It was as if he 
said, "Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty; that i 
ye know on earth, and all ye need to know 
The point was, though, that they jumped < 
him, not us—that was why he was being 
The distinction between him and us was h 
ability to make distinctions that we could 
Nor was his knowledge reducible to techn 
(e.g., an ability to recognize certain discrel 
features), but it had that feature of profes; 
knowledge called "indeterminatlon": it 
depended on his acculturation as a reader 
that forty-acre text and its historical and g 
categories and particularities; it was not 
something he could simply tell us. His 
apparently aesthetic pleasure was not sep 
from the power relations between us. Not 
professionalism or aesthetics can make a I 
Lisa out of a Hell's Angel but that both 
resistances and acquiescences to power at 
found in what gets situated as aesthetic 
pleasure; no less the case in that big salva 
yard called Western Culture. 

Mixing Mixture and Fixture: "The Clod and the Pebble" 
Love seeketh not Itself to please, 
Nor for itself hath any care; 
But for another gives its ease, 
And builds a Heaven in Hells despair. 
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So sang a little Clod of Clay, 
Trodden with the catties feet: 
But a Pebble of the brook, 
Warbled out these metres meet. 

Love seeketh only Self to please, 
To bind another to Its delight: 
Joys in anothers loss of ease, 
And builds a Hell in Heavens despite. 
—William Blake 

Blake's "The Clod and the Pebble" aligns the opposition of in-
vidual and collective with the related ideologeme of purity and mixing. The clod 
:clay, already a mixture of two elements, earth and water, is "trodden with the cat-
es feet"—mixed and dispersed still further—while the "pebble of the brook" re
ins the purity of its identity defensively as a single particle of dry earth holding its 
ivn against the flux of the water. The self-sacrificingness of the clod, "trodden with 
le catties feet," works intertextually to transvalue Burke's "leveling" scenario of 
earning... cast into the mire, and trodden down under the hoofs of a swinish mul-
tude" (92), seeming to pathologize instead the sadistic masculinist and classist pu-
ty, binarity, and individualism of the pebble, although probably at the cost of sen-
mentalizing a kind of feminized masochism. Merely to note the political 
fference between Blake and Burke, though, is to miss how a generic differentia-
on and controlled mixing of poetry and politics defines both texts. Mixing as pu-
ty, the poem's code, backfires to define the category of literature against the discur-
ve field it might have sought to infiltrate: is the clod of the pebble's party without 
lowing it? In this sense, the poem, in spite of itself, resembles the old joke that 
here are two kinds of people: those who divide the world into two kinds and those 
ho don't" or Leonard Cohen's assertion that "there is a war between the ones who 
y 'there is a war' and the ones who say 'there isn't'" (1993, 202). But, then again, 
is also because it is a recursive machine — because it cannot help signifying "in 
ite of itself — that it continues to sustain self-difference and counterperformativ-
r as enabling contradictions as well as antagonisms. 

terperformativi ty and Self-Difference: Elisabeth Hands 
lisabeth Hands, a servant and working-class wife as well as a poet, offers a differ-
it permutation of the individuation paradigm that alters its status in defining or-
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der and disorder, in her 1789 poem, "Written, originally extempore, on seeing a 
Mad Heifer run through the Village where the Author lives": 

When summer smiled, and birds on every spray 
In joyous warblings tuned their vocal lay, 
Nature on all sides showed a lovely scene, 
And people's minds were, like the air, serene; 
Sudden from th' herd we saw an heifer stray, 
And to our peaceful village bend her way. 
She spurns the ground with madness as she flies, 
And clouds of dust, like autumn mists, arise; 
Then bellows loud: the villagers, alarmed, 
Come rushing forth, with various weapons armed; 
Some run with pieces of old, broken rakes, 
And some from hedges pluck the rotten stakes; 
Here one in haste, with hand-staff of his flail, 
And there another comes with half a rail; 
Whips, without lashes, sturdy ploughboys bring, 
While clods of dirt and pebbles others fling. 
Voices tumultuous rend the listening ear: 
"Stop her," one cries; another, "Turn her there": 
But furiously she rushes past them all, 
And some huzza, and some to cursing fall. 
A mother snatched her infant off the road, 
Close to the spot of ground where next she trod; 
Camilla, walking, trembled and turned pale: 
See o'er her gentle heart what fears prevail! 
At last the beast, unable to withstand 
Such force united, leaped into a pond: 
The water quickly cooled her maddened rage; 
No more she'll fright our village, I presage. 
(Lonsdale 1990, 424-25) 

To "identify" this poem by its genre or period, or by the gender 
or class of its author, may risk domesticating both differences and similarities be
tween Hands's poem and the hegemonic Romantic standard that renders its identi
ties problematic. The poem could be called a satire of the restrictive conformism of 
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rural life and as such, opposed generically to Wordsworth's idealizations of the rural 
poor. The poem is arguably "pre-Romantic," as marked by its couplets, by its use of 
the discrete occasion as allegory (the female author as mad heifer) rather than weav
ing of poem and incident into Romantic "symbol," by its stress on conformity, and 
so on. The poem is arguably an example of "women's writing" and the socioeco-
nomically enforced anxiety and self-deprecation of feminine authorship: if the com
manding subject position that characterizes the narrator of Wordsworth's sonnet 
marks his privilege, Hands marks her own socioeconomic destiny to be received as 
a curiosity. The important point here is not so much that the poem originates in a 
subject position (an observation that tends to reify class and gender) but that (as in 
the Wordsworth sonnet) it considers how the act of writing may be allowed to re
bound upon a subject manufactured in its wake. Like Wordsworth's sonnet, then, 
Hands's poem elaborates the social facts of its own writing and reception. 

In any case, the differences and similarities between Hands's sce
nario and Wordsworth's are manifold. The fractal resonance or overdetermination 
of master narratives in the Wordsworth texts, the overcoding that cements their 
monumentality, the extent to which they still "resonate" in the near ubiquity of dis
ciplinary micropower—all these can be opposed to the flat underdetermination of 
the key turns in Hands's narrative. 

The mad heifer distinguishes herself from both the herd and 
the crowd, and from individuals who are not individuated but merely recognizable 
"types" of women (the concerned mother and the rural maid). The paradigmatic 
opposition of one to many is operative in the poem, but it is not aligned with other 
oppositions: collectives are both animal and human, the individual is animal and fe
male; order and disorder are not divided between the individual and the group, and 
the scenario is not a unidirectional tale of deterioration or progress, nor even quite 
the Romantic spiral back to "the same but different." Wordsworth's ship establishes 
its singularity as the narrator looks on from above, while Hands's heifer ends up 
leaping into a pond: the trajectory of the poem is toward reembeddedness rather 
than transcendence. The situating of individuation as madness, as animal, as female, 
and as temporary can be read as a negative example corroborating a Romantic indi
vidualism that is sane, human, masculine, and eternally progressive. But Hands's 
heifer is no Byronic hero; the primary distinction is that neither her escape nor her 
recapture are heroic or tragic (charging the individuation scenario with power and 
danger) but, at least according to the Romantic norm, curiously matter-of-fact. The 
flat facticity of the swerves in the narrative can be read as a hermeneutic challenge 
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(too easily "solved" by calling it ironic) but can only be activated as a theoretical 
difference: the poem analyzes power not as an internalization scenario but as a set 
of social techniques, a "literal" gauntlet of what Foucault calls the "tiny, everyday, 
physical mechanisms" that constitute disciplinary "systems of micropower" (1984, 
211). 

There is something else besides the difference between confi
dence and anxiety (and the social positions that inform them) in the contrast be
tween Wordsworth's assertion, in the letter to Lady Beaumont, of his "invincible 
confidence that my writings (and among them these little poems) will co-operate 
with the benign tendencies in human nature" and Hands's very different prophecy 
of her reception: "some huzza and some to cursing fall." Rather than imagining the 
progress of her text in a moral economy, Hands offers only a flat and undercoded 
but nonhierarchizable opposition between "some" and "some." 

Two other Hands poems imagine their reception in explicit de
tail: "A Poem, On the Supposition of an Advertisement appearing in a Morning Pa
per, of the Publication of a Volume: of Poems, by a Servant-Maid" and "A Poem, 
On the Supposition of the Book having been Published and Read" (Lonsdale 1990, 
425-29). These poems commit the Romantic generic sin of exploring how their re
ception will be constrained by a system of gender and class that implicates both 
readers and author. Rather than mystifying and internalizing the social conditions 
of production and reception, these poems make the productively impossible de
mand that they be read counterperformatively: they can be validated as poetry only by 
denying them the dismissive reception that they imagine for themselves. 

To say that Hands's poems merely elaborate her self-description 
as one "born in obscurity, and never emerging beyond the lower stations of life" 
(Lonsdale 1990, 422), may be to underwrite the masternarrative of individuation 
and professionalization. Hands writes, and even writes about writing, without becom
ing a writer. This mark of exclusion is, even as it is being marked, also claimed as a 
mark of resistance: she writes in order not to become a writer. It is here that an aporia 
can be established between Sayre and Lowy's characterization of Romanticism as a 
problematically retroactive "opposition to capitalism in the name of pre-capitalist 
values" and what might be called resistance to Romanticism in the name of post-
capitalist values. Hands's "failure" to become a writer is in this sense articulable with 
Marx's dream that one could, in a postcapitalist society, "hunt in the morning, fish 
in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticize after dinner. . . , without ever 
becoming hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic" (Marx 1972, 160). 



In the Wake of the Book: "The Mask of Anarchy" 
The significance of Hands's resistance to making the pacification of the "mad heifer" 
into a moral masternarrative appears more starkly when the poem is set alongside 
Percy Shelley's "Mask of Anarchy," where the transformation of a female figure 
from hysteria to serenity is made to signify the progressivist victory of a chaoticized 
and aestheticized hegemonic power over coercion and oppression. 

Shelley wrote "The Mask of Anarchy" in 1819, in Italy, upon 
hearing that mounted English troops had charged a crowd of protesters gathered in 
Manchester to rally for parliamentary reform (ten were killed, many more wounded). 
Mary Shelley copied out the poem, and they sent it to Leigh Hunt for publication 
in The Examiner. Hunt, afraid of prosecution for sedition, did not publish the poem 
until 1832; that is, not until after many of the reforms that the rally and poem had 
been intended to further had already been passed (see Shelley 1977, 301n). 

Shelley carefully styled his poem to the cultural class of the au
dience he imagined. Like Hands's "Mad Heifer," "The Mask of Anarchy" is an "oc
casional" piece fixed to an event ("Written on the Occasion of the Massacre at Man
chester"), intended for a middlebrow, journal-reading audience. It employs traditional 
features such as its familiar tetrameter couplets and the rather passe or declasse fig
ures of personification and allegory around which it is structured. Most important, 
it violates the bourgeois opposition between poetry and politics by its explicitly pro-
pagandistic message of nonviolent resistance. 

Shelley's Prometheus Unbound, on the other hand, differs diamet
rically in every respect. Written (as Shelley asserts in his preface to the poem) "to fa
miliarize the highly refined imagination of the more select classes of poetical read
ers with beautiful idealisms of moral excellence" (135), it was published as the title 
piece of an authorial volume, and it is keyed to the highbrow cultural literacy of its 
audience, elaborating classical mythology rather than current events in epic unrhymed 
blank verse in which complex "lyrical insertions" are interwoven (i.e., an "organic 
form" rather than a conventionally regular pattern). Eschewing, in Prometheus Un
bound, the declasse figures of allegory and personification, Shelley weaves the com
plex relations between characters into an ambiguous and multireferential symbol-
ogy. Far from forwarding an explicit political program, Shelley here strategically 
announces in his preface that "didactic poetry is my abhorrence" (135). 

Shelley's schematic polarity between high- and lowbrow poetry 
functions not as a static structure but as the pretext for a carefully engineered mixing. 

"The Mask of Anarchy" problernatizes the relation of order and 
disorder from the outset. It may be, at first, surprising that the poem associates An-
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archy not with the absence of government but with its too thoroughgoing tyranny, 
but the poem supports this association by showing how government establishes and 
maintains its own order at the ongoing expense of disorganizing and anarchizing 
the masses. "Trampling to a mire of blood / The adoring multitude," Anarchy and 
his troops shake the ground, "tearing up, and trampling down" everything in sight 
(302, 305), anticipating the fascistic fantasy of the heroic and phallic soldier slog
ging through the slimy and disarticulated bodies of the masses (see Theweleit 1987, 
244-49, 385-435). 

The identification of order gained at the expense of the disorder 
that it produces explains Anarchy as a description not of what government is but 
what it does, the polarity between the two suggesting another ironic contradiction in 
the perfect metaphorical self-similarities of the Great Chain of Being. The problema-
tization of order and disorder between individual and mass and between governors 
and governed (or the dialectic between them) enables the scenario that follows: a 
new kind of order will have to be produced in order to resolve the contradiction. 

The appearance of Hope, the first personification associated with 
the crowd, indicates that a solution is imminent. But she is a "maniac maid" who 
looks "more like Despair"; she runs obliquely by the crowd and lies down, waiting 
to be trampled, 

When between her and her foes 
A mist, a light, an image rose, 
Small at first, and weak, and frail 
Like the vapour of a vale: 

Till as clouds grow on the blast, 
Like tower-crowned giants striding fast 
And glare with lightnings as they fly, 
And speak in thunder to the sky, 

It grew—a Shape arrayed in mail 
Brighter than the Viper's scale 
And upborne on wings whose grain 
Was as the light of sunny rain. 

On its helm, seen far away, 
A planet, like the Morning's, lay; 
And those plumes its light rained through 
Like a shower of crimson dew. 
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With step as soft as wind it past 
O'er the heads of men—so fast 
That they knew the presence there, 
And looked,—but all was empty air. 

As flowers beneath May's footstep waken 
As stars from Night's loose hair are shaken 
As waves arise when loud winds call 
Thoughts sprung where'er that step did fall. 

And the prostrate multitude 
Looked—and ankle-deep in blood, 
Hope that maiden most serene 
Was walking with a quiet mien; 

And Anarchy, the ghastly birth, 
Lay dead earth upon the earth. 
(304-5) 

Unlike the named personifications that have preceded it, the am
biguous "Shape" is described by Shelley's elaborate stylistic signature: the stringing 
of simile upon simile like a strange attractor around the "empty air" of its never-
specified identity. It is at this turning point, then, that Shelley shifts to "high" gear, 
from allegory to Romantic symbology. The "Mask" began with personifications fixed 
not only to allegorical qualities but also to named contemporary historical figures 
(e.g., "I met Murder on the way— / He had a mask like Castlereagh"). The double 
fixture of sign and referent is characteristic of the masque, a courtly dramatic per
formance in which allegorical figures were often designed to flatter the royal family 
and courtiers who were to play the parts. Here, though, the poem works to sophis
ticate the common reader, to wean him from referentiality and "familiarize" him 
with the operation of the symbol. Rather than doubly anchoring itself to single ref
erents, it produces its new strategic truth as a form of circulation among multiple 
similes that are themselves images of multiplicity (e.g., clouds, lightnings, flowers, 
stars, and waves) and ongoing transformation. The death of Anarchy and conversion 
of Hope from hysterical "maniac maid" to "maiden most serene" (a latter-day psy-
chopharmacologist's dream) is to be performatively accomplished through the writerly 
discipline by which Shelley would transform his audience. 

It is also at this point, then, that the poem turns back onto itself, 
seeking to rebind to itself the energies it calls forth: the Shape "is" the poem's inter-



section with itself. The telltale self-referential moment imagines the pc 
distribution in real space-time (as it participates in the dissemination or c 
of knowledge via print culture) as a series of footsteps that cause thoughts 
up (that is, at each subsequent time and place where the poem is read). Tl 
absent presence of the object is explicable insofar as the poem does not 
here in any given copy but is rather defined by the community of readers 
by its distribution (especially insofar as it was to circulate in the relatively < 
form of the journal). Unlike the Anarchy it vanquishes, the text exerts po\ 
distinguishing itself from its objects but by organizing them in its own im 
wake. The sudden microscopic detail of the grain of wing feathers and flasl 
scale"—webs of branchings and interlocked articulations—introduce fi 
works across which play the more subtle or liquid energies of light, water, 
Postmodern versions of this apotheosis of print culture recycle Shelley's T 
networks of fiber-optic cable alive with laser-light information, a virtual 
rayed in e-mail. 

The intervention of the "Shape" operates differently 
hierarchized binary of governor and governed (in which local order is n 
through its production of global disorder). Textual organization is a dissip 
cess, a common disturbance that, like Wordsworth's "something" that "roll 
all things," aligns and subsumes the dimensions through which it operates 
metastasizing flowers, falling stars, and rising waves are, in turn, merely ty 
dynamic turbulence represented as the wake of the circulation of the boo 
cultural space-time, of thoughts through things. 

Predictably, Shelley's new order is attained at the cosi 
sion. Until the poem's turn, Shelley's crowds resembled the actual crowd 
ered at Saint Peter's Fields in Manchester—which (like most mass prot< 
day) included men, women, and children—while Shelley's allegorical fi 
been male. After the intervention of the Shape, though, a single female ; 
figure, Mother Earth, addresses an imagined all-male mass audience ("sc 
gland") to act on her behalf, fitting insofar as "universal male suffrage" w 
formist goal. The new dissipative order is thus produced on behalf of a fra 
litical subject predicated on its exclusion of "the disorder of women." 

The Roughness of the Beast: "The Second Coming" 
Turning and turning in the widening gyre 
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
Things fall apart; the center cannot hold; 
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Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 
The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 
The best lack all conviction, while the worst 
Are full of passionate intensity. 
Surely some revelation is at hand; 
Surely the Second Coming is at hand. 

The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out 
When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi 
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert 
A shape with lion body and the head of a man, 
A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun, 
Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it 
Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds. 
The darkness drops again, but now I know 
That twenty centuries of stony sleep 
Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle, 
And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, 
Slouches toward Bethlehem to be born? 
—William Butler Yeats 

Yeats's "Second Coming" describes the phenomenon of increas-
ntropy quite explicitly in the hydrodynamically specific figures of the widening 
I (a pattern of turbulence and fingerprint of nonlinear dynamical systems) and 
ising flood tide (a normally local, orderly, and periodic event amplified into a 
il dissolution). Single words echo and intensify these more fully developed en-
c figures: "anarchy" (nearly synonymous, here, with entropy), "loosed" (let go, 
:d), "troubles" and "vexed" (denoting turbulence), and "vast" (denoting not only 
;nsity but the waste of countless undifferentiable particles like the "sands of 
esert," a nice figure for the universal entropic state called "heat death"). 

As it turns out, the poem does not merely propose a uni-
tional movement toward entropic heat death, but a reorganization, a phase 
ition. The widening gyre is, after all, only half of the picture of interpenetrating 
Is that made up Yeats's figure of cyclical history: the Yeatsian universe does not 
ly explode outward toward heat death from an originary big bang but is "a 
: egg that turns inside-out perpetually without ever breaking its shell" (Yeats 
,33). 



62,3 

As its title suggests, the poem also looks back to the advent of 
Christ, which it represents as an earlier world-historical phase transition (although 
the whole poem works to throw into question what comes as a savior and what as a 
destroyer and whether these arrive simultaneously or in succession). Just as the next 
one will, the earlier transition has arisen out of an apparently innocuous and peri
odic event, "a rocking cradle" (metonym for the infant Christ). In fact, an accelerat
ing rocking motion can be represented in what is called "phase space" as a spiraling. 
This rocking is apparently to be understood as another kind of oscillation that— 
propagating and amplifying itself like a seismic wave and inducing a sympathetic vi
bration, a transdimensional resonance — has shaken even the monolithic order of 
"stony sleep" into the entropic "sands" from which the nightmarish "shape" (pre
sumably a sandstone sphinx) of the new order pulls itself together. The new order is 
represented as a more virulent return of that which had been superseded by the old 
(hence the return of the sphinx of premonotheistic Egypt). 

If it is clear that phase transition can generally be described as a 
shifting reconfiguration of stony order and sandy disorder in the space of culture, it 
is also clear that something in or out of the poem escapes this generality—an in
dignant noise kicked upstairs to the higher dimension of time, where, by the author's 
sleight of hand, it seems to disappear without a trace (or does it?) into the pure and 
perfectly periodic eternal ticktock of cycles that Yeats maintains at the expense of 
lower-dimensional (spatial) flux. 

It is apparent, at any rate, that Yeats envisions the entropic sce
nario as involving violations of hierarchical difference of some enormity, not only 
in the falling apart of things, but in their (subsequent and/or simultaneous) falling 
together. Like the classical image of the charioteer losing control of his horses, Yeats's 
falcon escaping the falconer's control works as an allegory of the disjunction of mind 
and body, human and animal, spirit and matter, and so on — as well as an allegory of 
allegory, of the loss of referentiality in the disjunction of signifier and signified. But 
the image of the conjunction of categories in the "rough beast" is no less frighten
ing. The next phase seems to be emblematized by a conflation of animal rapacity, 
human cunning, and the relentless inevitability of a mechanism. The possibility of 
resistance or of differing, meanwhile, has been reduced to a mere reeling shadow— 
not even a possibility at all but an indignant fading memory of the previous phase, 
an ineffectual two-dimensional scribble (like a poem) on the entropic, shifting sands 
at the feet of the new higher-dimensional order. 

One might attempt at length to differentiate between the narra
tive voice of the poem and Yeats's own (that is, to determine where the poem might 
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be called ironic in a classical sense) and between the nuances of these voices — be
tween Yeats's or the narrator's fear and excitement and disappointment and shock 
and acceptance—or between what is asserted as knowledge about the past ("now I 
know") and what is posed as a question about the future ("And what . . . ?") and be
tween these voices and positions and one's own. Each of these issues is indetermi
nate enough so that each reader will decide (or may feel without seeming to decide) 
for her- or himself, and open enough even so that one reader may feel or decide dif
ferently at different times, making the poem not a crystal ball in which the future of 
the world can be seen but a mood ring, a dime-store oracle, infallible in its ambigu
ity: you make of it what you wish, what you fear; you read only yourself there, and 
in the reading reconfigure or reconfirm your own desires and fears. Here again, then, 
Yeats achieves his famous wish to become a machine, a mechanical bird singing "of 
what is past, or passing, or to come" (1956, 192). 

Nonetheless something escapes the mutual construction of poem 
and reader; for one thing, something sticks to you when you walk through the poem— 
in spite of irony and indeterminacy, and especially in spite of the most careful delib
erations. Yeats's final question, for example, appears to be an open-ended one: you 
can decide for yourself what or who the "rough beast" might be (that is, the ques
tion of its referentiality is addressed to you), but in so doing—in accepting the terms 
of the poem—you may have lost sight of your right to assert that the beast is really 
smooth, not a beast, and no slouch, either. Yeats asks a sneaky and manipulative ques
tion; as if one were to ask a child, "What kind of squash do you want for dinner?" 
Very few children but many sophisticated readers of poems fall for this trick. 

At the most vulgar level of response, then, there seems to be in 
the poem no question that the future looks pretty rough. It's a horror show, and the 
monster has won, or is winning, or will win, if only for a millenium or so. But one 
finds that one can even accept the terms of the poem and still assert what one wants, 
as if a child were to respond, "I want ice-cream squash." Sticky questions deserve 
sticky answers. 

In Benoit Mandelbrot's Fractal Geometry of Nature, the theoreti
cian proclaims his own arrival and the advent of his theory as the monstrous off
spring of violated discursive boundaries, especially as the study of fractals and chaos 
represents a serious miscegenation of "pure mathematics" and dirty, inexact, and 
applied sciences like climatology (in which important chaotic paradigms were de
veloped). The study of fractals seems to reverse the traditional hierarchy between 
the abstract formalism of theory and the practice of computer technologies. Even 
the behavior of an equation must be studied as it is iterated, played out on a com-
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puter graphics screen, as if one had discovered a creature with a new kind of agency, 
determined yet unpredictable, and had discovered that one must study it in the 
field, like an anthropologist—even as if one were only looking through the wrong 
end of a telescope at one's own culture. 

Among the central exhibits of chaos theory are geometrical fig
ures first suggested in mathematics by Poincare late last century but largely ignored 
or stigmatized by mainstream mathematicians as a "Gallery of Monsters," an epi
thet Mandelbrot proudly reclaims as a badge of honor, but then recuperates as a 
"museum of Science" (1982, 9). Poincare had made only a few remarkably uninter
esting sketches; the irreducible role of the computer in visualizing persuasively these 
beastly figures has made it impossible even for a scientist to ignore the nonlinear 
interdependence of knowledge, rhetoric, figurality, technology, history—well, almost 
impossible. Even so, fractals have begun to leave strange footprints through assorted 
academic fields. 

Like Yeats's beast, fractals are characterized by their "roughness." 
Each gear-tooth serration of a nondifferentiable curve such as the Koch curve is 
serrated by smaller teeth and so on ad infinitesimum. A normal gear edge is rough to 
human hands but smooth to a dust mite crawling along it and rough again (because 
of tiny irregularities) to a microorganism; the Koch curve is irreducibly rough, rough 
mise en abime. In fact, the designation "fractal" (as in "fracture") refers to roughness; 
fractal dimension is, very roughly, a measure of roughness across scale. 

Yeats's beast is also rough—in the sense of "unfinished" — be
cause it has not yet been born (presumably this is also why it "slouches," having no 
coherent agency but the inevitability of accident and gravity). So too the irreducibil-
ity of fractal roughness ensures that such figures (like the retroactive fictional con
figuration called Romanticism or the proleptic fictional configuration called chaos 
theory) cannot quite be born, cannot quite become fully incarnate in the world, since 
their infinitesimal detail can never be fully represented on computer screens, whose 
resolution is necessarily limited to a certain number of pixels per square inch (as 
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matter generally may be limited by its 
particularity). And yet they are born, 
impossibly, somehow, and yet technolo
gies are elaborated around them and vice 
versa; they do things in the "real world"; 
the hare does overtake the tortoise or 
they mate and their monstrous offspring 
finish the race together. To recognize 
the provisionality of every discursive 
configuration is to acknowledge that the 
slouchy agency of the not-yet-quite-born 
may be the only agency there is or ever 
has been. 

Yeats rehearses the 
arrival of a regime whose story is that it 
is always "past, or passing, or to come." 
To prophesy that a discursive earthquake 
and a monstrous new age are arriving is 
also, after all, only to affirm what may 
always be the case: the discursive body is 
always falling apart and together, always 
rough and slouching. For this reason, that which announces itself as a rough beast 
may be more trustworthy than that which asserts its smoothness and humanity: the 
only radical text is that in which the monster wins without ceasing to be a monster 
and where the victory is cause for rejoicing. 

Serrations. Just south of San Francisco, 
alongside Interstate 280 (which the signs 
remind us is the "World's Most Beautiful 
Freeway"), is a small lake nestled in the San 
Andreas Fault. When I used to travel that 
road, I would sometimes see birds floating 
upward in a slow spiral column in the air 
currents above that lake and remember those 
famous lines ("Turning and turning..."). The 
freeway is officially named for Father 
Junipero Serra, a missionary recently 
beatified (hence the unofficial designation as 
"The World's Most Beatified Freeway")— 
beatified in spite of Serra's participation in 
both the blatant and subtle practices of 
genocide against the Native American 
peoples who once lived there. For some 
peoples, the arrival Yeats seems to foretell In 
"The Second Coming," the arrival of what he 
calls in A Vision "the most implacable 
authority the world has ever known," has 
taken place long ago. What comes in the 
name of Christ or "the human" also has its 
teeth. 
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