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THE BODY BYTES BACK

M a rie-L u ise  A n g erer

Discourses ab o u t end ings a re  still very m uch present. After the spectre of the 
en d  o f the  subject, the  en d  o f the hum an  being as such has been  raised through 
genetic  en g in ee rin g  an d  new political decisions concern ing  research and 
m ed ica l in te rv e n tio n s . T h e  e n d  o f  d em o cracy  a n d  a r t  has also b een  
prophesised ; n o t to  m en tio n  the  im plosion o f the public realm  and the un 
d erm in in g  o f its ap p a re n t opposition  -  the private. Especially the end  o f the 
body has b een  in to n ed  in various scenarios. A closer look, however, makes it 
ev iden t th a t it’s n o t so m uch  th e  body which has com e to  an  end, bu t the 
u n d ers tan d in g  o f  it, the  p e rcep tio n  o f it, the images o f the body which have 
ch an g ed  over the  years and: the  m ore we talked abou t the en d  the m ore the 
body com m enced  to  occupy th e  cen terstage o f o u r personal and  public life.

Partly, o f  course, i t’s tru e  to say th a t the body has lost its im portance if we, 
fo r instance, consider th e  decrease in m anual work where th e  strength  o f the 
body an d  its appara tus h ad  b een  a m ajor presupposition . But at the same 
tim e, an d  if we look back  over the  last 30 years, th ere  has b een  an incredible 
resu rgence  o f in te re st in  the  body, in  its shaping and  m odification -  piercing, 
ta ttoo ing , dieting, fasting, sport, dance, losing o r gaining bulk, fat o r m uscu
latu re . Strategies by the  fashion industry, nu trition , and socialisation rules 
have p u t the body in a rem arkab le , spectacular place -  the body has becom e 
the  m ost attractive spectacle in  o u r society.

But w hat do  we m ean  w hen we talk abou t the BODY -  is it the surface, the 
skin o f the  body, its ap p earan ce , o r  is it the body with a soul, an in n er space? 
Is it the  sign o f g en d e r w hich m arks the body? Is it the  moving body o r the 
m edical m odel o f  the  body? A re we talking o f the genetic m odel of the body 
as the  ca rrie r o f all in fo rm ational data? To hear, to smell, to grasp, to talk -  
the  m o u th , the  eyes, the  arm s, the  nose, the lips, the skin -  do  these parts of 
the body and  all o f  them  to g e th e r form  the BODY o r do they have, quite to 
the contrary, a life o f  th e ir own -  redefin ing  the body’s m ateriality, its bor
ders, an d  its s tru c tu re  again an d  again?
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Various tendencies have w orked to g e th e r to c reate  a new p ercep tio n  and  
new images, represen ta tions, new strategies o f visualising the  body —influenc
ing discourses, academ ic disciplines, terra ins, an d  locations. O n e  has to look 
at art, theory, and  societal developm ents to g e th e r to see how  these forces 
have constructed  the body as a site o f  co n testa tio n  -  a con testa tion  w hich 
circles a ro u n d  the  question  o f th e  c n a tu re  o f  th e  su b jec tx

The body as book

W ith the arrival o f  the book -  as o n e  o f  the  m ost decisive m ed ia  -  the 
body gained the status o f a book: the  skin was co m p ared  to the  cover, the 
back o f  the  book with the h um an  back, the  fron t-page with th e  h u m an  fron t, 
the body o f the  book with the h u m an  body. F rom  th en  on  this body book  was 
understood  as keeping its own secrets, follow ing its own rules an d  laws, and  
telling its own stories in d ifferen t languages. Particularly  in th e  second  h a lf o f 
the 18th century the body cam e u n d e r  th e  co n tro l o f two d iffe ren t sets o f 
knowledge p roduc ing  systems. O n  th e  one  h an d  th ere  was science, such as 
m edicine and biology, and  on  th e  o th er, th e  new  b o rn  hum an ities  -  p ed a
gogy, linguistics and  econom y. T h e  First o n e  (anatom ical research) o p en ed  -  
literally -  the body to reveal its secrets an d  to p ro d u ce  the  m odel o f  ideal 
bodies. T he hum anities p ro d u ced  th e ir own in terests -  econom ics, history, 
language building the m ainfram e to analyse m a n ’s being. In  the course o f  
the 19th' century  seeing, speaking, an d  co n tro llin g  becam e recogn ised  as sci
entific strategies. A ccording to M ichel Foucault, it was the tim e o f the  docile 
body, a body shaped and  form ed by d iffe ren t discourses an d  institu tions such 
as the family, school, police, the  hospital, etc. For Foucault, it was absolutely 
clear tha t it was particularly the invention  o f  psychoanalysis by S igm und F reud
-  the fam ous talking cure, by w hich th e  body an d  its phan tasm atic  d im ension
-  sexuality & desire -  had  lost th e ir  fo rm er innocence . This m eans th a t body 
and  sexuality -  which before F reud  w ere u n d e rs to o d  as the  <site o f nature> , 
had  changed  sides -  and  thus co m m en ced  to occupy the te rra in  o f cu lture . 
O f course, this is n o t qu ite  righ t -  th e  body has never occup ied  the  side o f 
nature , b u t fo r the first time with F reud  one  m ig h t say th a t h u m an  sexuality 
was clearly separated  from  anim al p ro crea tio n .

222



T he Body Bytes Back

From nature to culture -  from body to ego and back again

In  The Ego and Id  (1982 [1923]), F reud defined  the ego as a boundary 
surface. From  th e  descrip tion  o f the  conscious as interface, F reud proceeds 
to  the  shell an d  the  core, the  ego, is reg ard ed  as a psychical cover, as a p o in t of 
co n tac t o r relay p o in t betw een the  outside world and  the psyche. T he skin is 
the  “real body.” As F reud  describes it, the body, and  especially its surface, is a 
site o f b o th  ex tern a l an d  in te rn a l percep tions at the same tim e. It is seen as a 
separate  object, yet the  sense o f to u ch  provides it with two types o f sensation, 
o n e  o f w hich seem s to be a sense o f in terna l percep tion , seemingly inside the 
body (Cf. F reud  1982 [1923]). F or F reud, it is n o t the  pro jection th a t m akes 
the  ego, as <body-ego>, superficial, b u t ra th e r it is the body itself tha t func
tions as superficies.1 A ccord ing  to Jacques Lacan, however, the  ego does n o t 
recognise its own superficial ch a rac te r and  thus insists on a (fictional) sub
stantiality (Cf. W eber, 1978).

W hile F oucau lt d e fin ed  sexuality as the nam e o f a historical dispositive 
th a t is based u p o n  n o  reality, I w ould ra th e r suggest -  insisting on a psycho
analytic basis -  to see it as an  a-historical m om ent, thus to u n d erstan d  sexual
ity as the  <sexual>, as som eth ing  quasi-universal opposed to various form s of 
genders an d  sexual practices. It is well known tha t Freud paid  particu lar at
ten tio n  in his w ork to  the drive, w hich he  sharply d ifferentiated  from  instinct. 
This drive m igh t be u n d ers to o d  as a transition, as a link betw een sexual and 
g en d e r identities, as, so to speak, the  place w here the original cleavage2 in
scribes itself, an d  w hich does “business” u n d e r the nam e of sexual difference. 
From  the  very beg inn ing , F reud  h ad  always defined the  drive as a th reshold  
concep t, as som eth ing  th a t m arks the  b o rd e r between the som atic and  the 
psychic -  b u t which is n o t the  b o rd e r  itself! T he drive as used by F reud  em 
bodies a m ental rep resen ta tio n . A nd Lacan assigns to this m ental rep resen ta
tion  a separate  n am e -  the  fam ous <objet petit a>. This small object desig
nates precisely th a t m o m en t a t w hich sexuality begins to function  as a re tro 
spective in an d  th ro u g h  the  symbolic order. Lacan provides a long list includ
ing the  voice, the gaze, the  p h o n em e, as n o th in g  else but possibilities o f  the

1 Freud later added  an explanatory note: “The ego is ultimately derived from bodily 
sensation, chiefly from  those springing from  the surface of the body. It may thus be re
garded as a m ental projection o f the surface of the body, besides, as we have seen above, 
represen ting  the superficies o f the m ental apparatus.” (Freud 1982, p. 294, footnote 2)

2 “D ifférance” as the original deferral which forms the essence of life: “It is far m ore so: 
since deferm ent (différance) is no t an essence, because it is nothing, it is not life, if being 
is defined as ousia, presence, beingness/reality , substance or subject. Life must be consid
ered  a trace, before being is defined as presence.” (Derrida 1976 [1967], p. 311)
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objet p e tit a. This m eans tha t the  drive a tta ins satisfaction in an d  th ro u g h  this 
object; desire, however, is endless. A nd b o th  constitu te  th a t w hich unfo lds as 
h um an  sexuality in  its diverse m anifestations.

The body -  a contested zone

T h ro u g h o u t the same p e rio d  -  over the  last th ree  decades -  th e  body has 
n o t only attracted  m ore and  m ore  a tten tio n , b u t it has also b een  separa ted  
from  its gender. T he fam ous fo rm ula  “sex 8c g e n d e r” has been  reg ard ed  as 
having m ade trem endous progress, as having becom e a bulw ark against a 
biologistic po in t o f view with reg ard  to g en d e r identity. B ut a re m n a n t o f 
uneasiness has rem ained, since “sex & g en d e r” (sex = th e  body, an d  g en d e r = 
the social-cultural roles o f gender) c a n n o t really be separated . In  the  early 
90s, this uneasiness was fo rm ulated  by Ju d ith  B utler, E lizabeth Grosz, M oira 
Gatens and  m any others. T he body can  only m anifest itself, this is the  te n o r o f 
these authors, as one m arked  by g en d er, w hich m eans th a t th e re  is n o  body 
outside o f the symbolic o rder. R ather, this o rd e r p roduces d iffe ren t bodies, 
fem ale and  m ale bodies.

In  response to criticisms o f Gender Trouble (1990), w here B utler had  in tro 
duced the body as radical construction, she restated  in  Bodies That Matter (1993) 
h e r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f th e  c o n c e p t  o f  a d iscu rsive  p e rfo rm a tiv ity  as a 
“materialisation o f sex.” “Performativity is always a reiteration  o f a set o f  norm s,” 
(Butler 1993, p. 12) which p roduces its re ferences, its m ateriality  as b o u n d 
aries, fixations and  surfaces. T hese may change th ro u g h  the  course o f  his
tory, and  they are shaped  by so-called “regu la to ry  schem as”3 in to  respectively 
intelligible bodies. In this way, B utler has a ttem p ted  n o t only to dynam ically 
com p reh en d  the m ateriality o f th e  body, b u t also to  reu n ite  sex an d  g en d e r 
as inseparable categories. This m eans th a t the  body m ust always already be 
sexually m arked, in o th e r words, always already in  the  position  o f gen d er, in 
o rd e r to be read  as culturally in telligible.

R ight on the  heels o f B u tle r’s work cam e E lizabeth G rosz’ critique of 
gender. Unlike Butler, g en d er rep resen ts  fo r Grosz a re d u n d a n t category, 
since it is only defined  as a “perfo rm an ce  o f sex” (Grosz 1995, p. 212). Grosz 
defines the body -  following D eleuze an d  G uattari -  as a “sexed body” sub-

3 Butler characterises regulatory schemas as those historical, m ental, social form ations 
which direct, define and change the imaginary m orphology of the body. (Cf. Butler 1993, 
13f.)
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je c te d  to a co n stan t “beco m in g -o th er”4 which materialises itself in this p ro 
cess o f  “b ecom ing .” As Grosz em phasises, body and  sexuality prove to be p ro 
foundly  unstab le categories. This instability goes deeper th an  the variability 
o f g en d e r iden tities, fo r the  body m ust ultim ately be grasped as som ething 
w hich cou ld  do m u ch  m ore th an  cu ltu re perm its it to  do. H ere  we have a 
body with extrem ely  liquid  bou n d aries and  osmotic contours, a body with a 
rem arkab le  pow er to in co rp o ra te  an d  expel inside and  outside in a con tinu 
ous process, “to o p en  itself u p  to prosthetic  synthesis, to transform  o r rewrite 
its env ironm en t, to continually  aug m en t its power and  capacities th rough the 
in co rp o ra tio n  and  in to  the body’s own spaces and  m odalities” (Grosz 1994, 
pp . 187-88). Both bodies become in  the  repetition  o f doing. A becom ing which 
is essentially a c co m p a n ie d /b o rn  by its sexual ascription, while it is also always 
an d  already c ro sse d /d is tu rb e d  by it.

However, as E lizabeth Grosz claims, draw ing upon  D errida, it is precisely 
th a t orig inal void, linked  to the  m etaphorics o f sexual difference as trace, 
w hich sm oothes th e  way. A ccord ing  to D errida’s view, sexual difference is a 
sexuality p reced ed  by an  exclusive assignation -  m ale and fem ale; it is a kind 
o f “raw m ateria l,” from  w hich the  sexes em erge -  dep en d in g  on the specific 
historical-psychical situation . A gainst this background Grosz defines sexual 
d ifference as “the  ho rizon  th a t c a n n o t appear in its own term s bu t is im plied 
in  the  very possibility o f an  entity, an  identity, a subject, an  o th e r and  their 
re la tio n s” (Grosz 1994, p. 209).

Now this is exactly w hat I m ean  with the nam e sexual, as the  prerequisite 
fo r m ale and  fem ale. Sexual d ifference is thus that first cleavage, which in
d eed  does n o t em erge as such but, as original negativity, determ ines the posi- 
tivity o f genders. In  The Ticklish Subject Slavoj Žižek has tu rn ed  B utler’s Gender 
trouble on  its head  an d  m ade body troub le o u t o f it, since sexual d ifference -  
accord ing  to Žižek, “ind icates the  enigm atic dom ain  which lies in between, 
no  lo n g er biology a n d  n o t yet the  space o f socio-symbolic construc tion .” And 
he con tinues by arg u in g  th a t th e  p o in t one has to em phasise here  is “how this 
in-betw een is the  very cu t w hich sustains the gap between the  Real and  the 
co n tin g en t m u ltitude  o f the  m odes o f sym bolisation” (Žižek, 1999, p. 275). 
T hus sexual d ifference is a fa ilu re  o f / in  the symbolic order.

T he Body Bytes Back

4 D eleuze/G uattari define becom ing-other as “an encounter between bodies, which 
releases som ething from  each and, in the process, makes real a virtuality, a series of en
abling and transform ing possibilities.” (Grosz 1994, 134)
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The time o f informatics -  the body bytes back

“I w ant,” as D onna Haraway on ce  w rote, “a fem inist w riting  o f the  body 
tha t m etaphorically  em phasises vision again, because we n eed  to  reclaim  th a t 
sense to  find our way th ro u g h  all th e  know ledge an d  ways o f seeing. B ut n o t 
ju s t any partial perspective will do; we m ust be hostile to easy relativism  and  
holism built ou t of sum m ing and subsum ing parts. Passionate detachment (Anette 
Kuhn) requires m ore than  acknow ledged an d  self-critical partiality. We are 
also b o u n d  to seek perspective from  those po in ts  o f view, w hich can never be 
known in advance, which prom ise so m eth in g  qu ite  ex traord inary , th a t is, 
know ledge p o ten t for constructing  worlds less o rgan ised  by axes o f dom in a
tion. In such a viewpoint, the u n m ark ed  category w ould really d isappear -  
quite a difference from  simply rep ea tin g  a d isappearing  act. T h e  im aginary 
and the  rational -  the  visionary an d  objective vision -  hover close to g e th e r” 
(Haraway 1990, p. 192).

So D onna Haraway in the m id 80s -  affecting n o t only fem inist discourse 
on “body & g en d e r,” b u t the  discussion o f  know ledge, science, technology, 
tru th , objectivity, politics in general, m any years befo re B utler and  o thers, 
com m enced to deconstruct body, sex a n d  gender. Haraway asked: w here does 
the body end , what counts as p a rt o f the  body, w hat m akes a body h u m an  o r 
non-hum an? All o f these are questions defin ing  the  bo rd ers  o f the  body, and  
renders the body back, as a question o f defin ition . A nd this question  has qu ite  
obviously com e -  no t only in the field  o f in fo rm ation  and  rep ro d u c tio n  tech 
nologies -  u nder new pressure. W here do  we draw  the line? N ot so m uch  as 
an  answer to this question, bu t m o re  as a m ean  o f im agin ing  a situation  still 
un th inkable, invisible and  yet n o t m akeable, Haraway in tro d u ced  the figure 
o f the cyborg. This cyborg illustrates a new hybrid  form  o f being, h a lf elec
tronic, h a lf biological, b u t also historically constitu ted . A ccording to Haraway 
the cyborg arises a t historical m om en ts o f social transition ; times o f radical 
uncertain ty  w hen borders are b ro k en  o r u n d e r  th rea t, and  trad itional strate
gies o f  draw ing boundaries no  lo n g er function : m om ents such as the p re sen t 
when the distinction betw een m an  an d  cybernetic organism s are break ing  
down. (Cf. Haraway, 1990) In this co n tex t Haraway draws p articu la r a tten 
tion to the  porosity o f bodily boundaries, in particu la r the  skin. As we have 
already h eard  according to F reud, th e  skin is a key e lem en t in th e  construc
tion o f the  Ego as such. It follows th a t the  bodily in terface is from  a psycho
analytic perspective, the question  o f the  subject itself.

This m eans further, that H araway’s question , “why should  o u r bodies end  
a t the skin?” (Haraway 1990, p. 178), shou ld  n o t be  u n d ersto o d  only in this 
sense o f a new m erging o f m achines an d  h u m an  bodies, b u t also from  an
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epistem ological perspective, w hich m eans tha t these (body) boundaries are 
virtual in  th e  sense o f  th e ir  pow erful im plem entation  an d  their possible 
actualisation . This can  be  seen  as h e r  reference both  to M ichel F oucault’s 
co n cep t o f pow er — th e  docile body, which I have m en tioned  earlier, and  to 
D eleuze & G uatta ri’s desiring  m achines, the body w ithout organs, etc. Like 
D eleuze 8c G uattari, Haraway conceives the subject and  object n o t as oppos
ing en tities, b u t ra th e r  as affinities, as things th a t affect and are affected, that 
assum e an d  reject. In  this sense, h e r  cyborg may be read  as som eth ing  unfin
ished, as som eth ing  th a t m ust constantly  redefine its boundaries and  whose 
identity  is a nom adic one. W hat Haraway w anted with her figure of the cyborg 
is to p re sen t a radical a ttem p t a t re-th inking the relationship  n a tu re /c u ltu re /  
technology and  along  with it the  re lationship  hum an -  non-hum an, although, 
h e re  th e re  are, o f  course, m any questions she leaves unansw ered. Even m ore, 
m any a ttem pts o f artists and  film m akers to use the concept o f the cyborg -  to 
c reate  new  visions o f  the  h u m an  being, often lead to traditional, familiar, 
stereotypical and  old  im ages o f m ale and  fem ale bodies.

The Loss o f Depth

In  h e r  Manifesto for Cyborg ( 1990 [ 1984] ) Haraway tu rned  Michel Foucault’s 
Birth o f the clinic (Naissance de la clinique 1972) on  its head an d  she wrote: I t’s 
tim e to describe ra th e r  its d ea th , since the hospital, the school and  o th er 
institu tions analysed by Foucau lt w ou ldn ’t be the norm ative forces in terpe l
lating  the  individuals as subjects (in the sense o f Louis A lthusser) any longer. 
She agrees with F oucau lt th a t psychoanalysis m ight be seen as a culm ination

Tina LaPorta, 
Cyberfemme (1993)
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in the  process o f no rm alisa tion . At th e  sam e tim e D e le u z e /G u a tta r i re 
p roached  F reud’s psychoanalysis fo r th e  sam e reason  -  as b e in g  the  cu re  for 
som eth ing  which has been  in tro d u ced  o r stim ulated  by its own in tro d u ctio n . 
Thus Haraway tried  in h e r own ap p ro ach  to  ign o re  o r overcom e F reud  and  
everything connected  and  in fluenced  w ith /b y  the  unconscious. H er cyborg 
has only surface, skin is no  lon g er th e  b o rd e r  betw een an  in n e r an d  an  o u te r 
space, b u t ra ther the interface betw een the  o th e r  an d  m e, o r the in terface 
betw een the m achine and  the hu m an . In this sense Haraway m igh t be seen as 
a p ro tagon ist for fem inist th inkers an d  o th ers  to focus o n  surfaces, co n n ec
tions, interactions, hybrid species, etc. Haraway saw h erse lf m uch  m ore  re 
lated to Deleuze and  G uattari an d  th e ir  <becom ing-w om an> o r <becom ing- 
animal>. But her refusal o f an unconscious (in n er, deep ) space as the  kernel 
o f the subject (as som ething from  th e  outside w hich seem s to  occupy th e  very 
inner place) has n o t only been a re lie f (in the  sense o f an  an tihum anist stance) 
bu t it has also p ro d u ced  new prob lem atic  fo rm ations o f iden tities an d  id en 
tity politics. Haraway’s defin ition  o f  a new fem in ist policy, em bracing  race, 
class and  gender differences, is g ro u n d e d  im plicitly on  a subject who in ten 
tionally acts and  negotiates, who knows ab o u t h im  -  and  h erse lf and  th e  o th 
ers. T h ere  is no  space left which goes beyond this kind o f  agency. Now, one 
could argue that we are facing the sam e p rob lem  with D eleuze’s & G u a tta ri’s 
<plane o f im m anence> (actually S p inoza’s). D e leu ze /G u a tta ri d o n ’t accept 
any transcendence o r unconscious in a F reud ian  sense either. But the  two 
philosophers “instantiated-know” som ething which goes beyond the individual, 
i.e., th e re  is a  space and  a tim e beyond  the  ind iv idual’s tim e an d  space. It is at 
the sam e time crossed by two opposite  m ovem ents: tow ards the rock  (the 
rock o f th e  ego) an d  away from  it. T h e  fam ous d in e s  o f flight> an d  the  te rri
torial an d  reterrito rial forces subjectifying the  individual to a state, a nation , 
a family, a nam e, a sex, class a n d  race, m o th e r  o r  fa th e r, etc. W hereas 
“subjectification” m eans that “on e  is always a subject in, o r a subject to, e ith e r 
the  S tate or C apitalism , an d  its aim  is to  p ro d u c e  m o re  su rp lus v alue ,” 
subjectivation describes “lines o f  fligh t w ithin the  subject.” But these lines o f 
flight have less o r no th in g  to do  with the individual. They ra th e r  p o in t to
wards an  “individuation o perating  by in tensities, w ithin individual fields n o t 
within persons o r identities” (D eleuze, c ited  in  M urphy 1996, p. 98).
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The Body -  N o th in g  too M uch

D etlef Linke, a G erm an  neuro log ist and  au th o r of m any books on the 
b ra in  a n d  th e  h u m a n  b e in g , s ta te d  re c e n tly 5 th a t th e  a n tih u m a n is t  
d econstruc tion , sta rtin g  with H eidegger, did  n o t really push  the project of 
m ank ind  towards any relief. T h e  farewell o f the subject has n o t been followed 
by any eth ical (as in  th e  case o f Kant) thoughts o r imperatives. If there isn’t a 
m aster th e re  w on’t be any o rd e r, so far Linke. Thus the figure of the angel is 
a  rem arkab le  o n e , since angels have no body, they are p u re  words, their or-

K lonaris/Thom adaki ©, from the Angel Cycle

K lonaris/Thom adaki ©, from the Angel Cycle

5 P aper presented  at the Academy o f M edia Arts Cologne, O n V. Flusser, lecture, Janu 
ary 15th, 2002.
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dering  is one of words, a symbolic o rd e r  w hich is n o t d istu rb ed  by any decay 
o f the flesh. T here  are m any exam ples in w hich angels play a pow erful ro le  -  
especially with regard  to cyberspace an d  virtual reality. Angel-like subjects are 
flying across the data  space and th e ir bodies a re  like shadows eternally  light. 
Why the  angel? Why here? T he G reek  artists, M aria Klonaris an d  K aterina 
T h o m ad ak i/ have been  working fo r m any years on  th e ir Angel Cycle (1985- 
2001, Le Cycle de l Ange), paralleled  by o th e r p ro jects such as Sublime Disasters 
(Désastres sublimes) in which the figure o f the  twin plays the  cen tra l role. Again 
a figure which is n e ith e r hum an n o r  m ach ine, n e ith e r m ale n o r  fem ale, n e i
ther flesh n o r im age, sim ilar to the  o n e  o f the  angel. This is exactly the  m o
m ent w here I would like to re in tro d u ce  the  body -  neither-no r, b u t too  m uch!

In my last parag raph  I will co n fro n t th ree  d iffe ren t bodies: the  cyborg, 
the angel and  the  anorexic. Each o f th em  u n d erlin es  in  a specific way the 
double constitu tion o f the h um an  being: a b e in g  o f n eed  an d  o f desire.

In a rem arkable no te  abou t an o rex ia  n erv o sa jacq u es Lacan stated: “It is 
the child one feeds with m ost love who refuses food  an d  plays with his refusal 
as with a desire (anorexia nervosa)” (Lacan c ited  in  S hep h erd so n  1998, p. 
30). And he continued: “It’s a failure o f the  gift o f  love.” T h e  exam ple o f  the 
anorexic -  in a society o f fullness -  if  we focus at least on  the  industrialised  
countries -  points powerfully to  the  n o th in g  an d  too m uch  o f the  h u m an  
being and  its specific materiality -  the body. It is the difference an d  the doubled  
constitution o f the hum an  being. “As far as the  oral drive is co n cern ed , (...), 
it is obvious th a t it is n o t a question  o f food, n o r  o f the  m em ory o f food, n o r 
the echo  o f food, n o r the m o th e r’s care, b u t o f  som eth ing  th a t is called the 
breast. (...) To this b reast in its fu n c tio n  as object, ob jet a cause o f desire. (...) 
we m ust give a function  tha t will explain  its p lace in the satisfaction o f the 
drive” (Lacan cited in S hepherdson  1998, p. 47). T hus in  ea ting  the  N oth ing  
the drive finds its satisfaction an d  the  anorectic  h e r  peace with the  u n co n tro l
lable body. T he cyborg d oesn ’t have a drive n o r  a desire, h is /h e r  body is 
u n d er the control o f various pow er stations, b u t s /h e  has no  fu ture , n o  vision, 
no  desire. The angel by contrast c a n ’t find  a p lace -  n e ith e r h e re  n o r there . 
W hereas the anorexic body is sen ten ced  to d ea th , the cyborg’s fate is ju s t  to 
be. T he angel by con trast is m ean d erin g  from  o n e  side to the  o th e r an d  back 
again -  in troducing  the o rd e r o f  desire co m b in ed  with a body w hich c a n ’t be 
fram ed. I am very aware o f the p o ten tia l m isu n d erstan d in g  one  m igh t p ro 
duce in  installing the figure o f th e  angel as th e  ideal o r best visualisation of 
the double status o f the hum an  being . T h e  tro p e  o f the angel is m uch  too 
overburdened  with a huge variety o f cu ltu ra l in terp re ta tions! But nev erth e

6 The two artists have been based in Paris for m ore than 25 years.
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less the tran sp a ren t body o f the  angel indicates powerfully the  relationship of 
th e  drive an d  desire in  a convincing  visual way.

Nothing— too much: an endless movement of becoming- between fu ll  and empty -  
symbol and sign — signified and signifier- between without-organs and organisation.

All these d ichotom ies a re  telling  exam ples o f a bodily dim ension which 
itself is n o t p a r t o f th e  body. T h e re  is always already an o th er degree o f m ate
riality o r  a d iffe ren t layer involved. S om ething which Lacan tried  to articulate 
with his d istinction  o f n ee d  -  d em an d  -  desire.

To conclude: T h e  o n g o ing  deba te  abou t w hether we are already living in 
a post-hum an epoch  o r if we are only on the way to becom ing cyborgs (as 
Haraway p u t it) is m issing a decisive m om ent. T he question is no t so m uch 
w hether the  body can be genetically im proved, its organs exchanged  and sub
stitu ted  with anim al an d  artificial organs. T he question  is rather: whose body? 
T h ere  is never a body, th e re  is always a body and  a subject, even though one 
c a n ’t separate  the  two d im ensions in  a strict sense. But the dim ension o f de
sire is th a t o f  the subject an d  th ere fo re  o f the unconscious -  which like an 
envelope -  covers th e  m ateria l base o f  the body. Even if one changes the 
genetic  code -  as the  real -  a symbolic and  an  im aginary o rd e r have to be 
evoked to  grasp this o ccu rren ce  as a hum an  event.

References

B utler, Ju d ith  (1990) Gender trouble -  Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, 
New York, L ondon .

Butler, Ju d ith  (1993) Bodies That Matter. On the discursive limits of sex, Lon don, 
New York.

D errida, Jacques (1976 [1967]) “F reud  u n d  d e r Schauplatz der Schrift,” in: 
Die Schrift und die Differenz, F rankfu rt/M ., pp. 302-350.

F reud , S igm und  (1982 [1923]) Das Ich u n d  Das Es. In: Psychologie des 
U nbew ußten . S tudienausgabe, Bd. III. F rankfurt/M ., pp. 273-330.

Grosz, E lizabeth (1994) “E xperim enta l Desire. R ethinking Q ueer Subjectiv
ity,” in: Jo a n  Copjec (ed .), Supposing the Subject, L ondon, New York, pp. 
133-157.

Grosz, E lizabeth (1995) “O nto logy  and Equivocation: D errid a’s Politics of 
Sexual D ifference,” in: Grosz, Space, Time and Perversion, New York, Sydney, 
pp. 59-82.

Haraway, D onna J. (1990 [1984]) “A M anifesto for Cyborgs. Science, Tech
nology, and  Socialist Fem inism  in the 1980s,” in: L indaJ. N icholson (ed.), 
Feminism/Postmodernism, New York, L ondon, pp. 190-233.

2 3 1



M arie-Luise A ngerer

M urphy, Andrew (1996) “C om puters a re  n o t T hea tre : T h e  M achine in the 
G host in Gilles Deleuze an d  Félix G u a tta ri’s T h o u g h t,” in: Convergence, 
vol. 2, nu m b er 2, pp. 80-111.

Shepherdson , Charles (1998) “T h e  Gift o f  Love an d  the  D ebt o f D esire,” in: 
differences, vol. 10, pp. 30-74.

W eber, Sam (1978) Rückkehr zu  Freud. Jacques Lacans E n ts te llu n g  der 
Psychoanalyse, F rankfurt/M ., B erlin, W ien.

Žižek, Slavoj (1999) The Ticklish Subject, L ondon , New York.

2 3 2


