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BETWEEN THE NO LONGERAND THE NOT YET: 
ON BIOS/ZOE-ETHICS

Rosi B r a i d o t t i

I. T H E  B O D Y  I N  P O S T M O D E R N IT Y

Even the  m ost convinced  social constructivists today agree tha t the perfor­
m ances o f bodies c a n n o t be ascribed exclusively to the social codes o r to sym­
bolic and  im aginary o rd ers  -  n o r  can they be read  back in to  the Holy Scrip­
tures o f  the  DNA Scrolls. B oth “n a tu re ” and  “the body” are slippery catego­
ries -  th a t ten d  to slide tow ards essentialism ; get caught in to  positivist reduc­
tions -  o r  in  th e ir  opposite: new-age holistic celebrations o f one-ness. In the 
age o f the politics o f  bio-diversity, the in ter-dependence o f the natu ral and  
the  social, needs to be ex p lo red  outside classical, dualistic habits o f  thought. 
I p re fe r a deeply  em b ed d ed  vision o f the em bodied  subject. In  the light of 
con tem porary  genetics an d  m olecu lar biology, it is feasible to speak of the 
body as a com plex  system o f self-sustaining forces. T he DNA an  the cells com ­
m unicate  effectively w ith each o ther, transferring  vital inform ation . In term s 
o f bio-diversity, we h u m an s are actively and  destructively involved in m anipu­
lating o u r env ironm en t. Neuro-sciences have increased o u r understand ing  
o f m em ory an d  the  ex ten t to w hich the storage and  retrieval o f  in form ation is 
essential to the progress o f the  self. This is evidence which can no longer be 
ig n o red  by critical, Left-leaning intellectuals. N or need  it be left to the delu­
sions o f g ran d eu r o f professional scientists and  th e ir industrial, financial back­
ers.

T he body has com e back in late postm odernity  and with a vengeance in 
social practices an d  discourses as well as in science and  bio-technology; in 
con tem porary  evolutionary theory  and  u n d er the im pact o f in form ation tech­
nologies. T he body is a b u n d le  o f contradictions: it is a zoological entity; a 
genetic  data-bank, while it also rem ains a bio-social entity, tha t is to say a slab 
o f codified, personalized  m em ories. It is part anim al, p a rt m achine bu t the 
dualistic opposition  o f the  two, w hich o u r cu lture has adop ted  since the 18th 
cen tury  as the d o m in an t m odel, is inadequate today. C ontem porary  science
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and technology in fact have reached  rig h t in to  the  m ost in tim ate layers o f the 
living organism  and  the structures o f th e  self, dissolving boundaries th a t had  
been  established by centuries o f hum anistic  th inking . This m eans th a t we can 
now th ink  o f the body as an entity th a t inhab its d iffe ren t tim e-zones sim ulta­
neously, an d  is anim ated  by d iffe ren t speeds an d  a variety o f in te rn a l and  
ex ternal clocks which do n o t necessarily coincide.

At b o th  the m acro and  the m icro  levels th e  body is caugh t in a netw ork o f 
power effects mostly induced  by technology. This is the  driving force o f  the 
globalization system and  the T rans-national econom y w hich en g e n d e r con­
tinuous constitutive contradictions at the  “g-local” level. W h e th e r we take bio­
technologies, o r the  new in fo rm ation  an d  com m unication  technologies, the 
evidence is overwhelming. Capital-flow u n d e te r re d  by topological o r te rrito ­
r ia l c o n s tra in ts  h as  a c h ie v e d  a d o u b le  g o a l. I t  h a s  s im u lta n e o u s ly  
“dem aterialised” and  re-solidified pow er d ifferentials. T h in k  fo r instance of 
media-events such what happened  on  S eptem ber 11, o r Princess D iana’s burial, 
o r the Serbs’ ethnic cleansing o f Kosovo -  w hich are  ex p erien ced  in  the  re la­
tive q u ie t o f  o n e’s living room  television set as virtual happen ings. B ut they 
are n o t o f course. T he “virtual” reality o f  the  m igrants, asylum seekers o r refu­
gees is n o t high tech, b u t ra th e r com es close to a very low-tech b ran d  o f social 
invisibility. Power these days m eans h igh-defin ition  visibility, as opposed  to 
the over-exposed anonym ity o f  the  excluded , the  losers. A ccordingly th e  vir­
tual reality o f cyber-space is also a highly con tested  social space, o r ra th e r -  a 
set o f social relations m ediated  by techno log ical flow o f inform ation .

An im plication o f this process is th a t cyberspace an d  the  “cyborg” subjec­
tivity it offers are no longer the  stuff fiction  is m ade of. O n the contrary, the 
b lu rring  o f the boundaries betw een hum ans an d  m achines is socially enacted  
at all levels: from  m edicine, to T ele -/co m m u n ica tio n , finance and  m o d ern  
warfare, cyber-relations define o u r social fram ew ork. T h e  cyborg: an  em bod­
ied h u m an  subject that is structurally  in ter-co n n ected  to  technological ele­
m ents o r apparati. is however, n o t a un itary  subject position. It is ra th e r a 
m ulti-layered, com plex and  in ternally  d iffe ren tia ted  subject. Cyborgs today 
w ould include fo r m e as m uch the under-paid , exploitative lab o u r o f  w om en 
and  ch ild ren  on off-shore p ro d u c tio n  plants, as the  sleek and  highly tra in ed  
physiques o f  jet-fighters war-pilots, who in terface with co m p u te r tech n o lo ­
gies a t post-hum an levels o f  speed an d  sim ultaneity. Both the  highly g room ed  
body o f Princess D iana and  the highly d isposable bodies o f w om en in war- 
to rn ,  e th n ic -c le a n s in g  la n d s . B o th  th e  t r iu m p h a n t  m u s c u la r i ty  o f  
Schwarzenegger’s Terminator and  the frail bodies o f those workers whose bodily 
ju ices -  mostly sweat and  b lood  -  fuel th e  techno log ical revolution. O ne does 
n o t stir w ithout the  other.
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C ontem porary  cu ltu re  tends to react to the cyber-world according to a 
double-pull: on  th e  o n e  h a n d  the  hype and  on the o th er h an d  the nostalgia, 
I w ould p lea fo r a m o re  “passionately d istan t” approach. I th ink  that a form  of 
neo-m aterialist ap p rec ia tio n  o f  the  body w ould be helpfu l here, to th ink 
th ro u g h  the  k in d  o f  techno-m onstrous universe we are inhabiting . R ethink­
ing th e  em b o d ied  s tru c tu re  o f h um an  subjectivity at such a p o in t in history 
requ ires an  ethics o f  lucidity, as well as powers o f innovation and  creativity. I 
wish to  avoid re ferences to biological, psychic o r genetic essentialism , while 
taking fully in to  acco u n t the  fact tha t bodies have indeed  becom e techno- 
cu ltu ra l constructs im m ersed  in networks o f com plex, sim ultaneous and  po­
tentially conflic ting  pow er-relations. I do n o t w ant to fall, however, into ei­
th e r m oral relativism  o r the  suspension o f ethical ju d g em en t.

In  late postm odernity , advanced capitalism functions as the great nom ad, 
the o rgan izer o f  th e  m obility o f  com m odified products. “Free circulation” 
perta ins alm ost exclusively to  th e  dom ain o f goods and com m odities. People 
do n o t circulate nearly  as freely. It is therefore  crucial to expose the logic of 
econom ic exp lo ita tion  th a t equates nom adic flux with profit-m inded circula­
tion o f com m odities. M oreover, knowing th a t hardly 20% o f households in 
the  w orld have electricity, let a lone telephone-lines and  m odem s, will may 
one w onder ab o u t the  “d em ocratic ,” let alone the “revolutionary” po tential 
o f the new  elec tron ic fron tier. Thus, access and  partic ipation  to the new high- 
tech w orld is unevenly  d is trib u ted  world-wide, with gender, age and  ethnicity 
acting  as m ajor axes o f  negative differentiation.

O n  a m ore ph ilosoph ical level, in re lation to the em bodied  subject, the 
new technologies m ake fo r p rosthetic  extensions o f o u r bodily functions: 
answ ering m achines, pagers an d  portab le  phones m ultiply o u r aural and  
m em ory capacities; microwave ovens and  freezers offer tim eless food-supply; 
sex can  be p erfo rm ed  over te lep h o n e  o r m odem  lines in the fast-growing 
area o f  “teled ildon ics;” electrical tooth-brushes and  frozen embryos enlarge 
o th e r  bodily  functions: video an d  cam -corders, In te rn e t netw orks and  a 
p le th o ra  o f sim ulated  im ages o p en  up a field tha t challenges the Platonic 
n o tion  of “rep resen ta tio n ” th a t has been  sedim ented by centuries of practice. 
T he technologies have affected the  social space o f postm odernity  by bringing 
ab o u t a dislocation o f the  space-tim e continuum . T echnologies induce a dis­
location o f the  subject, allowing n o t only fo r deferred  o r virtual social and  
personal relations, b u t also fo r a pervasive social im aginary o f ubiquity and  
timelessness.

In  such a hyped-up co n tex t it is only inevitable that the  body o f the “o th ­
ers” will strike back. O n  an everyday sociological level, the body is striking 
back, with a vengeance. A nd as usual, the fem ale body is the  avant-garde. As
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Camilla Friggers (1997) argues, an estim ated  2 m illion  A m erican w om en have 
silicon b reast im plants -  m ost o f w hich leak, b o u n ce  off d u rin g  bum py air­
p lane flights, or cause undesirab le  side-effects. M illions o f w om en th ro u g h ­
ou t the advanced world are on Prozac o r  o th e r  m o o d -en h an cem en t drugs. 
T he h id d en  epidem ic o f anorexia-boulim ia con tinues to strike 1 /3  o f  the 
females in the opu len t world. Killer-diseases today d o n ’t include only the g reat 
exterm inators, like cancer and  AIDS, b u t also the  re tu rn  o f trad itional dis­
eases w hich we th o u g h t we had  co n q u ered , like m alaria  an d  T.B. O u r im m u­
nity system has re-adjusted to the anti-biodcs and  w e’re  vulnerable again. T here  
is no question th a t w hat we still go on  calling -  som ew hat nostalgically -  “o u r 
bodies, ourselves” are abstract techno log ical constructs fully im m ersed  in 
advanced psycho-pharm acology, th e  chem ical industry, bio-science and  the 
electronic media. W hat is equally c lear fo r m e is th a t we n eed  to be vigilant. 
T he techno-hype is over and  we n ee d  to  assess m o re  lucidly the  p rice th a t we 
are paying for being  so “high tech .” W e g o t o u r p rosthetic  prom ises o f p e r­
fectibility -  now, le t’s h an d  over o u r p o u n d  o f  flesh, shall we?

II. BODIES-IN-TIM E

A body is, spatially speaking, a slice o f forces th a t have specific qualities, 
relations, speed and  rates o f change. T h e ir com m on  d en o m in a to r is th a t they 
are in telligen t m atter, i.e.: are endow ed with the  capacity to  affect an d  be 
affected, to inter-relate. Tem porally  speaking, a body is a p o rtio n  o f living 
m em ory th a t endures, th a t lasts, th a t goes on  -  fo r a while -  by u n d erg o in g  
constan t in ternal m odifications follow ing th e  e n c o u n te r with o th e r  bodies 
and  forces. T he key p o in t is the em b o d ied  sub ject’s capacity fo r en co u n te rs  
and  inter-relation. As such, desire an d  yearn ing  fo r in ter-connections with 
others lies a t the h ea rt o f subjectivity.

This idea o f the prim acy o f desire, however, expresses also as a critique o f 
the psychoanalytic reduction  o f desire to (h e te ro ) sexuality an d  o f bo th  to 
preferably reproductive genital activity. I w ant to “nom ad ise” desire so as to 
free it from  the norm ative cage w ith in  w hich it was enclosed . Affectivity 
(conatus1) is indeed  the h eart o f th e  subject, b u t this desire is n o t in te rn a l­
ized, b u t external. It happens in the  e n c o u n te r  betw een d iffe ren t em bod ied  
and em bedded  subjects n o t all o f them  hum an , who are jo in ed  in the sam eness 
of the forces that p ropel them . Intensive, affective, ex terna l resonances m ake 
desire in to  a  force tha t propels forw ard, b u t also always rem ains in fro n t o f  us, 
as a dynam ic, shifting horizon o f m ultip le  o th e r  encoun te rs , o f territo ria l and  
border-crossings o f all kind.
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Being-in-time m eans essentially being or subject o f /in  m em ories. Rem em ­
b erin g  is ab o u t rep e titio n  an d  the  retrieval o f  in form ation. In the hum an 
subject, such in fo rm ation  is sto red  th ro u g h o u t the physical experiential struc­
tu re  o f the  em b o d ied  self an d  n o t only in the “black box” o f the psyche. I t’s 
the  whole body th a t func tions as a slab o f enfleshed genealogy.

R e-m em bering is a b o u t com position, selection and  dosage. Like a chore­
ography o f  flows o r in tensities th a t requ ire  adequate fram ing in o rder to com ­
pose in to  a form  o f th e ir  own, m em ories coalesce th ro u g h  em pathy and co­
hesion  betw een th e ir  constitutive elem ents. M em ories m aterialize like a quest 
fo r tem porary  m om en ts w hen an  affective balance can be sustained, before 
the  forces dissolve again an d  m ove on. A nd on  it goes, never equal to itself, 
b u t faithful en o u g h  to itself to en d u re , and  to pass on.

M em ory is fluid an d  flowing, it opens up  unexpected  o r virtual possibili­
ties and  it is transgressive in  th a t it works against the program m es o f the dom i­
n a n t memory-system. This con tinuous m em ory is however n o t necessarily or 
inevitably linked  to “rea l” experience . I contest the authority  o f “experience” 
an d  the  ex ten t to w hich it b o th  confirm s and  perpetuates the belief in steady 
an d  unitary  identity, I w ould ra th e r link m em ory to the im agination.

T he im aginative, affective force o f rem em brance -  tha t which re turns 
an d  is re -m em b ered /re -p ea ted  -  is the p ropelling  force. W hen your re-m em ­
b e r in the  intensive o r m inoritarian-m ode, in fact, you open  up  spaces o f 
m ovem ent -  o f de-territo rialisation  -  th a t actualise virtual possibilities which 
had  been  frozen  in  the  im age o f the  past.

Bio-centered Egalitarianism

Being-in-tim e also refers to the biological clock tha t is in-built in to  the 
em bod ied  organism . I t is very difficult to find a 21st century  word to describe 
adequately , th a t is to  say: lucidly, secularly, fairly and  with a sense o f social 
ju stice  w hat is com m only  re fe rred  to as “life.”

Life is h a lf anim al: Zoe (Zoology, zoophilic, zoo), and  half discursive: 
bios (bio-logy). Z oe. o f  course, is the p o o r half o f a couple th a t foregrounds 
bios defined  as in te llig en t life. C enturies o f Christian indoctrination  have left 
a deep  m ark  here . T h e  re la tionsh ip  to anim al life: to zoe. ra th e r that bios 
constitu tes one  o f those qualitative distinctions u p o n  which W estern reason 
e rec ted  its em pire. Bios is holy, Zoe quite gritty. T hat they in tersect in the 
h u m an  body tu rn s  the  physical self in to  a contested  space, i.e.: a political 
a ren a . T h e  m ind-body  dualism  has h istorically  fu n c tio n ed  as a sho rtcu t 
th ro u g h  the  com plexities o f this in-between contested zone. I believe that
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one o f  the m ost persistent and  u n h elp fu l fictions th a t is being  told ab o u t 
hum an “life” is its alleged self-evidence, its im plicit w orth. Zoe is always sec­
ond  best an d  the idea o f life carrying on  in d ep en d en tly  of, even regardless o f 
rational control -  is the dubious privilege a ttrib u ted  to the non-hum ans. These 
covers all o f  the anim al kingdom s as well as the  classical “o th e rs” o f m eta­
physically based visions o f the subject, nam ely the  sexual o th e r (wom an) the 
e thn ic  o th e r (the native). In the old  reg im e, this used  to be called “N a tu re .” 

T he p o in t here  is that, traditionally, th e  self-reflexive co n tro l over life is 
reserved for the hum ans, w hereas the m ere  un fo ld in g  o f biological sequences 
is for the non-hum ans. Given th a t this co n cep t o f  “the  h u m an ” was colonized 
by phallogocentrism , it has com e to be iden tified  with m ale, w hite, h e te ro ­
sexual, Christian, p roperty  owning, s tan d ard  language speaking citizens. T he 
rest, especially since Darwin and  evolutionary  theory, however, the  non-hu­
m an, Zoe has grown to encom pass increasingly large and  cen tra l zones. C on­
tem porary  scientific practices have fo rced  us to to u ch  th e  bo ttom  o f som e 
inhum anity  that connects to the h u m an  precisely in  the  im m anence  o f its 
bodily m aterialism . W ith the collapse o f the  qualitative divide betw een the 
hum an  and  His (the g en d er is no  co incidence) o thers, the  d eep  vitality o f the 
em bodied  self has re-surfaced from  u n d e r  th e  crust o f the  old  m etaphysical 
vision o f the subject. A m eta-m orphosis. w hich is no  m e tap h o r -  b u t som e­
th ing closer to a m etabolic m utation . Give fleas a chance. This is the  bo ttom  
line. This obscenity, this life in m e, w hich is in trinsic  to my being  an d  yet so 
m uch “itself,” th a t it is in d ep en d e n t o f the  will, th e  dem ands an d  expecta­
tions o f the sovereign consciousness. T his Zoe m akes m e tick an d  yet escapes 
the contro l of the supervision o f the  Self. Zoe carries on relentlessly an d  gets 
cast ou t o f the holy p recinct o f the “m e” th a t dem ands con tro l an d  fails to 
obtain it. It thus ends up  being ex p e rien ced  as an  alien  o th er, the  m onstrous 
o ther. This potency (p o ten tia ) o f Life is ex p e rien ced  as “o th e r” by a m ind 
th a t can n o t do anything else b u t fold u p o n  itself in  narcissism  an d  parano ia, 
the two pillars on  which the W est was won. A nd go on  patro lling  its own con­
stitutive borders as if it were in charge o f  them . Life is ex p erien ced  as in ­
hum an, b u t only because it is all too  h u m an ; obscene, because it lives m in d ­
lessly on  off-limits. This scandal, this w onder, this zo e . th a t is to say an  idea of 
Life th a t is m ore than  bios and  suprem ely in d iffe ren t to logos, this p iece of 
flesh called my “body,” this ach ing  m eat called my “se lf’ expresses the  ab jec t/ 
divine potency o f a Life which consciousness lives in  fear of. N om adic subjec­
tivity is, by contrast, in love with Z oe. I t ’s ab o u t the  post-hum an as becom ing  
an im al/becom ing  o th er/b eco m in g  in sec t/b eco m in g  im perceptible -  trespass­
ing all m etaphysically-grounded boundaries. Ultimately, becom ing-im percep­
tible and  fading, dea th  b e in g ju s t a n o th e r  tim e sequence.
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T h e  significant th in g  ab o u t posthum an  bodies is n o t so m uch tha t they 
occupy the  spaces in  betw een w hat is betw een the hum an  the  anim al and  the 
m achines, tha t is to  say a d ense  m ateriality. P osthum an bodies are also sur­
prisingly generative, in  th a t they stubbornly  and  relentlessly reproduce them ­
selves. T he term s o f  th e ir rep ro d u ctio n  are slightly off-beat by good old hu ­
m an  standards in th a t they involve anim al, insect, and inorganic models. In 
fact they re p re sen t a w hole array  o f possible alternative m orphologies and  
“o th e r” sexual an d  rep roductive  systems. T he paradigm  o f cancerous prolif­
e ra tio n  o f cells is an  exam ple o f this m indless self-duplicating capacity o f gen­
erative/life .

This m arks a shift in term s o f a new paradigm : we are  at the end  o f the 
post-nuclear m odel o f em b o d ied  subjectivity and  we have en tered  the “viral” 
o r “parasitic” m ode. This is a g raphic way of explaining the ex ten t to which 
today’s body is im m ersed  in a set o f technologically m ediated  practices of 
p rosthetic  ex tension . It expresses in fact the co-extensivity o f the body with its 
env iro n m en t o r territory. A body is a po rtion  o f forces life-bound and death- 
b o u n d  to  the  en v iro n m en t th a t feeds it. All organism s are  collective and  in­
ter-d ep en d en t. Parasites an d  viruses are hetero-directed: they need  o ther or­
ganisms. Adm ittedly, they re la te to them  as incubators or hosts, releasing their 
genetically en co d ed  m essage w ith evident glee. This expresses a selfish cru­
elty th a t h o rro r  movies cap tu re  perfectly, b u t it is a m ere detail in a m uch 
b ro a d e r p icture. T h e  v iru s/p arasite  constitutes a m odel o f  a symbiotic rela­
tionsh ip  th a t d efea t b inary  oppositions. It is a sim ulacrum  that duplicates 
itself to  infinity w ith o u t any rep resen ta tiona l pretensions. As such it is an  in­
sp iring  m odel fo r a nom adic Eco-philosophy o f subjectivity.

This po in ts to an  ancestral continuity  betw een the h u m an  and  its previ­
ous incarnations a t d iffe ren t stages of its evolution. A kind o f genetic legacy, 
a trans-species proxim ity, w hich bio-technologies bring  o u t and  exploit clev­
erly. Exit H e idegger an d  e n te r  instead the private h o rro r m useum  depicted 
in  Alien TV, w here the h ero in e  is able to see the earlier versions of herself, 
dutifully conserved in  a bio-technological laboratory which traces h e r evolu­
tionary history as a perfec t c lone o f herself. A genetic family album. I cannot 
th ink  o f a be tte r im age for the posthum an predicam ent th an  this set o f dupli­
cates o r  sim ulacra, which have fed  upon the original organism , consum ing it 
like parasites. H orrific, unholy  technologically-mediated m onstrous births of 
copies from  copies, cells m ultiplying from  cells in a DNA-driven display o f life 
as a multiplicity o f force tha t encom pass both  zoe and  bios. But zoe is the driver’s 
seat.

This m odel o f  the  body is symbiotic in ter-dependence. It points to the co­
p resence o f d iffe ren t e lem ents, from  d ifferen t stages of evolution: like inhab-
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iting d iffe ren t time-zones sim ultaneously. T h e  h u m an  organism  is n e ith e r  
wholly hum an , n o r ju s t an  organism . I t ’s an  abstract m ach ine, which cap­
tures, transform s and  p roduces in ter-connections. T h e  pow er o f such an  o r­
ganism, is certainly n e ith e r con ta in ed  n o r co n fin ed  to  consciousness.

W hat if consciousness were, in fact, a secondary  m ode o f  re la ting  to o n e ’s 
own environm ent and  to others? W hat if consciousness were no  cognitively o r 
morally d ifferent from  the pathetic howling o f wolves in the  full m oonlight? 
W hat if, by com parison with the know-how o f anim als, conscious self-represen­
tation were blighted by narcissistic delusions an d  consequently  b linded  by its 
own aspirations to self-transparency? W hat if consciousness were ultim ately in­
capable o f finding a rem edy to its obscure disease, this life, this zoe. an  im per­
sonal force that moves m e w ithout asking for my perm ission to do  so?

For The Love O f Zoe

W hat attracts m e to zoe is the  p a r t o f m e th a t has lo n g  becom e d isen­
chan ted  with and  disengaged from  the  an th ro p o cen trism  th a t is bu ilt in to  
hum anistic thought. T h at in m e w hich no  lo n g e r identifies u n d e r  the dom i­
n an t categories o f subjectivity, and  w hich is n o t yet com pletely o u t o f  the  cage 
o f identity- that rebellious and  im p atien t part, ru n s with Zoe.

This rebellious com ponents o f  my subject-position, w hich is dis-identi- 
fied from  phallogocentric prem ises -  are directly re la ted  to my b e in g  em bod­
ied as fem ale. Being fem ale, I am  a she-wolf, a b reed er, an  incubato r, a carrier 
o f vital and  lethal viruses. My g en d er historically never qu ite  m ade it in to  full 
hum anity, so my allegiance to that category is negotiab le  an d  n o t to be taken 
for g ran ted . In the political econom y o f phallogocen trism  an d  o f its an th ro - 
pocentric hum anism , which predicates the  sovereignty o f Sam eness, my sex 
fell on  the side o f O therness, u n d ers to o d  as pejorative d ifference, o r as being 
worth- less- than.

I m ake such a sta tem ent n o t as an  essentialist position, b u t ra th e r as the 
acknow ledgem ent o f a location, i.e. a starting  position  o f dissym etrical pow er 
differentials. This location is n o t only geo-political b u t also genealogical and  
tim e-bound. It makes a sed im ented  layering o f m eanings and  rep resen ta tions 
which are ta ttooed  on  my fem ale sexed body an d  position  m e in  th e  spatio- 
tem poral co-ordinates o f reality as a socio-symbolic entity  vulgarly known as 
“w om an.”

In o th er words, I argue for a b o n d  o f em pathy  o r affinity with my fellow 
“o thers,” the anim al, the native, the  alien , the  infan tile, the  insane, the  o ther. 
Sarah L efanu (1988), in h e r analysis o f  Sciencefiction texts w ritten by w om en,
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rem arks how  m any w om en w riters show explicitly this bo n d  between wom en 
an d  various b rands o f m onstrous o r alien others. Allied in the struggle against 
a com m on colonizer. Far closer to  zoe than  to bios in the m ateriality o f bod­
ies th a t a re  m orta l an d  im perfect- fem inist-m inded wom en have struck an 
alliance th a t goes qu ite  fa r in to  subverting the sovereignty o f the Same. I want 
to  re-claim  my zoe-philic location and  tu rn  it in to  my advantage, by enlisting 
it in  su p p o rt o f  the  process o f u n d o in g  an th ropocen trism  and  its natural spin­
off o f  andro-centrism . I w ant to unfasten  th e ir jo in t  reliance on the phallic 
signifier, i.e. the  po litical econom y o f Sam eness and  o f its specular, binary 
an d  constitutive “o th ers .”

I w ant to ru n  with wolves against the gravitational pull o f the hum aniza­
tion  o f all th a t lives. A nd celebrate  instead the generative power, the im mense 
in telligence an d  the  affective intensity  o f the non-hum an, the organic and 
inorgan ic  “o th e rs” an d  o f the  specific vitality which they express. Give me zoe 
an d  give m e death .

III. T H E  E T H IC S  O F S U S T A IN A B IL IT Y

T his b io-philosophy is an  ethics, defined  with Spinoza as a topology of 
affects, based on  the  selection  o f  these passions o r  forces. This process of 
un fo ld ing  affectivity is cen tra l to the com position of im m anen t bodies. The 
selection o f the  forces is reg u la ted  by an ethics o f joy  and  affirm ation which 
functions th ro u g h  the transform ation  o f negative into positive passions. These 
im ply the  rep e titio n  o f p leasure an d  the avoidance o f sadness and  of the rela­
tions th a t express sadness. T h e  selection o f the com posite positive passions 
opens u p  spaces o f beco m in g  o r corporeal affects. This is essentially a m atter 
o f affinity: being  able to e n te r  a re la tion  with an o th e r entity whose elem ents 
appeal to  one is w hat p roduces ajoyful encoun ter. They express o n e ’s poten- 
tia and  increase the  sub ject’s capacity to en te r in to  fu rth e r relations, to grow 
an d  expand. This expansion  is tim e-bound: the nom adic subject by express­
ing and  increasing  its positive passions em powers itself to last, to endure, to 
con tinue th rough  and  in  time. This makes possible future perspectives it writes 
th e  p re-h isto ry  o f a fu tu re . E n te rin g  in to  re la tions, o r v irtual nom adic 
becom ings en g en d ers  the  w orld by m aking possible a web o f sustainable in- 
ter-connections.

I w ant to th in k  sustainable subjects. T he concep t o f  sustainability is no 
easy m atter. I am  o f the  g en e ra tio n  tha t lost so m any of its specim en to dead­
en d  experim en tations o f the  narcotic, political, sexual or technological kind. 
A lthough it is tru e  th a t we lost as m any if n o t m ore of o u r m em bers to the
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stultifying inertia o f the status quo -  a so rt o f  generalized  “S tepford  wives” 
syndrom e -  it is nonetheless the case th a t I have developed  an  acute aware­
ness o f how painful, dangerous an d  difficult changes are. They n eed  to be 
dosed and  tim ed carefully, accord ing  to  o n e ’s th resh o ld  o f sustainability. T he 
process o f becom ing is this trip  across d iffe ren t fields o f percep tio n , d iffe ren t 
spatio-tem poral coordinates. It is sim ultaneously a slowing-down o f the  rhythm  
of daily frenzy and  an acceleration o f awareness, self-knowledge and  the senses. 
W hen dosed correctly it can lead to  shifts in o n e ’s sense an d  o rien ta tio n  in 
the world -  no th ing  as grandiose as H uxley’s d rugs-induced  h o p e  o f throw ­
ing op en  the doors o f perception . R ath er som eth ing  m ore  hum ble, like a 
quickening of o n e ’s perception , a being-there  with an d  fo r o th e r entities, 
forces, beings, so as to be tran sp o rted  fully in to  the  m agnificen t chaos o f life.

W hat is, then , this sustainable subject?
It is a slice o f living, sensible m a tte r activated by a fu n d am en ta l drive to 

life: a po ten tia  (ra th er than  po testas ') -  n e ith e r by the  will o f God, n o r the 
secret encryption  o f the genetic code -  an d  yet this subject is em b ed d ed  in 
the corporeal m ateriality o f the self. T he en fleshed  intensive o r nom adic  sub­
je c t is an in-between: a fold ing -  in o f ex terna l in fluences an  d a sim ultaneous 
unfo ld ing  -  outwards of affects. A m obile entity  -  in space an d  tim e -  an  
enfleshed kind o f m em ory -  this subject is in-process, b u t is also capable o f 
lasting th rough  sets of d iscontinuous variations, while rem ain ing  ex tra  -  o rd i­
narily faithful to itself.

This “faithfulness to o n ese lf’ is n o t to be u n d ers to o d  in the m ode o f the 
psychological o r sentim ental a ttach m en t to an  “identity” tha t often  is little 
m ore than  a social security n u m b er an d  a set o f p h o to  album s. N or is it the 
m ark o f authenticity  o f a self; it is ra th e r  the  faithfulness o f d u ra tio n , the 
expression of o n e ’s con tinu ing  a ttach m en t to certa in  dynam ic spatio-tem po­
ral co-ordinates. In  a philosophy o f tem porally-inscribed radical im m anence, 
subjects differ. But they differ along  m aterially  em b ed d ed  co-ordinates: they 
com e in d ifferent mileage, tem peratu res a n d  beats. O ne can and  does change 
gears and  move across these co-ordinates, b u t c an n o t claim  all o f  them , all of 
the time. T here  are limits and  th e ir th resh o ld  is sustainability.

This sense o f limits is extrem ely im p o rtan t to p reven t nihilistic self-de­
struction. To be active, intensive-nom adic, does n o t m ean th a t one  is lim it­
less. T h at would be indeed  the kind o f delirious expression o f m egalom ania 
that you find a lot in the cyber-freaks o f  today, ready and  willing to: “dissolve 
the bodily self into the m atrix .” I w ant to argue instead  th a t to m ake sense o f 
this in ten siv e , m ate ria lly  e m b e d d e d  v ision  o f  th e  su b jec t, we n e e d  a 
sustainability th reshold . T he dosage o f the  th resh o ld  o f intensity  is b o th  c ru ­
cial and  in h e re n t to the process o f  becom ing.
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W hat is this th resh o ld  o f sustainability and  how does it get fixed?
T h e subject lies at the  in tersections with external, relational forces. I t’s 

ab o u t assem blages. E n co u n te rin g  them , is alm ost a m atter fo r geography: i t’s 
a question  o f o rien ta tions, po in ts o f  entry  and  exit, a constan t un-folding. In 
this field o f transform ative forces, sustainability is a very concrete practice -  
n o t the abstract ideal th a t som e o f o u r developm ent and  social-planning spe­
cialist o ften  red u ce  it to: it is a basic concep t abou t the  em bodied  and  em bed­
d ed  n a tu re  o f the  subject. T h e  sensibility to and  availability for changes or 
transfo rm ation  are  directly  p ro p o rtio n a l to the subject’s ability to sustain the 
shifts w ithou t cracking. T h e  b o rd e r, the  fram ing or con tain ing  practices are 
crucial to the  w hole o p e ra tio n  -  one  which aims at affirmative and n o t dissi­
pative processes o f becom ing  - j  oyful-becom ing -  po ten tia  -  as a radical force 
o f em pow erm ent.

A radically im m an en t intensive nom adic body is an assem blage o f forces, 
o r flows, in tensities an d  passions th a t solidify -  in space -  and  consolidate -  in 
tim e -  w ithin th e  singular configuration  com m only known as an  “individual” 
self. This intensive an d  dynam ic entity  -  i t’s w orth stressing it again -  is no t an 
in n e r ra tiona list essence, n o r  is it  m erely the unfolding o f genetic inform a­
tion. It is ra th e r a p o rtio n  o f forces tha t is stable enough  -  spatio-temporally 
speaking  -  to sustain th em  an d  to  und erg o  constant, though , non-destruc- 
tive, fluxes o f transfo rm ation . M utation, yes -  b u t n o t in to  the nihilism  of 
som e o f the  narco-ph ilosophers o f today, who celebrate “altered  states” for 
th e ir own sake. It is a field  o f transform ative affects whose availability for 
changes o f in tensity  d ep en d s  firstly on its ability to sustain, the encoun te r 
with an d  the  im pact o f o th e r forces or affects.

So how does o n e  know  if one  has reached  the th resho ld  o f sustainability?
-  th e  body tells you by opposing  resistance, falling ill, feeling nauseous. O th­
ers will warn you -  h e re  the  film  Trainspotting or the fam ous heart-shot in the 
overdose scene o f  Pulp Fiction offer graphic represen ta tions o f being over the 
top. Your own p o ten tia  o r joyful, affirmative energy will suffer. T he room  for 
affirm ative expression shrinks an d  negative passions fold in u p o n  the subject, 
d im in ish ing  h im /h e r .  T hese  a re  all powerful indications of the  limit. This is 
so rt o f an  ecology o f the  self. T he rhythm , speed and  sequencing  o f the af­
fects as well as th e  selection  o f  the  forces are crucial to th e  process.

T he co n cep t o f  a sustainable self aims at en d u ran ce . E ndurance has a 
tem pora l d im ension: it has to do  with lasting in tim e -  hence duration  and 
self-perpetuation . B ut it also has a spatial side to do with the space o f the 
body. It m eans p u ttin g  u p  with, to lera ting  hardship  and  physical pain. Ulti­
mately, as Irigaray pu t, it requ ires a generous belief in th e  potentialities o f a 
virtual fu tu re , also know n as: “I h ad  a d ream .” Isn’t it paradoxical tha t o n e’s
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deepest longing fo r change, social ju stice , em pow erm en t fo r w om en an d  a 
b e tte r world -  all forward-looking activities, get expressed  in  the m ode o f the 
past. “I had  a d ream ” translates fo r m e into: “I will have w anted to m ake a 
d ifference to the w orld.” T he past is only the  p re lu d e  to fu tu re  perfect, if  n o t 
to perfect futures.

Sustainability has to do also with whatever gets you through the day

T he transform ation o f negative in to  positive passion is crucial to a non- 
norm ative concep t o f limit. Affectivity in fact is th a t w hich activates an  em ­
bodied  subject, em pow ering h im /h e r  to  in te rac t with o thers. This accelera­
tion o f o n e ’s existential speed, o r increase o f  o n e ’s affective tem p era tu re , is 
the dynam ic process o f becom ing.

W hat bodies are capable o f do ing  (o r no t) is biologically, physically, psy­
chically, historically, sexually and  em otionally  specific, i.e.: partial. U ltimately, 
the thresholds o f sustainable becom ing  also m ark  th e ir  limits. In  this respect: 
“I can ’t take it anym ore” spoken in pain  as in p leasure  is an  eth ical statem ent, 
no t the assertion o f defeat -  it sets the  bou n d ary  o f  a subject-in-process who is 
shot th ro u g h  with waves o f intensity. T o recognize th resho lds o r  limits is thus 
crucial to  the  process o f becom ing nom adic.

T he question o f the lim it can also be discussed in  term s o f m athem atical 
approxim ation, as th a t which can hard ly  ever be  reached . It can also be re n ­
dered, however, in term s o f addiction. For instance rem iniscing  on his own 
early alcoholism , Deleuze notes th a t the  lim it, o r  fram e fo r the  k ind  o f a lter­
ations th a t are induced  by alcohol is to be set with re ference n o t so m uch  to 
the last glass; because tha t is the glass th a t is go ing  to kill you. W hat m atters 
instead is the  “second-last” glass -  the  one  th a t is go ing  to allow you to survive, 
to last, to en d u re  -  and  consequently  also to  go on d rink ing  again. A true  
addict always stops at the second-last glass, a t th e  one  -  rem oved -  from  the 
fatal sip, o r shot. A death-bound entity, however, usually shoots s traigh t for 
the last one. This is no  expression o f a desire to start again tom orrow  -  o r to 
repeat th a t “last sho t.” In fact, th e re  is n o  sense o f a possible tom orrow : tim e 
folds in upon  itself and  excavates a b lack ho le  in to  which the  subject dis­
solves.

I would speak ou t clearly against the unsustainable flows o f transform ation 
induced by drug-consum ption. T hough  I ’m n o t against “m ind-expansion” and  
“m ood-enhancem ent” drugs. W hat I am  against is that which dps over the thresh­
old o f tolerance of the organism. A ddiction is n o t an  open in g  up, b u t a narrow- 
ing-down o f the field of possible becom ings. It locks the subject u p  in a black
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hole o f in n e r fragm entation  w ithout encounters with others. T he black hole is 
the  p o in t beyond which the subject im plodes and  disintegrates.

I am  saying this because I w ant to a ttem p t to strike an  ethical position 
th a t w ould con test s tan d ard  m orality and  coincide n e ith e r with the “laissez- 
fa ire” ideology, n o r  with repression  and  m oralism . In stressing the notion  of 
sustainability, I w ant to  re-focus the debate a ro u n d  the n eed  for em bodied 
an d  em b ed d ed  perspectives -  i.e.: n o t the fantasy of boundlessness. I also 
w ant to  re-iterate th e  im p o rtan ce  and  positivity o f transform ative experim en­
tations, w hich co n stru c t d ifferences w ithout going too far. Vitality and trans­
gression, b u t w ithou t self-destruction.

I also argue against th e  Christian-based belief in the alleged self-evidence 
an d  im plicit w orth  o f “life.” This belief system has confined into the con- 
tainer-category o f  “sin ,” o r “nih ilism ” p h en o m en a  which are o f daily signifi­
cance to my cu ltu re  an d  society: dis-affection o f all kinds; addictions o f the 
legal (coffee; cigarettes; alcohol; over-work; achievem ent) and  of the illegal 
kind; suicide, especially youth-suicide; birth-control, abortion, and the choice 
o f  sexual practices an d  sexual identities; the agony o f long-term  diseases; life- 
su p p o rtin g  systems in hospitals and  outside; depression and  burn-out syn­
drom es. In  co n tras t with the  m ix tu re o f apathy a n d  hypocrisy tha t marks the 
habits o f  th o u g h t th a t sacralize “life,” I would like to cross-refer to a som e­
w hat m ore  “d a rk e r,” b u t m ore  lucid trad ition  o f th o u g h t tha t does n o t start 
from  the  assum ption o f the  in h eren t, self-evident and  intrinsic worth of “life.”

I th ink  tha t one  has to “jum p-start” into life each and every day; the electro­
m agnetic  charge needs to  be renew ed constantly: there is no th in g  natural or 
given ab o u t it. As a consequence , I find  th a t the non-evidence of “getting on 
with it” generates an o th e r relevant ethical question that is: “what is the point?” 
I do  n o t m ean  this in  th e  plaintive o r narcissistic m ode, b u t ra th e r as the 
necessary m o m en t o f stasis th a t p recedes action. It is the question m ark that 
bo th  prefaces an d  fram es th e  possibility o f ethical agency. W hen Prim o Levi, 
who asked th a t question  ah his life, and  struggled to answer it all his life -  
actually failed  to  fin d  th e  m otivation for raising the  question once m ore, sui­
cide followed. T h a t gesture, however, was n o t the sign o f m oral defeat, or a 
low ering o f o n e ’s standards. O n  the contrary, it expresses o n e ’s determ ina­
tion  n o t to accep t life a t an  im poverished o r d im inished level o f intensity.

C om m enting  on  P rim o Levi’s and  V irginia W oolfs  suicides Deleuze -  
who will choose h im self this way to term inate his own existence -  p u t it very 
clearly: you can suppress your own life, in its specific and  radically im m anent 
form  an d  still affirm  the  po tency  o f life, especially in cases where deterio ra t­
ing  h ea lth  o r social cond itions may seriously h in d e r your power to affirm and 
to joyfully en d u re . This is no  C hristian affirm ation o f Life, n o r transcenden-
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tal delegation o f the m eaning  and  value system to categories h ig h e r th an  the 
em bodied  self. Q uite on the contrary, it is th e  in te lligence o f  radically im m a­
n en t flesh that states with every single b rea th  th a t th e  life in  you is n o t m arked 
by any signifier and  it m ost certainly does n o t b ea r your nam e. D eath  is ju s t 
an o th er interval. A long one.

Because o f this ethics o f affirm ation an d  positivity, “w hatever gets you 
th rough  the day,” whatever life-support, m o o d -en h an cem en t system one  is 
d ep en d en t on, is n o t to be the ob ject o f  m oral ind ic tm en t, b u t ra th e r  a n eu ­
tral term  o f reference: a p rop  along th e  way.

W hatever facilitates the release o f ad ren alin e , includ ing  h igh  levels of 
physical exercise; work-alcoholism  o r th e  s tan d a rd  assem blage: “w ritin g / 
boo k s/th e  friendly p u rr o f the P C /e -m a ils /m u sic /co n cen tra tio n /th in k  think.” 
We all have the patterns o f dependency  th a t we deserve. M ost m ood-enhance­
m ent systems are m inor and  quite legal. Even the  s tan d ard  line o f assem blage 
described above, however, can take he ll-ben t deviations, towards excessive 
snacks (an o rex ia /b u lim ia  variable) ; o r  d rinks (alcoholism  variable) o r any 
o th er “fix” (the narcotics variable). T h e  b o u n d arie s  betw een these an d  the 
o ther, “norm alised” life-support systems, how ever, is m erely one  o f degrees, 
no t o f kind. If life is n o t a self-evident category, in fact; if “w hat’s the  po in t?” is 
an ethically viable question, then  w hatever gets you th ro u g h  th e  day is an 
equally viable op tion.

T he subject-in-becom ing is the  o n e  fo r w hom  “w hat’s the po in t?” is an  
all-im portant question. A high-intensity subject is also an im ated  by u n p ara l­
leled levels o f vulnerability. W ith nom adic p a tte rn s  com es also a fun d am en ta l 
fragility. You are ju s t as hum an  as the  o thers, only slightly m ore m ortal. P ro­
cesses w ithout foundations need  to  be h an d led  with care; p o ten tia  requ ires 
great levels o f con tainm en t in the m ode o f sustainable fram ing. Sustainability 
assumes the  idea o f continuity  -  it does assum e faith  in  a fu tu re , an d  also a 
sense o f responsibility for “passing o n ” to fu tu re  generations a w orld th a t is 
liveable an d  worth living in. A p re sen t th a t en d u res  is a sustainable m odel o f 
the future.

You play you win you play you lose, you play.
H ence the im portance o f stopp ing  a t the  second  last d rin k /sm o k e /sh o t. 

“E nough,” o r  “n o t going too far” expresses the  necessity o f fram ing, n o t the 
com m on-sense m orality o f the m ainstream  cu ltu ra l orthodoxy. “E n o u g h ” 
designs a cartography o f sustainability. “W hatever gets you th ro u g h  the  day” 
need  n o t be the m anifesto for self-destruction th a t is often  m ade to  be. It can 
m erely help  us fram e a th resho ld  o f  sustainable pa tte rns o f transform ative 
changes, o f  becom ings as m odes an d  m oods o f em pow erm ent.

I w ould like to develop this n o tio n  o f sustainability in to  an  ethics o f dif­
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feren tia l sustainable subjects. I w ould like to propose a public discussion on 
these issues rig h t across som e o f the problem atic social issues of today: drugs; 
add ictions o f all kind; youth  suicide; AIDS prevention and  sex education; 
eu thanasia; an o rex ia /b o u lim ia ; abortion ; the burn-out and  stress related  to 
post-industrial life-styles. I w ould like this agenda to be taken seriously. As 
im p o rtan t a t this stage is fo r m e to challenge any chain by any conceptual, 
theo re tica l o r ph ilosoph ical school to the m onopoly  over issues of ethics and 
m oral values. W h e th e r in the  neo-liberal b rand  o f cosm opolitanism  defended 
by N ussbaum , o r  in the  neo-K antian m ode tha t is so prevalen t in feminist 
theory  today, an d  is best exem plified  by B enhabib, or the  classical ethics of 
sexual difference. Such claim s to m oral superiority  or rec titude are simply 
u n ten ab le , as well as in ternally  contradictory.

I w ant to p lead  instead  fo r a less m oralistic and  conceptually m ore rigor­
ous ag en d a  th a t com bines a b ro a d e r approach  with a serious com m itm ent to 
th in k  alongside co n tem p o rary  cu ltu re and  n o t against its grain. “W hatever 
gets you th ro u g h  th e  day” as th e  m elancholy refrain of “fin-de siècle” covers 
the  depression  o f su b u rb an  opu lence, as m uch as the despair o f hom eless life 
in  th e  streets. B oth th e  cen tre  an d  the periphery  are sho t th rough  by p ro­
foundly  de-stabilizing, perverse power-relations which en g en d er equally som­
b re  social relations. It seem s to  m e tha t a critical agenda fo r the next m illen­
n ium , b o th  in fem in ist theory  an d  in  the m ainstream , can n o t fail to address 
these issues. We n e e d  to talk ab o u t the sim ultaneity o f opposite social and 
cu ltu ra l effects, an d  to address them  in a non-m oralistic m anner. W hat is at 
stake, ultim ately, is an  acceleration  tha t would allow us to ju m p  over the high 
fence o f the ru ins o f m etaphysics. N ot in a u top ian  m ode, b u t in a very em ­
b od ied  and  em b ed d ed  way, actualized in the here  and now. We need  a p ro­
cess by w hich “B eing” gets dislodged from  its fundam entalist pedestal, starts 
w hirling off its logocen tric  base -  and  gets a beat. Losing its dogm atic au th o r­
ity, “B eing” can expose a t last the  m ultiple “differences w ith in” -  exposing 
also its function  as the  g reat p re ten d er, stitching together the d ifferent m o­
m ents it enacts an d  w hich it does no t encom pass into a unity that “Being” 
allegedly supervises.

As in  G ertru d e  S te in ’s operatic  prose, a swift exhilaration em anates from  
texts w hich are clearly in d ex ed  on  the p o ten tia  em pow erm ent of life. Some­
th in g  th a t puts wings on  o u r fee t and  infusesjoyfulness.

If it d o esn ’t have the rig h t beat, it will n o t work -  b u t if it blasts off our 
m inds with excessive intensity, it will n o t be m uch good either. Let us ju st 
choose fo r the  staggering  in telligence o f “ju s t a life.” Ju st a life in its radical 
im m a n e n c e , in  a ff irm a tio n  a n d  sets o f d isco n tin u o u s  b u t susta inab le  
becom ings. I t may be a way o f re tu rn in g  the subject to the specific complexity
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of o n e ’s singularity -  an d  re tu rn in g  th e  activity o f  “th in k in g ” to a lightness o f
touch, a speed which m any o f us passionately asp ire to. T he rest, o f  course, is
silence.
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