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If this is a lament
Bejan Matur
Translated by Canan Marasligil with Jen Hadfield

They speak of a land that never was,
a non-existent tongue.
There is no utterance,
no words.

If we’re put on earth
to understand each other –
who can make sense of death?

Explain how the mountains stole breath,
or translate the darkness
that has fallen?

Who can say what burgeons
in a child’s dream?

Flapping out of an ancient tale,
birds’ wings bear down
on me – and skin’s

akin to stone
as the old women used to say.
When darkness falls

beyond the mountains,
the people I remember look to me
in pain. My words are elegy.

If this is a lament,
we haven’t even
begun to cry.
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Touching Visions

The a�ective, ethical, and practical engagements of caring invoke in- 
volved embodied, embedded relations in closeness with concrete con-

ditions. And yet I am exploring care for a speculative ethics. Embracing 
the tension between the concrete and the speculative, this chapter engages 
with paths to the reembodiment of thinking and knowing that have been 
opened by passionate engagements with the meanings of “touch.” Stand-
ing here as a metonymic way to access the lived and �eshy character of 
involved care relations, the haptic holds promises against the primacy of 
detached vision, a promise of thinking and knowing that is “in touch” with 
materiality, touched and touching. Yet the promises of this onto- epistemic 
turn to touch are not unproblematic. If anything, they increase the intense 
corporeality of ethical questioning. In navigating the promises of touch, 
this chapter attempts to exercise and expand the disruptive potentials of 
caring knowing that this book explores. It attempts to treat haptic tech- 
nologies as matters of care, and in doing so continues unpacking and co- 
shaping a notion of care in more than human worlds.

Unfolding and problematizing the possibilities of touch draws me into 
an exploration of its literal as well as �gural meanings. I follow here the 
enticing ways opened in theory and cultural critique to explore the speci�c-
ity and interrelation of di�erent sensorial universes (Rodaway 1994; Marks 
2002; Sobchack 2004; Paterson 2007). All senses are a�ected by these re- 
examinations of subjectivity and experience, but touch features saliently, 
as a previously neglected sensorial universe, as a metaphor of intensi�ed 
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96 Touching Visions

relation. So why is touch so compelling? And what new implications for 
thinking are being suggested by invoking touch?

Attention to what it means to touch and to be touched deepens aware-
ness of the embodied character of perception, a�ect, and thinking (Ahmed 
and Stacey 2001; Sedgwick 2003; Blackman 2008). Understanding contact 
as touch intensi�es a sense of the co- transformative, in the �esh e�ects of 
connections between beings. Signi�cantly, in its quasi- automatic evoca-
tion of close relationality, touching is also called upon as the experience 
par excellence where boundaries between self and other are blurred (Marks 
2002; Radcli�e 2008; Barad 2012). The emphasis on embodied interaction 
is also prolonged in science and technology studies, for instance, by ex- 
ploring “the future of touch” as made possible by developments in “robotic 
skin” (Castañeda 2001). Drawing attention to laboratory touching devices 
can also highlight the materiality and corporeality of subject- object “intra- 
actions” in scienti�c practices, missed out by epistemologies founded on 
“representation” that tend to separate the agencies of subjects and objects 
(Barad 2007). Touch emphasizes the improvisational “haptic” creativity 
through which experimentation performs scienti�c knowledge in a play of 
bodies human and not (Myers and Dumit 2011, 244). And engaging with 
touch also has political signi�cance. In contrast to expecting visible “events” 
that are accessible to or rati�ed by the politics of representation, fostering 
of “haptic” abilities �gures as a sensorial strategy for perceiving the less 
noticeable politics in ordinary transformations of experience missed by 
“optic” objectivist representation (Papadopoulos, Stephenson, and Tsianos 
2008b, 55). Here, haptic engagement conveys an encouragement for knowl-
edge and action to be crafted in touch with everyday living and practice,  
in the proximity of involvement with ordinary material transformation.  
I read these interventions as manifesting a deepened attention to material-
ity and embodiment, an invitation to rethink relationality in its corporeal 
character, as well as a desire for concrete, tangible, engagement with worldly 
transformation— all features and meanings that pertain to the thinking 
with care that I am exploring in this book.

Embodiment, relationality, and engagement are all themes that have 
marked feminist epistemology and knowledge politics. Exploring mean-
ings of touch for knowledge politics and subjectivity prolongs discussions 
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regarding situated and committed knowledge initiated in chapters 1 and  
2. To think with touch has a potential to inspire a sense of connected- 
ness that can further problematize abstractions and disengagements of 
(epistemological) distances, the bifurcations between subjects and objects, 
knowledge and the world, a�ects and facts, politics and science. Touch 
counteracts the sensorial metaphor of vision, dominant in modern knowl-
edge making and epistemologies. But the desire for better, profounder, 
more accurate vision is more than a metaphor. Feminist critiques have 
questioned the intentions and the e�ects of enhanced visual technologies 
aimed at penetrating bodies to open up their inner truths.1 Engaging 
within this tradition of ontopolitical suspicion about visual representa-
tion, Donna Haraway proposed nonetheless that we reappropriate the 
“persistence of vision” as a way to engage with its dominant inheritance. 
The challenge is to foster “skill . . . with the mediations of vision” (Haraway 
1991d, 191, emphasis added), notably by contesting and resisting to adopt 
an unmarked and irresponsible “view from nowhere” that pretends to see 
everything and everywhere. This embodied and situated material- semiotic 
reclaiming of the technologies of vision is at the heart of her reworked 
�gure of a “modest witness” for technoscience (Haraway 1997b) that trans-
�gures the meanings of objectivity in ways that opens possibilities for 
knowledge practices committed to as well as possible worlds (Haraway 
1991d, 183– 201).

Signi�cantly, by embracing touch, others have also sought to emphasize 
situatedness and make a di�erence in cultural atmospheres strongly attuned 
to visual philosophical models of ways of being in the world (Radcli�e 
2008, 34). Is knowledge- as- touch less susceptible to be masked behind  
a “nowhere”? We can see without being seen, but can we touch without 
being touched? In approaching touch’s metaphorical power to emphasize 
matters of involvement and committed knowledge, I can’t help but hear  
a familiar voice saying “theory has only observed the world; the point is  
to touch it”— lazily rephrasing Marx’s condemnation of abstract thought 
that “philosophers have only interpreted the world . . . the point is to 
change it.” And yet, the awareness, suggested in previous chapters, that 
knowledge- making processes are inseparably world- making and materi-
ally consequential does evoke knowledge practices’ power to touch— and 
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98 Touching Visions

commitment to keep in touch with political and ethical questions at stake 
in scienti�c and other academic conversations.

Engaging in discussions that are revaluing touch brings me back to  
the paradoxes of reclaiming. Reclaiming technologies of vision entailed 
reappropriating a dominant sensorial universe and epistemological order, 
seeking for alternative ways of seeing. The poisons encountered in these 
grounds are optic arrangements that generate disengaged distances with 
others and the world, and claims to see everything by being attached 
nowhere. In contrast, much like care, touch is called upon not as dominant, 
but as a neglected mode of relating with compelling potential to restore a 
gap that keeps knowledge from embracing a fully embodied subjectivity. 
So how, then, is reclaiming touch opening to other ways of thinking if it is 
already somehow an alternative onto- epistemic path? The reclamation of 
the neglected is in continuation with the thinking strategy encountered  
in the previous chapters: thinking from, with, and for marginalized exis-
tences as a potential for perceiving, fostering, and working for other worlds 
possible. But these ways of thinking don’t need to translate in expectation 
that contact with the neglected worlds of touch will immediately signify  
a bene�cial renovation. On the contrary, to reclaim touch as a form of car-
ing knowing I keep thinking with the potential of marginalized opposi-
tional visions to trouble dominant, oppressive, indi�erent con�gurations, 
a transformative desire that also requires resisting to idealization. When 
partaking in the animated atmosphere of reclamations of touch, there is a 
risk of romanticizing the paradigmatic other of vision as a signi�er of em- 
bodied unmediated objectivity. Rather than ensuring resolution, thinking 
with touch opens new questions.

The Lure of Touch

Like others, I have been seduced into the worlds of touch, provoked and 
compelled by the very word, by the mingling of literal and metaphorical 
meanings that make of touch a �gure of intensi�ed feeling, relating, and 
knowing. Its attractiveness to the project of this book, however, is not only 
that of evoking a speci�cally powerful sensorial experience but also that of 
providing the a�ective charge that makes it a good notion to think about 
the ambivalences of caring. Starting with being touched— to be attained, 
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moved— touch exacerbates a sense of concern; it points to an engagement 
that relinquishes detached distance. Indeed, one insight often advanced 
about the speci�city of experiencing touch (often supported by references 
to Merleau- Ponty’s phenomenology) is its “reversibility”: when bodies/
things touch, they are also touched. Yet here already I wonder: to touch or 
to be touched physically doesn’t automatically mean being in touch with 
oneself or the other. Can there be a detached touch? Unwanted touch, abu-
sive touch, can induce a rejection of sensation, a self- induced numbness in 
the touched. So maybe we have to ask what kind of touching is produced 
when we are unaware of the needs and desires of that what/whom we are 
reaching for? This resonates with the appropriation of others’ through car-
ing that I discussed in the previous chapters; the troubling character of 
these dynamics is exacerbated when thought can be conceived as a corpo-
real appropriation through “direct” touch.

These questions become more pressing when facing touch’s potentially 
totalizing signi�cation: touch, a�rms Jean Louis Chrétien, is “inseparable 
from life itself ” (Chrétien 2004, 85). I touch, therefore I am. There is some-
thing excessive in that we touch with our whole bodies, in that touch is 
there all the time— by contrast with vision, which allows distant observa-
tion and closing our eyes. Even when we are not intentionally touching 
something, the absence of physical contact can be felt as a manifestation  
of touch (Radcli�e 2008, 303). Moreover, to be felt, sensorial and a�ective 
inputs that other senses bring to experiencing necessarily pass through 
material touching of the body. This total in�uence contributes to a sense  
of “immersion” (Paterson 2006, 699) and is incarnated in its atypical, all-
encompassing organ, the skin (Ahmed and Stacey 2001). Touch exhibits as 
much ascendancy as it exposes vulnerability.

Touché is a metaphorical substitute for wounded. The way in which touch 
opens us to hurt, to the (potential) violence of contact, is emphasized by 
Thomas Dumm, who reminds us that touch comes from the Italian toccare, 
“to strike, to hit.” Dumm’s meditations on touch are particularly illuminat-
ing regarding its ambivalent meanings.2 Touching, he says, “makes us con-
front the fact of our mortality, our need for each other, and, as [Judith] 
Butler puts it, the fact that we are undone by each other” (Dumm 2008, 
158). In contrast, Dumm explores two meanings of becoming untouchable. 
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First, the loss of somebody we cared about that makes this person untouch-
able: “that which we imagine as part of us is separate now” (132). Second, 
to become oneself untouchable: “a �gure of isolation, of absolute loneli-
ness” (155).

But how would becoming untouchable, to undertake a protective discon-
nection with feeling, be possible given the omnipresence of bodily touch? 
Total presence of touch doesn’t necessarily entail awareness of its in�u-
ence. Dumm makes us see that rejecting touch is possible and sometimes 
necessary to survive hurt. Yet if such shielding becomes entire, it entails  
a negation of life itself. The unavoidable ambivalence of touch is thus of 
conveying a vital form of relation and a threat of violence and invasion. 
Dumm unfolds Ralph Waldo Emerson’s avowal of feeling untouched by 
the death of his son and his a�rmation that touching is both “an impos-
sible act” and necessary for becoming “actors in the world of experience.” 
Dumm concludes that losing touch is a �ight into the “futility of total 
thought,” while touching is a turn to the “partial nature of action,” a move 
“from transcendence to immanence, from the untouchable to the embrace 
of corporeal life” (Dumm, 158, emphasis added). Life is inevitable mortal-
ity, partiality, and vulnerability: the troubles and conditions of living. Trust 
might be the unavoidable condition that allows this openness to relation 
and corporeal immanent risk.

Exposure through touch translates into another emblematic extreme 
often associated with touch, healing: “If I only touch his garment, I shall be 
made well,” thinks a sick woman approaching Jesus (Matthew 9:21). This 
biblical verse came to mind as I encountered the logo for a company devel-
oping three- dimensional anatomical simulation software for medical learn-
ing purposes— TolTech— Touch of life technologies.3 It featured two human 
hands, index �ngers extended to touch each other, invoking the divine 
connection between God and Adam represented by Michelangelo and his 
apprentices on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. However, o�ering “the 
ability to approach the human body from any combination of traditional 
views,” Touch of Life’s version referred to the enhanced vision of anatomical 
parts via 3D technologies that could bring medical practitioners in train-
ing closer to a re- creation of actually touching them. The image was science- 
�ction oriented, o�ering a �rst- contact extraterrestrial- like sight of two 
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index �ngers at the point of touching, contrasted against an outer- space 
dark blue background. An uncanny light had been depicted emanating from 
the space close to this not- yet- accomplished contact, producing circling 
waves of brilliance that contour supernatural hands. The technobiblical 
imagery invoked by this vision of medical technology appealed to ancestral 
yearnings of healing transformation, and maybe salvation, through embod-
ied and direct contact with a powerful technoscienti�c (godlike) promise.

Touch is mystical. Touch is prosaic. Though neither scienti�c nor polit-
ical cultures have ever been (totally) secular, there is, however, a sensible 
way in which embodied contact with evidential knowledge is associated 
with the material rather than the spiritual. This connection is supported 
by a long history in which concrete, factual, material knowledge is opposed 
to “bare” belief. Remaining in the biblical imaginary, we can remember 
Saint Thomas, who became the paradigmatic doubter, manifesting human 
weakness in his need to touch Jesus in order to believe the news of his 
resurrection. In declarations following the explosion of the �nancial spec-
ulative bubble leading to the 2008 �nancial crisis, Benedict XVI, the cath-
olic pope in o�ce at the time, encouraged people to hold on to beliefs  
that are not based on material things. He warned that those who think that 
“concrete things we can touch are the surest reality” are deceiving them-
selves.4 This time, touch falls decisively on the side of prosaic knowledge; 
it serves the doubtful, those who need to get hold of something, while faith 
belongs to trust in untouchable immaterial forces. During the �rst years of 
the crisis, my bank was nationalized after it threatened to collapse. It struck 
me how, months later, its o�ces still exhibited posters of a campaign invit-
ing clients to give up “paper titles” in favor of digitalized ones with the 
slogan: Dematerialisation. Inform yourself here.5 Pope Benedict XVI was 
clearly out of touch with what critics of the imploded �nancial system  
had been relentlessly highlighting: the immaterial and unreal character of 
a speculative bubble frantically in�ated by global markets disconnected 
from the �nite material resources of people and this planet. Dematerial-
ized, �nancialized wealth. From this perspective, it was not so much the 
materiality of things we can touch that led to the global �nancial melt-
down in 2008 but their deadly negation by a “delirious,” out- of- touch capi-
talist version of the speculative (Cooper 2008).
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My point here is not to refute faith in the ungraspable, nor the appeal  
of touching the concrete. I am just realizing how easily an inclination for 
touch as a way of intensifying awareness of materiality and immanent 
engagement can get caught in a quarrel about what counts as real and 
authentic, worth of belief and reliance. Whether this “real” is a source of 
divine promise or of tangible factuality, authenticity is at play. This aspi-
ration to the truthful is reproduced by promises of enhanced immediacy 
and intensi�ed reality in computing experience that abound in the research 
markets of innovative haptic or touch technologies. If seeing stands for 
believing, touching stands for feeling (Paterson 2006). Here, to feel becomes 
the ultimate substantiation of reality, while seeing is expelled from genuine 
feeling, and believing’s authenticity rate plummets. The rush to the “mate-
rial” in reclamations of touch made me wonder if the increased desire for 
touch manifests an urge to rematerialize reliability and trust within a tech-
noscienti�c culture fueled by institutionalized skepticism? In other words, 
could the yearning for touch manifest also a desire to reinfuse substance in 
more than human worlds where digitalized technology extends and delo-
calizes the networks and mediations that circulate reliable witnessing?

Touching Technologies

The reclamation of touch is a wide cultural phenomenon with relevance for 
ethical speculative considerations. One can just think of how the boom of 
touch technologies, a market only growing, mobilizes a vast range of more 
than human reassemblages. How these technologies are made to matter is 
concomitant with how they transform what matters. Touch technologies 
emerged in the early 2000s as a promise of what Bill Gates proclaimed  
to be the “age of digital senses.”6 They “do for the sense of touch what  
lifelike colour displays and hi- � sound do for eyes and ears,” announced 
The Economist in the early days of haptic hype. The time to lick and sni� 
keyboards and screens is yet to be trumpeted.7 For now, technology is 
“bringing the neglected sense of touch into the digital realm.”8 These 
emerging haptic technologies engaged with a new frontier for the enhanc-
ing of human experience through computing and digitalized technology. 
As transhumanist speculations, promises, and expectations about the 
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“innovative” prospects of touch for people in technoscience they consti-
tute a massive matter of investment in a future in which smartphones and 
other handy devices are only gadget sprouts.

Though here I focus on problems posed by the imaginaries of enhance-
ment in everyday experience, the proliferation of applications is vast. Hap-
tic or touch devices are implemented, or fantasized, in relation to many 
di�erent technologies: for developments of touch sensors in precise in- 
dustrial robotics9; for the creation and manipulation of virtual objects; to 
allow a feel of materials in video games; to enhance sensorial experience in 
varied simulators (surgery, sex) and other devices aimed at distant control 
and operation. They also refer to technologies allowing direct command 
of laptops and phones through the screen. From the most sophisticated and 
specialized to the most banal gadgetry, the marketing of these develop-
ments uses exciting language that engages play, dexterity of manipulation, 
augmented or enhanced reality, and experiences of sensorial immersion 
that mimic the real thing, all driven by promises of more immediate con-
nection at the heart of cultural imaginaries of a�ection. The sense of mate-
riality of contact can take opposed implications; for instance, exposure 
remains connected to vulnerability so that if it may seem particularly 
exciting to touch and manipulate “virtual” entities. In other contexts it is 
reassuring to touch without being touched, to manipulate without physi-
cally touching (e.g., in military situations such as the use of drone technol-
ogy or demining robotics, the viewer remains untouched, touch sensors 
act as mediators, and distanced bodies and unmanned artifacts receive the 
immediate physical consequences [Suchman 2016]).

In his essay “Feel the Presence,” the haptic geographer Mark Paterson 
describes these technologies of “touch and distance” and their possibilities 
of concrete and immediate manipulation of objects, virtual or not. Others 
and things can be located far away but become “co- present” (Paterson 
2006). Paterson explains how adding touch to visual e�ects produces a 
sense of “immersion,” how these technologies give a feeling of “reality,” 
enhancing the experience of users. However, he shows that the e�orts to 
reproduce and “mimic” tactile sensation are actually productive, performa-
tive. An active reconstruction of the sensorial is at stake when developers 
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discuss what will be the right feel of a virtual object to implement within 
the actual design. The transformation of sensorial experience doesn’t occur 
only through prosthesis but participates in the “interiorization of tech-
nological modes of perceiving” (696; Danius 2002). In other words, touch 
technologies as more than human assemblages could be remaking what 
touching means. Inversely, I would add, haptic technology works with the 
powerful imaginary of touch and its compelling a�ective power to pro-
duce a touching technology, that is, an appealing technology.

Exploring the kinds of more than human worlds that are brought to 
matter through celebrations of technotouch requires attention to meaning-
producing e�ects emerging in speci�c con�gurations. It is not so much  
a longing for the real that is the problem of sociotechnological arrange-
ments that conceal material mediations while pretending quasi- transparent 
immediacy but rather what will count as real. A politics of care is con-
cerned by which mediations, forms of sustaining life, and problems will be 
neglected in the count. Which meanings are mobilized— and reinforced— 
for realizing the promise of touch? By which forms of connection, pres-
ence, and relation is technotouch supposed to enhance everyday experi-
ence? In the technopromises of touch, “more than human” often takes  
the sense it has for transhumanism, that of a desire to transcend human 
limitations. A trend that, far from decentering human agency via a more 
than human reassemblage, reinforces it even if disembodied, aiming at 
making humans more powerful through technoscienti�c progress. As the 
protagonist of David Brin’s SF novel puts it, as he collects trash from space 
with an extended body that connects his isolated, encapsulated, imperfect 
body to a distant outer space, a “more real” world is the dream:

The illusion felt perfect, at last. . . . Thirty kilometers of slender, conduct-
ing �lament.

. . . At both ends of the pivoting tether were compact clusters of sensors 
(my eyes), cathode emitters (my muscles), and grabbers (my clutching 
hands), that felt more part of him, right now, than anything made of �esh. 
More real than the meaty parts he had been born with, now drifting in a 
cocoon far below, near the bulky, pitted space station. That distant human 
body seemed almost imaginary.
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Dreams of technological extension beg a more speci�c question: Which 
qualities are selected for human improvement? The question of enhance-
ment does not need us to examine any particularly extravagant science- 
�ction scenarios; it is visible in the most ordinary settings. In the early 
days of excited hype about haptic technology, tactile technologies, a com-
pany dedicated to the development and expansion of touch screens, adver-
tised the bene�ts in its promotional website.10 The �rst claimed advantage 
was speed: “Fast, faster, fastest.” Touch screens cut time waste through 
direct touch in a world where “being one second faster could make all the 
di�erence.” This directness is enhanced and integrated for “everybody,” as 
a second advantage is promoted: “touch makes everybody an expert” by 
“intuitive” reaching out; “you just point at what you want.” To touch is to 
get. Expertise would ameliorate as “touchscreen- based systems virtually 
eliminate errors as users select from clearly de�ned menus.” The goal is 
intuitive immediacy, reduction of training to direct expertise, elimination 
of mistakes based on preordered selection. In conclusion, they o�er a “nat-
urally easy interface to use” for what the job requires: e�cacy and speedi-
ness, reduction of training time, and keeping costs down. On top of these 
advantages— hands being guilty vehicles of everyday contagions— touch 
screens are purportedly “cleaner.” This company therefore o�ered systems 
that are “not a�ected by dirt, dust grease or liquids.” Here the driving 
dream is not so much of enhanced reality but enhanced e�ectiveness and 
speed. Touch stands for unmediated directness of manipulation, while 
hygiene worries respond to remnants of involved �esh. This is a particular 
vision of the more than human reassemblage o�ered by touch technolo-
gies, one that rather than innovating relation reinforces prevalent con-
ceptions of e�ciency— identi�ed to accelerated productiveness. In the last 
chapter of the book, I will engage with how the paradigm of productivity, 
accelerated speed, and focus on output a�ects the temporality of care. What 
the ambivalent value of touch exposes here is that enhancing material con-
nection does not necessarily mean awareness of embodied e�ects.

Computers are touching technologies in a very special way via key-
boards, screens, and mouses. As somebody who spends a great amount of 
time behind a computer, I am not immune to the seductive hype of smooth 
touch screens. But as an intermittent member of the community a�ected 
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by Repetitive Stress Syndrome and other health hazards of the computer-
ized workplace, I also wonder why possible innovations o�ered by these 
technologies for at least not worsening this epidemic are not being pro-
moted. Many users’ computing experience includes diverse ergonomic 
devices that make repetitive touch labor easier and dress up the cyborg 
imaginary of �esh wired to a keyboard (adapted mouse and keyboard, 
wrist and back elastic bands, microphones and voice recognition software, 
etc.). In order to situate keyboard- related illness as a historically collective 
phenomenon, it is insightful to read Sarah Lochlann Jain’s account of the 
injury production concomitant to this device’s history. Making touching 
technologies a matter of care requires that we learn about the possibilities 
overlooked by an industry in hasty development: missed opportunities to 
be in touch with the consequences that constant keyboard touch feedback 
doubled with pressures of e�ciency has had on user’s everyday lives (Jain 
2006). Touch and proximity belong to the conceptual nebula of care, but 
they are not caring per se.

And yet yearnings of proximity in caring involvements mark the every-
dayness of computing technology. These are �nely expressed in a poem by 
Susan Leigh Star, who also raises ambivalent feelings about promises of 
enhancement via technical extension:

ii
my best friend lives two thousand miles away
and every day
my �ngertips bleed distilled intimacy
trapped Pavlovas
dance, I curse, dance
bring her to me
the bandwith of her smell

ii
years ago I lay twisted
below the terminal
the keyboard my only hope
for work
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for continuity
my stubborn shoulders
my ruined spine
my aching arms
suspended above my head
soft green letters
re�ect back
Chapter One:
no one can see you
Chapter Two:
your body is �ltered here
Chapter Three: you are not alone (Star 1995, 30– 31)

Computers are more than working prostheses; they are existential compan-
ions for people trying to keep in touch with dislocated networks of loved 
ones. My sister lives ten thousand miles away— my parents, siblings, and 
friends are spread throughout the World Wide Web. A scattered heart, 
bleeding �ngertips, and a ruined back, frustrations of “distilled intimacy,” 
are not enough to stop e�orts to remain in touch through screens. E- political 
communities in a globalized world also depend on virtual touching and 
social media props. Haptic technologies feel particularly appealing for 
those for whom mobility has transformed community and who have to 
“survive in the diaspora” (Haraway 1991a, 171). Touch technologies and 
longings of being in touch match well. The remaking of sensorial experi-
ence through the intensi�cation of digital touch feeds on the marketing of 
proximities in the distance and our investment in longing.

Yearnings for touch, for being in touch, are also at the heart of caring 
involvement. But there is no point in idealizing the possibilities. If touch 
extends, it is also because it is a reminder of �nitude (why would in�nite 
beings yearn for extension?). And if touch deprivation is a serious issue, 
overwhelming is the word that comes to my mind when enhancement of 
experience is put at the forefront. Permanent intouchness? With what? Like 
care, touch is not a harmless a�ection. Touch receptors, located all over 
our bodies, are also pain receptors; they register what happens through 
our surface and send signals of pain and pleasure. When absorbed by work 
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and e- relations, these sensations take time to be perceived. We can get 
relatively out of touch with what bodies endure and forget the care and 
labor that is needed to get them through the day. There is no production 
of virtual relationality, whether commodi�ed by capitalist investment or 
consumer society, that will not draw upon the life of some- body some-
where. Kalindi Vora shows, for instance, how the “vital energy” of call- 
center workers in India is drained by the overnight labor required for 
keeping in touch with the needs of clients in North America to which their 
bodies are invisible in turn (Vora 2009b). Insisting on the many ways in 
which digitalized technologies engage material touching of �nite �esh 
renders insu�cient the quali�cation of knowledge economies and a�ective 
labors as “immaterial” (Hardt and Negri 2000, 290). More alertness to 
chains of touch in digital culture could also expand awareness of the layers 
of material mediations that allow technological connection. Besides human 
labor, virtual technocultures always touch something somewhere— through 
demands for electric power generation and the proliferation of high- tech 
trash (Stephenson 1996; Basel Action Network 2002; Strand 2008).11

As I have argued above, transforming purported facts and objects into 
matters of care by thinking with and for neglected labors and marginalized 
experiences is a way to remain in touch with problems erased or silenced 
by thriving technoscienti�c mobilizations. This means addressing inno-
vatory technologies that are supposed to enhance living conditions with 
questions about the social relations, labors, and desires that may become 
obliterated through their development, use, and implementation. Such 
issues appear particularly relevant in another �eld of haptic research invest-
ment and expectations to enhance ordinary experiences. I am thinking of 
distant surgery where touch sensors seek dexterity in distant manipulation 
(Satava 2004). The rationale here is not more touching but improving the 
chain of technological mediations in order to give a sense of directness 
and precision of touch while accessing distant �esh and bodies. The sur-
geon could become physically absent, a “telepresence” that, however, can 
work simultaneously on multiple patients. A possible reduction in number 
of nurses that will do the work on site is also invoked. Again we encounter 
“the epitome of e�ciency,” understood purely in quantitative terms: reduc-
tion of costs and human resources. If complex chirurgical intervention is 
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not yet realizable this way, healing through telecare is not a fantasy. Some-
times it aims to enhance access to health care in deprived locations where 
developing haptic technologies for co- presence makes sense. However,  
we need also to ask what types of experiences of caring will be produced 
through these innovations? Which new managed “conducts” will pass as 
care? (Latimer 2000). Thinking from labors that become less visible and 
from the perspective of patients/users and, importantly, also that of “non 
users,” Nelly Oudhsoorn shows how care at a distance challenges existing 
modes of interaction and transforms rather than reduces burdens of labor. 
Also, the replacing of face- to- face interaction places sections of the net-
works of health care out of touch for patients (Oudshoorn 2008a; 2008b). 
The materiality and directness of touch acquires added tones as other 
mediations are rendered irrelevant: What are more e�cient doctors going 
to be in touch with? What kind of healing- touch is this? Is the reversibility 
of touch, its potential of consequential corelationality, of shared vulnera-
bility, invalidated when patients cannot reach who is touching them?12 
One thing seems sure in a �nite world, that these new forms of connection 
produce as much copresence as they increase absence. They do not really 
reduce distance; they redistribute it.

Pausing: Dilemmas of Speculative Thinking

Questions and skepticism about expanded possibility in promises of touch 
accumulate. Yet my aim is not to distance myself from these yearnings, 
neither to purify an “other” vision of touch— the “really” caring one. I am  
not interested in the elucidation of underlying social, political, and cul-
tural reasons and causes for the lure of touch and the attractiveness of 
promises of technotouching. I could be discussing how this “turn” to touch 
may correspond to other declared theoretical turns: turns to materiality,  
to practices, to ontology, to radical empiricism. But while I am hesitating 
here about the promises of touch, I remain concerned about the pitfalls  
of theoretical critique discussed in the previous chapters. Blanketing the 
speci�cities of situations and cases under a general rationale that critiques 
the haptic promise, placing myself as observer at a distance from where I 
could understand what is at stake, would be falling into one of those pit-
falls. Zooming out at theoretical speed, blending categories that mirror 
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each other into a feel of sameness to support the argument that something 
is happening in the turn to touch might be precisely what thinking with 
touch, thinking haptically, is not about: the speci�city of textures disap-
pears and “a” problem surreptitiously becomes everybody’s problem.

My engagement with touch remains situated within an exploration of 
what caring signi�es for thinking and knowing in more than human worlds. 
Here, a caring politics of speculative thinking could reclaim hapticity as a 
way to keep close to an engagement to respond to what a problem “re- 
quires.” And of course, what we come to consider problematic is grounded 
in the collective commitments that shape our thinking and what we care 
for. And yet a speculative commitment grounded in the problems that we 
have set out to respond to seeks not to “simply re�ect that which, a priori, 
we de�ne as plausible” (Stengers 2004), or that which con�rms a theory. In 
other words, engaged speculative responses are situated by what appears 
as a problem within speci�c commitments and inheritances, within con-
tingencies and experiences in situation. If to care is to become suscepti- 
ble of being a�ected by some matters rather than others, then situated 
responses are engaged in interdependent more- than- one modes of sub-
jectivity and political consciousness. Therefore, in revaluations of touch, 
in reclamations of touch, not only do I read the kind of world- making that 
is being speculated upon through the partialities of my cares but I also 
think with other speculative possibilities.

That things could be di�erent is the impulse of speculative thinking.  
In this book the speculative refers to a mode of thought committed to 
foster visions of other worlds possible, to paraphrase the motto of the 
alter- globalization movement, “another world is possible.”13 Related to the 
sense of sight, the way of the speculative is traditionally associated with 
vision,  observation. In feminist approaches, as I mentioned in the intro-
duction, speculative thinking fuels hope and the desire for transformative 
action. It belongs to feminism visions’ a�ective power to touch, to nurture 
hope about what the world could be, and to engage with its promises and 
threats (Haran 2001). This involves political imagination of the possible, 
purposes of making a di�erence with awareness and responsibility for con-
sequences: speculative thinking as involved intervention— as speculative 
commitment.
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But the notion of speculative vision also seems to suggest— as in the 
phrasing “pure speculation”— a �ight transcending the material condi-
tions that ground transformation in the present, from the plainness and 
mundaneness of the everyday that visionaries are habitually suspected of 
neglecting. The predicament of speculative thought somehow reenacts a 
worn- out fraught question for critical thought: How can thinking lead to 
material change? And paradoxically, it doesn’t help that vision, as a meta-
phor for knowing, has traditionally conveyed the notion that true thought 
and knowledge is based on clear and unpolluted observation and reason, 
on a disembodied relation to a distinct world, the pride of modern science 
according to rationalist humanist philosophies. If the speculative is sus-
pected of improbability, thought and action led by metaphors of clear 
vision have been criticized for a reductionist, bifurcated, form of relating, 
abstracted from the bodily engagement that makes knowing subjects rel-
evant in interdependent worlds. What’s more, opting for the speculative  
as the making of a di�erence, for di�raction rather than re�ection of the 
same, for alternative investments in thinking the possible or the virtual,  
I also have to consider my belonging to a time and culture radically turned 
into investment into a future (of outputs and returns of investment) in 
ways that tend to drain present everyday conditions (an issue that I address 
in the last chapter of the book). In my world, the speculative is also the 
name of fairly intoxicating �nancialized bubbles out of touch with �nite 
pasts, presents, and futures. These unsolved tensions are embedded in an 
attempt of thinking with care invested in speculative thinking of what could 
be but grounded in the mundane possible, in a hands- on doing connected 
with neglected everydayness.

Devising relevant and grounded interventions calls for speculative 
thinking that goes beyond descriptions and explanations of what is and  
of how things came to be. The worlds into which touch will attract us are 
not written in its technologies or in the purported nature of touch’s singu-
lar phenomenology. The concrete di�erences made when reclaiming touch 
and reinventing touching technologies for everyday life are all but neutral; 
they will be marked by visions that touch us, and that we want others to be 
touched by, speculative visions of touch— touching visions. Where this con-
sideration of the ambivalent promise of touch for thinking speculatively 
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with care has brought me is to questions such as: How can visionary  
di�ractive e�orts resist in�ated virtual (future) possibility detached from 
(present) material �nitudes? And can we resist the promises of immanent 
touch to transcend fraught mediations?

Touching Visions

My initial leaning for touch as a sensorial universe that expresses the 
ambivalences of caring emerged from its potential for responding to the 
abstract and disengaged distances more easily associated with knowledge- 
as- vision. But because touch short- circuits distance, it is also susceptible to 
convey other powerful expectations: immediacy as authentic connection 
to the real, including otherworldly realities for spiritual or mystic tradi-
tions, as well as claims not so much of transparent and unpolluted obser-
vation but of direct and extended accelerated e�cient intervention. If touch 
could o�er a sensorial, embodied grounding for the proximities of caring 
knowing, we also need touching visions more susceptible to foster account-
ability for the mediations, ambivalences, and eventual pitfalls of touch  
and its technologies. Connected bodily experience is not per se oriented  
to improve caring, nor does reducing distance necessarily trouble in pre-
dominant oppressive con�gurations. It is in this spirit that I return now  
to interventions that engage with touch to reclaim vision, by manifesting 
deep attention to materiality and embodiment in ways that rethink rela-
tionality, in ways that suggest a desire for tangible engagements with mun-
dane transformation.

A grounded vision of transformation, rather than “enhancement,” of 
experience through touch can be read in how Claudia Castañeda engages 
speculatively with the “future of touch,” exploring speci�c touch- abilities 
in developments of “robotic skin” (Castañeda 2001). One of the stories  
she critically engages with is that of a “bush” robot constructed with a tril-
lion tiny “leaves,” each equipped with tactile sensors. This touchy leafy 
skin would, according to its conceiver’s ambitious vision, see better than 
the human eye, for instance, by feeling a photograph or a movie through 
directly touching its material (227). Castañeda is interested in the “sug-
gestiveness” of such a robotic formation for feminist theories of embodi-
ment and relationality: “What would it be like to touch the visual in the 
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way this [robot] can?” Castañeda argues that when vision is “rematerial-
ized” through direct contact, refusing the distinction between vision and 
touch troubles the ground of objectivity: “the distinction between dis-
tanced (objective) vision and the subjective, embodied contact” (229). Yet 
her vision of touching futures doesn’t translate in a promise of overcoming 
(human) limitations. On the contrary, Castañeda reminds us that robotic 
touch is not limitless; it responds to the technological reproduction of spe-
ci�c understandings of how touch works.

In other projects Castañeda looks for alternatives, where robotic skin is 
rather conceived as a site of learning in interaction with the environment. 
One characteristic of these learning robots’ interactive skin is that it �rst 
acts as protection: an alarm system that assists in learning to distinguish 
what is harmful and can destroy it (Castañeda 2001, 231). The requirement 
and outcome of ongoing technohaptic learning is not here mastery of dex-
terous manipulation but a skillful recognition of vulnerability. This sug-
gests that, in contrast with dreams of directness, implementing touching 
technologies could foster awareness that learning (to) touch is a process. 
Developing skills is required for precise and careful touching, for learning 
how to touch, speci�cally. The experience of touch can then serve to insist 
on the speci�city of contact. Castañeda draws from Merleau- Ponty to argue 
that the experience of touch “cannot be detached from its embodiment,” 
but neither is it “reducible to the body itself.” The skin, as an active living 
surface, “becomes a site of possibility” (232– 34). In this vision, the genera-
tive character of touch is not given; it emerges from contact with a world, 
a process through which a body learns, evolves, and becomes. All but a 
dream of immediacy. The a�rmation of speci�city of contact and encoun-
ters is also not a limitation imposed on possibility. Speci�city is what pro-
duces diversity: this is precisely how touch can have multiplying e�ects, 
extending the range of experiences rather than extending one mode of 
experience.

We can go further to a�rm that touch is world- making, a thought that 
resonates with the relational ontology for which being is relating approached 
in the previous chapter. We can read Karen Barad’s (2007) account of the 
seeing- touching made possible by “scanning tunnelling microscopes” in 
this direction. These devices are used to “observe” surfaces at atomic level, 
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a procedure that operates “on very di�erent physical principles than visual 
sight” (53). This account calls upon the “physicality of touch.” A sense of 
the object passes through a “microscope tip” and the “feel” of the surface 
passes through an electron current tunneled through the microscope. The 
data produced (including the resulting image of the surface) corresponds 
to “speci�c arrangements of atoms.” In this encounter, where the physi- 
cal universe is as much an agent in the meeting with a knower, there is  
no separateness between observing and touching, �guring well a vision 
that does not separate knowing from being- relating. Barad’s account of the 
closeness of touch stands for a conception where “knowing does not come 
from standing at a distance and representing the world but rather from  
a direct material engagement with the world” (49, emphasis added).

This vision challenges the framing of knowing within epistemologies of 
representation and “optics of mediation” (Barad 2007, 374– 77)— in social 
constructivism, for instance, “nature” never comes to “us” but is mediated 
by the knowledge social beings have of it. A critique of this bifurcated 
optic order requires a more subtle thinking of the “agency” involved in 
knowing yet without necessarily speaking for immediacy, for directness  
in touching the real, or nature. On the contrary, vision- as- touch works 
rather to increase a sense of the entanglement of multiple materialities,  
as in Barad’s theory of the “intra- activity” of human and nonhuman mat-
ters in the scienti�c constitution of phenomena. Going further than inter-
action, Barad’s intra- action problematizes not only subjectivity but also 
the attribution of agency merely to human subjects (of science)— as the 
ones having power to intervene and transform (construct) reality. The 
reversibility of touch (to touch is to be touched) also inspires the troubling 
of such assumptions: Who/what is object? Who/what is subject? It is not 
only the experimenter/observer/human agent who sees, touches, knows, 
intervenes, and manipulates the universe: there is intra- touching. In the 
example above, it is not only the microscope that touches a surface; this 
surface does something to the artifact of touching- vision. In other words, 
touching technologies are material and meaning producing embodied 
practices entangled with the very matter of relating- being. As such, they 
cannot be about touch and get, or about immediate access to more reality. 
Reality is a process of intra- active touch. Interdependency is intrarelational. 
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As it undermines the grounds of the invulnerable, untouched position of 
the master subject- agent that appropriates inanimate worlds, this ontology 
carries ethical resonance. What we do in, to, a world can come back, re- 
a�ect someone somehow.

This is thinking touch as world- making. How we know in the world 
populates it with speci�c connections. People and things “are in mutually 
constituting active touch” that “rich naturecultural contact zones multiply 
with each tactile look” (Haraway 2007b, 6– 7). Thought as a material 
embodied relation that holds worlds together, touch intensi�es awareness 
about the transformative character of contact, including visual contact— 
tactile looks. Here the sense of intensi�ed curiosity is �gured by a particu-
lar way of seeing- touching, a haptic- optic �gured by Eva Hayward’s “�n-
geryeyes.” Coined in speculative thinking with the sensorial impressions 
of encountering cup corals, this �guration speaks of a visual- haptic- 
sensorial apparatus of “tentacular visuality” as well as the “synaesthetic 
quality of materialized sensation” (Hayward 2010, 580). Hayward’s sensu-
ous writing compels us into the queerness of caressing encounters with 
cup corals but retains awareness of the predicaments of closeness to fragile 
nonhuman others:

The coralogical impressions of �ngeryeyes that I have described cannot be 
agnostic about animal well- being because ontology is what is at stake. Cross- 
species sensations are always mediated by power that leaves impressions, 
which leaves bodies imprinted and furrowed with consequences. Animal 
bodies— the coral’s and mine— carry forms of domination, communion, and 
activation into the folds of being. As we look for multispecies manifestations 
we must not ignore the repercussions that these unions have for all actors. In 
the e�ort to touch corals, to make sense of their biomechanics, I have also 
aided in the death of the corals I describe here; this species- sensing is not 
easily refused by the animals. (592)

What these visions that play with vision as touch and touch as vision invite 
to think is a world constantly done and undone through encounters that 
accentuate both the attraction of closeness as well as awareness of alterity. 
And so, marked by unexpectedness, they require a situated ethicality.
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There is a particular form of multifaceted collective reciprocity at stake 
in the ability and responsibility to respond to being touched: a “response- 
ability,” in Haraway’s terms. This requires curiosity about what happens in 
contact zones, asking question such as: “whom and what do I touch when 
I touch my dog?” with which Haraway opens her adventurous explora- 
tion of the layers of naturecultural relations that make interspecies touch-
ings possible— including sophisticated and mundane technologies— while 
actively speculating on what could be possible through taking seriously 
these chains of touch. These are worlds of collective feeling, relational pro-
cesses that are far from being always pleasant or livable but have some-
thing speci�c and situated to teach us. The question of how we learn to  
live with others, being in the world— to be touched as much as to actively 
touch, is an opening to “becoming with.” Touch “rami�es and shapes 
accountability” (Haraway 2007b, 36), furthers a sense of inheriting “in the 
�esh,” and invites us to be more aware about how living- as- relating engages 
both “pleasure and obligation” (7). In contrast with promises of touch- 
ing technologies for network extension and human enhancement think- 
ing about caring proximities, these situated touching visions can increase  
ethical awareness about material consequences. Here, knowing practices 
engage in adding relation to a world by involvement in touching and being 
touched by what we “observe.” Thinking with these visions, I seek a sense 
of touch that doesn’t evoke a hold on reality with improved grasp that in- 
tensi�es proximity with gradualness and care, attention to detail in encoun-
ters, reciprocal exposure, and vulnerability, rather than speeded e�cacy of 
appropriation.14

A beautiful example of a nuanced reclamation of touch, paradoxically 
within a rea�rmation of vision, is how, in her analysis of close- up images, 
taken at an almost touching closeness, media theorist Laura U. Marks 
describes the blurred �gures produced by intimate detailed images of tiny 
things, inviting the viewer into “a small caressing gaze” on pores and tex-
tures at the surface (Marks 2002, xi). She argues that the power of a haptic 
image is not the identi�cation of/with a distinct “�gure” but to engage 
viewer and image in an immersed “bodily relationship.” Yet wanting to 
“warm up” rather than negate optic culture, Marks doesn’t aim to abolish 
distance but rather to keep an “erotic oscillation” in which the desire of 
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banishing distances is in tension with the letting go of the other, not driven 
by possessiveness (13– 15). Signi�cantly, she says that the closeness of hap-
tic visuality induces us to acknowledge the “unknowability of the other.” 
When vision is blurred in close imagery, objects become “too close to be 
seen properly,” “optical resources fail to see,” and optic knowing is “frus-
trated.” It is then that the impulse of haptic visuality is stirred up, inviting 
us to “haptic speculation” (16). We learn that to speculate is also to admit 
that we do not really know wholly. Though there are indeed many things 
that knowledge- as- distant vision fails to feel, if touch augments proximity, 
it also can disrupt and challenge the idealization of longings for closeness 
and, more speci�cally, of superior knowledge in proximity.

Haptic speculation doesn’t guarantee material certainty; touching is not 
a promise of enhanced contact with “reality” but rather an invitation to par-
ticipate in its ongoing redoing and to be redone in the process. Dimitris 
Papadopoulos, Niamh Stephenson, and Vassilis Tsianos (2008b, 143) con-
ceive a haptic approach to engage with transformative possibilities in every-
day forms of sociability that are neglected by optic representation. They 
encourage haptic experiencing as an attempt to change our perception, to 
“hone” it to perceive the “imperceptible politics” in everyday practices in 
which another world is here, in the making, before “events” become visible 
to representation. In these they see a chance, not only for subversion but for 
creating alternative knowledges. Haptic (political) experience is for them 
a craft of carving possibility in the midst of potential incommensurability. 
Unknowability takes here yet another meaning.15 Haptic speculation is  
not about imaginative expectation of events to come; it is the everyday 
(survival) strategy rooted in the present of “life below the radars” of optic 
orders that do not welcome, know, or not even perceive the practices that 
exceed preexistent representations and meanings. It is not di�cult to see 
why this way of being- knowing with a world can be attuned to the sen-
sibilities of thinking with care, to honing perception to matters of care. 
Focusing on everydayness, on the uneventful, is a way of noticing care’s 
ordinary doings, the domestic unimpressive ways in which we get through 
the day, without which no event would be possible. While events are those 
breaks that make a di�erence, marking a before and after that gets recorded 
in history, care, in spite of all the work of political reclaiming, in spite of its 
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hegemonic marketization, remains associated with the unexciting, blended 
with the dullness of the everyday, with an uneventful temporality. Haptic 
engagement is akin to thinking with care as a (knowledge) politics of in- 
habiting the potentials of neglected perception, of speculative commit-
ments that are about relating with, and partaking in, worlds struggling to 
make their other visions not so much visible but possible. These engage-
ments do not so much entail that knowing will be enhanced, more given, or 
immediate through touch than through seeing; rather, they call attention 
to the dimension of knowing, which is not about elucidating, but about 
a�ecting, touching and being touched, for better or for worse. About in- 
volved knowing, knowledge that cares.

Coda: Sensory Values

Kira laid a slim hand on the bulkhead, on the square plate that was the only 
access to Helva’s titanium shell within the column. It was a gesture of apol-
ogy and entreaty, simple and swift. Had Helva been aware of sensory values 
it would have been the lightest of pressures. (McCa�rey 1991, 35, emphasis 
added)

Kira is a human traveling through space in Helva, a female- gendered space-
ship with a human brain, the central character of Anne McCa�rey’s science- 
�ction classic, The Ship Who Sang. These two beings are starting their �rst 
conjoint mission and learning to know each other. Both are touchy, in 
intense pain due to the loss of loved ones (a husband in Kira’s case, the 
previous human ship skipper in Helva’s). The excerpt above comes from a 
scene where Helva, the ship, is physically touched by Kira after a moment of 
tense argument between them. Helva has no skin sensitive to “sensory val-
ues”; however, she indeed feels something, beyond her titanium shell body, 
just by seeing Kira’s touching gesture. Helva cannot touch Kira back; her 
power to act through physical touch is limited. She touches Kira through 
careful word communication, and by readjusting functions in order to cre-
ate a caring environment for her in her body- spaceship. Kira knows that 
Helva’s titanium shell cannot “feel” her touch and still her gesture of apol-
ogy expresses the “lightest of pressures,” which Anne McCa�rey quali�es 
as a “sensory value.”
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Throughout this chapter I have used “vision,” instead of sight, to refer to 
visual sensorial universes and to speculative ethico- political imagination. 
Lacking a word that makes of touch what vision makes of sight, I have 
used touching visions as a surrogate. The promise of touching visions is 
not just given by the haptic’s particular phenomenology. Following the lure  
of the haptic, I ended up looking for visions that could engage touch with 
care, that is, that do not idealize it. Without proposing these to become 
normative orientations, I wonder what it could mean to foster something 
like “sensory values” for the power of touch, for our touching technolo-
gies? I’m thinking of values as collective ventures embodied and embed-
ded in prosaic material everyday agencies, contingently becoming vital to 
situated relationalities that ground them in a living web of care; of values 
not necessarily as that which should de�ne the good but as interrogative 
demands emerging from relations. Sensory values are not qualities reserved 
to touch, but thinking with touch emphasizes them well because of the 
intensi�cation of closeness that the haptic signi�es and enacts. Touching 
technologies do not need to celebrate the inherent signi�cance of touch 
but rather touching visions that also account for haptic asperities. Values 
for touching visions call for an ethical engagement with the possibility of 
care as a relation that short- circuits (critical) distance and that is about 
immersed, impure, ethical involvement, but remain in tension with both 
moral orderings— such as managerial orientations toward e�ciency and 
speed— and idealized longings for immanent relations.

A sensory value in Kira and Helva’s interaction inspired by the trope of 
touch could be named “tactfulness,” the same word for the sense of touch 
in some languages— for example, in Spanish, tacto. A form of sensorial 
politeness, understood as a political art of gauging distance and proxim-
ity.16 An ethical and political learning that might well be vital in caring for 
worlds in the making through intensi�ed, constant touch between entities 
human and more than human— a daily practice of “articulating bodies to 
other bodies with care so that signi�cant others can �ourish” (Haraway 
2007b, 92). Thinking touch with care beautifully emphasizes intra- active 
reversibility, and therefore vulnerability in relational ontologies. If touch  
is an experience where boundaries of self and other tend to blur, it also 
speaks of intrusiveness and appropriation: it is possible to touch without 
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being touched. Appropriation abolishes signi�cance. Thought through a 
politics of care, “intra- active” touch demands attentiveness to the response, 
or reaction, of the touched. It demands to question when and how we shall 
avoid touch, to remain open for our haptic speculations to be cut short by 
the resistance of an “other,” to be frustrated by the encounter of another way 
of touching/knowing. A sense of careful “reciprocity” could therefore be 
another value for thinking with touch’s remarkable quality of reversibility.

Thinking sensory values of care with the universe of touch is a specu-
lative displacement of ethical questioning. Reciprocity is an interesting 
notion to expose this. Thinking the webs of care through sensorial materi-
ality, as chains of touch that link and remake worlds, troubles not only long-
ings for closeness but also the reduction of relations of reciprocity to logics 
of exchange between individuals. Sensory values such as intra- touching 
politeness and haptic reciprocity refer to an obligation to reciprocate 
attentiveness to others, but one that is quite di�erent from that of a moral 
contract or the enactment of norms— a quality of caring obligations that  
I discuss in the next chapter. Thinking care through the haptic and the 
haptic through care brings up one of the most appealing aspects of care for 
a speculative ethics in more than human worlds: that its “value” is insepa-
rable from the implication of the carer in a doing that a�ects her. Care 
obliges in ways embedded in everyday doings and agencies; it obliges 
because it is inherent to relations of interdependency.

A�rming care as an inherently material obligation is a fraught terrain, 
given what this means for caregivers, that caring is often a trap, a reason 
why, as Carol Gould has argued, reducing political obligation to consent or 
choice is an extremely gendered ideal that excludes a whole set of relations 
from the political sphere where choice and consent between autonomous 
individuals has little meaning (Gould 1988). Here I am obviously arguing 
for a distributed notion of the material obligation of care— not as some-
thing that only some should be forced to ful�ll.17 Thinking reciprocity 
through a collective web of obligations, rather than individual commit-
ments, exposes the multilateral circulation of agencies of care.18 As David 
Schmidtz argues, the common idea of “symmetrical” reciprocity doesn’t 
exhaust the ways people try to “pass on” a good received (Schmidtz 2006, 
82– 83). Care troubles reciprocity in this way because the living web of care 
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is not one where every giving involves taking, nor every taking will involve 
giving. The care that touches me today and sustains me might never be 
given back (by me or others) to those who generated it, who might not 
even need or want my care. In turn, the care I will give will touch beings 
who never will give me (back) this care. Reasons to support this vision are 
advanced by work that sees the ethical implications of care challenging an 
ethics based on “justice” (Gilligan 1982). And why others ask for the reci-
procity of care to be collectively distributed (Kittay 1999), contest the reci-
procity model of economic exchange, support “uncon ditional welfare” 
(Segall 2005) for example, the State would provide means for care (through 
unconditional basic income) that could ensure that those with care respon-
sibilities, but who might not have somebody caring for them, are not de- 
pleted or neglected. And so by being cared for, they also continue to be 
able to care for others. Whether we agree or not that the state, given its 
major role in the structural reproduction of inequalities, is the appropriate 
collective to foster an ethics inherent to communally reciprocal relations, 
the essential notion here is that reciprocity in as well as possible care circu-
lates multilaterally, collectively: it is shared. Iris Marion Young adds another 
problematic dimension to these relations when she argues that reciprocity 
cannot be thought as symmetrical because this masks the asymmetrical 
positions in which people are situated and the possibility of a di�erent eth-
ics: “opening up to the other person is always a gift; the trust to communi-
cate cannot await the other person’s promise to reciprocate” (Young 1997, 
352). I propose to think of relations of care giving and receiving in a similar 
way not so much because care is a gift but because there is no guarantee 
that care will be reciprocated; it happens asymmetrically both in terms of 
power and because people who care, caregivers, cannot give with the expec-
tation for it to be symmetrically reciprocated. The care that has been “passed 
on”— as is neglect— continues to circulate, not necessarily morally or 
intentionally, in an embodied way, or simply embedded in the world, envi-
ronments, infrastructures that have been marked by that care. The passing 
on of “care” does not need to be determined by the care we have received 
to be tangible. What these multilateral reciprocities of care disrupt are 
conceptions of the ethical as a moral compound of obligations and respon-
sibilities presiding over the agency of intentional (human) moral subjects.
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In the following chapters, we will see how these questions have brought 
this journey closer to attempts to think di�erently about the circulation of 
ethicality in more than human worlds— close to those who contest the 
reduction of ethicality to human intentionality (Barad 2007) and to those 
who engage with the intentionality of the other than human, seeking to 
think of “nature in the active voice” (Plumwood 2001). These are paths for 
questioning human- centered notions of agency that do not necessarily 
converge, but they are both compelling and challenging to thinking with 
care in more than human worlds. Interrogating the intra- active but non-
bilateral reciprocity of touching with care for the touched, thinking touch 
through care and as sensory values, invites us to distribute and transfer 
ethicality through multilateral asymmetrical agencies that don’t follow uni-
directional patterns of individual intentionality. Caring, or not caring, 
however, are ethico- political problems and agencies that we mostly think 
as they pass from humans toward others. But thinking care with things  
and objects exposes that the thick relational complexity of the intratouch-
ing circulation of care might be even more intense when we take into 
account that our worlds are more than human: the agencies at stake mul-
tiply. How to care becomes a particularly poignant question in times when 
other than humans seem to be utterly appropriated in the networks of 
(some) Anthropos. What does it mean to think how, in the web of care, 
other than humans constantly “reciprocate”? Can we, at least speculatively, 
include such thoughts in an ethical inquiry modestly reaching out with 
care from the uneasy inheritances of human antiecological situatedness? 
Following such intimations, Part II of this book attempts to think care as  
a generalized condition that circulates through the stu� and substance  
of the world, as agencies without which nothing that has any relation to 
humans would live well, whether all that is alive is engaged in giving or 
care, whether care is intentionally ethical.
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There It Is
BY JAYNE CORTEZ

My friend
they don’t care
if you’re an individualist
a leftist  a rightist
a shithead or a snake
They will try to exploit you
absorb you  confine you
disconnect you  isolate you
or kill you

And you will disappear into your own rage
into your own insanity
into your own poverty
into a word a phrase a slogan a cartoon
and then ashes

The ruling class will tell you that
there is no ruling class
as they organize their liberal supporters 
into
white supremacist lynch mobs
organize their children into
ku klux klan gangs
organize their police into
killer cops
organize their propaganda into
a device to ossify us with angel dust
preoccupy us with western symbols in
african hair styles
inoculate us with hate
institutionalize us with ignorance
hypnotize us with a monotonous sound 
designed
to make us evade reality and stomp our 
lives away
And we are programmed to self-destruct
to fragment
to get buried under covert intelligence 
operations of
unintelligent committees impulsed toward 
death
And there it is

The enemies polishing their penises 
between
oil wells at the pentagon
the bulldozers leaping into demolition 
dances
the old folks dying of starvation
the informers wearing out shoes looking 
for crumbs
the life blood of the earth almost dead in
the greedy mouth of imperialism
And my friend
they don’t care
if you’re an individualist
a leftist  a rightist
a shithead or a snake

They will spray you with
a virus of legionnaire’s disease
fill your nostrils with
the swine flu of their arrogance
stuff your body into a tampon of
toxic shock syndrome
try to pump all the resources of the world
into their own veins
and fly off into the wild blue yonder to
pollute another planet

And if we don’t fight
if we don’t resist
if we don’t organize and unify and
get the power to control our own lives
Then we will wear
the exaggerated look of captivity
the stylized look of submission
the bizarre look of suicide
the dehumanized look of fear
and the decomposed look of repression
forever and ever and ever
And there it is
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To Preserve the Life of the Other

I propose a relatively simple question, one that we might immediately
identify as belonging to moral psychology, or perhaps to moral philosophy:
What leads any of us to seek to preserve the life of the other? Of course,
debates about the preservation of life now inform medical ethics, including
those concerning reproductive freedom and technology, but also those
regarding health care, law enforcement, and prisons. Although I will not be
entering into those debates in detail here, I hope that some of what I argue
will have implications for how we enter those debates. I want, rather, to
point out a feature of debates about when and where the preservation of life
is called for: namely, that we invariably make some assumptions about what
counts as life. These assumptions include not only when and where it
begins or how it ought to end, but also, perhaps in another register, the
question of whose lives count as living.

So, when we ask the question, “Why do we seek to preserve the life of
the other?” we could be asking about what motivates us to do so, or we
could instead be asking what justifies actions of that kind—or, indeed, what
establishes as morally unjustifiable the refusal or failure to preserve a life.
The first question is psychological, though clearly one of moral psychology;
the second belongs to moral philosophy, or to ethics, fields that sometimes



rely on moral psychology to make their claims. But do these questions also
overlap with social theory and political philosophy?

Much depends on how we pose the question and what assumptions we
make when we pose it. For instance, it makes a difference if we pose the
question about a singular other person: What leads any of us to seek to
preserve the life of this other person? That question is different from asking
whether we seek to preserve the lives of some particular group with which
we strongly identify, those belonging to a vulnerable group that seems to us
in danger of violence or destruction, or of all who are living. Asking what
leads us to seek to preserve the life of a particular other person presumes a
dyadic relation: You may be someone I know or someone I do not know; in
either case, I may, under certain circumstances, be in a position to ward off
danger or to stop a destructive force that threatens your life. What do I do,
and why do I do it? And what justifies the action that I finally take? These
questions seem to belong to the field of moral philosophy and moral
psychology, without exhausting the range of questions considered by those
fields. Asking whether we seek to preserve the life of some particular group
—asking what justifies actions of that kind—presumes what we might well
call a “biopolitical” consideration. It asks that we consider not only what
counts as a life, but whose lives count as worthy of preservation. Under
certain conditions, it makes sense to ask whose life counts as a life, even
when that formulation seems to founder in tautology: if it is a life that does
not count, is it not still a life?

I will return to this question of biopolitics in the next chapter. For now,
let us return to the first question with which I began: What leads any of us
to seek to preserve the life of the other? It is a question that, in some form,
has to be asked not just of individuals, but also of institutional
arrangements, economic systems, and forms of government: What
structures and institutions are in place to safeguard the life of a population
or, indeed, that of every population? We will turn to psychoanalysis to see
what grounds are given there for not taking a life, and for seeking to
preserve one. It is not a matter of thinking about the relation of individual to
group psychology, for the two invariably overlap, and even our very
singular and subjective dilemmas implicate us in a broader political world.
The “I” and the “you,” the “they” and the “we” are implicated in one
another, and that implication is not only logical; it is lived out as an
ambivalent social bond, one that constantly poses the ethical demand to



negotiate aggression. So, if we start the moral inquiry with the uncritical
use of the “I,” or indeed the “we,” we have occluded a prior and pertinent
inquiry that considers how both the singular and plural subject are formed
and contested by the relations they seek to negotiate through moral
reflection.

The way this question is posed raises another: that of paternalism. Who
belongs to the group who does the “preserving,” and who is imagined as
having lives in need of “preservation”? Are “we” not also in need of having
our lives preserved? Are the lives of those who ask the question the same as
the lives about whom the question is asked? For those of us who pose the
question, do we consider that our own lives are also worthy of preservation,
and if so, who is called upon to preserve them? Or is it rather that we
presume the worthiness of our lives, presume that everything will be done
to preserve our lives, such that “we” ask this question about “others” who
do not live with such presumptions? Is the “we” really separable from those
“other” lives we may seek to preserve? If there is a “we” who seeks to solve
this problem, and then there are “others” who are the recipients of our
deliberations, do we then assume a certain divide, arguably paternalistic,
between those who have—or are invested with—the power to preserve life
(or those of us for whom there exists a power that seeks already to preserve
our lives) and those whose lives are in danger of not being preserved—that
is, those whose lives are imperiled by a form of violence, either deliberate
or negligent, and whose survival can only be countered by a countervailing
sort of power?

This happens, for instance, when “vulnerable groups” are identified. On
the one hand, the discourse on “vulnerable groups” or “vulnerable
populations” has been important to both feminist human rights work and the
ethics of care.1 For if a group is called “vulnerable,” then it gains a status
that enables it to make a claim for protection. The question then emerges:
To whom is that claim addressed, and which group emerges as charged with
the protection of the vulnerable? On the other hand, have the ones who bear
responsibility for vulnerable groups become divested of vulnerability
through that designating practice? Of course, the point is to highlight the
unequal distribution of vulnerability; but if such a designation implicitly
distinguishes between vulnerable and invulnerable groups, and charges the
invulnerable with the obligation to protect the vulnerable, then that
formulation makes two problematic assumptions: first, it treats groups as if



they are already constituted as vulnerable or not vulnerable; second, it
fortifies a paternalistic form of power at the very moment in which
reciprocal social obligations are most urgently required.

Those of us who understand ourselves as responding to an ethical claim
to safeguard life, even to protect life, may find ourselves subscribing to a
social hierarchy in which, for ostensibly moral reasons, the vulnerable are
distinct from the paternalistically powerful. It is, of course, possible to
claim that such a distinction is descriptively true, but when it becomes the
basis of a moral reflection, then a social hierarchy is given a moral
rationalization, and moral reasoning is pitted against the aspirational norm
of a shared or reciprocal condition of equality. It would be awkward, if not
fully paradoxical, if a politics based on vulnerability ended up fortifying
hierarchies that most urgently need to be dismantled.

I began by posing a question about the psychological motivations for
preserving another’s life or the lives of others in the plural and sought to
show that such a question, perhaps in spite of itself, opens onto a political
problem concerning the management of demographic differences and the
ethical ruses of paternalistic forms of power. As of yet, my inquiry leaves
critically unexplored such key terms as “life,” “the living,” what it means
“to preserve and to protect,” and whether these can be thought as reciprocal
actions such that those who potentially preserve the lives of others are also
in potential need of preservation—as well as what that implies about
potentially shared conditions of vulnerability and exposure, the obligations
they imply, and the sorts of social and political organization they require.

My inquiry is meant to ask about the possibility of safeguarding life
against modes of destruction, including the kinds of destruction that we
ourselves unleash. My wager is that not only do we find ways to preserve
the very lives that we ourselves have the power to destroy, but also that
such preservation of life requires infrastructures organized with that
purpose in mind. (Of course, there are infrastructures that seek precisely not
to preserve lives, so infrastructure alone is not a sufficient condition for the
preservation of life.) My question is not just what we, as morally
accountable subjects, do, or refuse to do, to preserve a life or set of lives,
but how the world is built such that the infrastructural conditions for the
preservation of life are reproduced and strengthened. Of course, in some
sense, we do build that world; but, in another sense, we find ourselves
emerging into a biosphere, including a built world, that we personally have



never made. Further, as we know from the increasingly urgent issue of
climate change, the environment changes as a result of human intervention,
bearing the effects of our own powers to destroy the conditions of livability
for human and non-human life-forms. This is yet another reason why a
critique of anthropocentric individualism will turn out to be important to the
development of an ethos of nonviolence in the context of an egalitarian
imaginary.

An ethos of nonviolence, whatever that might prove to be, will turn out
to be different from both moral philosophy and moral psychology, though
moral inquiry takes us to a site where it opens up both psychoanalytic and
political fields. When we take moral psychology as a point of departure, as
Freud surely did when considering the origins of destructiveness and
aggression, our reasoning makes sense only in light of fundamental political
structures, including assumptions we make about how destructive potential
inheres in any social bond. Of course, lives appear one way or the other
only when viewed from specific historical perspectives; they acquire and
lose value depending on the framework in which they are regarded, which
is not to say that any given framework has the full power to decide the
value of a life. The differential ways in which the value of life is gauged are
informed by tacit schemes of valuation according to which lives are deemed
to be more or less grievable; some achieve iconic dimensions—the
absolutely and clearly grievable life—while others barely make a mark—
the absolutely ungrievable, a loss that is no loss. And there is a vast domain
of others whose value is foregrounded within one framework and lost
within another, that is, whose value is flickering, at best. One could claim
that there is a continuum of the grievable, but that framework does not let
us understand those occasions in which, for instance, a life is at the same
time actively mourned within one community and fully unmarked—and
unmarkable—within a dominant national or international frame. And yet
this happens all the time. It is one reason why the community that mourns
also protests the fact that the life is considered ungrievable, not only by
those responsible for taking the life, but also by those who live in a world
where the presumption is that such lives are always vanishing, that this is
simply the way things go. This is one reason why mourning can be protest,
and the two must go together when losses are not yet publicly
acknowledged and mourned. The mournful protest—and here we can think
of Women in Black or the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, or the



families and friends of the Ayotzinapa forty-three2—makes the claim that
this lost life ought not to have been lost, that it is grievable and should have
been regarded as such long before any injury was done. And it demands the
forensic evidence that will establish the story of the death and who is
accountable. The failure of accounting for violent death makes it impossible
to grieve. For though the loss is known, the explanation of how the death
took place is not, and so the loss cannot be fully registered. The dead
remain, to that extent, ungrievable.

One normative aspiration of this work is to contribute to the formulation
of a political imaginary of the radical equality of grievability. It’s not just
that we all have a right to mourn the dead, or that the dead have the right to
be mourned—that is doubtless true, but it does not capture the full sense of
what I mean. There is a difference between someone’s being grieved and
that same person’s bearing, in their living being, a characteristic of
grievability. The second involves the conditional tense: those who are
grievable would be mourned if their lives were lost; the ungrievable are
those whose loss would leave no trace, or perhaps barely a trace. So, if I
were to call for “the radical equality of all those who are grievable,” I
would not be able to focus on the way that grievability is differentially
allocated such that some do not rise to the level of the grievable, cannot be
grasped as lives worth mourning. In the same way that we talk about the
unequal distribution of goods or resources, I believe that we can also speak
about the radically unequal distribution of grievability. That does not mean
there is a center of power that distributes according to a calculus, but it may
well mean that a calculation of this sort pervades regimes of power in more
or less tacit ways. And though some may think that I am calling for
everyone to cry in the face of another’s death and to ask how we might
grieve for those we do not even know, I want to suggest that grieving takes
a different form, even an impersonal form, when the loss is not proximate,
when it is loss at a distance or when, in fact, it is nameless. To say that a life
is grievable is to claim that a life, even before it is lost, is, or will be, worthy
of being grieved on the occasion of its loss; the life has value in relation to
mortality. One treats a person differently if one brings the sense of the
grievability of the other to one’s ethical bearing toward the other. If an
other’s loss would register as a loss, would be marked and mourned, and if
the prospect of loss is feared, and precautions are thus taken to safeguard
that life from harm or destruction, then our very ability to value and



safeguard a life depends upon an ongoing sense of its grievability—the
conjectured future of a life as an indefinite potential that would be mourned
were it cut short or lost.

The scenario I have offered acts as if the problem belongs to ethical
relations structured in a dyadic way. I regard you as grievable and valuable,
and perhaps you regard me as the same. Yet, the problem goes beyond the
dyad and calls for a rethinking of social policy, institutions, and the
organization of political life. Indeed, if institutions were structured
according to a principle of the radical equality of grievability, that would
mean that every life conceived within those institutional terms would be
worth preserving, that its loss would be marked and lamented, and that this
would be true not only of this or that life, but of every life. This would, I
suggest, have implications for how we think about health care,
imprisonment, war, occupation, and citizenship, all of which make
distinctions between populations as more and less grievable.

And there is still that tricky question of life, and when life starts, and
what kinds of living beings I have in mind when I speak about those who
are “living”: Are they subjects of a human kind? Would that include the
embryonic, and so not quite a “they” at all? And what about insects,
animals, and other living organisms—are these not all forms of living that
deserve to be safeguarded against destruction? Are they distinct kinds of
being, or are we referring to living processes or relations? What of lakes,
glaciers, or trees? Surely they can be mourned, and they can, as material
realities, conduct the work of mourning as well.3

For now, it seems worth reiterating that the ethic I am articulating is
bound up with a specific political imaginary, an egalitarian imaginary that
requires a conjectural way of proceeding, a way of experimenting with the
conditional: only those lives that would be grieved if they were lost qualify
as grievable lives, and these are lives actively and structurally protected
from violence and destruction. This use of the grammatical form of the
second conditional is one way of experimenting with a potential,
postulating what would follow if all lives were regarded as grievable; it
might let us see how a utopic horizon opens up in the midst of our
consideration of whose lives matter and whose lives do not, or whose lives
are more likely to be preserved and whose lives are not. Let us, in other
words, embed our ethical reflections within an egalitarian imaginary. The



imaginary life turns out to be an important part of this reflection, even a
condition for the practice of nonviolence.

For the most part, when we confront moral dilemmas regarding the
conditions under which life should be preserved, we formulate hypotheses
and then test them by imagining various scenarios. If I were a Kantian, I
might ask: If I act in a certain way, can I, without contradiction, will that
everyone act in that same way, or at least in accord with the same moral
precept? For Kant, the question is whether one commits a contradiction or
acts reasonably in willing as one does. He gives us a negative and a positive
formulation: “I ought never to act except in such a way that I can also will
that my maxim should become a universal law”;4 and then, “Act always on
that maxim whose universality as a law you can at the same time will.”5

One example he offers is that of the false promise, made to extricate oneself
from a difficult situation. That route seems not to work, for “I become
aware at once that I can indeed will to lie, but I can by no means will a
universal law of lying.”6 Others, he claims, would “pay me back in like
coin,” and his “maxim, as soon as it was made a universal law, would be
bound to annul itself.”7 I take it that I cannot reasonably will that false
promising become a universal practice for the simple reason that I don’t like
the prospect of being lied to. Yet, I do have to imagine that very possibility
if I am to understand the contradictory character of any maxim that permits
of lying.

For consequentialists, of course, the imperative to imagine the
consequences of living in a world in which everyone would act as you
choose to act leads to the conclusion that some practices are utterly
untenable, not because they are irrational, but because they inflict
consequential damage that is unwanted. In both cases, I would suggest, a
potential action is figured as hypothetically reciprocal: one’s own act comes
back in the imagined form of another’s act; another might act on me as I
would act on the other, and the consequences are unacceptable because of
those damaging consequences. (For Kant, the damage is done to reason,
though this is not the case for all moral philosophers who engage the
hypothetical in that way.) The broader question is whether one would want
to live in a world in which others acted in the same way that I propose to act
when I posit a set of violent acts. Again, we could conclude that it would be
irrational to will something for myself that I could not possibly will for



another. Or we might conclude that the world itself would not be livable if
others were to act in the way that I propose to act, and then we would be
indexing a threshold of livability.

In either moral experiment, one imagines one’s act as someone else’s, a
potentially destructive act reversed or reciprocated. It is a difficult and
disturbing kind of imagining, one that mandates my dispossession from my
own act. The act that I imagine is no longer the one I imagine myself doing,
even as it has something of me in it, to be sure; however, I have assigned it
to a possible someone, or an infinite number of someones, and so have
taken more than a bit of distance from the act itself. When the act returns,
impressing itself upon me as the potential act of another, I should not really
be surprised, since I started by distancing myself from the act that I aim to
consider and attributing it to anyone and everyone. If the act is out there,
the act of anyone, and it is thus not mine, then to whom does it finally
belong? Thus, paranoia begins. My postulation is that such a form of
imagining intersects with psychoanalysis and its account of fantasy in some
important ways: one’s action comes back to oneself in the form of another’s
action. That action might be duplicated or, in the case of aggression, be
figured as emanating from the other and directed against oneself. In scenes
of persecutory fantasy, the imagined return of one’s own aggression through
an external figure is hardly a livable situation. If we ask what links the act
of imagining the reciprocated act in moral philosophy (how would it be if
others acted as I act) and the reversals that take place in fantasy (whose
aggression is it that comes back toward me in external form—could it be
my own?), we may understand the act of imagining reciprocal action as
crucial to an understanding of the ways in which one’s own aggression
becomes bound up with another’s. This is not simply a mirror of projections
or a cognitive misfire, but a way of thinking about aggression as part of any
social bond. If the act that I imagine doing can, in principle, be the one that
I also suffer, then there is no way to separate the reflection on individual
conduct from the reciprocal relations that constitute social life. This
postulation will turn out to be important for the argument I hope to make
about the equal grievability of lives.

My suggestion is that the site where moral philosophy is quite radically
implicated in psychoanalytic thought is the phantasmatic dimension of
substitutability: the idea that one person can be substituted for another, and
that this happens quite often in psychic life. Let me, then, briefly recast one



version of a consequentialist view in light of this thesis: if I contemplate an
action of destructiveness, and I imagine that others might do as I plan to do,
I may end up casting myself as the recipient of that action. That might result
in a persecutory fantasy (or phantasy in the Kleinian account which
attributes to it an unconscious character) strong enough to dissuade me from
acting as I thought (or surely wished) I might. The thought that others might
do as I propose to do, or that others might do to me what I propose to do to
others, proves to be unmanageable. Of course, if I become convinced that I
will be persecuted, not realizing that the action I imagine is in part my own
imagined action, carrying my own wish, then I might construct a rationale
for acting aggressively against an aggression that is coming at me from the
outside. I can use that persecutory phantasm as a justification for my own
acts of persecution. Or it could, ideally, persuade me not to act, but only if I
still recognize my own potential action in the phantasm that presses itself
upon me.

That is all the more tragic or comic when one realizes that it is my own
aggression that comes toward me in the form of the other’s action and
against which I now aggressively seek to defend myself. It is my action, but
I assign it to another’s name, and as misguided as that substitution may be,
it nevertheless compels me to consider that what I do can be done to me. I
say “consider,” but this is not always a reflective procedure. Once a
substitution becomes subject to fantasy, there are involuntary associations
that follow. So though the experiment may start quite consciously, those
kinds of substitutions, of me for another, of another for me, implicate me in
an involuntary set of responses that suggest that the process of substitution,
the psychic susceptibility to substitutability, a primary and transitive
mimesis, cannot be fully orchestrated or restrained by a deliberate act of
mind.8 In some ways, substitution is prior to the very emergence of the “I”
that I am, operating prior to any conscious deliberation.9 So when I
consciously set myself the task of substituting others for me, or substituting
myself for others, I may well become susceptible to an unconscious domain
that undercuts the deliberate character of my experiment. Something is thus
experimenting with me in the midst of my experiment; it is not fully under
my control. This point will prove to be important to the question of why any
of us should preserve the life of the other, since the question I pose reverses
and expands in the course of its formulation, and is ultimately recast as a
scene of reciprocal action. As a result, in seeing how my life and the life of



the other can be substituted for one another, they seem to be not so fully
separable. The links between us exceed any that I may have consciously
chosen. It may be that the act of hypothetical substitution of myself for
another, or another for me, brings us to a broader consideration of the
reciprocal damage done by violence, the violence, as it were, done to
reciprocal social relations themselves. And yet, sometimes this very
capacity for substituting oneself for another and another for oneself can
build up a world that leads to greater violence. How and why is this the
case?

One reason we cannot, or may not, take away the lives of those we
would rather see gone is that we cannot consistently live in a world in
which everyone does the same. To apply this measure to our actions means
that we have to imagine a world in which we do act that way, to set
ourselves on the road to action and query whether there are grounds to stop
ourselves. We have to imagine the consequences of our murderous action,
and that involves passing through a disturbing fantasy, one that, I would
suggest, is not altogether consciously orchestrated. For, to imagine that the
other might die because of me suggests already that the reverse might be
true: I might die at the hands of the other. And yet I may well
compartmentalize my beliefs so that I imagine my action as unilateral and
unreciprocated, which would mean that I become split off from entertaining
the possibility of dying at the hands of the other. If one’s beliefs are founded
on such a denial, or such a splitting off, what consequences does that have
for how one understands oneself?

In performing the thought experiment, one might conclude that others
would seek to destroy me, or that they surely will, at which point I may
conclude that I am a fool if I do not destroy them first. Once the thought
experiment gives way to those modal possibilities of persecution, the
argumentation can work to support the decision to kill. But what is the basis
of such a perception of others as intent on destroying me?

Freud was not at all convinced that reason has the power to order and
constrain murderous wishes—a remark he made when the world was on the
brink of another war. And we can see how a form of circular reasoning can
function as an instrument of aggression, whether that aggression is desired
or feared. Given the reality of destructive urges, Freud argued that ethical
severity is surely required. At the same time, he wondered whether ethical
severity could do the job. In Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud makes a



joke that the ethical severity of the super-ego “does not trouble itself
enough about the facts of the mental constitution of human beings” since, in
his words, “the ego does not have unlimited mastery over the id.”10 Freud
claims, as well, that the commandment “Love thy neighbor as thyself” “is
the strongest defense against human aggressiveness and an excellent
example of the unpsychological proceedings of the cultural super-ego.”11

Earlier, in his “Thoughts for the Times on War and Death” (1915), he writes
that no matter how elaborate our rational commitments might be, “the very
emphasis on the commandment ‘thou shalt not kill’ makes it certain that we
spring from an endless series of generations of murderers, who had the lust
for killing in their blood, as, perhaps, we ourselves have to-day.” After
disputing the developmental trajectory of civilization—as well as the false
moral promise of white rule—he asserts an unconscious dimension of lives
that traverses all cultures: “if in our unconscious impulses we daily and
hourly get rid of anyone who stands in our way … our unconscious will
murder even for trifles.”12 Freud points out that “we may indeed wonder
that evil should appear again so actively in persons who have received a
[moral] education.” Something about the murderous impulse remains to
some degree uneducable, and this happens especially when individuals
meld with groups.

We ought not to underestimate the power of this “unconquerable”
dimension of psychic reality, one that he would come to associate with the
death drive. Though we have focused briefly on the desire to kill, and even
on what restrains us from killing, we can see that the death drive operates
within political deliberations that are quite dissociated from the toll that
they actually take on human life. We might think about “collateral damage”
as a prime instance of this kind of reasoning, one based on a disavowal that
is, effectively, the instrument through which destruction happens.

We can find plenty of evidence of a resistance to legal and political
forms of reciprocity: an insistence on the justification of colonial rule; a
willingness to let others die through disease or lack of nutrition, or, perhaps,
through closing the ports of Europe to newcomers and letting them drown,
en masse, even though those bodies may well wash up on the shores of
Europe’s most coveted resorts. But there is, as well, sometimes a contagious
sense of the uninhibited satisfactions of sadism, as we have seen in police
actions against black communities in the United States in which unarmed
black men running away from police are shot down with ease, and with



moral impunity and satisfaction, as if those killed were hunted prey. Or,
again, in the stubborn arguments against climate change by those who
understand that by admitting to its reality, they would be obliged to limit the
expansion of industry and the market economy. They know that destruction
is happening, but prefer not to know, and in this way they arrange not to
give a damn whether or not it happens as long as they make a profit during
their time. In such a case, destructiveness happens by default; even if it is
never said or thought, there is an “I don’t give a damn about destruction”
that gives license to destruction and perhaps even a sense of satisfactory
liberation in opposing checks on industrial pollution and market expansion.
We see, as well, in our contemporary political life how many people thrill to
the various ways that Donald Trump calls for the lifting of prohibitions
against racist policy and action, against violence—standing, it seems, for
the liberation of the populace from the cruel and weakening super-ego,
represented by the left and including its feminist, queer, and anti-racist
proponents of nonviolence.

No position against violence can afford to be naive: it has to take
seriously the destructive potential that is a constitutive part of social
relations, or what some call “the social bond.” But, if we take seriously the
death drive, or that late version of the death drive defined as both
aggression and destructiveness, then we have to consider more generally the
kind of dilemma a moral precept against destruction poses for psychic life.
Is this a moral precept that seeks to do away with a constitutive dimension
of the psyche? And if it cannot do that, does it have another option besides
strengthening the super-ego and its severe and cruel demands of
renunciation? One Freudian response to this question is that the
renunciation of such impulses is the best we can hope for, though we pay
the psychic cost, of course, with a form of morality that now unleashes
cruelty on our own impulses; its dictum might be understood this way:
“Murder your own murderous impulse.” Freud develops the idea of
conscience in Civilization and Its Discontents along these lines, showing
that destructiveness is now directed against destructiveness itself, and that
because it cannot fully destroy its own destructiveness, it can intensify its
operation as a superegoic unleashing. The more intensely the super-ego
seeks to renounce the murderous impulse, the more cruel the psychic
mechanism becomes. At such a moment, aggression, even violence, is
prohibited; but surely it is neither destroyed nor done away with, since it



retains an active life lambasting the ego. This does not remain Freud’s only
way of handling destruction, as we shall see in Chapter 4 when we consider
how ambivalence offers a pathway for ethical struggle.

In a sense, Freud is asking a similar question to the one I am posing
here—What leads any of us to seek to preserve the life of the other?—but
he is asking that question negatively: What, if anything, in psychic life
keeps any of us from doing damage when we are in the grip of murderous
wish? However, there is an alternative within psychoanalytic thinking, an
affirmative way to rephrase that question: What kind of motivation is
animated in psychic life when we actively seek to safeguard the life of
another? Returning to the problem of substitution, we can ask: How do
unconscious forms of substitution come to inform and vitalize what we
might call “moral sentiments”? What conditions the possibility of putting
oneself in the place of the other without precisely taking over that place?
And what makes possible putting another in one’s own place without
precisely becoming engulfed? Such forms of substitution demonstrate the
ways that lives are implicated in one another from the start, and this insight
gives us a way to understand that whatever ethic we finally adopt, it won’t
do to distinguish between preserving oneself and preserving the other.

Melanie Klein makes a psychoanalytic contribution to moral philosophy
in her essay “Love, Guilt, and Reparation,” finding precisely in the
dynamics of love and hate the site where individual and social psychology
converge. Klein maintains that the desire to make people happy is linked
with “strong feelings of responsibility and concern” and that “genuine
sympathy with other people” involves “putting ourselves in the place of
other people.” To do this, “identification” brings us as close as we can get to
the possibility of altruism: she writes, “We are only able to disregard or to
some extent sacrifice our own feelings and desires, and thus for a time to
put the other person’s feelings and desires first, if we have the capacity to
identify ourselves with the loved person.” This disposition is not a full self-
abnegation, for in seeking the happiness of the one we love we are
understood to share in that person’s satisfaction. A vicarious moment
intervenes in the act of putting the other first, such that “we regain in one
way what we have sacrificed in another.”13

At this moment in her text, Klein drops down to a footnote that begins
with the remark, “As I said at the beginning there is a constant interaction
of love and hate in each of us.”14 Something about vicarious living brought



on this reflection; or perhaps in order to conduct the discourse on love
separately, it had to be graphically separated on the page from the discourse
on aggression. In any case, the two discourses come funneling back to
converge a few paragraphs on. In the footnote, she remarks that although
she is now focusing on love in the text, she wants to make clear that
aggression is co-present, that both aggression and hatred can be productive,
and that we should not be surprised to find that people very capable of
loving can and do also manifest these other feelings. She makes clear that in
giving to others, and even in protecting them, we reenact the ways in which
we have ourselves been treated by parents, or we reenact the phantasy about
how we wish we had been treated. She keeps these two options open. She
writes, “Ultimately, in making sacrifices for somebody we love and in
identifying ourselves with the loved person, we play the part of the good
parent, and behave towards this person as we felt at times the parents did to
us—or as we wanted them to do.”

So, though she has told us that “genuine sympathy” with another is
possible and that it involves “the ability to understand them, as they are and
as they feel,” it is established through modes of identification that involve
playing a role, even replaying a role, within a phantasmatic scene in which
one is positioned as the child or as the parent, as they were or as they should
have been, which is the same as what one “wished they were.” In fact,
Klein goes on to assert that “at the same time, we also play the part of the
good child towards his parents, which we wished to do in the past, and are
now acting out in the present.”15 So, let us note that in the moment of what
Klein identifies as vicarious identifying essential to the effort to make
another happy and even to give moral priority to that person over ourselves,
we are role-playing and reenacting some unmourned losses or some
unfulfilled wishes. She concludes the discussion this way: “By reversing a
situation, namely, in acting towards another person as a good parent, in
phantasy we re-create and enjoy the wished-for love and goodness of our
parents.”

At this point, it is unclear whether we had that good love and then lost it
when we became older, or whether we only wished for that good love that
we did not really have (or, at least, that did not fully fulfill our wishes). It
seems now to matter whether in our vicarious and giving modalities we are
actually mourning what we once had, or are instead wishing for a past we
never had—or even experiencing a bit of both. At the point where Klein



imports the discussion of aggression from the footnotes back into the text
itself, she writes:

But to act as good parents towards other people may also be a way
of dealing with the frustrations and sufferings of the past. Our
grievances against our parents for having frustrated us, together with
the feelings of hate and revenge to which these have given rise in us,
and again, the feelings of guilt and despair arising out of this hate
and revenge because we have injured the parents whom at the same
time we loved—all these, in phantasy, we may undo in retrospect
(taking away some of the grounds for hatred), by playing at the
same time the parts of loving parents and loving children.16

Thus, a discussion that begins with the assertion that genuine sympathy is
possible through modes of identification develops into an exposition of how
in treating others well and seeking to secure their happiness, we, each of us,
replay our grievances against those who did not love us well enough or
whose good love we have unacceptably lost.

At the same time, according to this logic, one is able now to be the good
child one was not, or, rather, could not have been, given the waves of
aggression that overwhelmed all those early efforts to be good. So I am, as
it were, working out my losses and grievances, even expiating my guilt,
when I engage in what Klein calls “genuine sympathy.” I put the other first,
but my scene establishes all the roles that I or you can play. Perhaps it is all
quite easy. I am only sharing in the satisfaction that I give the other because
I love the other, and because what the other feels, I feel as well: genuine
sympathy is possible and feeling is reciprocal. The simplicity of that
formulation becomes questionable, however, once we ask whether the other
to whom I give my love is ever encountered apart from those scenarios that
I replay: my effort to reconstitute what I have lost, or what I never had; or
my reconciliation of the guilt I have accrued in having sought, or seeking
still, to destroy the other, even if only in phantasy. Is my sympathy
motivated by my own loss and guilt, or is it the case that in sharing the
other’s happiness that I help to bring about, the “I” and the “you” are not as
distinct as we might have thought? If they are sharing, what precisely do
they share? Or are they partially obscured by the phantasy within which
they appear?



When Klein concludes this discussion by claiming that “making
reparation” is fundamental to love, she gives us another way to think about
sympathy. Even as I have sympathy for another, perhaps for the reparation
that another never received for a loss or for a deprivation, it seems that I
am, at the same time, making reparation for what I never had, or for how I
should have been cared for. In other words, I move toward the other, but I
repair myself, and neither one of these motions takes place without the
other. If identification involves playing out my losses, to what extent can it
serve as the basis for a “genuine” sympathy? Is there always something
“ungenuine” in the effort to make another happy, something self-
preoccupied? And does this mean as well that identification with another is
never quite successful if one condition of its possibility is a phantasy of
self-reparation?

In these passages, Klein comes to focus on grievance and guilt, but
grievance makes sense only in light of the claim that one has been deprived
in the past. The deprivation may come in the form of loss (I once had that
love and no longer do), or it may come in the form of reproach (I never had
that love, and surely I should have had such love). Guilt in these passages
seems to be linked with feelings of hatred and aggression. Whether or not
one literally tore at, or tore apart, the parent, the phantasy is operative, and
the child does not always know whether it was a phantasy of destruction or
an actual deed. The continuing presence of the targeted parent does not
suffice as living proof that the child is not a murderer, nor apparently does
abundant documentation that the deceased parent died by natural causes.
For the child, there is this murdered person living on in a more or less
inexplicable way, sometimes under the same roof, or sometimes the child is
the murdered person inexplicably living on (Kafka’s Odradek in “The Cares
of a Family Man”). Indeed, we cannot understand the reparative trajectory
of identification without first understanding the way that sympathetic
identification, according to Klein, is wrought from efforts to replay and
reverse scenes of loss, deprivation, and the kind of hatred that follows from
non-negotiable dependency.

Klein writes, “My psycho-analytic work has convinced me that when in
the baby’s mind the conflicts between love and hate arise, and the fears of
losing the loved one become active, a very important step is made in
development.”17 At issue is the fact that the phantasy of destroying the
mother begets the fear of losing the very one on whom the infant is



fundamentally dependent. To do away with the mother would be to imperil
the conditions of one’s own existence. The two lives seem to be bound
together: “There is … in the unconscious mind a tendency to give her up,
which is counteracted by the urgent desire to keep her forever.”18 The baby
is no calculating creature. There is at some primary level a recognition that
one’s own life is bound up with this other life, and though this dependency
changes form, I would suggest that this is the psychoanalytic basis for a
theory of the social bond. If we seek to preserve each other’s life, this is not
only because it is in my interest to do so or because I have wagered that it
will bring about better consequences for me. Rather, it is because we are
already tied together in a social bond that precedes and makes possible both
of our lives. My life is not altogether separable from the other life, and this
is one way that phantasy is implicated in social life.

Guilt has to be understood not only as a way of checking one’s own
destructiveness, but as a mechanism for safeguarding the life of the other,
one that emerges from our own need and dependency, from a sense that this
life is not a life without another life. Indeed, when it turns into a
safeguarding action, I am not sure it should still be called “guilt.” If we do
still use that term, we could conclude that “guilt” is strangely generative or
that its productive form is reparation; but “safeguarding” is yet another
future-directed modality, a kind of anticipatory care or way of looking out
for another life that actively seeks to preempt the damage we might cause or
that can be caused by others. Of course, reparation is not strictly tied to
what has happened in the past: it might be undertaken for a damage I only
wished to inflict, but never did. But “safeguarding” seems to do something
else, establishing conditions for the possibility of a life to become livable,
perhaps even to flourish. In this sense, safeguarding is not quite the same as
preserving, though the former presupposes the latter: preserving seeks to
secure the life that already is; safeguarding secures and reproduces the
conditions of becoming, of living, of futurity, where the content of that life,
that living, can be neither prescribed nor predicted, and where self-
determination emerges as a potential.

Klein famously and repeatedly tells us that the infant feels great
gratification at the mother’s breast, but also great urges of destructiveness.
In the presence of its own aggressive wishes, the infant fears that it has
“destroyed the object which, as we know, is the one whom he loves and
needs most, and on whom he is entirely dependent.”19 At another moment,



the infant is said to feel not only guilt about losing the mother, or the one on
whom he is most dependent, but also “distress,” indicating an anxiety that
belongs to a felt sense of radical helplessness.

“In the last analysis,” she writes, “it is the fear that the loved person—to
begin with, the mother—may die because of the injuries inflicted upon her
in phantasy, which makes it unbearable to be dependent on this person.”20

This unbearable dependency nevertheless persists, delineating a social bond
that, however unbearable, has to be preserved. Unbearable enough to give
rise to a murderous rage, but one that would, if acted out, given the
dependency of one on the other, take down the both of them at once.21

Significantly, and perhaps paradoxically, the desire to give to the other,
to make sacrifices for her, emerges from this recognition that if one destroys
her, then one imperils one’s own life. So, the child begins to repair the
breach she understands herself to have instigated or imagined, or perhaps to
repair the breach that is yet to come, thus countering destructiveness
through repair. If I seek to repair her, I understand myself to have damaged
her, or perhaps to have enacted a murder at a psychic level. In this way, I do
not disavow my destructiveness, but I seek to reverse its damaging effects.
It is not that destructiveness converts into repair, but that I repair even as I
am driven by destructiveness, or precisely because I am so driven.
Whatever sacrifices I make are part of the trajectory of reparation, and yet
reparation is not an effective solution. Feminist literary theorist Jacqueline
Rose notes that “reparation can reinforce omnipotence” and, moreover, that
it sometimes emerges within Kleinian theory as a developmental, if not
disciplinary, requirement and imperative.22 Reparation is fallible and ought
to be distinguished from efforts to rewrite, and so deny, the past. Such a
form of hallucinatory denial may serve the purpose of dissociating from or
reversing a psychic legacy of dependency and distress, producing a schizoid
condition.

The psychoanalytic answer to the question of how to curb human
destructiveness that we find in Freud focuses on conscience and guilt as
instruments that re-circuit the death drive, holding the ego accountable for
its deeds by means of a super-ego that lashes out with absolute moral
imperatives, cruel punishments, and definitive judgments of failure. But this
logic, in which one’s destructive impulses are curbed through



internalization, seems to find its culminating moment in a self-lacerating
conscience or negative narcissism, as we saw in Freud.

In Klein, however, that inversion, or negative dialectic, spawns another
possibility: the impulse to preserve that other life. Guilt turns out not to be
fully self-referential, but one way to preserve a relation to another. In other
words, guilt can no longer be understood as a form of negative narcissism
that cuts the social tie, but rather as the occasion for the articulation of that
very bond. Klein thus gives us a way to understand the important way that
guilt marshals the destructive impulse for the purpose of preserving the
other and myself, an act that presupposes that one life is not thinkable
without the other. For Klein, this inability to destroy the one life without
destroying the other operates at the level of phantasy. Although the
developmental account presumes infant and mother, can we say that this
ambivalent form of the social bond takes a more general form once the
interdiction against murder becomes an organizing principle of a sociality?
After all, that primary condition in which survival is insured through an
always partially intolerable dependency does not exactly leave us as we
age; indeed, it often becomes more emphatic as we age and enter into new
forms of dependency that recall the primary ones, for instance, housing and
institutional arrangements accompanied by caregivers, if they exist.

We saw, in the consequentialist scenario, how each of us concludes that
it is really not in our best interest to go about killing those for whom we feel
antipathy or emotional ambivalence, because then, others who feel
antipathy toward us may well get the idea and decide to take our life or the
life of another, since we would not be able to universalize any rule
governing that mode of conduct without jeopardizing the very rationality
that distinguishes us as humans and that constitutes the world as habitable.
In different ways, each of these positions elaborates a scenario in which we
are asked to duplicate or replicate our actions, imagining others in our
position or projecting ourselves into the position of others, and then to
consider and evaluate the action we propose to ourselves in light of that
experiment. For Klein, however, we are from the start, and quite without
deliberation, in a situation of substituting ourselves for another, or finding
ourselves as substitutes. And that reverberates throughout adult life: I love
you, but you are already me, carrying the burden of my unrepaired past, my
deprivation and my destructiveness. And I am doubtless that for you, taking
the brunt of punishment for what you never received; we are for one



another already faulty substitutions for irreversible pasts, neither one of us
ever really getting past the desire to repair what cannot be repaired. And yet
here we are, hopefully sharing a decent glass of wine.

“Life, as we find it,” Freud tells us in Civilization and Its Discontents,
“is too hard for us.”23 This explains the need for various forms of narcosis
(including, of course, art). Carrying the burden of ungrievable loss,
intolerable dependency, and irreparable deprivation, we seem to be, in what
we call our “relations,” spinning out scenarios of need for repair and
seeking to repair through various forms of giving. It is, perhaps, a persistent
dynamic, one in which polarities such as giving and receiving, or
safeguarding and repairing, are not always distinct: who is acting is not
always separable from who is acted upon. Perhaps this kind of morally and
sensuously fecund ambiguity constitutes us in a potentially common way.

If my continuing existence depends upon another, then I am here,
separated from the one on whom I depend, but also, quite crucially, over
there; I am ambiguously located here and there, whether in feeding or in
sleeping or in being touched or held. In other words, the separateness of the
infant is in some ways a fact, but in significant ways it is a struggle, a
negotiation, if not a relational bind. No matter how good the parenting,
there is always some measure of distress and lack of gratification, since that
other body cannot be there at every possible moment. So, hatred for the
ones upon whom one is intolerably dependent is surely part of what is
signified by the destructiveness that invariably surges forth in relations of
love.

How, then, does this translate into a more general principle, one that
might lead us back to the question of what keeps us from killing and what
leads us to preserve the life of the other? Could it be that even now, in
destroying another, we are also destroying ourselves? If so, it is because this
“I” that I am has only ever been ambiguously differentiated, and is one for
whom differentiation is a perpetual struggle and problem. Klein and Hegel
seem to converge here: I encounter you, but I encounter myself there, as
you, reduplicated in my disrepair; and I myself am not just me, but a specter
I receive from you searching for a different history than the one you had.

Thus, the “I” lives in a world in which dependency can be eradicated
only through self-eradication. Some abiding truth of infantile life continues
to inform our political lives, as well as the forms of dissociation and



deflection out of which phantasies of sovereign self-sufficiency are born.24

This is one reason, Rose has suggested, that if we want to avoid going to
war, we should “hang on” to forms of “derision” and “failure” that preempt
or undercut forms of triumphalism.25

We may think that a “genuine” sympathy requires that I understand
myself as quite separate from you; but it may be that my capacity not to be
me—that is, to play the role, even to act out the place of the other—is part
of who I am, even what allows me to sympathize with you; and this means
that in identification, I am partly comported beyond myself in you, and that
what you levy in my direction is carried by me. So, there is some way in
which we are lodged in one another. I am not only the precipitate of all
those I have loved and lost, but also the legacy of all those who failed to
love me well, as well as that of all the ones I imagine to have successfully
kept me away from that intolerably early distress over my survival and
away from that unbearable guilt (and anxiety) over the destructive potential
of my rage. And I endeavor to become the one who seeks to secure the
conditions of your life and to survive whatever rage you feel about a
dependency you cannot flee. Indeed, we all live, more or less, with a rage
over a dependency from which we cannot free ourselves without freeing the
conditions of social and psychic life itself.

But if we can imagine this dependency within personal life and intimate
forms of dependency, can we not also understand that we are dependent on
institutions and economies without which we cannot persist as the creatures
that we are? Further, how might this perspective work to think about war,
political violence, or the abandonment of populations to disease or to death?
Perhaps the moral precept that prohibits killing has to be expanded to a
political principle that seeks to safeguard lives through institutional and
economic means, and to do so in a way that fails to distinguish between
populations that are immanently grievable and those that are not.

In the next chapter, I hope to show that a consistent and expansive
conception of a grievable life promises to revise our notions of equality in
the spheres of biopolitics and the logics of war. The point is not only to find
ways to repair the damage we have done (though that is surely important),
or even the damage we believe we have done, but to anticipate and forestall
the damage that is yet to come. For that purpose, an anticipatory form of
repair has to be mobilized, an active form of safeguarding existing life for



its unknowable future.26 We might say: without that open future, a life is
merely existing, but it is not living. My wager is that the reason we
sometimes do not act violently is not simply that we calculate that someone
else might act violently against us, and thus that it is not in our best self-
interest to bring about that scenario. The reason, rather, is to be found in
those conflicted social conditions that lay the ground for subject formation
within the world of pronouns: this “I” that I am is already social, already
bound to a social world that exceeds the domain of familiarity, both urgent
and largely impersonal. I first become thinkable in the mind of the other, as
“you” or as a gendered pronoun, and that phantasmatic ideation gives birth
to me as a social creature. The dependency that constitutes what I am prior
to the emergence of any pronoun underscores the fact that I depend on the
ones whose definition of me gives me form. My gratitude is doubtless
mixed with some understandable rage. And yet, it is precisely here where
ethics emerges, for I am bound to preserve those conflicted bonds without
which I myself would not exist and would not be fully thinkable. Thus, the
matter of working with conflict and negotiating ambivalence becomes
paramount to keep rage from taking violent forms.

If all lives are considered equally grievable, then a new form of equality
is introduced into the understanding social equality that bears on the
governance of economic and institutional life, which would involve a
wrestling with the destruction of which we ourselves are capable, a force
against force. This would be different from protecting the vulnerable by
strengthening forms of paternalistic power. After all, that strategy always
arrives late and fails to address the differential production of vulnerability.
But if a life is regarded as grievable from the outset, considered as life that
could potentially be lost, and that such a loss would be mourned, then the
world organized itself to forestall that loss and safeguard that life from harm
and destruction. If all lives are apprehended through such an egalitarian
imaginary, how would that change the conduct of actors across the political
spectrum?

It is notoriously difficult to get the message across that those who are
targeted or abandoned or condemned are also grievable: that their losses
would, or will, matter, and that the failure to preserve them will be the
occasion of immense regret and obligatory repair. What disposition, then,
allows us to establish the anticipatory powers of regret and remorse such
that our present and future actions might forestall a future we will come tolament? In Greek tragedy, lament seems to follow rage and is usually
belated. But sometimes there is a chorus, some anonymous group of people
gathering and chanting in the face of propulsive rage, who lament in
advance, mourning as soon as they see it coming.27





MONIKA RINCK
POND

SAYS HE: GRIEF IS A POND.
SAYS I: YES, GRIEF IS A POND.
BECAUSE GRIEF LIES IN A HOLLOW,
RECKING AND SHOT THROUGH WITH FISH.
SAYS HE: AND GUILT IS A POND.
SAYS I: YES, GUILT’S A POND, TOO.
BECAUSE GUILT SLOSHES ABOUT IN A HOLE
ALREADY REACHING THE FLATTENED PIT
OF MY STIFFLY UPSTRETCHED ARM.
SAYS HE: DECEIT IS A POND.
SAYS I: YES, DECEIT IS ALSO A POND.
BECAUSE ON SUMMER NIGHTS YOU CAN
PICNIC ON THE BANKS OF DECEIT
AND SOMETHING ALWAYS GETS LEFT BEHIND.

© TRANSLATION: NICHOLAS GRINDELL
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Eunsong Kim
Curved, Bells 

For the students at Middlebury College who shut down the eugenics lecture 
planned for March 2, 2017
this writer looks up to you

I.

does marrying an asian cleanse white supremacists and remake them 
into the likeness of  antiracists

and so
as an asian woman if  i stay singular forever can i forever cleanse myself

I. 

you have always been witnessed as conquered

I.

without you he could

could he be insulted

I.

to be clear: she’s not a victim
they live in some house the bell curve paid for and that is that is that 
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I.

is your body a shield
your body is a shield say thank you for opportunity to shield

I. 

your body the shield

   
           body shield thanks the opportunity to shield
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II.

And it is a romance because she dreams, often, 
especially about strangling him     She dreams about 
pushing him off  of  a mountain, or stairs or any 
high place where the bottoms can’t be seen     She 
dreams about discoverings and being part of  them     
How she could control it and save it and save     She 
dreams about the day he becomes destitute and she 
becomes right   Everything she said comes to life 
and he finds her to tell her so          She sends 
someone else to listen to his apologies and offers 
him enough money to purchase the apartment he 
always promised her

 an allowance for his strategic obsolescence  

 He complies and follows her as 
she pretends not to see  When she pushes 
him off  a mountain or the stairs where the 
bottoms cannot be seen he tells her he has 
been thresheld for years 

He asks her to touch &      

                              
    We 

hurl 

         19

III. Paraphrasing Winnicott: 

   Are you man or woman in your dreams? 

In my dreams I am a leopard 
I lay next to the people I love 
long and stuffed 
they come seeing an outline 
when they sleep 
I predictably bite into their shoulders 
and leap away finding myself  to be evenly spotted  
they watch me moving and never die

I remain 
roaming the house waiting for them to heal         







































‘this morning’
Érica Zíngano
Translated by Francisco Vilhena 
with the Poetry Translation Workshop

this morning
went out to buy bread
any coincidence
is pure coincidence
but there is no coincidence
we all know
there might be a conspiracy
framing twittering
teetering or even the pregnant
woman of taubaté pregnant
by varginha’s spacemxn
bae pls #elenão innit
yet a real
coincidence
one of those that leaves
us like this
blown away
hair standing on end
I really doubt it
in this case
because the Cunt! is red
I mean
because the Cunt! is written
in such red letters
does it mean that
she is a communist cunt?
or a gayzista cunt?
is she a worker cunt?
from the workers party?
or is she from that demonic cult?
the MTST? or the MST?
is she a cuban cunt?
or venezuelan?
is she an american cunt?
or a martian cunt?
is she really a cunt?

a bona fide cunt?
or is she one of those
we only see on tv?
is she for sale along the 25?
can I pay by card?
because she is red
does that mean
she is on her period
or is she a coapted cunt?
is she a bradesco cunt?
or a santander?
is she still a public cunt?
or has she too been privatised?
is she a committed cunt?
or is she a cunt for sale?
has she given up yet?
or is she married to the cause?
is she in the armed struggle?
or in the armed forces?
is she the total neo-liberal type?
or is she a prudish cunt?
is she a fascist cunt?
or is she one of those fashioni-
stas?
is she the free-living type?
or does she play hard to get?
like the track and field type
pole-vaulting hurdles
barricade and fuck knows what 
else?
what is a cunt anyway?
what is she even for?
can you explain it better?
what are you afraid of?
is she for looking at or eating?
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