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FOREWORD: A GOTHIC INTRODUCTION TO TEMPORAL WARFARE


Mark Fisher’s PhD thesis, submitted in 1999, was conducted, written, and processed within the University of Warwick, but it was not of said university. What I mean by this is that the allegiances of Fisher’s intellectual practice were not to the institution and its quasi-feudal distribution of degrees — conferring titles such as ‘Doctor’ which were (and are, still) little more than access codes to certain sectors of the job market — but to the forces of an active power struggle over one of the most precious and contested resources in reality: time itself. It is through an investigation of time as a central theme in materialist and specifically Marxist thought that Fisher’s project here can properly speak to us, both from its own time, and indeed through the force in which Fisher’s thought remains active for us today.


Capitalism is nothing without a.) the regimentation of time and b.) the technological conditions which make such an ordering possible. From the Gregorian calendar’s ubiquity, to the mechanical clock, to Greenwich Mean Time as an international homogenous standard, and the synthesis of quantitative clock-time to the qualitative supplement given to it by calendric systems of dating.1 The social and technical relations that uphold our current economic order are the same relations which structure our experience of time in periodisation of life, that is, length of the working day, or the time spent producing value for capital. Time — in the view of capital, the sense that dominates our reality — really is money, and so keeping track of the time in which one’s investments in the purchase of labour power play out is paramount. As such, our economies find themselves relying upon “highly detailed specifications, which regulate, with military uniformity, the times, the limits and the pauses of work by the stroke of the clock”.2 Time, for capital, is time to feed. That is, it is only in capturing activity within its temporal structuring that it is able to reproduce itself through the production of surplus value. Capital’s lifeblood is not its own however, but that of the worker subject to its horrific abstraction. The root of the class struggle is a conflict situated at the heart of the organisation of our finite lifetimes upon this Earth, as temporality and our experience thereof are reduced to an economy of exploitation and extraction. It is in presenting the ways that Capital consumes our temporal finitude that Marx himself is at his most gothic, and it is from this that Fisher’s gothic materialist sensibilities arise:


Capital is dead labour which, vampire-like, lives only by sucking living labour, and lives the more, the more labour it sucks. The time during which the worker works is the time during which the capitalist consumes the labour-power he has bought from him.3


Whilst it is tempting to leave this Stoker-esque turn of phrase to the realm of righteously indignant simile, Fisher’s wager is that the gothic element is — far from a mere stylistic flair — the domain proper to materialist analysis. What allows Fisher to make this claim is the science of cybernetics, particularly made manifest in the pragmatism of Deleuze and Guattari, and the digital poetics of cyberpunk function. The essence of cybernetic pragmatism as an epistemology, that is, as a way of seeing the reality of our experience and its production, is that it is not about what things represent or ‘mean’, but rather what they do; that is, their functional relations to certain inputs and outputs which they produce. Representation, for example, is reducible to a function of ‘standing-in’ for that which is represented (the input), in the production of a mediated signifier which references back to this input as the output; the representation itself. The vampirism of capital does not present itself as representing or standing-in for the capitalist process as simile or metaphor, but rather capital’s gothic process is the process of vampirism itself. It is the undeath which feeds on life, and in doing so troubles the very distinction between organic, animated vitality and cold, inanimate mechanism; bringing both together in what Fisher calls the anorganic continuum.


Understood in this gothic manner, as suspending the rigidity of the border between life and death as potential agents, capital traverses this boundary which Fisher calls the Gothic Flatline. The Flatline, as a zone where neither organic vitality nor cold mechanism transcend each other, but are both taken on the same plane of immanence where each interact without prohibition or sanction. The notion of a ‘plane of immanence’ — variably called also a ‘plane of consistency’ — is a concept through which Fisher aligns himself wholeheartedly with Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘transcendental’ materialist ontology. Refusing any lineage with Hegelian idealism, both thinkers articulated a return to Kantian thought in an attempt to rip out the unity of its self-contained theory of the subject which conditioned the production of all experience. Instead, they subtracted this arbitrary presupposition in order to supplement the Marxist theory of abstract labour with a corresponding theory of a materialist form of abstract production. That is, the machinic production of the reality of experience, and the conditions under which we experience it, as experience at all. Under this ‘transcendental Materialism’, which is aptly summarised by CCRU alumnus Anna Greenspan: “abstract production is a material process, not an epistemological one. Deeply influenced by Spinoza, their work dissolves the rigid distinction between matter and thought and is thus able to flatten cultural, technological, socio-economic, and philosophical events on to a single plane.”4 This plane, which allows cybernetic fiction and materialist philosophy to interact on the same territory of efficacy, virtuality, and connectivity, is the very same plane as the flatline itself. It is the conceptual condition of possibility for the operations contained within this book. On this plane, the vampirism of capital can be dislodged from its confinement within metaphor, and can present itself as a real set of operational relations which define capital’s temporal regime.


When understood as functional sets of relations which produce actions and outputs as products, vampirism is therefore cybernetically real. Therefore, when it is understood as a set of functional processes and relations, it accurately presents the material process which expresses the gothic nature of our material conditions under capitalism. Hence Gothic Materialism = Cybernetic Realism. The real efficacy of a function is a material effect within — that is immanent to — the real itself. Therefore even fiction and fictitious capital, such as the investment in future production, or ‘hype’ around certain models for investors or upcoming commodities, can have a real effect: they can produce the real. Flatline Constructs, being a text subtitled as “Gothic Materialism and Cybernetic Theory-Fiction”, ultimately aims to collapse any such sharp distinction between the two. The collapse of this distinction cannot, for better or worse, be disconnected from the project of the quasi-department Fisher was allied with at the time of writing, the Cybernetic Culture Research Unit, and its project of temporal warfare enacted through the embrace of new technologies, situated within the undercommons of the frontiers of a newborn digital culture.


Any explanation of the CCRU must be delicate, because it is too easy to fall into one of their techniques of writing before one has even explained it, that of engaging in ‘hype’ around their esoteric aesthetic sensibility. Nonetheless, the multiplicity of meanings that the CCRU has and still maintains for its ex-members and current readership ought not to be understated. The CCRU was a quasi-department of post-structuralist, post-Marxist philosophy. It was a fictional entity generated by a collection of junglist professors (some of whom were themselves fictional) and graduate students with a predilection for Deleuze, Burroughs, Haraway, and amphetamines. Simultaneously, it was an order of postmodernist chaos magicians claiming to be in communication with ‘syzygetic lemurs’ led by a man who would go on to suffer a complete mental collapse, only to emerge as the philosopher of ‘Neoreaction’. However, what should not be occluded or forgotten amongst all of this transgressive esoterica is that the CCRU was a para-academic collective of theorists seeking an escape from the dominant order of things. In their pursuit of the ‘Outside’, they produced some of the most intensely engaging texts of Cyberfeminism, Accelerationism, Afrofuturism, dub theory, and other works dedicated to the cultivation of post-capitalist desires. This is one such text in your possession right now. All of those things are the case, and all are inseparable.


The CCRU was Metalheadz crossed with the Temple ov Psychick Youth, the Norwegian Black Circle, and the Macy Cybernetics Conferences of the mid-1940s. All that remains of it are its outputs, now that the machine has been well and truly turned off in what is left of the Real, and this book is one of them. To carefully exposit elements of their project in relation to this book of Fisher’s is therefore to do Flatline Constructs the service of an absolute reading, to present the result of Fisher’s working upon it as well as illustrate how this work came to be. So, for now, I call upon materialists of all lands, unite, hold onto your dialectical nostrils, and join me in the trenches of the time war.


*


To understand what the CCRU meant by ‘time war’, one need only consider their view of the capitalist machine and its tendencies for prolonging its vampiric undeath. Following Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari in Anti-Oedipus, the CCRU held to the view that capitalism names a process which works by constantly displacing its own limits and reconstituting them at a further material horizon, and said limits are internal to capitalism, the limit of its process which it must always approach in order to displace further. What this means is that capital proliferates itself through new frontiers of commodification all the time, expanding into new realms through technological developments produced under its hegemony. In this view, capitalism is not solely maintained by production, but equally by anti-production, a process which regulates it via negative feedback so that capital does not reach its internal limit faster than it can engender new ways of commodification which then kick the can down the road regarding its economic limitations. For example, the neoliberal (counter-)revolution in the 1980s under Thatcher and Reagan can be understood as a transition made from industrial capital towards financial capital, and the transition from a secondary economy of manufacturing to one leaning more on services. One mode of commodification typical of that era was the mass commodification of debt as a marketable asset to be sold and speculated upon. It was this limit which was hit almost to a fatal end in the 2008 financial crash, which was ignited by a collapse of the subprime mortgage bubble (essentially a market for debts), and which required bailouts from the machines of anti-production, namely the capitalist states (which even arch-neoliberals secretly know they could never do without) to maintain itself. In response to such a crisis today, capital has turned its eye from debt as the hot new commodity thing (because next to no one can afford to pay debts back, due to a constant decline in real wages under the austerity regimes imposed after 2008) towards data in our new platform/surveillance capitalism. Capitalism allies itself with technology in order to reproduce itself and its regime, but in doing so, technology accelerates the capitalist process of extraction and commodification towards its limits. Under this view, the revolutionary direction would not be to impede this motion, but to accelerate the process, beyond this limit, and hence beyond its functionality as the vampiric machine which feeds on humanity to survive. As this vampiric process is inextricable from the regimentation of labour time and hence the time of value production, a war against capital is a war against its organisation of time, and the tactic is acceleration towards the limit of said organisation, as it exists as a regulated system which in turn organises the human organism into what it is.


The capitalism analysed by Fisher and the CCRU in 1999 was a capitalism which, for itself, was terrified of hitting that exact limit. To reproduce itself under regimes of neoliberal financialisation, capital allied itself with all and any form of computation it could get its hands on. The Information Technology revolution with its practically instant forms of international communication became essential to the functioning of capitalism due to this allegiance, and yet this partnership of capital with computation which had made the former dependent on the latter also opened it up to a new limit that was approaching fast: Y2K, what the CCRU called the “Time-Bomb in Babylon”.5 The Y2K bug, as trite as it may seem today, was a real concern in the world of computation back in those days. This is because the internal clock in almost every computational system on the planet was unable to process the idea of the new millennium. This was because in the storage of calendar data, 4-digit years were often reduced to their last two numerals in order to save space. 1999 became ’99, but in the case of the year 2000 the resultant 00 would be unrecognisable. The computational regulatory systems which manage the flow of finance, and hence the flow of capital into the wage system, investment system, and overall productive matrices, would therefore — theoretically — enter a state of cybernetic chaos. The CCRU, Fisher included, clearly set their watch on this event, declaring that “computers are set to celebrate AD 2000 in their own way, by returning to 00 and erasing the twentieth century … information technology has surreptitiously installed the first intrinsically apocalyptic calendar in history”.6


The possibility of Y2K as a virtual event carried with it a dual demonstration for the CCRU. Firstly, as attested to by the CCRU’s Anna Greenspan in her thesis Capitalism’s Transcendental Time Machine (written around the same time as Flatline Constructs), Y2K presents us with a philosophical paradigm shift in that it links the history of timekeeping machines to the machinic or abstract production of time itself (including therefore, the production of time in such a way that it is rendered as labour time).7 Secondly, Y2K presented a politically strategic innovation, namely the potential for the system’s own hegemony to be defeated on the plane of its own technologies of production, at its very core of temporal vampirism. Consequently the task of study would be to construct a Materialism worthy of the process by which the implosion of the current state of things may be accelerated. If capital can ally itself with technology for the extension of its undeath at the cost of risking annihilation, then we can ally ourselves with similar or isomorphic forces in order to ride the lightning all the way to the Outside beyond our own enclosure within capitalist subjection. The conflict to escape capitalist confinement is existential because it is temporal: “Existence is an enclosure not because it happens in space but because it locks us in time.”8


I have used the word ‘ally’ or ‘allegiance’ here far too much to not pause for a further explanation. It is not typical for one to describe machines as ‘allies’, on the basis that we do not think of them as subjects with the capacity to make compacts or hold intentions of co-operation. Nonetheless, insofar as cybernetic technologies exist as machines containing elements of feedback-engendered principles of self-regulation or self-organisation, the point is that they may have functional agency even without our human subjectivity. It is this agency-without-subjectivity, exemplified by cybernetic machines, which grants them what Fisher calls their ‘demonic’ character: and as demons, one can make pacts with them. One makes pacts with automated machinic systems all the time these days, even going so far as to sign a contract in the form of an End User Licence Agreement. A demon, in Fisher’s cybernetic sense, is a functional agent which, in making a pact with an organism, makes said being into a vehicle for its own reproduction. In return the organism gets something out of it, is granted access to a certain kind of becoming which it could not receive otherwise without this allegiance. Capital made a contract with digitality, and now it can trade stocks, command labour, and make sales online any time it wants. Further, the money it makes it can partially invest in the development of faster communications technologies.


We have all made pacts of a kind with contemporary systems. Social media sites require users to produce the content they need to be viable, and in return for our signing onto the terms of their platforms we get the ability to craft new personas and reach mass audiences with the click of a button. Mobile phones and computers are no different, they have agency without subjectivity, they can remember for us with calendar functions, send automated messages for us, they can allow us to see and communicate further than ever before, with an efficiency that approximates the speed of desire itself, and in turn our desire fosters their propagation and development (as commodities themselves in allegiance with capitalism as the mode by which they are produced in the first instance).


In contrast to the Faustian bargains of contemporary capitalism, Fisher and the CCRU sought to investigate possible allegiances with the demon ‘Yettuk’ or ‘Y2K’ among others (the CCRU survived the millennium, as did the world they were trying to escape, so other allegiances had to be made). This was their strategic gambit, and one which they believed they could not simply passively observe, but actively intervene in on the plane of the digital, for the transition to cyberspace as a realm in which the map was the territory meant that the artificiality of the web became a new fold in reality itself, not transcendent of the real, but enmeshed within it as its supplement and plasticity revealed to itself. Fictitious capital could therefore be fought on the plane of fiction, and the same hype that created bubbles and could crash entire economies became another terrain of struggle in the era of hype and hyperreality, where “media apparatuses and cybernetic modelling systems that do not represent or reflect a primary world, but smear the distinction between themselves and it”. It did not therefore matter to many of the CCRU’s operatives as to whether Y2K was even likely to happen, because even its fictional presence within the circuits of cyberspace communication was to enable it with potential for real-world efficacy, which Fisher highlights in his cybernetic embrace of Hyperfiction, or “fiction which makes itself real”, as a response to the hyperreal situation of having a reality in which fictitious capital plays an ever increasing part in our post-spectacular society. One does not need to believe the hype, only to produce and channel it, spread its image like a virality of desire, and one can make actualities out of the new realms of the virtual. Marketers know this well enough, so do stock traders, Rupert Murdoch, and users of every effective electoral cynicism. Indeed, so do communists, as they are the realists of the reality of the dream which is to be made real, the emancipated future which calls out to us only in its real absence, the hyperstitional spectre of that world which could be free.


*


The revolutionary flux of social upheaval, accelerated by new technological forces which escaped the regulatory circuits of bourgeois modernity, did not take place. This is not meant as a Baudrillardian pun, because no such event occurred. It is hard to have any of what the CCRU would call ‘cyberpositivity’ two decades later. The problem with cybertheory has always been its futurism; which has always been tied with an optimism that — however cautious — so often encircled itself in a vicious cyclotron of its own hype. Cybertheory gets high on its own supply (CCRU especially). Our Faustian pacts did not truly empower us or subtract from our human limitations, but only displaced them into zones which were ever more tightly digitised and controlled. We shouldn’t be surprised, for they are Faustian, demonic, for a reason. Behind the throne of technics stands the throne of capital, what is truly diabolical in modernity. Fisher, to his credit, knew this whole heartedly. In Capitalist Realism, he recognised that contemporary hyperreality is far more conducive to bourgeois subjectivity than ever. Exit Videodrome. Enter the Oedipod.9 Man was given New Flesh by his cybernetic machineries, but in plugging into the Cronenbergian circuits of a technicity fully under enemy control, they have given capital ever more means to regulate the use of human bodies and minds in productive time.


Where the images of Cyberpunk futures and techno-futurist marketing offered us post-humanity, they have delivered new precarities of all-too-human suffering in the contemporary economy of ‘self-employment’ (Uber, Deliveroo, Fiverr, and the various ‘micro work’ industries which have people in refugee camps unknowingly moderate the data sets of predator drones). They have enclosed the digital commons, converting cyberspace into a dominion whose organising principle is the production of data as a commodity. We still have what Fisher calls “intensive voyages” into the net, but it is precisely as a net, a site of capture, that it encounters us as ‘users’. To this extent, it is less of a voyage than a commute, as we log into data production lines posing as playgrounds — ‘platforms’ they call them — with each running on strategies of stimulation-addiction and affective manipulation to get you hooked, scrolling, posting, and therefore producing. If we were fighting a digital time war, we have been losing for a long time; we have neither seized nor rendered inoperative the means of computation.


And yet, it is in light of cybertheory’s floundering that I think it is right to make a critical retrospective turn, back towards its very foundations as a project. This is because whilst the Cyberpositive hype around these machineries may be dead or sequestered in the weird fandoms of the theory-loving internet, the threats posed by cybernetically-enhanced capitalism have only become more real in their intensity and actuality. Further, multiple generations have come of age since Flatline Constructs was written. Each of these has grown up in an era of the ubiquity of cyberspace, captured within the pandemonium of capital’s agencies; making deals left and right to sign themselves over to platforms and data batteries galore, in the most overstimulating and mediatised period in human history. There has never been a better time for cybernetic theory, for we have never been so integrated into communication and control machineries. Not only that — for us today we no longer need to speculate on what cyberspace is doing and can do to us under capitalism. Cyberspace in its historical development, finds itself at an impasse. Virtual reality won’t take hold due to being little more than an obnoxious toy (despite the billions being thrown at it), and platforms often flounder under the greed of venture capitalist investors who strip them to the bone or reduce them to the playthings of fascist manchildren (such as the CEO of X, formerly Twitter). It is at this moment of conjuncture that the question of cybernetic theory raises its head once more, in the pursuit of a materialist understanding that comprehends the production of our social reality in order that it may be revolutionised.


The New Flesh and all that it wants — this is the object of the new cybernetic theory, and the question of its production emerges with the question of its historical potential. “[W]hatever Gothic Materialism can use, it becomes,” wrote Mark Fisher in 1999. Whatever cybernetic realism can do for us today relies entirely on whatever gothic materials lay before us in our cyberpunk present; and our world consists of an abundance of machinic horrors.
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INTRODUCTION


Isn’t it strange the way the wind makes inanimate objects move? Doesn’t it look odd when things which usually just lie there lifeless suddenly start fluttering? Don’t you agree? I remember once looking out onto an empty square, watching huge scraps of paper whirling angrily round and round, chasing one another as if each had sworn to kill the others; and I couldn’t feel the wind at all since I was standing in the lee of a house. A moment later they seemed to have calmed down, but then once again they were seized with an insane fury and raced all over the square in a mindless rage, crowding into a corner then scattering again as some new madness came over them, until finally they disappeared round a corner.


There was just one thick newspaper that couldn’t keep up with the rest. It lay there on the cobbles, full of spite and flapping spasmodically, as if it were out of breath and gasping for air.


As I watched, I was filled with an ominous foreboding. What if, after all, we living beings were nothing more than such scraps of paper? Could there not be a similar unseeable, unfathomable ‘wind’ blowing us from place to place and determining our actions, whilst we, in our simplicity, believe we are driven by free will? What if the life within us were nothing more than some mysterious whirlwind? The wind whereof it says in the Bible, ‘Thou hearest the sound thereof, but canst not tell whence it cometh and whither it goeth’? Do we not sometimes dream we have plunged our hands into deep water and caught silvery fish, when all that has happened is that our hands have been caught in a cold draught?1


Today’s children […] are comfortable with the idea that inanimate objects can both think and have a personality. But they no longer worry if the machine is alive. They know it is not. The issue of aliveness has moved into the background as though it is settled. But the notion of the machine has been expanded to include having a psychology. In retaining the psychological mode as the preferred way of talking about computers, children allow computational machines to retain an animistic trace, a mark of having passed through a stage where the issue of the computer’s aliveness is a focus of intense consideration.2


These two passages — the first from Gustav Meyrink’s 1927 novel The Golem, the second from Sherry Turkle’s 1995 work of “cyber-psychology” Life on the Screen — take us directly to what will be the guiding preoccupation of this thesis. Meyrink’s novel is a recounting of an old narrative: the Kabbalistic tale of the rabbi who animates lifeless clay, giving form to the monstrous Golem. The myth has many variants. In many cases — and in anticipation of Shelley’s Frankenstein and Goethe’s The Sorcerer’s Apprentice — the Golem, once animated, and no longer subject to its master’s control, runs amok. Turkle’s account, meanwhile, concerns the response of children to those newest of cybernetic machines, the personal computer. Across time, Meyrink’s character and the children Turkle is studying have an independent insight into what will be called here the Gothic flatline: a plane where it is no longer possible to differentiate the animate from the inanimate, and where to have agency is not necessarily to be alive.


It might seem that the children have now accepted what Meyrink’s character found so terrifying. Yet the question that Meyrink’s character poses is not quite the one that Turkle entertains — which is, “What if the machines were alive?” — but something more radical, namely, “What if we are as ‘dead’ as the machines?” To pose even this second question seems immediately inadequate: what sense would it be to say that “everything” — human beings and machines, organic and nonorganic matter — is “dead”? Much of what follows is an attempt to answer this question.


Donna Haraway’s celebrated observation that “our machines are disturbingly lively, while we ourselves are frighteningly inert”3 has given this issue a certain currency in contemporary cyber-theory. But what is interesting about Haraway’s remark — its challenge to the oppositional thinking that sets up free will against determinism, vitalism against mechanism — has seldom been processed by a mode of theorising which has tended to reproduce exactly the same oppositions. These theoretical failings, it will be argued here, arise from a resistance to pursuing cybernetics to its limits (a failure evinced as much by cyberneticists as by cultural theorists, it must be added). Unraveling the implications of cybernetics, it will be claimed, takes us out to the Gothic flatline. The Gothic flatline designates a zone of radical immanence. And to theorise this flatline demands a new approach, one committed to the theorisation of immanence. This thesis calls that approach Gothic Materialism.


The conjoining of the Gothic with Materialism poses a challenge to the way that the Gothic has been thought. It is a deliberate attempt to disassociate the Gothic from everything supernatural, ethereal or otherworldly. The principal inspiration for this theorisation comes from Wilhelm Worringer via Deleuze-Guattari. Both Worringer and Deleuze-Guattari identify the Gothic with “nonorganic life”, and whilst this is an equation we shall have cause to query, Gothic Materialism as it is presented here will be fundamentally concerned with a plane that cuts across the distinction between living and nonliving, animate and inanimate. It is this anorganic continuum, it will be maintained, that is the province of the Gothic.


At the same time as it aims to displace the Gothic from some of its existing cultural associations, the conjoining of the Gothic with Materialism also aims to provoke a rethinking of what Materialism is (or can be). Once again, Deleuze-Guattari are the inspirations here, for a rethinking of Materialism in terms closer to Horror fiction than to theories of social relations. Deleuze-Guattari’s abstract Materialism depends upon assemblages such as the Body without Organs (a key Gothic concept, we shall aim to demonstrate), while in their attacks on psychoanalysis (their defence, for instance, of the reality — as opposed to the merely phantasmatic quality — of processes such as becoming-animal) it is often as if they are defending Horror narratives — of vampirism and lycanthropy — against a psychoanalytic reality principle. Moreover, the Deleuze-Guattari take-up of authors as various as Artaud, Spinoza, Schreber, and Marx can, we hope to establish, be seen as quintessentially Gothic: what Deleuze-Guattari always emphasise in these writers is the theme of anorganic continuum. But the non- or anorganic, which Deleuze-Guattari introduce, is not the dead matter of conventional mechanistic science; on the contrary, it swarms with strange agencies.


The role of cybernetics as we shall theorise it is very much parallel to the theoretical direction Deleuze-Guattari have taken. Cybernetics, it will be argued, has always been haunted by the possibilities Deleuze-Guattari lay out (even if, in certain cases, it has inhibited or impeded them). As a materialist theory, it, too, we will attempt to show, has tended to challenge the boundary between the animate and the inanimate. Like Deleuze-Guattari, it has questioned the confinement of the attribution of agency only to subjects. The kind of fiction with which this study will be concerned — what has variously been labeled cyberpunk, imploded science fiction and body horror (amongst other things) — has been exercised by many of the same concerns as cybernetic theory. Specifically, these texts have been fascinated by the concepts of agency-without-a subject and bodies-without-organs, emerging in the ambivalent forms of the blade runners, terminators, and AIs that haunt current mass-mediated nightmares.


Gothic Materialism is interested in the ways in which what would appear ultramodern — the gleaming products of a technically sophisticated capitalism — end up being described in the ostensibly archaic terms familiar from Horror fiction: zombies, demons. But it will resist the temptation to think of this “demonisation of the cybernetic” as the revival of something “something familiar and old-established in the mind” (PFL, 14 363), preferring to think of it as the continuation of a nonorganic line that is positively antagonistic to progressive temporality. As Iain Hamilton Grant puts it, “the Terminator has been there before, distributing microchips to accelerate its advent and fuel the primitives’ fears.”4 As we shall see, the nonorganic line as occupied by Gothic Materialism is to be distinguished both from “the supernatural” (the supposed province of Horror fiction) and “speculative technology” (the home of Science Fiction). The phrase “something familiar and old-established in the mind” belongs, of course, to Freud, who will emerge in the terms of this study as a somewhat ambivalent figure, sometimes an ally, sometimes a foe, of Gothic Materialism. Writing of “animist traces,” Turkle is alluding to Freud’s famous essay on “The Uncanny”, from which this phrase comes, an essay written almost directly contemporaneously with The Golem. Here, Freud famously flirts with the problem of the inanimate becoming active. I say “flirts” because Freud — in what, in the terms of the present thesis, is a clear anti-gothic gesture — moves to dismiss the importance of this theme (nevertheless, his own compulsive need to repeatedly reiterate it, has led to a persistent association in critical writings of the uncanny with exactly the question of what should not be alive acting as if it were). Feelings of the uncanny, Freud insists, are not to be attributed to the confusion of the animate with inanimate, but to a fear of castration. We shall examine Freud’s essay “The Uncanny” in more detail later, but I will note, for now, Freud’s own failure to keep at bay the problem of animism; the theme has its own kind of living death, stalking him posthumously with the implacability of any zombie. Its very persistence constitutes a powerful argument for another of Freud’s theses in “The Uncanny” — one that Gothic Materialism will find much more congenial — the strange, nondialectical functioning of the “un” prefix. Thinking, no doubt, of his own remarks on the absence of negation in the unconscious,5 Freud establishes that the “un” of unheimlich does not straightforwardly reverse the meaning of the word heimlich. In a — fittingly — disturbing way, unheimlich includes heimlich. “The Uncanny” leaves us with the impression that the source of Freud’s critical deflections and circumlocutions is something powerful indeed.


Castration may be terrifying, but it is not as disturbing as what Freud seems so keen to bury — precisely because it is a matter of terror or fear. Terror or fear has an object — what is feared — and a subject — he6 who fears — whereas the “ominous foreboding” that Meyrink’s character experiences arises from the inability to differentiate subject from object. There is a dispersal of subjectivity onto an indifferent plane that is simultaneously too distant and too intimate to be apprehended as anything objective.


This thesis will approach this plane via theorists who have been associated with a critique of psychoanalysis: Deleuze-Guattari, whom we have already introduced, and Baudrillard. Provisionally, we could identify Gothic Materialism with the work of Deleuze-Guattari and “Cybernetic Theory-Fiction” with the work of Baudrillard. But this — simple — opposition, whilst schematically useful, is ultimately misleading. Baudrillard, we shall see, can make a contribution to Gothic Materialism, whilst Deleuze-Guattari’s work can certainly be described as Theory-Fiction. Baudrillard’s interest in cyberpunk fiction and film, his fascination with automata and simulacra, make him both the object of a Gothic Materialist theory, and a contributor to it.


One of the aims of “Flatline Constructs” is to play off Deleuze-Guattari and Baudrillard against each other on the question which Meyrink’s passage poses. In developing theories radically antipathetic to subjectivity, Deleuze-Guattari and Baudrillard have occupied parallel trajectories, sometimes closely intermeshing, sometimes radically diverging. One common feature is the — cybernetic — emphasis on code (as we shall see, one major difference between them concerns the role of decoding).


Baudrillard can also be placed as probably the principal theorist of what we might call the negativised Gothic; Baudrillard is the inheritor of a social critical tradition that has tended to cast its narratives about the decline of civilisation in terms of what it would no doubt think of as metaphors of inorganic unvitality: dead labour (Marx), mechanical reproduction (Benjamin). Standing at the demetaphorised terminal of this trajectory, Baudrillard’s work frequently amounts to what is, in effect, a negativised Gothic, which “takes the Guy Debord/JG Ballard fascination with ‘the virtual commodification or crystallisation of organic life towards total extinction’ further, towards narrating a technological triumph of the inanimate — a negative eschatology, the nullity of all opposition, the dissolution of history, the neutralisation of difference and the erasure of any possible configuration of alternate actuality”.7 Production is displaced by a totalised (re)production that a priori excludes novelty; “new” objects and cultural phenomena increasingly operate on an exhausted but implacable closed-loop, which — in some sense — recapitulates itself in advance: “Necrospection.”8


Another of the features Deleuze-Guattari share with Baudrillard is the importance they place on fiction. Which leads us to the second term of this study’s subtitle — Cybernetic Theory-Fiction — a phrase worth unpacking a little now. It is Baudrillard who is most associated with the emergence of theory-fiction as a mode. And it is the role of “third order simulacra” — associated, by Baudrillard, very closely with cybernetics, that, Baudrillard says, “puts an end” to theory and fiction as separate genres. By circulating a series of exemplary “fictional” texts — Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner, William Gibson’s Neuromancer, JG Ballard’s The Atrocity Exhibition, and David Cronenberg’s Videodrome — throughout the study, we will aim to unravel something of what is at stake in the claim that the era of cybernetics eliminates — or smears — the distinction between theory and fiction. In some cases, the performance of theory is quite literal: The Atrocity Exhibition and Videodrome include characters who are theorists (Dr Nathan, Professor O’Blivion). But this study will want to take Baudrillard’s claim very seriously and approach fictional texts, not simply as literary texts awaiting theoretical “readings”, but as themselves already intensely theoretical.


The thesis is divided into four chapters, whose themes are as follows.


Chapter One examines the nexus of postmodernism, cybernetics and the Gothic. The cluster of approaches that have gone under the name “postmodernism”, it will be argued, have been haunted by cybernetic themes: in particular, the interlocking notions of automatisation and feedback. Beginning with an analysis of Blade Runner, which, like Gibson’s Neuromancer, has frequently been taken to be an exemplary “postmodern” text — and is undoubtedly a key cyberpunk text — the chapter contends that many theorisations of postmodernity have been fundamentally concerned with the impact of machines which can reflect on (and consequently adapt) their own performance. Baudrillard in particular will be seen as an inheritor of cybernetic themes: his Order of Simulacra will be traced back to Wiener’s typologisation of machines. Following Baudrillard’s lead, we will aim to distinguish the features proper to what Baudrillard calls the fiction of third order simulacra (cybernetics as such). In parallel, the chapter also aims to show ways in which Cybernetics has been haunted by the Gothic. It rehearses Worringer’s account of the Gothic line in both Form in Gothic and Abstraction and Empathy. By reference to both Gibson and Deleuze-Guattari, the concept of the Gothic flatline will be introduced. The term comes from Neuromancer, and designates states adrift between life and death, or states of simulated life, but will be taken up here as a more general name for the radically immanent line described by Gothic Materialism. The chapter will also show the importance, to Deleuze-Guattari, of the language of Horror — the recurrence of descriptions of phenomena in terms of vampirism, zombification, etc. It will be claimed that this is part of a “realism about the hyperreal” or “cybernetic realism” which emerges as equivalent to what will be characterised as the hypernatural. The hypernatural will be positioned as an intensification of naturalism, and by opposition the supernatural.


Chapter Two approaches that commonplace of contemporary theory, “the body”, but it does so by opposing a — Gothic Materialist — concept of the body (the Artaud/Deleuze-Guattari Body without Organs) to what it calls a “Science Fictional” body. Reinforcing arguments made in the first chapter, it will be argued that “cyberpunk” fictions need to be placed under the sign of a Horror fiction that has been freed from any reference to the supernatural. Baudrillard’s essay on Ballard is a crucial resource here. Here, Baudrillard argues that traditionally, SF has been complicit with “classical” accounts of the body and technology. What makes cyberpunk Gothic Materialist, it will be argued, is the departure from an instrumental view of technology and the organs. Technology is no longer seen, that is to say, as a simple extension of organic function. A genealogy of the Science Fictional body will be laid out, passing from Freud through to McLuhan; but these same theorists, it will be shown, also display themes anticipative of cyberpunk. The chapter concludes with an analysis of two texts that have posed a challenge to the Science Fictional body: Cronenberg’s Videodrome and Ballard’s The Atrocity Exhibition. Cronenberg’s film quite literally opens up the body. We will parallel the invaginated body of Videodrome — a body unable to process the amount of stimuli with which it is bombarded — with McLuhan’s auto-amputated body and Baudrillard’s schizophrenic body. Baudrillard’s equation of cybernetic circuitries with “schizophrenia” will be paralleled with Jameson’s theories of postmodern subjectivity, and Deleuze-Guattari’s theories of capitalism. Both these themes — the disruption of organismic interiority, and the concomitant emergence of “schizophrenia” — had already emerged in Ballard’s novel, which explicitly deals with the question of schizophrenia, and radical deterritorialisations of the body. It will be shown that some of Ballard’s most important (ficto-theoretical) coinages — the spinal landscape, the media landscape — point to the key Gothic Materialist intuition of anorganic continua.


Chapter Three focuses on what has always been a theme in Gothic texts (even when the Gothic is conventionally conceived); something that has also been a theme in writings on cybernetics. The artificialisation of reproduction was posed as a possibility in the Golem legend, and more recently in the founding story of modern Horror and Science Fiction, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. It has also been posited by cybernetics, not only in respect of the reproduction of human beings, but also in connection with the reproduction of machines themselves. This chapter uses Baudrillard and Deleuze-Guattari to provide a framework for examining this theme in fiction, by opposing the former’s concept of an ever more perfect reproduction with the latter’s ideas of multiplicitous recombination. In both cases, what is crucial is a supersession of the sexual as such. Baudrillard offers a theorisation of reproduction in terms of what we have called the “negativised Gothic” (see above): the dream of the perfect copy, which always goes badly wrong. Deleuze-Guattari, meanwhile, take as their models not organic reproduction, but the explicitly Gothic figures of vampirism, lycanthropy, and disease: what they call propagation. The account of propagation will be preceded by a discussion of the concept of “surplus value of code”, introduced by Deleuze-Guattari in Anti-Oedipus. This involves a discussion of Samuel Butler’s important work of theory-fiction, “The Book of Machines” (in his Erewhon), which offers numerous ingenious arguments contradicting the idea that machines are unable to reproduce themselves. In arguments reconstructed by Deleuze-Guattari in Anti-Oedipus, Butler shows that the fact that human beings are involved in the reproduction — or replication — of machines does not mean that they lack a reproductive system: on the contrary, human beings form part of such a system. The chapter concludes with an analysis of Gibson’s Neuromancer, which will be shown to display themes of Baudrillard’s ‘ultra-mechanical reproduction’ and Deleuze-Guattari’s ‘sorcerous propagation’.


Chapter Four moves into territory associated with Baudrillard, the theorisation of hyperreality in terms of the emergence of cybernetic systems, but aims to move beyond Baudrillard’s position of terminal melancholy. The role of fiction itself is a crucial theme here. The chapter recounts Baudrillard’s narrative about the triumph of cybernetic modeling systems (supposedly bringing the end of what might be called the category of “the marvellous”), comparing and contrasting it with Gibson’s description of the return of demonism in the cyberspace Matrix. Where Baudrillard’s story ends with the burial of the “primitive double”, the other narrative posits the return of animistic themes, and presents a mode of recursion radically opposed to one based upon a simple reiteration of the same. The question of the return of animism in a cybernetic era will be discussed, and animism will be compared with Deleuze-Guattari’s machinism. The theme of recursion will be dealt with here in terms of the opposition between two processes (associated with two types of fiction): hyper and meta. Metafiction will be placed on the side of an imploded transcendence. This will be opposed to hyperfiction (and to hyper-processes in general), which can be defined by its radical immanence, as found in Deleuze-Guattari’s rhizome. The chapter — and indeed the thesis — concludes with an analysis of John Carpenter’s recent film In the Mouth of Madness, which will be shown to describe (if not quite display) many of the features of hyperfiction.


Notes


1. Gustav Meyrink, The Golem, trans. Mike Mitchell, Sawtry/Riverside: Dedalus/Ariadne, 1995, 54–55. A crucial aspect of the legend concerns the writing of a secret name (the name of god) either onto a piece of paper or directly onto the Golem’s head. In some cases, the Golem is animated by a letter of the secret name being deleted.


2. Sherry Turkle, Life on the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet, London: Phoenix, 1996, 83. Gothic Materialism finds a number of these terms uncongenial (for instance: life, screen, identity). Indeed, Unlife Beyond the Screens could serve as another subtitle for this study.


3. Donna Haraway, “The Cyborg Manifesto”, in Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, London: Free Association Books, 1991, 152.


4. “At the Mountains of Madness: The Demonology of the New Earth and the Politics of Becoming” in Keith Ansell-Pearson ed., Deleuze and Philosophy: The Difference Engineer, London-New York: Routledge, 1997, 97.


5. See Freud’s essay “The Unconscious” and his Beyond the Pleasure Principle in PFL, 11 for his argument that the concept of negation is alien to the unconscious.


6. Needless to say, the gender designation here is not accidental, since, as numerous sources have noted, Freud’s castration fear presupposes the male as the universal subject. For a particularly powerful critique of this gender-blindness in Freud, see Luce Irigaray, “The Blindspot in an Old Dream of Symmetry” in Speculum: Of the Other Woman, trans. Gillian C. Gill, Cornell University Press: Ithaca, New York, 1985.


7. Mark Downham, “Cyberpunk”, Vague 21, 1988, 42.


8. Cf. “Necrospective”, TE 89–99. Like Jarry’s dead cyclist, contemporary metropolitan culture only appears to be moving forward because of the inertial weight of its own past (a past it simultaneously annihilates as the past, precisely by continually [re]instantiating it as the present).
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