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  Introduction

  Distraction and recurrence give inclinations.

  This is a book of very short essays on many topics organized into sections. It is theoretical because it tries to get all the words right. It is radical because it starts from what is accepted among far-out intellectuals and departs in another direction for a different journey. It is contemporary because the topics are.

  You should read it because you should read parts of it. First what pops out. Some essays are about things you already care about. Read them. Then read other essays that don’t sound interesting, because what you have read will make what you do read more interesting. At the same time, what you read later will make what you read earlier make more sense.

  Reading should not always be easy. Sometimes the words of an essay wrap with the warp of the bends sentences need to resemble the ideas they are to express. Read slowly sometimes and review. It is better, here, to understand one thing well than many only poorly. There are many loose ends.

  Frequent small examples can make concepts familiar faster. The production of examples is the greatest gift of a good theory. But examples, like inept advocates, can also show just how wrong the argument is that they were supposed to support.

  An argument, in itself, is almost always a small thing. It is the explanations, definitions, evidence, contextualization, encouragement, clarification, and listing of subordinate categories that takes time. Arguments alone, without all this support, are easier to disagree with.

  The most important power of arguments as conceptual arrangements is that, sometimes, we somehow do not deny them. That they are tempting does not mean that they are strong or for the best. It means that they are worth expressing because they can, and to some extent should, be refused. Qualms fuel thought.

  Now, turn to a random page and begin.


  Section on Talking

  When mammals live together, they purr and bark. Talking gets dinner ready, people to places on time, and merchandise out the door. There are many forces changing the world. Talk is one.

  How Are You
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  When someone says, ‘words don’t mean, they function,’ isn’t it a performative contradiction? Doesn’t that sentence depend on words meaning? It could, or it could also not. Consider a case where words function rather than mean and, yet, also may still function by meaning.

  


  How are you? ‘Fine’ means things aren’t quite right. ‘Good’ means we don’t have to talk about it. ‘Great’ means there’s some story or good news. ‘Not so good’ means we’re compelled to talk about it. Attacking the question is too mean, because everyone knows the question is not a literal one.

  Literalism has almost nothing to do with it. What does the question literally mean? In what manner are you? For what reason, with what meaning, to what effect, by what name or title, to what degree, in what condition, at what price are you (feeling today)? It would be dumb cynicism to accuse the question of lacking literalism. ‘How are you?’ really means, ‘this is your first chance to indicate to me that your disposition should be recognized to influence our interaction,’ and, ‘I’m transitioning politely from greeting to conversation.’ It is not an information request as to your present state, we are not really going to discuss your mood now. Instead, if you’re in no condition for what is about to happen, let me know now. Otherwise just say ‘good.’

  


  We all understand how to work the system, though I doubt we’re all conscious of the situation as a language game, or of the words’ specialized meaning within the context. How do you resolve this? Do the words mean or function? Do the words mean something, which is so specialized it hardly resembles their definitions in any dictionaries? Or, do the words function in social situations, in a way we need not understand in terms of signification or meaning? And, if the words do signify in this case, their actual meanings still remain unsaid.

  Importance

  What is important? What is most important?

  The underlying question that these queries demand we not ask has received very little attention: what makes things important? It seems that one must have an opinion on what is important, or be beholden to what others say is important. Either way, it is in the service of important things that we will be obliged to act and orient our thinking.

  I understand what it means to say something is yellow or unpleasant; what does it mean to say something is important? What is importance? What is most of importance? A commitment that we should attend to a problematic. But this is too inexact because it is too neat. It uses other words rather too easily. That something is important is not the same as saying you should do something about it. Important dates in history. Things that are important do not have normative or ethical force. They are seductive, but not because they are seductive or irresistible.

  


  If you think a problem (e.g. illiteracy) is important, it attracts your attention, justifies action, motivates your efforts, and trumps other concerns. You name it as the determinant of consequences and influence, as something with a high social standing, as something everyone ought to be concerned with.

  


  If you say something is important, you encourage others to regard it as important. Importance functions as an imperative on others.

  Buzzwords

  They are words that buzz, rattle, loose their meaning, inspire connections based only on the presence of this word, again and again: affect.

  The buzzword infests utterances, texts, keyword lists: postcolonial. Why not? It sounds hip, it sounds right, I don’t want to get cut out because I’m not up to date: best practices.

  The word inflects the formation of arguments, provides orientation towards as well as away from: postmodern. It’s not certain yet whether the word is or is not appropriate, when its buzz is still fresh, two texts can even apply the word in opposite ways to advantage: mobility.

  


  There is, so far, nothing to lose in using it, no real claim it can be identified with that someone will come along and prove wrong: memory. The word would need a more certain meaning, it is not yet in a state to be opposed: the cloud.

  It turns out to describe surprisingly well what has come before, because its uneven universalization is a journey and because it is what we find interesting in our interpretation of most anything: client-oriented. The word doesn’t name something altogether new, it just has a more clear vision of what the thing is that we are naming: deliverables.

  By its connective tissue, everything appears related, tagged the same, commensurable, related to the particular concerns of each in a community: temporality. All scholars turned out to have been studying meaning, whether they knew it or not. Business was always about optimization, monetization, and the low hanging fruit.

  Sometimes the word is more specific, it comes from somewhere and bears the mark of a tradition, a world of related concepts, a corridor of interpretation: rhizome. Sometimes that history disappears: win-win.

  


  Yet the word means less and less. In its journeys, its character becomes diffuse, its mechanism uncertain, its reputation sullied: culture. Sometimes we don’t even realize that we are no longer talking about anything, that the thing to which the word once referred has left, even though the word still buzzes: power.

  And She’s Like
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  Young people these days, inarticulate and illiterate, a preverbal imprecision we should hope will not seriously be the future of our fair planet. ‘I’m like’, ‘he’s like’, ‘she’s like’. What’s become of the verb ‘to say’?

  


  ‘I’m like’ crosses the separation of what is said and felt, what is expressed and understood. ‘I’m like’ is usually not what’s said, but when he’s like, ‘fuck’, then that’s the meaning of his enunciative position in the context of the story. Subject positions registering how they are touched by affects, indicate what they want to say by stylized responses we can imagine the charming character of the story to have intoned. Even if no one actually said it.

  Crackers Aren’t Your Niggaz

  Not because you can’t reappropriate a word, not because you don’t understand its historical and contemporary usage, not because you won’t be true to the word’s complex meaning; white people can’t use the word nigga to refer to one another because the word has never threatened them.

  


  That they can so easily reappropriate the words of others (especially African-Americans) is a habit establishing their privilege; that they understand the word’s history is a result of an educated racial privilege; that they can simulate the word‘s meaning and invent for themselves a social validity to its function evidences the freedom white people enjoy to imagine their social condition.

  


  It is because they have this freedom that they can and should use other words.

  Acronyms

  FUBAR.

  Why use acronyms?

  You can say more with fewer words: SNAFU (Situation Normal: All Fucked Up).

  You make a reference that only insiders will understand: FTW (Fuck The World, in biker culture).

  You want to abbreviate a frank but quite dreary name: IBM (International Business Machines).

  You want a name no one else has, but you don’t want to make it too weird: SDG&E (San Diego Gas & Electric).

  You want a name that is both fanciful and serious: START (Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty).

  


  Acronyms got old. Consumers retreat from a faceless collection of letters that, more often than not, stand only for a series of bland and misleading words. NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization), RAND (Research ANd Development), GMC (General Motors Company). The acronym just abbreviates meaninglessness. The acronym has offered refuge for those with something to hide, and this has hurt its reputation: the barely edible substances packaged as MREs are officially Meals Ready to Eat, but also known as Meals Rejected by Ethiopians.

  


  What the people want now is not capital letters but word smooshes. PowerPoint, Starbucks, Facebook, Flickr, BevMo, Aquafresh, DreamWorks, Qualcomm. Random words are fine if they feel right, though they certainly don’t have to mean anything: Tide, Target, Google, Apple, Cisco, Zappos, Pfizer. Deliberately misleading names are also in: Axe, Monster, LinkedIn, Microsoft Works.

  Yet some acronyms remain: CVS, NBC, EPA, DOD, ATM, NYT.

  


  Old things have good reasons to stay familiar.

  You’re Just Not Doing It Right
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  Couldn’t you say that about anything? Getting rich, getting laid, getting a good job, getting the grades you want in school? It’s not impossible, you’re just not doing it right.

  The expression makes individuals responsible for the outcomes of their actions, severely downplaying conditions and historical situation.

  


  On the one hand, it’s bullshit. It’s an everyday performance of neoliberal responsibilization. We blame individuals for social problems and refuse to see personal struggles as expressions of structural conditions or as products of historical forces.

  On the other hand, it makes a little bit of sense. Maybe you really are just not doing it right. This expression puts into words the truth that neoliberal ideology builds out from. (Or a truth that it connects with.)

  The message is: it is not important if the world is wrong; you are wrong. But it’s not personal. You are wrong because what you are doing is wrong. The problem is in what you are doing. You should do things differently and you would get better results. Maybe you should change your means, maybe you should change your self, maybe you should change your goals. The combination, all together, needs to be changed. There might be a right way that this can work. You’re just not there yet.

  It is doing, rather than individuals or social conditions, that decides whether things work. If things were done the right way, anything is possible.

  


  Situations can be improved by reengineering your own actions, and we tell each other to focus on this perspective rather than contemplate what is difficult or unpleasant or tends to be likely or unlikely. You can start a small business and get rich, but if that hasn’t worked (perhaps because you don’t have a service to provide, have no business experience, or because the market is glutted or under monopoly control) you’re just not doing it right. This is one way to look at the situation. We find this outlook compelling.


  Superactually

  Being polite, talking dirty, the gentle curtness of someone who is done talking with you. Voice lets us know how to take a remark. To speak superactually is serious business. It is just kidding and totally for real.

  Superactually
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  Irony flaunts what it symptomatizes. ‘GI Joe is a real American hero!’ Satire performs symptoms so that its audience recognizes the problem through their shared revulsion. A Modest Proposal. We find ourselves as the audience that recognizes together. The Colbert Report.

  


  Failure if we don’t recognize. Failure if we are not repelled. Failure if we just enjoy.

  A peculiar kind of vanilla sincerity presumes to be healthy, to express itself without symptomatizing something else.

  


  Irony toys with escalating claims of sincerity: I’m so serious. That’s how you let them know you’re not serious, repeatedly insist that you are. Further degrees of irony are possible by adding inflections and ostensible commitments to this formula.

  ‘No, I’m not joking, The Little Mermaid is really my favorite movie ever, I got a tattoo!’

  ‘I’m serious that I was joking about not caring about dressing right’

  ‘There’s no meaning at all to this fine art gold sculpture of Michael Jackson’

  Satire denies its place, forgets the world, and turns its topics virtual. We are engaged in a consideration of potentials, without agreeing on a specific underlying message which is real. I think what The Onion means, in their clip about Kafka International Airport, is that airports are alienating, confusing, and always Kafka-esque. But I’m not quite sure what that means, which airports, or how we experience this on most flights.

  A post-ironic intensity symptomatizes as it expresses. It is superactual, a redoubling after a cynical recognition of the limit of sincerity. It is sick but keeps on living. It performs commitment to its explicit actual content (context suggests much of tone), yet encourages the audience to recognize its inability to overcome that which it symptomatizes.

  Satire says what it does not mean in order to show what it wants very much to think. But it’s often only possible to feel this confidence with ironic distance. Somehow, we know that GI Joe is not a real American hero, or that ‘real American hero’ is a vapid term capable only of describing GI Joe, but we need not agree with each other or ourselves to appreciate the ironic comedy.

  


  The superactual tone includes ironic interpretation. Cynical reactions to it buzz around like parasites, it does not silence them, but surmounts their signifying semiotics. It is an alternative, a solution, a practical plan, yet also a kind of seriousness which many would-be satirists find themselves enacting by mistake.

  Cynical Irony

  Blade Trinity opens with a TV roundtable discussion of vampires in the city, with the police, talk show host, and a psychologist weighing in. The police deny there is a vampire problem, the trouble is the ‘vampire hunter,’ Blade, who is just a killer. The psychologist reminds us that anyone who believes in vampires is crazy and just trying to deal with their own sexual problems.

  The film cuts to Blade killing off some low life vampires outside a warehouse. Vampires are real. Vampirism is not a perverse form of sexuality. Vampire bites do not stand in for necking, and are not a perverse dream of a sexuality whose function is reproductive of humans. Equally, interest in vampires is not a symptom of a closeted sexuality. Vampires bite people to feed the thirst, which is not a necessity or a hunger, but a physiological drive.

  Cynicism is a condition of lost belief. An intellectual can no longer believe in vampires when he can understand them as superstition or, better, closeted homosexuality. You could be ironic without being cynical, but there’s something particular about cynical irony.

  


  Cynicism: ‘vampires are a fantasy and not real.’

  Irony: being killed by vampires you diagnosed as your subject’s fantasy.

  Cynical Irony: ‘I’m afraid of vampires, especially their European accent.’

  


  Cynical irony is a chummy suggestion that builds community on an idealism akin to anarchists‘ goal of no government or nihilists‘ goal of freedom beyond morality. The magic is to unstop the finality of truth as laziness. Nietzsche imagines truth as what we settle on when thinking and doubt end. Wherever they happen to end, that’s truth. Cynical irony delivers us that kind of settled truth as a joke, because it’s been exaggerated and put plainly, because it’s been repeated crudely, because it’s been made silly. Truth has been displaced, and as long as we are far from it, this is comforting. At least this terrible thing is not the bedrock of existence.

  


  Community builds around this sort of speech because it seems strong in its apathy and purposeful in its rejection of old convention. Cynics habitually take what they hear with a grain of salt. ‘90% of everything anyone ever tells you is bullshit.’ Hellboy is materially apathetic, his super power is that it never matters how he gets hurt (blown up, shot, dropped, crushed). He will always be ok, even if it hurts real bad. This is not the same as invincibility, but invincibility is the mechanism by which he achieves apathy. (You could be invincible but get knocked out, you could have a force field but still be scared.) The trick of apathy is an immunity to affect. A numbness. Cynicism’s mechanism for apathy is itself, which displaces sensitivity to whatever sustains the cynicism.

  Cynicism is very practical, refusing to make efforts with tools or beliefs that look unappealing. Irony’s displacement of sincerity, however, opens the possibility of dumb irony. In a discussion of the glory of America’s founding, a dumb ironic thing to say would be ‘and they even treated the indigenous peoples so well that they would never be alcoholics, broke and selling trinkets on the side of the road!’ This lets us off the hook of believing in America’s glory, but it provides exactly a new stupid thing to believe: that most Indians are well characterized as indigenous people who are alcoholic and broke, that most are on the side of the road selling things, and that the things they sell are all trinkets.

  Cynicism’s tactic of irony offers a ward, a special protection. And perhaps by some strategy of irony, elusive cynicism, or indirect speech we can avoid a direct reckoning with the reality principle, but don’t imagine you’ll cut loose from the hyperreality principle. The ironic love of 80s cartoons is simulacral, it copies a nonexistent previous fandom. Cynicism does not have the generosity to give a (probably beastly and exclusive) proposition offering possibility. It regularly provides something less exciting but more practical, the friendly denial of something so wrong no one really had to argue the point.

  Passive Voice

  The passive voice also functions in games of concealing and revealing, to lay agency at someone else’s doorstep in the night.

  If there is a fabrication of subjectivities, power relations of subjugation, patternings of subjective experience, discourses that articulate a subject-as-topic, architectures realized in construction of subject positions, grammatical necessity to a subject, ideological definition of subjects to a master Subject, or a few of these in some combination. If these are not altogether different things. Entanglement.

  


  Passive constructions are not a philosophical escape from a grammar infused with a metaphysics of the subject, wherein that subject is present and appears as an originary cause. (This power of the subject to take credit for miraculating predicates— theorized as free will debates, personal responsibility, cybernetic decentralization, or cellular automata—might be understood as a cause that, when viewed from the right angle, obscures other causes behind it.) Alternatives will not be found by the passive voice, but a reckoning may be forestalled. Subjectivity involves more than a grammatical subject that takes an object. Alternatives to the entanglement of subjectivity (or to some of its threads) most likely press out along different lines than a confrontation with a metaphysic present and alive ‘in language.’ Not the reckoning: to delay a reckoning means avoiding encounters, minimizing interactions, keeping away from people and places, remaining silent on some issues, denying a place at the table to enemies. This is not a strategy for resistance, defiance, confrontation, revolution, or politics. It’s a tactic, and a necessary one, for politics as housekeeping. The just man sweeps daily. Sweeping only moves the dirt around, and does not deal with the root cause of any of it.

  Why use a solution if there is not a problem? The trick of passive voice to avoid an encounter is to provide wiggle room, to be slower to demand an answer. The point is that there is not a subject, or a thing in the place of the subject, no organization or individual, no single history or practice, that enacts the fabrication of the entanglement of subjectivity. But, how do we chronicle the implications of this agency without translating it again into a predicate in search of a subject?

  Duplicity & Bullshit

  A challenge of entering adulthood is parting with casual sincerity. It becomes necessary to willfully misrepresent yourself, but that’s no longer how you should think about it. An applicant must be presented, a respectable adult must be costumed and performed, a friend must be mustered up, a colleague managed, a consensus reached. An adult body must be cultivated.

  


  Bullshit isn’t the same as lying, and lying is hardly more adult than childish. Bullshit is multiplying the conversation, influencing it, or making it discuss more than one thing at once. Bullshit engages different registers of different topics where we are different kinds of people. ‘Spin’ in politics allows people to say something that is, in one way, literally false, while, in another way, right on. To say there are two ways helps us imagine the dynamic of splitting and multiple engagements, but usually two is a simple case.

  The duplicity of bullshit is the two-facedness of saying one thing that depends on what I know to be wrong but must treat as right in order to say something that we, then, no longer have the luxury of understanding as false. Was the framer ’s intent of the US constitution to allow gay marriage? If that’s the fiction it takes to end that form of discrimination, we will stand for that shit like it’s true.

  Rarely can bullshit call itself bullshit, and that means denying other negotiations of the many terrains of discourse. Perhaps by calling all of them bullshit. Sincerity becomes incredibly difficult in adulthood, both as we fall out of practice, and as charting a course that remains true to our stance in each of many conversations becomes impossible, because we don’t remember which poses we got into for what reasons. How could an authentic and natural self persist without our constant efforts at its reproduction and continuance?

  


  Bullshit did not invent duplicity. It responds to a neurotic reality: too many conflicting rules so that we must lie to tell the truth, as Picasso said of art. Honest communication of minds conflicts with self-esteem and confidence, describing a situation can change it, our own strategic map of relationships might lose its power when shared with those involved. Expressions cannot expect to be true or false all the time, because they are necessarily burdened with being more than that (thank god).
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