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Prologue

‘I am rooted. but [ flow.”
Virginia Woolf, The Waves, p. 69

These are strange times, and strange things are happening. Times of ever-
expanding, yet spasmodic, waves of change. which engender the simultane-
ous occurrence of contradictory effects. Times of fast-moving changes which
do not wipe out the brutality of power-relations, but in many ways intensify
them and bring them to the point of implosion.

Living at such times of fast changes may be exhilarating, yet the task of
representing these changes to ourselves and engaging productively with the
contradictions. paradoxes and injustices they engender is a perennial chal-
lenge. Accounting for fast-changing conditions is hard work: escaping the
velocity of change is even harder. Unless one likes complexity one cannot
feel at home in the twenty-first century. Transformations, metamorphoses,
mutations and processes of change have in fact become familiar in the lives
of most contemporary subjects. They are also vital concerns, however, for
the scientific. social and political institutions that are expected to govern
and take care of them.

[f the only constant at the dawn of the third millennium is change. then
the challenge lies in thinking about processes, rather than concepts. This is
neither a simple nor a particularly welcome task in the theoretical language
and conventions which have become the norm in social and political theory
as well as cultural critique. In spite of the sustained efforts of many radical
critics, the mental habits of linearity and objectivity persist in their hegemonic
hold over our thinking. Thus. it is by far simpler to think about the concept
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A or B. or of B as non-A, rather than the process of what goes on in between
A and B. Thinking through flows and interconnections remains a difficult
challenge. The fact that theoretical reason is concept-bound and fastened
upon essential notions makes it difficult to find adequate representations for
processes, fluid in-between flows of data, experience and information. They
tend to become frozen in spatial, metaphorical modes of representation
which itemize them as ‘problems’. | believe that this is one of the issues that
Irigaray addresses. notably in her praise of the ‘mechanic of fluids™ against
the fixity and lethal inertia of conceptual thinking (Irigaray, 1997). Deleuze
also takes up this challenge by loosening the conceptual ties that have kept
philosophy fastened on some semi-religiously-held beliefs about reason. logos.
the metaphysics of presence and the logic of the Same (also known as molar,
sedentary, majority).

The starting-point for my work is a question that | would set at the top of
the agenda for the new millennium: the point is not to know who we are. but
rather what. at last, we want to become, how to represent mutations, changes
and transformations, rather than Being in its classical modes. Or, as Laurie
Anderson put it wittily: nowadays moods are far more important than modes
of being. That is a clear advantage for those who are committed to engender-
ing and enjoying changes, and a source of great anxiety for those who are not.

One of the aims of this book therefore is both to explore the need and
to provide illustrations for new figurations, for alternative representations
and social locations for the kind of hybrid mix we are in the process of
becoming. Figurations are not figurative ways of thinking, but rather more
materialistic mappings of situated, or embedded and embodied, positions. A
cartography is a theoretically-based and politically-informed reading of the
present. A cartographic approach fulfils the function of providing both ex-
egetical tools and creative theoretical alternatives. As such it responds to my
two main requirements, namely to account for one’s locations in terms both
of space (geo-political or ecological dimension) and time (historical and
geneological dimension), and to provide alternative figurations or schemes
of representation for these locations, in terms of power as restrictive ( potestas)
but also as empowering or affirmative ( potentia). I consider this cartographic
gesture as the first move towards an account of nomadic subjectivity as
ethically accountable and politically empowering.

By figuration [ mean a politically informed map that outlines our own
situated perspective. A figuration renders our image in terms of a decentred
and multi-layered vision of the subject as a dynamic and changing entity. The
definition of a person’s identity takes place in between nature-technology.
male—female, black—white. in the spaces that flow and connect in between.
We live in permanent processes of transition, hybridization and nomadization,
and these in-between states and stages defy the established modes of theoret-
ical representation.



Prologue 3

A figuration is a living map, a transformative account of the self — it is
no metaphor. Being nomadic, homeless, an exile, a refugee, a Bosnian rape-
in-war victim, an itinerant migrant, an illegal immigrant, is no metaphor.
Having no passport or having too many of them is neither equivalent nor
is it merely metaphorical, as some critics of nomadic subjectivity have
suggested (Boer 1996; Gedalof 1999; Felski 1997). These are highly specific
geo-political and historical locations — history tattooed on your body. One
may be empowered or beautified by it, but most people are not; some just
die of it. Figurations attempt to draw a cartography of the power-relations
that define these respective positions. They don’t embellish or metaphorize:
they just express different socio-economic and symbolic locations. They
draw a cartographic map of power-relations and thus can also help identify
possible sites and strategies of resistance. In other words, the project of
finding adequate representations, which was raised to new heights by the
poststructuralist generation, is neither a retreat into self-referential textual-
ity, nor is it a form of apolitical resignation, as Nussbaum self-righteously
argues (1999). Non-linearity and a non-unitary vision of the subject do not
necessarily result in either cognitive or moral relativism, let alone social
anarchy, as neo-liberals like Nussbaum fear. I rather see them as significant
sites for reconfiguring political practice and redefining political subjectivity.
The book will accordingly engage throughout with my cartographic read-
ing of the present, in terms of cultural, political, epistemological and ethical
concerns.

In these times of accelerating changes, many traditional points of refer-
ence and age-old habits are being recomposed, albeit in contradictory ways.
At such a time more conceptual creativity is necessary; a theoretical effort is
needed in order to bring about the conceptual leap across inertia, nostalgia,
aporia and other forms of critical srasis induced by the postmodern his-
torical condition. I maintain that we need to learn to think differently about
ourselves and the processes of deep-seated transformation. This quest for
alternative figurations expresses creativity in representing the kind of nomadic
subjects we have already become and the social and symbolic locations we
inhabit. In a more theoretical vein, the quest for figurations attempts to
recombine the propositional contents and the forms of thinking so as to
attune them both to nomadic complexities. It thus also challenges the sep-
aration of reason from the imagination.

One of the central concerns of this book is consequently the deficit in the
scale of representation which accompanies the structural transformations of
subjectivity in the social, cultural and political spheres of late post-industrial
culture. Accounting adequately for changes is a challenge that shakes up
long-established habits of thought. Most persistent among those is the habit
that consists in dealing with differences in pejorative terms, that is to say. to
represent them negatively. Hence my leading question, which has become a
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sort of red thread through all my books: how can one free difference from
the negative charge which it seems to have built into it? Like a historical
process of sedimentation, or a progressive cumulation of toxins, the concept
of difference has been poisoned and has become the equivalent of inferiority:
to be different from means to be worth less than. How can difference be
cleansed of this negative charge? Is the positivity of difference. sometimes
called ‘pure difference’, thinkable? What are the conditions that may facilitate
the thinkability of positive difference? What is the specific contribution of
poststructuralist philosophies to these questions?

By the year 2000, the social context had changed considerably since the
days when the poststructuralist philosophers put ‘difference’ on the theoret-
ical and political agenda. The return of biological essentialism. under the
cover of genetics, molecular biology, evolutionary theories and the despotic
authority of DNA has caused both an inflation and a reification of the
notion of ‘difference’. On the right of the political spectrum, in Europe
today, contemporary racism celebrates rather than denies differences. In
this reactionary discourse, however, differences of identity are essentialized
and attached to firm beliefs about national. regional. provincial or at times
(see the French National Front, the Italian Northern ‘lega’ or the Haider
phenomenon in Austria) town-based parameters for the definition of ident-
ities. Resting on fixed notions of one’s territory, these ideas of ‘difference’
are deterministic. and also exclusive and intrinsically xenophobic. In this
context, moreover, difference is a term indexed on a hierarchy of values
which it governs by binary opposition: what it conveys are power-relations
and structural patterns of exclusion at the national, regional. provincial or
even more local level. It is because of what I consider the political and social
regression of this essentialistic notion of ‘difference’ that I find it important
to reset the agenda in the direction of a radical (poststructuralist) critique. The
notion of ‘difference’ is far too important to be left either to the geneticists
or to the various brands of nostalgic supremacists (white, male, Christian)
who circulate these days.

This is therefore less a book about philosophy than a philosophical book.
It aims at providing a singular cartography of some of the political and cul-
tural forces operative in contemporary culture. From there on, I will present
a number of my own variations on nomadic thought, with special reference
to Gilles Deleuze’'s and Luce Irigaray’s philosophies of difference. After
surveying the state of contemporary feminist philosophies of the subject in
general (chapter 1) and of the nomadic subject in particular (chapter 2), |
will go on to explore contemporary culture and cultural studies (chapter 3).
1 will offer readings of some of the more striking aspects of contemporary
popular culture, especially the powerful lure of technology and of techno-
bodies (chapters 4 and 5), as well as the Gothic or monstrous social imagin-
ary that so often accompanies their representations (chapter 4). 1 will argue
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that the current cultural fascination with monstrous, mutant or hybrid
others expresses both a deep anxiety about the fast rate of transformation of
identities and also the poverty of the social imaginary and our inability to
cope creatively with the on-going transformations. At the centre of it all I
will place the social, cultural and symbolic mutations induced by techno-
logical culture. Throughout, I will try to stress the important and original
contribution that a non-unitary vision of the subject can make to critical
theory and cultural practice. Resting on a nomadic understanding of sub-
jectivity, I will attempt to de-pathologize and to illuminate in a positive light
some contemporary cultural and social phenomena, trying to emphasize
their creative and affirmative potential. By addressing from a variety of
angles the issue of nomadic subjectivity, I will attempt simultaneously to
produce an adequate cartography of this historical situation and to expose
the logic of the new power-relations operative today. This book functions
therefore like a walk along a zigzagging nomadic track of my own making,
which was inspired by philosophies of difference and more especially by
concepts such as embodiment, immanence, sexual difference, rhizomatics,
memory and endurance or sustainability.

[ will also stress issues of embodiment and make a plea for different forms
of thinking about and representing the body. 1 will refer to this in terms of
‘radical immanence’. This means that [ want to think through the body, not
in a flight away from it. This in turn implies confronting boundaries and
limitations. In thinking about the body I refer to the notion of enfleshed or
embodied materialism (I use the two interchangeably). I have turned to the
materialist roots of European philosophy, namely the French tradition that
runs from the eighteenth century into Bachelard, Canguilhem, Foucault,
Lacan, Irigaray and Deleuze. I call this the ‘materialism of the flesh’ school
in that it gives priority to issues of sexuality, desire and the erotic imaginary.
I connect to it the corporeal feminism of sexual difference. This Continental
tradition produces both an alternative vision of the subject and tools of
analysis which are useful in accounting for some of the changes and trans-
formations that are occurring in post-industrial societies in the age of
globalization. In my critical exegesis of Deleuze’s theory of becoming and
Irigaray’s theory of sexual difference, I will argue that nomadology is not at
all incompatible with feminist practices of sexual difference, but rather that
the two can reinforce one another and strike a productive alliance.

After thirty years of postmodernist and feminist debates for, against or
undecided on the issue of the ‘non-unitary’, split, in-process, knotted,
rhizomatic, transitional, nomadic subject, issues of fragmentation, complex-
ity and multiplicity should have become household names in critical theory.
The ubiquitous nature of these notions, however, and the radical-chic
appeal of the terminology do not make for consensus about the issues at
stake, namely what exactly are the implications of the loss of unity of the
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subject. Much disagreement and arguments at cross purposes have been
voiced as to the ethical and political issues which the non-unitary subject
raises in contemporary culture and politics (Nussbaum 1999). In other words
the ‘so what?” part of the discussion on nomadic subjectivity is more open
than ever, while the contradictions and the paradoxes of our historical con-
dition pile up around us. What exactly can we do with this non-unitary
subject? What good it is to anybody? What kind of political and ethical
agency can she or he be attached to? How much fun is it? What are the
values, norms and criteria that nomadic subjectivity can offer? I am inclined
to think that ‘so what?" questions are always relevant, excellent and a wel-
come relief in the often foggy bottoms of critical theory.

Although it is critical in orientation, this book is never negative. I believe
that the processes of transformation are on-going and that the equivalent
process of transformative repossession of knowledge has just begun. With
that comes also the quest for alternative figurations to express the kind of
internally contradictory multi-faceted subjects that we have become. There
is a noticeable gap between how we live — in emancipated or post-feminist,
multi-ethnic societies, with high technologies and telecommunication,
allegedly free borders and increased controls, to name just a few — and
how we represent to ourselves this lived familiarity. This imaginative poverty
can be read as the ‘jet-lag’ problem of living simultaneously in different
time-zones. in the schizophrenic mode that is characteristic of the historical
era of postmodernity. Filling in this gap with adequate figurations is the
great challenge of the present. And I cannot think of a bigger one for the
future.

What is adequate about new figurations needs to be the object of a col-
lective discussion and confrontation. and of public debates, and it cannot be
determined by a single individual. I believe that such critical, discursive
exchanges should be at the heart of critical theory today. The first question
that I would consequently like to address to my readers is cartographical:
do you agree with the account of late post-industrial culture 1 will provide
here? Do we live in the same world? in the same time-zones? How do you
account for the kind of world you are living in? Drawing that cartography is
the beginning of philosophical dialogue today. My project consequently
joins forces with other attempts made from different philosophical tradi-
tions (Fraser 1996) to reconstruct the public sphere and to develop a public
discourse suitable to the contradictory demands of our times.

The cartographic approach of my philosophical nomadism requires that
we think of power-relations simultaneously as the most “external’, collective.
social phenomenon and also as the most intimate or ‘internal’ one. Or rather,
power is the process that flows incessantly in between the most ‘internal’
and the most ‘external’ forces. As Foucault taught us. power is a situation.
a position, not an object or an essence. Subjectivity is the effect of the
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constant flows or in-between interconnections. What attracts me to French
philosophies of difference such as Deleuze’s multiple subjects of becoming,
or Irigaray’s ‘virtual feminine’, is that they do not stop on the surface of
issues of identity and power, but rather tackle their conceptual roots. In so
doing, they push the psycho-sociological discussion of identity towards issues
of subjectivity, that is to say, issues of entitlement and power. 1 find it
particularly important not to confuse this process of subjectivity with indi-
vidualism or particularity: subjectivity is a socially mediated process. Conse-
quently, the emergence of new social subjects is always a collective enterprise,
‘external’ to the self while it also mobilizes the self’s in-depth structures. A
dialogue with psychoanalytic theories of the “split’ nature of subjectivity is
consequently high on my agenda and will run throughout the book.

This brings me back to the emphasis I want to place on issues of figuration.
Political fictions may be more effective, here and now, than theoretical sys-
tems. The choice of an iconoclastic, mythic figure, such as the nomadic
subject. is consequently a move against the settled and conventional nature
of theoretical and especially philosophical thinking. Nomadism is also, how-
ever, a cross-reference to the ‘hidden’ face of Western philosophy. to its
anti-logocentric undercurrents, which F. Chatelet described as the ‘demonic’
tradition best symbolized by Nietzsche (Chatelet, 1970). Deleuze banks on
this philosophical counter-memory, when he celebrates nomadic thought as
a genealogical practice that re-locates philosophy away from the gravita-
tional pull of metaphysics (Deleuze 1973b). Deleuze is particularly intent
upon challenging the domination of conscious rationality as a model for the
subject, and devotes his energy to re-imagining the philosophical subject
altogether. Irigaray’s project is analogous: she focuses her critique on the
phallogocentric structure of thought and the systematic exclusion of the
feminine from theoretical representation. Whereas Irigaray draws inspira-
tion from the untapped resources of a virtual ‘feminine’, which feminists
have to re-configure in their own specific imaginary, Deleuze places all hopes
on in-depth transformations of the subject in terms of sexually differenti-
ated processes of becoming (see chapter 2). Nonetheless, there is a point of
convergence between Irigaray and Deleuze in their effort in re-inventing the
very image of the subject as an entity fully immersed in relations of power,
knowledge and desire. This implies a positive vision of the subject as an
affective, positive and dynamic structure, which clashes with the rationalist
image traditionally projected by institutionalized philosophy.

Thus, my choice of the nomadic figuration is also a way of situating
myself vis-a-vis the institution of philosophy as a discipline: it is a way of
inhabiting it, but as an ‘outsider within’, that is to say critically but also
with deep engagement. Last, but not least, this figuration has an imaginative
pull that I find attuned to the transnational movement that marks our his-
torical situation.



