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Introduction
The Totem Redux

The totem is dead and buried; both as a way to help organize social cohesion (for participants) and as a model for the mapping of any given group (for observers). After all, it has been over half a century since the doyen of structuralist anthropology, Claude Lévi-Strauss delivered his influential funeral oration for the notion of the totem –“the phantasmagoria of the theorists” (58). And yet the word keeps cropping up in popular consciousness, enjoying an ongoing after-life as a fuzzy metaphor for certain types of extra-human symbols, affiliations, identifications, and behaviors. Indeed the totem continues to serve all sorts of vague purposes, beyond or outside the technical usage of social scien- tists, or the indigenous people from whom the term was origi- nally borrowed. The New Age fondness for personal animal spirit helpers1 – a popular poaching and personalization of clan- based totemic relationships –is only the most explicit instance of the ways in which the modern world continues to employ symbolic figures as virtual guides for actual situations. Nor is it necessary to wear an eagle feather in one’s hair to be attuned to this kind of ubiquitous projection. The famous contrada of Siena, for instance, continue to compete against each other in the manic horse-race inside the city itself, bearing the heraldic emblems of their respective family trees (including caterpillars, owls, dragons, unicorns, towers, and sea-shells). Some may consider this merely a vestigial ritual –an echo of the medieval knights who once roamed the same territory, with shields emblazoned with meaningful images.2 But we can also trace the impulse forward in time. Contemporary sports teams, for instance, not only have mascots dancing on the side-lines, but also the invisible and omnipresent totems which bear witness to the day’s  play; and whose capricious moods either make or break them during the game. Hipsters, Hell’s Angels, and bored suburbanites tattoo their bodies with images meaningful to their personal mythologies: skulls, dragons, doves, lions, roses, fairies, rock stars, clowns, mothers, lovers, cartoon characters, Ankhs, peace signs, mandalas, quills, tea-pots, bar-codes, and so on.3 Pre- tween schoolgirls refuse to leave home unless at least one accessory or item of clothing is emblazoned with Hello Kitty. While atheistic academics begin to irrationally sweat if they realize they have boarded a long-haul flight without their St. Christopher medal (*cough cough*).

The totem is such a suggestive figure because it potentially includes all figures. Anything (that is, any thing), is a totem waiting to happen, thanks to the idiosyncratic ways in which people psychologically and emotionally invest in objects (which, of course, can be a rather clinical word for other subjects). Now that the totem has become more personalized, and liberated from the limitations of collective sense, it can be as varied as the contingency of any given biography. The totem is an empty outline waiting to be shaped into something specific through subjective cathexis. This empty space is negatively charged. Its power comes from without. It is a fulcrum or quilting point around which things, events, convictions, desires, hunches, pleabargains, epiphanies, mistakes, and so on, circle and gather.4 The child’s teddy-bear, for instance, is a proto-totem –an object of libidinal investment and proxy imaginings. The true totemic moment comes when the child identifies with –or at least obsesses over –an absent figure, such as a Pikachu or Spider Man. Here the break has been made between the fort of the concrete possession (or companion), and the da of virtual connection.5 The (relatively) stabilized narratives of selfhood, which constitute the “healthy” and normal adult, allow the totem to take a different kind of root, in different psychic soil. The mature individual has learned to internalize and virtualize the teddy-bear, giving it a far  more complex, ambivalent, and symptomatic spin. We can function “on our own” in society, as long as we know –on some level – that someone or something is looking out for us, and has our welfare at heart. As a result, the fully totemized person is content (more or less), with the tote bag emblazoned with their badge of belonging: NPR, PBS, BBC, The So-and-So Food Co-op, etc. (or, alternatively, the bumper stickers and other parapher- nalia that decorate one’s motor vehicle: the Christian fish, the Confederate flag, the yellow ribbon, buxom mud-flap silhou- ettes, truck nuts, etc.).

The totem is particularly seductive because –to gesture to Lacan –it emerges from the Real, yet straddles the Imaginary and the Symbolic. All three bases are covered. The totem is thus a frequently traveled sky-bridge between our daydreams and the external conditions and expectations which either limit or enable them to happen (of course, usually the former). To put it another way, if Deleuze is more your cup of poison, the totem is the figure or refrain which crystallizes an assemblage over time. It is the desiring-machine which allows intensities to mark out a familiar territory, all the while threatening (or promising) to form a line-of-flight into unknown landscapes.

In the 1888 edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica, the celebrated mythographer and anthropologist, J. G. Frazer, wrote “[a] totem is a class of material objects which a savage regards with superstitious respect, believing that there exists between him and every member of the class an intimate and altogether special relation.” We need only jettison the offensive word “savage” and replace it with “person,” and we have a perfectly serviceable definition for totems today. In contrast to Frazer’s definition, however, the chapters which follow emphasize the virtual aspect of the material objects (often animals, but not at all exclusively), which manifest the relationship. In other words, the focus will be on the imaginative,6 abstract, metaphysical ways in which humans enlist nonhumans to look after them (or, indeed,  how humans feel they have been drafted by nonhumans to be challenged, tested, or provoked). The New York Giants, for instance, can only have a virtual relationship with their team totem (unless we consider anyone above seven foot a “giant”). the same applies for the New Jersey Devils. The Chicago Bears could feasibly point to an actual bear as a totem, but refrain to do so, for practical and political reasons. In contrast, the Louisiana State University Tigers often bring a real live Bengal tiger (named Mike) to the stadium. But even as this animal fascinates by its exotic presence, it still merely represents –stands in for –the idealized avatar of tigerness which the team hopes to channel in battle. If Mike dies –as he has, sadly, several times during the history of the team –the totem is still alive and well, since it is always primarily a generic, virtual figure. Even if we only consider faux-tigers, the fuzzy suit of the mascot-totem is the most important part, and not the parade of different, anonymous, pelvic-thrusting freshmen who inhabit it over the course of several decades.7

Once you start scanning the landscape for examples, and relinquish the purist, historical definitions bequeathed –and later dismissed –by anthropologists, totems begin to mushroom all over the place. Indeed the vernacularization of the term has been going on for some time. Only two years after Frazer’s 1888 entry in the stately English encyclopedia of record, London’s cheeky Pall Mall Gazette made special note of “[t]he vulgar embroidered smoking-cap, which used to be the distinctive totem of the bazaar debauchee.” It did not take long for the word to be employed outside the academy for any item with identificatory powers –in this case, a smoking-cap. More than a century later, and the totem has continued to multiply and morph within public discourse. Consider how the figure of the “grizzly mom” or “tiger mom” has circulated in the “lamestream” media in the last few years, evoking a kind of “spirit animal” for certain ideologically-charged demographic clusters. We could indeed  add the notion of the “cougar,” a sexually aggressive older woman, who is said to embody the highly coiled energies of a wild, predatory feline (an association with a long history, extending through the various “cat people” of the noirish imagi- nation, but with a new suburban twist).

Despite the atavistic incense which clings to the word, the totem has insinuated itself into contemporary life as a way to understand certain charged objects or mediums, pointing to a quasi-religious surplus, overflowing the prosaic or the banal, thereby helping to orient the individual in relation to the group (and to help different sub-groups orient themselves to the [imagined] whole). Marshall McLuhan, for instance, credited the seductive power of Hitler in terms of “the tribal totem of radio” (338). Similarly, Roland Barthes unpacked his modern mythologies with the aid of this same principle, so that wine, for the French person, is nothing less than “a totem-drink” (58) (just as Charlie Chaplin projects a “totem-like countenance” [56]). More recently, Judith Williamson describes our relationship to advertising as “a kind of totemism” (46), whereby carefully crafted semiotic solicitations encourage millions of consumers to step into the “totemic space” of essentially exchangeable products.8 Indeed, the list could go on.9

As a consequence, the totem suggests several elements simul- taneously, now that its tribal function has been diluted and diffused into the water-table of postmodern experience. It plays a symbolic, ritualistic, virtual, and explanatory role for those who adopt it (or who feel adopted by it). For instance, in the example cited earlier, a grizzly mom looks to the female grizzly bear to explain her character: fierce, loyal, brave, nurturing, protective, etc. As a consequence, Sarah Palin feels she has a more profound understanding of her own socially-defined role as working-mother-cum-public-conservative-political-figure by reference to a creature that she has little, if any, actual contact with. (She does not claim the title of “wolf mom,” since this  would forbid her to indulge in one of her favorite sports – shooting wolves from a helicopter.) The she-bear totem is thus a virtual presence in her own mind and life, floating free from an actual referent, which allows the ex-governor to make certain claims in regard to other groups (especially “liberals,” whose totem animal is presumably the yellow-bellied sap sucker). As one mid-century anthropologist observed, “Totemic and other ritual symbols are the ideological landmarks that keep an individual on his course” (in Lévi-Strauss, 74). And yet while we look to the totem to help provide psychosocial coherence in a rather chaotic and contradictory world, we reduce it to certain desirable traits, while eliminating others. For while Sarah Palin identifies with the power of a female grizzly bear, she would surely not want to be considered hairy or wild. Nor does she want to convey the message that she sleeps all winter and defecates in the woods. Today’s totems are thus stylized and simplified symbols which allow ideological messages to be delivered in short-hand; both to the self and to the other.

We can thus put all these disparate elements together in order to redefine the totem in the following terms: a symbolic virtual figure associated with a charged object or referent, which helps (or at least appears to help) any given subject navigate unstable, ever-changing terrain as if it were stable. In the simplest language, a totem helps explain ourselves to ourselves, in relation to others. It is alternately a guide, a guardian, a role model, a trickster figure, and a key to the cognitive map which has colonized the territory it was originally designed to represent. Few things, however, can truly and consistently deliver on such a promise. So totems are also ambivalent figures, who can betray us, let us down, or lead us down the garden path.

The Anthropological Totem

One of the most significant names associated with establishing the totem as an important analytical motif is Émile Durkheim.  This scholar, working during the high watermark of imperial anthropology, relied on this notion to describe the way every day, profane objects become abstracted and sacralized as signif- icant signs. One example would be a particular source of food which humans must not eat, because they are reserved for the spirits. Such special signs denote collective “images of solidarity” which –as a privileged type of representation – reinforce the very foundation of the social structure. The totem is thus an avatar for the true object of veneration: the community itself. A couple of generations later, as already mentioned, Lévi- Strauss was quick to dispense with this conceptual lens, since he believed it to be little more than an illusion: a trick of the light, produced by the disciplinary desire for origin myths of holistic social interaction. It was, for him, a “false category,” asked to do too much work in terms of both articulating the relationship between humans and the natural world, and the “characteri- zation of social groups.” In other words, the totem shuttled between the natural and the cultural domains with such ease and rapidity, that it never really had the opportunity to take on meaningful cargo. “The supposed totemism,” he wrote, “eludes all efforts at absolute definition. It consists, at most, in a contingent arrangement of nonspecific elements” (5). Variously described as a “projection” and an “exorcism,” the conceit is exposed as an intellectual “misadventure,” which presumed to explain “what remains of the diminished totality” (26).

At one moment, the totem describes “individual sentiments of attachment,” at another “ritualized collective conduct,” and yet another as an “object representing the group” (60). For Lévi- Strauss, the totem is not elastic enough to cover so many diverse situations; nor should any abstract idea be obliged to try. As if this wasn’t problematic enough, he considered the various sub- species of totemism –such as the dream totem, cult totem, sexual totem, religious totem, personal totem, etc. –to further compromise the efficacy of the idea. Quoting one of his  colleagues, Ralph Piddington, Lévi-Strauss echoes his conviction that, “[i]t will be seen that the term ‘totemism’ has been applied to a bewildering variety of relationships between human beings and natural species or phenomena. For this reason it is impos- sible to reach any satisfactory definition” (9).

Quite simply then, the totem, for the father of structuralism, “belongs more to the past than to the present.” Indeed, the very notion was so popular with his own teachers because it allowed so-called modern men to feel superior to, and more advanced than, those folk from elsewhere, patronizingly described as “tribal.” Lévi-Strauss believed the totem to be a kind of meta- totem for those who pioneered the use of the term, for it allowed social scientists to create a “totem pole,” as it were, of different types of society (with their own on top, of course). By exposing the totem as a mirage not only for non-Westerners, but also anthropologists who presumed to explain them, his critique sought to remove the basis for any claim to historical superiority along a linear continuum of human “development.” The modern and the primitive, Lévi-Strauss suggested, are closer than they appear, because those deemed to be the latter were not as unthinkingly mesmerized by totems as initially presumed.10 While certain objects and animals were indeed charged with significance, social relationships were more complex and analogical than the rather static model of the totem suggests. My own instinct, however, would be to reverse this line of thinking: the modern and the primitive are closer than we think, since both rely heavily on totemic semiotics to frame, and make sense of, a largely hostile and uncertain world (even as they both do so with some irony, flexibility, and allowances for exceptions).

While Lévi-Strauss sought to nuance the term out of existence, he still provides us with some useful ways to approach it (should we maintain that totems are something more than an over- simplified analytical convenience). His critique notes, for instance, “the confusion between totem and Guardian spirit”  (23), arguing that in fact the totem affirms “that there can be no direct relationship, based on contiguity, between man and totem. The only possible relationship must be ‘masked,’ and thus metaphorical” (19). If we return to the grizzly mom for a moment, we can see that Lévi-Strauss is correct in disqualifying a one-to-one parity or equivalence. The totem is not merely a friend, but a “frenemy,” who could turn on the subject at any moment, if displeased with the human’s interpretation of the relationship. Indeed, an exceptional form of the “social contract” is signed between totem and human, ensuring that the latter is not simply a beneficiary of cosmic good will or instruction. As communications theorist Waddick Doyle pointed out to me in conversation, the Wujal Wujal peoples of Australia tell of striking an ancient deal with a key totem: the crocodile. Such a deal is, on the face of it, a straight-forward one: “we don’t eat him, and he does not eat us.” But if this no-go zone is trespassed, then this is a sure sign that the contract has been broken somewhere along the line, and must be renegotiated and re-authorized (through collective ritual).

Yet it is the virtual aspect of the totem which interests us in the present context: the way in which any actual existing crocodile is but a manifest avatar of “crocodileness” for those who live, think, and act within totemic protocols. A specific crocodile, sunning himself on a river bank, is sacred to the extent that he invokes the archetypal species with which the tribe is affiliated. (Just as the signifier is different from the referent –the former representing the abstract, collective meaning –the individu- alized reptile embodies something which cannot be accessed directly, but only circled.) No doubt, one can transgress the taboo and kill a crocodile. But this will not have disqualified or annulled the totemic relationship. Rather it will trigger a call for compensation or the need for a cleansing ceremony. Similarly, Sarah Palin is not diagramming herself with a straight unbroken line to an actual grizzly bear, but the constellation of metaphoric  associations that “grizzliness” evoke in her own mind (via the popular, collective imagination).

Lévi-Strauss quotes another colleague, Meyer Fortes, who notes that, “Like the animals of the bush and the river…[totems] are restless, elusive, ubiquitous, unpredictable, aggressive.” It is the enigmatic, skittish, and even slightly sinister nature of these figures that the following chapters explore; pinpointing moments when the assumed guardian spirit pivots on its heel (or hoof, or paw, or claw), and leads its human partner astray. In the wake of such unpredictable maneuvers, the stakes become somewhat clearer, determining who needs whom more in any given moment or situation. (It may seem that the human always needs the totem more than the other way around, but as the crocodile example shows, it can certainly work both ways.) And as with any alliance, pressure points and stress fractures exist which threaten to reveal the unspoken motives or conditions for the partnership in the first place. Thus totems can be cynically leveraged for advantage by one person or group, or summoned to help obtain cosmic justice by another. They are an emblem of our inevitable ambivalence about Being itself, as well as towards the specific beings we are obliged to co-inhabit existence with. Totems are thus an illuminating index of the kind of psycho- logical, political, and libidinal jostling that makes up the fabric of everyday social relations. (The fact that new digital media render such totems doubly virtual renders matters even more compli- cated –of which, more below.)

Lévi-Strauss once stated that animals are good to think with. In this introductory chapter we can merely add that totems –often in the form of animals –are similarly helpful facilitators of cognitive or imaginative insights.11 Before embarking on some close readings and case studies, however, the anthropological context should be complemented by the psychosocial one, since totems play such a crucial role in Freud’s origin myth of civilization itself; also rooted in the Janus-headed agon of ambivalence.

The Psychosocial Totem

Freud found it necessary to pair the totem with the taboo, since he considered these structuring devices to be –once upon a time –two sides of the same primal coin. His famous long-form essay Totem and Taboo (1912-13) details his belief in the Oedipal roots of both, essentially arguing that taboos persist in the modern world in the form of obsessive-compulsive behavior manifested by neurotic individuals. the totem, in contrast, helped organize only a specific moment in human cultural development, but was subsequently jettisoned for more complex social arrangements.12 Thus, from the beginning, Freud claims that taboos are very much in operation in the modern world (the two most significant being incest and murder), whereas “Totemism, on the contrary, is something alien to our contemporary feelings –a religio-social institution which has been long abandoned as an actuality and replaced by newer forms. It has left only the slightest traces behind it in the religions, manners and customs of the civilized peoples of today” (x).

One of the aims of Look at the Bunny is to off-set such a view, considering the totem not so much in terms of obsolescence or atavism, but rather an ongoing mutation –and further virtual- ization –within our constantly evolving socio-technical networks. But for Freud, the key moment occurred far back in the swirling mists of almost mythological time, when the two stigmas were found to be working in tandem: first prompting an “acting out,” and then a subsequent “working through,” of intense conflicting emotions. As a consequence, Totem and Taboo stages a now-familiar play, starring a “tumultuous mob of brothers” locked in simmering conflict with “the paternal tyrant.” This latter is an authority figure, simultaneously loved (for his indulgences), feared (for his discipline), and envied (for his power, and dominion over the family’s women-folk). The sons and brothers –tired of being cock-blocked from mother and sister alike –finally explode in a fireball of incestuous energy,  acting in concert to murder the tyrannical father, and even eat him in a cannibalistic feast. By ingesting their protector-foe, the horde of young men literally incorporate their own ambivalence towards him, in an act of ultimate vengeance and identification. “The totem meal,” notes Freud, “which is perhaps mankind’s earliest festival, would thus be a repetition and a commemoration of this memorable and criminal deed, which was the beginning of so many things –of social organization, of moral restrictions and of religion” (165).13 In the simplest terms then, “[p]sycho- analysis has revealed that the totem animal [who cannot be eaten], is in reality a substitute for the father” (163).14

But, like the proverbial Jedi Knight,


[t]he dead father became stronger than the living one had been –for events took the course we so often see them follow in human affairs to this day. What had up to then been prevented by his actual existence was thenceforward prohibited by the sons themselves, in accordance with the psychological procedure so familiar to us in psycho-analyses under the name of “deferred obedience.” They revoked their deed by forbidding the killing of the totem, the substitute for their father; and they renounced its fruits by resigning their claim to the women who had now been set free. They thus created out of their filial sense of guilt the two fundamental taboos of totemism, which for that very reason inevitably corresponded to the two repressed wishes of the Oedipus complex [i.e., to kill one’s father and couple with one’s mother]. (166)



Here Freud walks us through the process whereby the totem moves from the actual to the virtual, gaining aura and omniscience while doing so. One can, at least in theory, always argue with a real live authority figure. But it becomes a far graver thing to pick a quarrel with an invisible, panoptic, one. And so,  while the desire to violate taboos persists in the unconscious, it becomes sublimated and displaced on to more socially constructive activities. The totem meal is thus a safety valve, at once acknowledging and disavowing the urge to repeat Oedipal crimes. (One wonders in passing who Freud’s totem might be. Oedipus himself? Or possibly the Sphinx? Or would it be the pipe? The couch? The phallus?)15

Given that the totem is a strong reminder of the “primaeval prohibition,” one wonders why Freud is so quick to usher it off the stage, while keeping taboo in the spotlight. After all, Little Hans, one of the more familiar cases in the original psychoana- lytic literature, is diagnosed as suffering from a totemic condition. The beaten horse which troubles the boy is revealed to be a figure representing his father (quel surprise!). In the less well known instance of Little Árpád, who exhibited strong signs of “poultry perversion,” the witch-doctor of Vienna makes special note of “the boy’s complete identification with his totem animal and his ambivalent emotional attitude to it” (152).16 Freud protests too much about the contemporary irrelevance of the totem, since even if used as a metaphor, the dynamic logic of the concept continues its diligent dream-work into present times, in both sleeping and waking states.

Neurosis, for Freud, is an internalized taboo. Ergo, neurotics are somewhat akin to modern primitives, in that they individu- alize a formerly collective world-view and set of public operating instructions. The Christian might be considered the ultimate example of a neurotic, since “at bottom God is nothing other than an exalted father” (171). And the father, as we have seen, is the source of deep-seated totemic systems in psychoana- lytic discourse. (For Freud this psychosocial equivalence arose “independently from a root common to both.”) The incest taboo was more pressing in pre-historical times, in this view, because our species had less civilized mechanisms for repressing and sublimating it. Hence the need for totemic chaperones. But this is  not to say that our “natural,” but unkosher, desires have evapo- rated in the meantime. They have merely disguised themselves in dreams, compulsions, symptoms, and artistic expression. Certainly Freud notes a clear and firm bond between the totem and exogamy, forbidding sexual relations with kin-folk –thus implicitly suggesting that it has not completely worn out its usage. The libidinal economy of today’s totems may not be as crude as a Thou Shalt Not. However they do continue to be a somewhat structured way of negotiating socially unacceptable desires (experienced at the interface between the personal and the public). For Freud, the taboo is no longer a shared prohibition (“directed against liberty of enjoyment and against freedom of movement and communication” [25]), but a private psychodrama. But how can we confidently draw the line between the private and the public? Even if your taboo is not mine, your observance and my indifference both find their source in the social field. And common-sense would tell us that there are still taboos in effect (even if prime-time TV loves to flaunt them).17

Freud tells us that totems and taboos cluster around three different scenarios: special individuals, exceptional states, and uncanny things. Indeed, these are three key coordinates of the case studies which make up the following chapters. Totems promise to help us cope when we encounter troublingly charis- matic people, liminal moments in time, and weird objects which refuse to leave us in peace or be taken for granted. Concerning the little rituals we must perform to feel safe –kissing an icon, arranging a garden gnome so that it always faces East, and so on –“there can be no doubt that they are in the nature of expiation, penance, defensive measures and purification” (33). The totemic taboo (for my purposes a tautology) exhibits a “dangerous power,” which spreads by “infection.”

From the moment of publication, critics have accused Freud of attempting to dress up that loose tart Allegory in the more refined clothing of History (something he explicitly attempts to  deny in a preemptive fashion). This “great crime,” which was “the beginning of society and of the sense of guilt” –since the two are one and the same, for the author –was considered by detractors as little more than a mimetic origin myth. “[M]an’s relation to his father,” is offered as the key to understanding not only the intimate secret of the individual, but the social as well. But Freud is sensitive to the skeptical questions this view generates, since


No one can have failed to observe…that I have taken as the basis of my whole position the existence of a collective mind, in which mental processes occur just as they do in the mind of an individual. In particular, I have supposed that the sense of guilt for an action has persisted for many thousands of years and has remained operative in generations which can have had no knowledge of that action. I have supposed that an emotional process, such as might have developed in generations of sons who were ill-treated by their father, has extended to new generations which were exempt from such treatment for the very reason that their father had been eliminated. It must be admitted that these are grave difficulties; and any explanation that could avoid presumptions of such a kind would seem to be preferable. (183)



And yet, after weighing the evidence through his self-fashioned lenses, Freud stands by his theory tracing modern individual neuroses back to primitive social behavior. He was certainly correct at the time of writing that “[s]ocial psychology shows very little interest, on the whole, in the manner in which the required continuity in the mental life of successive generations is established” (184). It would be left to the historians, sociologists, and philosophers of technology to do this (the most notable contemporary of Freud being Gabriel Tarde).

In Freud’s struggle with the shortcomings of his own  hypothesis, we encounter the suggestive notion of the “heritage of emotion,” which today we might call the affective legacy of a traumatic event. Social rituals enable a ghost-memory of this foundational transgression to be passed down through the gener- ations via the kind of violent mnemotechnics described by Nietzsche in The Genealogy of Morals. (Freud’s essay being something of a belated prequel, The Genealogy of Taboos.) Conceivably, the totem meal could be considered a clear-cut case of “fidelity to the event,” as described by Alain Badiou, similarly framed by messianic themes of redemption. As Lévi-Strauss himself noted: “If Freud gave up the idea, as he seemed to have done, that the act of parricide was a historical event, it could be viewed as the simple expression of a recurrent virtuality, a generic and non-temporal model of psychological attitudes entailed by repetitive phenomena or institutions such as totemism and tabus” (69, my emphasis).18 In the essay itself, Freud writes: “When we, no less than primitive man, project something into external reality, what is happening must surely be this: we are recognizing the existence of two states –one in which something is directly given to the senses and to consciousness (that is, is present to them), and alongside it another, in which the same thing is latent but capable of re-appearing. In short, we are recog- nizing the co-existence of perception and memory, or, putting it more generally, the existence of unconscious mental processes alongside the conscious ones” (109).

The missing link, which would help explain the mechanics of this crucial type of parallel processing within the social psyche, is technology (or to be more specific, a conscious emphasis of the role of technics). In other words, it is a shame Freud did not write, “Totem, Taboo, and Technology.” But in a sense, this is what much contemporary media scholarship is attempting to do, most notably perhaps –in this context, at least –by Bernard Stiegler. This impassioned French philosopher has written many books on the role of technologized memories for providing inter generational coherence and continuity. He calls such out-sourced reminiscences “tertiary retentions.” (The layman, however, would just call them “the media.”) Stiegler argues that the “program industries” (production companies, coding opera- tions, entertainment services, etc.), work together to foster a culture-wide case of attention deficit disorder. As a consequence, distraction becomes the rule rather than the exception. And the fetish of instant gratification weakens the long chains of commu- nication between generations, resulting in nothing less than the end of capital-S “Society” as a collective concern.19 The prime suspect in Stiegler’s critical system is the “industrial temporal object” –his term for films, television shows, video games, and other forms of electronic media which oblige the individual psyche to synchronize with alien or inhuman time signatures. Thus, the industrial temporal object could be considered today’s most prevalent and seductive totemic conduit or vector.20 In other words, it is precisely within these genie-bottles, exhaled by computerized glass-blowers, that the totem reappears to tell us Thou Shalt Not. (Or, to Stiegler’s chagrin, Thou Might As Well… Since Everybody Else Is Doing It Already.) To shift similes, strange, idiosyncratic, repressed, haunting, haunted totems come out of the woodwork, as the House of Usher continues to crumble. Some are able to provide clues to an exit. Others betray us into losing our bearings even further.

So just as magic has, today, morphed into “Industrial Light and Magic™”, the totem has (d)evolved into the technical objects and social networks of the modern mediascape.

The Mediated Totem

W.J.T. Mitchell, one of today’s most esteemed scholars of visual culture and romantic traditions, has done more than most to resuscitate the concept of the totem as a relevant figure for our millennial world, with all its complex technological layers and connections. For him, it has been an “unjustly neglected” theory  in current discussions of visual culture, despite being “a distinct form of the surplus value of images” (2005, 75, 98). In contrast to Victorian and Edwardian anthropologists and psychoanalysts, Mitchell considers the totem as a symptomatically modern concept, which has been projected back on to more “elementary” structures: “the latest in the sequence of objects of the Other” (2005, 161). (Totemism thus comes chronologically after idolotry [ancient/classical] and fetishism [early modern]).21 All three are examples of “secondary beliefs,” in the sense that they crystallize “beliefs about the beliefs of other people” (162) –and usually unflattering ones at that.

Mitchell re-tells the origin story of the word, in which an English fur trader, by the name of John Long, returns to London in 1790 after spending twenty years amongst the indigenous nations of Canada; not only trading animal skins, but also fighting American colonialists alongside the Chippewa Indians. What makes Mr. Long stand out from the rest of the crowd is that he steps off the ship bearing a tattoo of a beaver on his chest.22 “Long’s name for the animal inscribed on his body is ‘totem,’ a word from the Ojibway language usually translated ‘he is a relative of mine’ and associated with ideas of animal, vegetable, and sometimes mineral ‘tutelary spirits,’ and thus with destiny, identity, and community” (2001, 174).23

After this initial brush with the word, the totem, as the seed of a scientific idea, goes largely dormant between the late 18th century, before resprouting under the enthusiastic green-thumbs of anthropologists like Frazer and Durkheim. As Mitchell notes, “[t]he fortunes of the word and concept totem between the 1790s and the 1850s remain a missing chapter in intellectual history that would be fascinating to explore” (175). In lieu of such a cultural history, however, Mitchell offers an interesting reading of the ways in which the totem comes to occupy and define the nature/culture frontier for us romantic moderns. “The totem,” he observes, “is the ideological image par excellence, because it is  the instrument by which cultures and societies naturalize themselves” (2005, 101). Hence his reading of the totem as a “figure of the longing for an intimate relationship with nature and the greeting of natural objects as ‘friends and companions’ – the entire panoply of tutelary spirits from Wordsworth’s daffodils to Coleridge’s albatross to Shelley’s west wind” (182). Given that the majority of totems are, and continue to be, either animals proper, or symbols of nature, Mitchell is clearly correct in placing them in an ecological register. But today the general ecology includes digital devices as much as beavers (indeed, truth be told, often both). Extending John Berger’s famous argument that our mode of looking at animals has become more focused and grasping in direct proportion with the extinction curve, Mitchell is interested in the totem’s virtual power and presence: a signifier infused with extra-charged particles. (Something which Durkheim himself was attuned to: “We arrive at the remarkable conclusion that the images of totemic beings are more sacred than the beings themselves” [in Mitchell, 2001, 177]).

As Mitchell maintains,


[n]atural organisms are not just entities in themselves, but a system of natural signs, living images, a natural language of zoographia or ‘animal writing’ that, from ancient bestiaries to DNA and the new Book of Life, continually reintroduces religion –and animation –into things and their images…. This is surely because the image of the totem animal, like that of the fossilized specimen, is the site where the species being of the individual is ‘crystallized,’ as it were, and rendered as a kind of concrete universal. (ibid.)



Mitchell’s work is particularly concerned with fossils as “the evidence for a first nature totally alien to human culture.” Totems, for their part, “are evidence for what we might call a first  second nature, a state of culture that is much closer to nature than our modern world” (178). But unlike Freud and Lévi-Strauss, Mitchell believes that we have blinded ourselves to the totemic legacy, flattering ourselves that our scientific and industrial machines have vacuumed them out of existence, along with all other primitive superstitions. Instead we just swept it under the carpet. He thus makes the bold claim that “the romantic desire for an image to secure an intimate communion with nature is itself a form of totemism” (183). And while he does not use the phrase “romantic totemism” (or totemic romanticism), such a fusion continues to inform our symbolic imaginings qua Nature. Fossils and totems (as well as fossils as totems) “bring with them new orders of temporality, new dialectical images that interfere with and complicate one another.” As a result, the romantic image itself turns out “to be a combination of fossilism and totemism, a dialectical figure of animation and petrification, a ruinous trace of catastrophe, and a ‘vital sign’” (184).

The point is worth underlining. Mitchell sees totemism at work in all romantic imagery (itself something of a redundant phrase in his account of visual culture, since we have never truly escaped the shadow of romanticism, given the seemingly eternal themes of alienation, a Fall from Nature, secular transcendence, etc.). One need only conduct a random search of Tumblr to see the finite repertoire of romantic totems which circulate in the collective psyche: artfully arranged naked or near-naked bodies, waterfalls, exotic animals, cute animals, Waldenesque landscapes, Orientalized interiors, etc. As a consequence, roman- ticism itself, in its millennial apparel, is “a totem object, a figure of collective identification…[and] a structure of feeling available to anyone who identifies himor herself as a romantic” (184, my emphasis). The more we attempt to banish totems into the naïve past, the more our cynical realism is haunted by their struc- turing-absence. If they are the elephant in the room, we must find out –quickly! –if they are here to seek revenge for years of  poaching by humans, or if they are merely asking for a glass of water. Alternatively, if they are the Lacanian stain on the carpet, it is up to us to give our best interpretation to their shape; these enigmatic Rorscha(r)ch-angels of History. “In short,” writes Mitchell in a different piece, “we are stuck with our magical, premodern attitudes toward objects, especially pictures, and our task is not to overcome these attitudes but to understand them” (1996, 72).

Mitchell famously reframes the entire approach of art history by asking the radical question, “What Do Pictures Want?” In poaching Freud’s famous gendered question, and applying them to inanimate objects, Mitchell asks us to attune ourselves to the “subjectivity” of things we hitherto had only regarded as inert – albeit expressive –matter. Suddenly a painting or a photograph has their own agency and desires, which we must attempt to recognize.24 To better understand the “magical” and mutual aspect of the viewer-image relation, we are obliged to admit that “the subjectivized object” amounts to “an incurable symptom.” What Mitchell calls “the personhood of pictures” needs to be acknowledged, since it is as “alive in the modern world as it was in traditional societies” (1996, 73). Moreover, “[t]he desires of pictures may be inhuman or nonhuman, better modeled by figures of animals, machines, or cyborgs” (1996, 82).25

In terms of my own interpretation of the subliminal persis- tence of the totem, I would like to emphasize Mitchell’s reading of pictures as “‘animated’ beings, quasi agents, mock persons… who function both as ‘go-betweens’ and scapegoats in the social field of human visuality” (1996, 81). This applies not only to pictorial works of art, but also the kinds of images created by the commercial world, generated by computers and digital technologies. Moreover, it can also include the kinds of images created in our minds via words, given that books continue to be consumed alongside video games, movies, and TV shows, inhab- iting the imagination in a hybrid-virtual mode of different  textures, scales, dimensions, frame-rates, and resolutions. As a consequence, the much-discussed “convergence” of media into one device or portal has its correlate in the post-Kantian human faculties, which attempt to parse the world according to inherited diagrams, even as that same world fractures into unprecedented fractal-logics of its own.

The Hyperreal Totem

One familiar descriptor for this fractal-effect is Jean Baudrillard’s concept of “hyperreality,” or the simulacra. As the postmodern mediascape promotes the signifier over the signified to an unprecedented degree, we find ourselves living in the map rather than the territory. This much is well known, as is the important influence of Guy Debord’s notion of the Spectacle on Baudrillard’s thinking. Less discussed is the totemic aspect of a world –or proliferation of worlds –in which the sum of actual social interactions constitute a new “reality” lived and experi- enced primarily via images. (We may in passing offer Don Quixote or Emma Bovary as “patient zero” of this intense identi- fication with the aspirational image, given their novel –and novelistic –tendency to seek out pre-mediated experiences.)26

Essentially agreeing with McLuhan’s theory that modern, amplified life in the global village returns us to neo-primitive, post-literate arrangements, Baudrillard observed an affinity between the graffiti covering every subway car in New York City, and the tattoos which adorned the flesh of the inhabitants: “Something about the city has become tribal…with these powerful emblems stripped of meaning. An incision into the flesh of empty signs that do not signify personal identity, but group initiation and affiliation” (1993: 82).27 While he does not use the word totem here, clearly the notion is not far from the discussion. In the savage cityscapes of late-twentieth century capitalism, such charged avatars return with a vengeance. No doubt this totemic force is what drew Baudrillard to one of his favorite  novelists, J.G. Ballard, whose work is strewn with modern- primitive totems, from the narrator of Crash himself –as a self- conscious sacrifice to the fatal motorways –to the conspicuous consumption finally rejected by the upper middle class in Millennium People: “I passed a metal skip into which a family had dispatched their tribal totems –school blazers and jodhpurs, Elizabeth David’s cookbooks, guides to the Lot and Auvergne, a set of croquet mallets” (212-13). (In Super-Cannes, Ballard cannot resist casting the French prophet of nihilism himself as a totem, as the narrator sits down in a restaurant and orders “a vin blanc from the young French waitress, who wore jeans and a white vest printed with a quotation from Baudrillard” [88].)

But while it is true that commercial marks hold a powerful totemic sway over the populace –it does not necessarily follow that the system Which they represent is consistent or coherent. One can “tote” a YSL bag and still be dirt poor (especially thanks to simulated, counterfeit goods). Indeed, in this example, the counterfeit would be a simulation of a signifier with no clear signified in any case. Brand worship is the post-modern identification with auratic absence, par excellence. After all, branding is another name for tattooing. And logos no longer denote, but connote. Their sleek blank surfaces encourage narcissistic projection from diverse imaginations. Which is all to say that the totem can still work as an engine of distinction, but it does so on newly shifting sands, in which class and/or status is no longer mapped clearly on to economic indicators (as Bourdieu famously maintained).28

Sociologist Patricia Cormack argues that the totem is a crucial motif to render “mass culture” more legible. Indeed, she encourages us to think of “the social” –a privileged object of discourse –as “modernity’s ‘totem’” (7). But she also maintains the static, organizational aspect of the symbol, preferring to underplay its increasing capacity to trouble the waters. Simply put, Cormack diametrically opposes the totem with the trope. For  her, the totem conforms to the Apollonian strictures of the “modern world order,” while the trope represents the more unpredictable and “creative possibilities” of the social (118). “In simple terms,” she writes, “while trope emphasizes the self- reflective and interpretative aspect of modern culture, totem emphasizes the moral and concrete quality of collective represen- tation” (9). Between the mutual influence of these two forces we find the dialectical momentum of the times: enigmatic tropes encouraging us to steal into new territory, and familiar totems returning us to home-base.

In the present context, however, we need not expend as much effort keeping the two elements apart, since the totem, to my mind, can also inspire creative possibilities, just as a trope can put the brakes on progressive experimentation. The relationship between them would therefore be more of a dynamic Yin-Yang infusion; always to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. At any rate, Cormack is correct in putting equal emphasis on the totem’s “artefactual and figurative qualities” (7), since such signs always have a material component, even if it is a purely imaginary creature (for instance, a dragon becomes part of our world via the true presence and texture of the printed word or painted fancy). The phantasmatic and the real follow the same topology as a möbius strip, since symbolic communication occurs along the interface between the two: a semi-permeable membrane which connects as much as separates. Indeed, Cormack follows Durkheim in considering the totem to be “a relational cosmology” which itself manifests “the imaginary foundation for the functioning of everyday life.”29 Nevertheless, to those who adhere to its dictates, it appears to be “more real than real” (8).

Cormack folds this process back on to her own discipline, noting that, “[w]hile all collectives produce collective representa- tions of themselves, what is peculiar to the sociological imagi- nation is that it is supposed to be able to identify these as such – it is supposed to see its own totem building.” Sociology, cast as  modernity’s industrial-grade mirror, in fact worships a new totem: that of “society” or “the social” itself. Of course, “the people” have, since the beginning, been doing what they do. But now, through the white magic of social science, the signs can be read through new fetishized sub-totems, such as polls, statistics, demographics, and data.


Simply put, the notion of society emerges when the modern crisis of social order arises, that is, when the collective no longer hold so much sway as to be taken for granted and put beyond unreflexive representation, inspection, and question. With the humanist realization that we create ourselves and our world, any particular social order becomes open to debate because for the modern mind the order of things could just as well be otherwise, and the status quo holds no divine or necessary status. Modern culture, therefore, begins to know itself by way of the totem of a wholly different kind, that is, an ironic and self-conscious totem of the ‘social’ that simultaneously disrupts and accommodates the social order it represents. (16, my emphasis)



“This was Durkheim’s promise to his time,” Cormack continues, “that looking at ourselves as agents of our own collective condition provides an opportunity to produce totemic objects that are sacred by the very fact that they are patently produced collectively” (53).30 Even the most civilized are thus revealed to be still under totemic sway; no less so because the figures involved are mathematical or abstract, rather than rooted in the evident, natural world.

But such a pleasing meta-reading of society’s expert narrative about itself is unstuck by Baudrillard, who relished his role as the spoiler of any party based on analogy or correspondence. For the nihilistic Frenchman, we have passed the point in history where we can represent “reality” through signs, since reality –for  humans, at least –is nothing more than the sum of signs. Today, even a real shoe is primarily a sign (of work, of the arts, of fashion, of not caring about fashion, etc.). Cormack notes that in Baudrillard’s vision of the status quo, “there is no interpretive space between the totemic image and the group” (91). When the referent implodes inside the image –as he insists that it does –we are melancholy witnesses to “the failed attempt at modern collective awareness that was promised in Durkheim’s vision of group identity and moral integration.” This does not mean that totems don’t exist for Baudrillard. It means that they function all too well. That is to say, “the code” of constant cybernetic feedback in our electronic world “functions fully as a totemic, collective representation in the sense of its circular influence on the collective” (95). Cormack observes, “While for Durkheim the modern collective representation is an open-ended, expanding possibility for self-reflection, for Baudrillard it is a precoded, closed circuit that inscribes itself more and more deeply as it functions. The dynamic, interpretive, and troping movement is, instead, a nightmarish mode of representation where the sheer volume and speed of information erodes meaning in direct proportion to the extent that it produces measures of social life” (95). For Baudrillard, there is no Archimedean –or rather Durkheimian –point from which to have an accurate perspective on things. Today’s totems –whether they be pundits, oracles, experts, analysts, or icons –are unreliable narrators when it comes to telling the story of ourselves, since they themselves can only speak from within the narrative.31 This is why “the media,” according to such an account, has become nothing but a planet- wide factory for pumping out industrial-strength simulacra.32

The task now, after Baudrillard’s quite successful attempt to sabotage classical sociology, is to salvage and finesse the notion of the totem: not as trustworthy sign or avatar of truth, but as fascinating, troubling reminder (survivor?) of the symbolic economies which have been almost completely disavowed by  market-based ones. This entails tagging such figures within the overloaded and overcoded networks through which they hide and/or proliferate. To be sure, there are straight-forward “official” totems designed to help people cognitively map a disorienting technical environment, preferably according to pre- determined pathways: the flag, the crucifix, the Nike swoosh, etc. But the question then becomes, who designed them? And why? Totems can be mobilized and re-deployed for specific ideological purposes, suggesting we humans –or certain humans, anyway – have power over totems as much as they have power over us. (This is one of the central dramatic conflicts in Mad Men, and part of its popularity.) The traffic is indeed, potentially at least, in both directions. Which is to say that Look at the Bunny retweaks Mitchell, who retweeted Freud, in asking “what do totems want”? The answer, as he points out, is unlikely to be what they say they want. Totems are nothing if not tricksters. Moreover, the ones which keep circulating in the popular media are often as mute as they are insistent. This is not so much a return of the repressed, as an ongoing and oblique hazing by the unheeded.

The key figures in the following chapters can –by some defin- itions –function as a totem, either in the text in which they live, or in the context of a wider inter-medial argument (for instance, Frazer’s usefully loose characterization of “an intimate and altogether special relation” [in Freud, 2001, 120]). But whether they are or are not ultimately considered strictly as such interests me less than the “totemic” force and consequence of their shadowy presence (as, for instance, an auratic object, catalytic image, guiding spirit, trickster pooka, or animated locus of taboo). Indeed, it is precisely in their capacity to confuse and mock our deep-seated taxonomic urges –while pretending to reinforce them –that the enduring lure of the totem resides.

Having said all this, it would not grieve me if a reader prefers to see fetishes, factishes, idols, talismen –or something else altogether –in the creatures which populate this book. The  totem-figure may be my own current research-guide, but us millennials are notoriously fickle and promiscuous. This metaphor has served me, at this particular moment in time, as a plausible alibi to put together a collection of writings under the same sign: writings that I believe speak to similar themes, and which, I hope, can learn from each other after being trapped together within the same book covers.

The first chapter, from which this book takes its title, has been revised since its initial appearance nearly a decade ago. The inter- vening years have only reinforced and fleshed out its argument: that the rabbit holds a special significance as virtual totem for what we might call “the long electronic century.” Once you start looking for rabbits in popular culture, they start to breed exponentially. Of course, one could choose any animal and follow its tracks through the bestial song-lines of modern media. But there is a specific role and presence to the bunny, which draws us forward in a definitive direction. Hence the attempt to give chase, as it rushes –late, late, for a very important date –from Victorian times to the present. Indeed, the contemporary bunny-as-decoy is a prime example of a totem-trope fusion. For the bunny can usher us into a new dimension, or new way of seeing, just as it can be deployed by its human masters to distract the populace in ever more exquisitely calibrated ways (beyond earlier modes of deception or propaganda). The taboo in effect here is to ask too many pointed questions about the date for which this rabbit is late (quite possibly a secret meeting at the Pentagon). Some texts under discussion include the films Who Framed Roger Rabbit (1988), Harvey (1950), and Donnie Darko (2001), amongst many other lapine cameos elsewhere.

Chapter 2 follows the foot-prints of two humble figures –one computer-generated, the other flesh-and-blubber –in order to show how “life” is becoming an increasingly difficult concept to pin down, even as it becomes increasingly easy to manufacture and reconfigure. Here an Orc and a penguin are both presented  as totems of “diagonal existences” which, for one reason or another, decide to go “off-program” and explore possibilities outside their coded destinies (whether these be binary or genetic codes). As such, they are once again totems and tropes, helping us pay attention to the multiple ontological implications of the word animation. Eugene Thacker’s important book After Life is read as offering us a concept of “psukhēpolitics,” to complicate, and perhaps even transcend, the current discourse around biopolitics. While the writings of Ted Chiang, Jean-Christophe Bailly, and Loren Eiseley help us to reframe the question of life or liveliness beyond traditional measures, such as breath, sapience, or sentience. The taboo at work in this piece concerns the “tampering” with familiar life-forms to make new, perhaps monstrous, ones, as if “playing God.”

Chapter 3 explores what happens to traditional conceptions of love when one of the partners is a CGI avatar. Looking especially at Japanese dating simulation games, this piece sets up the virtual girlfriend or boyfriend as a potent totem for the latest iteration of the lover’s discourse (what Barthes and Luhmann both call the “code” governing intimate behavior). The taboo on this occasion concerns the fostering of a post-human libido (or at the very least, a human libido stimulated by non-human objects or subjects). The amorous avatar obliges us to look more closely at the ways in which those aspects of our communications technologies, usually described and reviled as alienating, might in fact be broadening our capacity to feel affection for –be positively affected by –entities outside our often blinkered species-being.

Chapter 4 returns to a pre-digital text in order to demonstrate how literature can utilize the figure of the totem as effectively as so-called “new media.” Focusing solely on Tolstoy’s frightening tale of jealousy, The Kreutzer Sonata, this piece takes the reader on a tour of the virtual bestiary which invisibly inhabit the story’s pages. Such an unorthodox interpretation reveals the mechanics  of totemic identification and disavowal for the main characters, so that animals take on an especially modern allegorical signifi- cance, yet still fulfilling the ancient function of the totem: to regulate sexual actions or options.33 The taboo here is of course infidelity, at least on the face of it. But Tolstoy’s bestiary helps us see other taboos, operating on a more profound and subliminal level. The taboo of forgiveness, for instance. The taboo of not exploding or imploding in narcissistic ecstasy when the self feels threatened. These animals are therefore presented as avatars for understanding the many ways we can become sacrificial victims to a depressed libidinal economy.

Finally, chapter 5 looks at a more conceptual totem –Paradise –for its symbolic allure beyond the figural. It does so specifically in relation to video games; not so much as a sustained treatise on the promise and location of the “after life” in the world of electronic play, but as a way to create some unexpected connec- tions between the notion of paradise, the pleonasm of “human nudity,” the transcendence of flesh, and the contemporary inten- sification of “ludic labor.” At least two taboos are at work (or play) in this piece: the notion of working on the Sabbath, and flaunting the ideologically indispensable affect of shame. The virtual reward of Paradise is thus an ur-totem which continues to be dangled over our toiling bodies like a carrot on a stick; only now with new, digital iterations to screen (in both senses) contem- porary concerns and conditions.

All these different probes issue from the same nerve-center, and generate the same handful of questions. What is it like to be a totem? What do these mysterious, symbolically saturated figures want? Might they be “quasi-subjects” in a complementary sense to Bruno Latour’s quasi-objects? Does an animate totem behave differently to an inanimate one? Does an animated totem behave differently to a live-action one? Do totems with real world representatives (animals, for instance), act or work differently than ones which have no obvious referent, such as a logo or  concept? How, and to what end, does their virtual nature effect the material relations and situations in which they participate? What kind of politics and/or poetics do they inspire (especially in those who wish –either consciously or not –to respect or violate their prohibitions)?

Given the genesis of these essays –written independently, but all within the narrow atmosphere of my own obsessions –it is inevitable that these questions are not necessarily confronted head on in each case. In this sense, the current book could be considered yet another prequel, flying in the face of convention by actually being written in chronological order. A more systematic, monographic study of virtual totems would be needed to adequately answer even one of these questions. But my hope is that the conceit of our world and our machines being populated by an entire menagerie of totems is not too conceited; and that it opens up new and promising avenues to approach charismatic, mediated figures afresh. As Nietzsche well knew, it is often the creaky, arthritic, anachronistic ideas which are the most relevant and revealing. Untimely notions, like suddenly lucid grandparents, ironically allow a fresh perspective of an era which they themselves probably never expected to witness.
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