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Biopolitical Media

This book presents a historical account of media and catastrophe that engages with theories of biopolitics in the work of Michel Foucault, Giorgio Agamben, Michael Hardt, Antonio Negri and others. It explains how responses to catastrophe in media and cultural criticism over the past 150 years are embedded in biological conceptions of life and death, contamination and immunity, race and species. Mediated catastrophe is often understood today in terms of collective memory and according to therapeutic or redemptive accounts of trauma. In contrast to these approaches this book emphasizes the use of media to record, archive and analyze physical appearance and movement; to capture viewer attention through shock; to monitor and control bodies in economies of production and consumption; to enmesh social relations in information networks; and situate subjects in discourses of victimhood, immunity, survival and resilience. Chapters are focused on historical case studies of early photography, Nazi propaganda, colonial stereotypes, Hiroshima, the Holocaust, the Cold War and the war on terror.

Allen Meek is a Senior Lecturer in Media Studies at Massey University, New Zealand. He is the author of Trauma and Media (Routledge 2010). He has recent chapters on trauma, catastrophe and biopolitics in The Fourth Eye: Maori Media in Aotearoa (2013) and Film on the Fault Line (2015).
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Introduction

DOI: 10.4324/9781315714400-1


Images of war, mass destruction, genocide, terror and disaster have long held a prominent place in modern media but we remain uncertain about their psychological or cultural impact. What we do know is that a range of claims, assertions and discourses have been circulating around media, catastrophe and shock at least since the eighteenth century. Does the witnessing of catastrophe in the media challenge us to expand our empathy to all humanity and to confront the horrors of the present and the past? Or does it form part of a system of power that terrorizes the public and numbs their capacity to respond? Liberal humanist accounts of media affirm both of these possibilities. Approaching media in terms of biopolitics allows us to understand how mediated catastrophe functions in an apparatus that aims to preserve, protect and enhance lives that are deemed worth living. There are many different ways that media capture and direct human attention, imagination, energy, movement and productivity. Images of catastrophe play a specific role in defining and negotiating the limits and boundaries of life.

In the opening pages of Discipline and Punish (1975), Michel Foucault described in sickening detail the torture and execution in Paris in 1757 of Damiens the regicide. Foucault contrasted the spectacle of punishment by sovereign power with the new disciplinary power of the prison in which the individual’s behavior is prescribed for every hour of the day. The following year, in the first volume of the History of Sexuality, Foucault discussed a third form of power, biopolitics, which administers and regulates the biological existence of entire societies. This preservation of collective life also demands the killing of populations who pose an external or internal threat. Wars are now “waged on behalf of the existence of everyone” (History 137). The genocides perpetuated by modern states have been largely conducted out of public view, but the world was given a glimpse of the horrors of mass death with the Allied liberation of the Nazi camps in 1945. Since then numerous wars, political struggles and new media technologies have led to ongoing transformations in the visibility of state violence. Foucault proposed that underlying this shifting dynamic was a deeper logic in which “the power to expose a whole population to death is the underside of the power to guarantee an individual’s existence” (History 137). Although he was referring to weapons of mass destruction, this statement also describes the ways that media suspend the subject between the ever-present threat of catastrophe, the promise of immunity, and the production of bare life.

Today it is possible for anyone with Internet access to witness atrocities in which human individuals are butchered like animals. In the series of videos produced by Islamic State the victims are dressed in orange jumpsuits, evoking the prisoners held by the United States at Guantánamo Bay. The decapitation by the masked man is carefully staged for the camera. At first this execution appears to be a display of traditional sovereign power, as an individual is put to death in the name of a religion, a state and a people. But this use of contemporary media for propaganda participates knowingly in a global economy of images and employs an aesthetics of shock that is an established feature of consumer culture. These videos appear to reassert the traditional sovereignty of God and state but they function as a form of biopolitical media.

Biopolitical theories require us to think about media beyond its uses, its social impact, its representations, its ownership and control, or its technological development and to consider how media record, monitor, analyze, classify and harness life as biopower. This book argues that our understanding of media’s biopolitical scope and functions has been obscured by humanist and vitalist conceptions of visual experience. Looking in particular at media representations of, and intellectual responses to, catastrophe we can see how biopolitics provokes a crisis for the autonomous individual and liberal democracy. Understanding how media discourses and practices, mediated experiences and critical conceptions of media are all embedded in biopolitics allows us to grasp what is at stake politically in the everyday mediation of life and death. Media form part of an apparatus of immunity that promises to insulate us from actual destruction. This immunizing function of media prohibits more active forms of political engagement and agency.

The term biopolitics first appeared in the early decades of the twentieth century but it was not used in critical theory until Foucault’s lectures at the Collège de France in the 1970s.1 Foucault proposed that biopolitics was a new form of power that emerged in the eighteenth century and took the biological life of populations as its object of knowledge and control. Foucault’s conception of biopolitics has subsequently been developed and transformed in the writings of Giorgio Agamben, Roberto Esposito, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri and others.2 There are important differences in the ways that these various thinkers approach the question of biopolitics. This book takes a synthetic approach to their work and uses certain key concepts—catastrophe, immunity, and bare life—to develop an historical analysis of modern visual media. Foucault’s account of race, Agamben’s reexamination of sovereignty, and Esposito’s stress on immune systems converge around the common theme of catastrophe.

The word “catastrophe” inevitably invokes terrifying, disruptive and exceptional events. Modern technological media, however, have transformed such events into everyday occurrences for participants in global consumer culture. Media representations of catastrophe form part of a political economy of visual spectacle and viewer attention that has reconfigured earlier conceptions of destruction and suffering. Human gestures conveying pain, horror, distress and grieving have been captured by the media apparatus and employed to both mobilize and disorient the public. Images of violence and catastrophe function as spaces where threats to the body politic are negotiated, neutralized and refashioned to sustain and intensify the lives of those who see them.

Foucault argued that in modern societies race serves as a “biological caesura” (“Society” 255) dividing populations between those who deserve to live and those who must die. The Nazi ‘Final Solution’ has become the most widely recognized example of biopolitics leading to genocide (partly due to their own media apparatus and visual documentation of their crimes), but we can see this caesura continuing to operate in the contemporary apparatus of security and military intervention in liberal democracies. Western nations identify biological enemies who must be controlled through surveillance, incarceration and violent destruction. The constant threat of catastrophic destruction also requires a system of psychic defense and security. As Walter Benjamin explained in the 1930s, visual media function in modern societies as part of what he called (after Freud) a “protective shield” against shock (4 318). Just as a national security system is supposed to protect its citizens against hostile foreign agents or military invasion, media insulate individuals and populations from intrusive stimuli that may cause psychological disturbance or distress. This insulation is achieved through measured doses of the same distress-provoking stimuli. This book follows Esposito’s insistence on immunity as fundamental to biopolitics and aligns his arguments with Benjamin’s insights about shock and trauma. The peculiar logic of immunization, as Esposito explains, is that it incorporates the threatening agent into the host body in order to neutralize its destructive capacity.

Catastrophes make visible the reduction of human experience to mere biological existence, or what Agamben calls “bare life.” Images of bare life can cause shock, anxiety or apathy. The most famous modern example is the spectacle of mass death and starvation after the liberation of the Nazi death camps, but we might also think of today’s ever increasing numbers of refugees and political detainees. Images of those who are forced to exist without food, housing, health care or protection from violence and abuse are a familiar feature of our mediascape. Images of mass death or of human life reduced to mere survival confront the viewer with the threat of their own potential destruction or the radical reduction of their pleasures, freedoms, independence and well-being. Catastrophe is supposed to happen to other people.

The immunizing functions of media have undergone a number of historical transformations. Early uses of photography to document social deviance or racial difference defined membership in, and exclusion from, the political community on biological grounds. Again the Nazi state presents the most dramatic example of propaganda and entertainment disseminating racist images. The delegitimizing of racial ideology after World War II switched attention to the figure of the survivor. Surrounded by images of violence and catastrophe in photojournalism and television news, the consumer subject also lived in the historical shadow of Auschwitz and Hiroshima. The idea of cultural trauma that began to be popularized in the 1970s—for example, in the television miniseries Roots (ABC 1977) and Holocaust (NBC 1978)—shifted the discourse of community from exclusion of biological enemies to identification with those who suffered from the violence perpetrated by modern states. But there remains a fundamental disconnection between the image of bare life and liberal humanist conceptions of the individual.

The survivors of catastrophe are invoked by politicians, media professionals and public intellectuals as traumatized collectives who need to participate in acts of mourning, commemoration and retribution. In this way therapeutic discourses define imagined communities in terms of mental health and resilience. Trauma narratives also provide dramatic situations allowing for emotional identification with, and collective participation in, specific historical events such as the Holocaust, the bombing of Hiroshima, the Vietnam War and the 9/11 attacks. The politics of memory, in which positions of guilt and innocence are assigned to different national and ethnic groups, serves as a dominant frame for interpreting catastrophe, leading to a competitive or hierarchical model for evaluating human suffering (Rothberg 2–3). Cultural trauma sustains the biological caesura and political immunity by other means. As a liberal humanist discourse it cannot resolve the exclusionary claims made by different communities.3

Trauma studies has been criticized for its Eurocentrism and its persistent focus on events such as the Holocaust or the 9/11 attacks as catastrophes for Western societies (Craps 45–47) and this tendency is shared by much biopolitical theory. Agamben and Esposito repeatedly turn to the Nazi state as the extreme example of modern biopolitics. There remain, however, important justifications for these preoccupations. The following chapters show how Nazi biopolitics extended earlier tendencies in nineteenth century science and colonialism, but also manifested new forms of power that were unable to be acknowledged in postwar discourses about totalitarianism and crimes against humanity. This book follows the lead of Agamben and Esposito in exploring the continuities and differences between Nazi biopolitics and postwar liberal democracy.

Some of the kinds of images of atrocity that even the Nazis kept secret are now deliberately transmitted to the world. The Internet creates new challenges for states attempting to police flows of information and today explicit images of torture and execution have reappeared in everyday life. New articulations of mediated immunity construct the image itself as a living entity and a biological threat. As images become more virulent, the discourse of immunity intensifies. Other commentaries suggest that the spectacle of human suffering has come to resemble the captivity and slaughter of animals which the public has apparently learned to ignore or consume without distress (Keenan 270). Indeed the mass incarceration, enslavement and extermination of human populations has a close historical relation to the lives and deaths of animals in industrialized societies. As Nicole Shukin has shown, there are also important links between the industrialized slaughter of animals and the emergence of cinematic spectacle (92). The human/animal relation, or “creaturely” life, will be an ongoing concern in the following chapters. (The hugely important question of natural disaster and ecological catastrophe will remain beyond the parameters of my discussion.) Before developing these themes further the next section will introduce and compare the different arguments developed by some of the key theorists of biopolitics.


Theorizing Biopolitics

In Bios (2004) Esposito gives an account of the historical emergence of biopolitics in modern political philosophy (16–24). In the early decades of the twentieth century various thinkers rejected the liberal model of democratic participation and proposed a model of the state as a living entity with its own anatomy, physiology, instincts, drives and pathologies and threatened by diseases and parasites. This early, often explicitly racialized, biopolitics was later discredited by association with Nazism. Esposito sees the turn in postwar biopolitical discourse to a universal humanism, however, as a denial and evasion of its real implications. The third wave came in the 1970s when the International Political Science Association began research on biology and politics. The decisive shift that Esposito sees in this discourse is that it understands politics not as an attempt to resolve problems posed by nature (such as unequal access to resources) but as simply an extension of genetically coded impulses. Esposito explains the crucial distinction between American political scientists, who argue that politics is a direct expression of human nature, and Foucault’s insight that politics does not express biological life but aims to capture and harness it as biopower. Foucault explained how conceptions of normality, health and political rights in modern societies—both so-called totalitarian states and liberal democracies—require the confinement or destruction of those other populations who are defined as deviant, infectious, or stateless. Agamben and Esposito have shown in different ways how this logic of social inclusion and exclusion deconstructs as every member of society faces the constant threat of transforming into a disposable form of life.



Foucault

In The Order of Things (1966) Foucault proposed that the modern life sciences and political economy that emerged in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries together brought about a revolution in the relation between biology and politics. This period saw the reconceptualization of Life, Labor and Language as “quasi-transcendentals” (Order 272). New forms of systematic knowledge based on abstract concepts and underlying structures overtook established modes of categorizing and tabulating representations. The taxonomy of life forms gave way to synthetic knowledge. Foucault explained how modern biological science conceived of Life as a generative power in nature, just as Labor was conceived as a productive force in the economy. In the natural history of the classical period Life had no autonomy outside a system of classification that divided nature into animal, vegetable and mineral. Modern biology makes the difference between these categories less important than the Life that is manifest in an infinite multiplicity of forms. Similarly economists in the classical period derived value from trade, exchange and circulation. Now productive capacity, biological reproduction and genetic identity have all become the concern of modern politics and economics. In his later research Foucault went on to consider the ways that the modern state initiated new strategies for monitoring and controlling biological life through the organization of sexuality, illness and death (Cooper 5–7).

According to the classical idea of politics, everyday life belonged to the private sphere, the household of the citizen, his family and slaves. Foucault’s conception of biopolitics names the historical overcoming of this boundary separating private from public concerns, when life becomes the direct concern of political power. Biopolitics is not simply an extension of power into the private domain but a fundamental transformation of the relation between politics and life. Whereas traditional sovereign power demands the ultimate submission of the political subject, at the pain of death, biopower seeks to control, monitor and optimize life through science, medicine, technology and social engineering. New forms of knowledge, such as statistical aggregates and demographic norms also separate biological life from the individual subject, making it the general property of populations and species.

Foucault distinguished biopolitics from sovereignty, which holds the power of life and death over its subjects, and disciplinary power, which molds the body through everyday practices and discourses such as those of monastic life, military training, schooling and physical education. Biopolitics takes as its object the survival, health, and death of entire populations; it amasses knowledge in archives and through demographic research and analysis. Foucault’s primary interest was in the ways that modern populations become subject to statistical norms and biological categories. In the closing pages of the first volume of The History of Sexuality he did, however, briefly mention genocide and nuclear weapons as extreme manifestations of this new form of power. The question of catastrophe remained undeveloped in Foucault’s account of biopolitics but it is central to Agamben’s.



Agamben

Agamben has adopted Foucault’s pioneering conception of biopolitics and explicitly connected it with modern totalitarian states and, more specifically, the Nazi Final Solution. The reduction of human populations to a state of “bare life,” leaving individuals and groups available to be exterminated, finds its definitive expression in the concentration camp. Agamben proposes that “the politicization of bare life as such … constitutes the decisive event of modernity” (Homo Sacer 4). Following a Foucauldian conception of power as not merely punitive but also positive, bare life is not to be understood only as social exclusion but as a human condition actively produced by biopower. In the classical world natural life was not conceived as part of the polis but belonged to the oikos, or private sphere. What Foucault called biopolitics referred to the incorporation of biological life into the machinations of the modern state (Homo Sacer 1–3).

The figure of homo sacer that Agamben recovers from ancient Roman law is defined by being available to be killed but not sacrificed. Sovereign power establishes itself through this fundamental violence. The modern conception of the sacredness of life actually originates in the subjection of life to sovereign power but today is “completely emancipated from sacrificial ideology” (114). For this reason, Agamben rejects the term “Holocaust” to describe the Nazi attempt to exterminate the Jews. What characterizes modern biopolitics, as opposed to its ancient forms, is that the distinction between bare life and political life becomes increasingly blurred: homo sacer, once a marginal figure, has become the prototype for a general condition in which biological life is increasingly administered by the state. Modern democracies, which seek to guarantee the rights and freedoms of the individual have, through the same processes, allowed life to become increasingly subject to biopolitical control.

It is not the goal of this book to resolve all of the tensions between Foucault’s and Agamben’s different accounts of biopolitics. I tend to agree with Sergei Prozorov’s comment that it is “not very productive to read the difference between Foucault and Agamben as a ‘debate’ in which one is expected to take sides; there is rather a difference of perspective” (99). Whereas Foucault’s account of biopolitics stressed the proliferation of new forms of power beyond the traditional monarchy or state, Agamben restores biopolitics to the domain of sovereign power. As Jessica Whyte puts it, sovereign power is “always-already biopolitical” (27). For Agamben the very distinction between bios and zoe is biopolitical. What happens in the modern period is that this distinction collapses and bare life changes from the exception to the rule. Biopolitics incorporates natural life through the positing of nature as a realm distinct from the polis. Following a similar logic to Claude Levi Strauss’s famous nature/culture opposition and Jacques Derrida’s subsequent deconstruction of that opposition, Agamben redefines biopolitics as the making significant of life within a linguistic and political order. As Agamben points out, in classical philosophy the idea of “life” is never defined as such but rather is divided through caesurae and conceptual oppositions such as human/animal or animal/organic (Open 13). The human is not defined by an essential quality but by dividing it from what it is not.

Agamben argues that we must abandon the idea that the suspension of civil liberties and the extension of surveillance on civilian populations are aberrations of liberal democracy. These practices only make explicit the fundamental structures of sovereign power, the state of exception and the dependence of law upon violent force. Under the state of emergency or in a totalitarian society there is nothing that cannot be subject to the force of law. Natural violence is embodied in the absolute power of the sovereign. Modern democracies have also extended sovereign power through the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the post–World War II discourse of human rights. At the same time as they claim to protect and safeguard life these declarations and discourses have drawn life further into the domain of sovereign power. Struggles for democracy and human rights must address this aporia in the Western political tradition.



Esposito

Esposito develops an account of biopolitics that both shares and departs from Agamben’s positions. Like Foucault and Agamben he notes that the classical categories of law, sovereignty and democracy have been displaced by the concept of life. For example, “human rights” is premised on the “simple fact of being alive” (13). The extension of politics to the entire domain of life goes beyond the territorial limits of traditional sovereign power. The classical understanding of natural life, as distinguished from political life, no longer holds. Nature is not a preexisting domain from which emerges political structures or struggles, but is itself a site produced through political struggle:


Life as such doesn’t belong either to the order of nature or to that of history. It cannot be simply ontologized, nor completely historicized, but is inscribed in the moving margin of their intersection and their tension. (Bios 31)



Power no longer simply dominates people or territories from on high, extracting taxes, service and sacrifice of life from its subjects. Governmental power responds to the demands of populations, provides public services and administers public health and promises to deliver wealth and happiness to is citizens. And yet the modern biopolitical state also produces the greatest catastrophes and destruction of life.

Esposito departs from Agamben by stressing the fundamental importance of the immune system, which he explains with reference to Derrida’s account of the pharmakon. The pharmakon is both poison and remedy, the potentially dangerous agent that is nevertheless incorporated into the host body in small enough amounts to inoculate it against disease: it “draws death into contact with life and exposes life to the test of death” (Immunitas 127). If the power over life and death, as both Foucault and Agamben agree, is the foundation of sovereign power then the limit or threshold where life passes into death is negotiated by the immune system. The sovereign decision over who may be allowed to live and who must die is mediated by a system of representations. Images of death or the threat of death are incorporated by the living in an attempt to preserve their lives.

Esposito rejects Agamben’s account of bare life as the foundation of biopolitics and proposes instead the model of immunization:


The purpose of biopolitics is not to distinguish life along a line that sacrifices one part of it to the violent domination of the other—but on the contrary, to save it, to protect it, develop it as a whole. (Immunitas 139)



Esposito’s argument on this point falsifies Agamben’s position. Whereas it is true that Agamben focuses on the catastrophic impact of biopolitics he also argues that bare life is not a question of violent domination of one group by another, but rather describes the state of life produced by biopower. To survive and to be protected within the biopolitical system is also to be reduced to mere biological existence and to lose the autonomy of the individual citizen as conceived by classical politics. The following chapters will show how the political immune system produces bare life as a necessary feature of its economy. The most striking recent example of this is the intensification of national security after 9/11 (discussed in Chapter Five). The war on terror has led to the arrest and incarceration of ever greater numbers of people whose lives are suspended without political rights and relocated outside their sovereign territories. If the camp, as Agamben proposes, is the nomos of the modern, then there is no immunity without camps. On the other hand, those who apparently enjoy the freedoms of liberal economy must accept the price of more pervasive surveillance, paranoia and militarization of social life. We can propose then that, contra Esposito, bare life is the price of immunity.



Hardt and Negri

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri emphasize the “productive dimension of biopower” (27) and stress the importance of media. In the contemporary global economy production is increasingly organized and expressed through communications industries that “integrate the imaginary and symbolic within the biopolitical fabric” (33). As modern power goes beyond disciplinary structures and regimes to intervene directly in biological and corporeal existence it also creates new forms of resistance, insubordination and revolt. What they call the “multitude” is a “collective biopolitical body” (30). Biopolitics has a positive sense for Hardt and Negri that is not developed by Foucault, Agamben or Esposito and they criticize these thinkers for failing to grasp the distinction between biopower and biopolitics (Commonwealth 57–58). For Hardt and Negri biopolitics is a life of innovation and freedom that produces events that disrupt the normative system of biopower. The following discussion will not pursue Hardt’s and Negri’s understanding of the opposition between biopolitics and biopower, as is not developed in this way by Foucault, Agamben or Esposito. The particular focus of this book finds more value in Hardt’s and Negri’s emphasis on the importance of media.

Hardt and Negri propose a historical transition from disciplinary societies to societies of control, whose central modes of operation include communication technologies and information networks. In economic terms this has meant a shift in Western societies from factory labor to intellectual and communicative labor, including “the production and manipulation of affects” (Empire 30). This has been accompanied by the rise of multi- and transnational corporate power and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that propagate the new discourses of universal needs and human rights. In this way the “victims” of poverty, “natural disaster,” terror and war are integrated into the global biopolitical economy.

According to Hardt and Negri, empire is a new form of geopolitical sovereignty and the people, as citizens of the nation-state, is replaced by the multitude that is governed through “the bomb, money, and ether” (Empire 345). Weapons of mass destruction create a new horizon of species extinction, reducing the possibility of war between states. The global financial system also now dictates terms to national monetary structures and institutions. The term “ether” refers to information networks that ever extend the global reach of capitalism. In Multitude (2004), Hardt and Negri propose that modern biopower is constituted by the possibilities of absolute destruction demonstrated at Auschwitz and Hiroshima and through the widespread use of torture today. Despite their claims for a positive biopolitics of the multitude, catastrophe remains at the horizon of their account of power.



Biopolitical Media

Biopolitics is not a new term in the discussion of media and the following chapters will cite the innovative scholarship of Allan Sekula, Jonathan Beller, W.J.T. Mitchell, Nicholas Mirzoeff and others who have developed biopolitical perspectives on visual media.4 The particular focus of this book on catastrophe acknowledges the influence of Agamben and Benjamin on its themes and concerns. Unlike Foucault, Agamben has written directly about modern media on various occasions. What Agamben sees as the commodification of human experience in the media image resonates with his account of biopolitics as reducing individuals to a state of bare life. Foucault’s emphasis on surveillance and Agamben’s “Notes on Gesture” provide two useful entry points into biopolitical media (both discussed in Chapter One). Photography made it possible to record the smallest and most intimate of details about human individuals, to preserve this visual information in archives, and to submit it to systematic analysis. Film could break down the physical movements of humans and animals into previously invisible gestures that facilitated a new machinic conception of industrial labor and production.

Digital media have further integrated technology and biology through the capturing of life as an image and the capturing of media viewers as living subjects. Pasi Väliaho writes of biopolitical images that “express and take hold of the potentials of life,” particularly through digital media that “we interact with, play with, operate with; images that … require gestural manipulation and cognitive engagement” (Biopolitical Screens 7). This immersive, rather than contemplative, relation to images began with the emerging consumer culture of the nineteenth century. As Jonathan Crary explains, the technological recording of images and sounds made possible the mass production of audiovisual commodities and the capture and management of viewer attention (31). Early uses of moving pictures for time and motion studies combined with research on responses to sensory stimuli, directly influencing theories of cinematic montage (Beller 4). In a post-Fordist, post-cinematic culture biopolitical images circulate in an apparatus that incorporates digital information networks, high-tech weaponry, and neoliberal economics.

The following chapters outline a history of biopolitical media as a sequence of transformations in the ways that the image is used and understood. In the late nineteenth century photography and film were used by pioneering figures such as Alphonse Bertillon, Frances Galton, Jean-Martin Charcot and Jules Étienne Marey to record and analyze human physiognomy, gesture and movement. This visual information played its role in the policing of criminals and the therapeutic treatment of those deemed mentally ill. Photographs and moving pictures defined and categorized human individuals as “types” that were seen as representative or symptomatic of tendencies in the general population. Anthropologists also developed hierarchies of racial types using photographic evidence. This use of photography formed part of the biopolitical management and control of modern urban populations.

In the early decades of the twentieth century this visual typology, which had previously been the domain of scientists, experts and gentleman scholars, influenced the stereotypes of mass entertainment and propaganda. Industrial mass production required the analysis of workers’ movements in the interests of greater efficiency and profit. Marey’s studies of movement were extended in Frederick Winslow Taylor’s scientific management of labor. Not only Hollywood but also Soviet and Nazi cinema adopted Taylorist principles in their productive processes and their drive to capture audiences’ attention. Sergei Eisenstein applied the principle of shock, based on Pavlov’s experiments on responses to stimuli, in his theory and practice of montage (Beller 123). Nazi propaganda made the typology of race, mental illness and physical disability a justification for its genocidal policies.

These uses of the mass media apparatus by the state in the interests of race and class war were delegitimized after the Allied victory in World War II. The media image could no longer be overtly used in a liberal democracy to identify those who were less than human or needed to be eliminated from society. The liberation of the Nazi camps and the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki gave rise to a new “traumatic” account of catastrophe recorded by photography and film and made available to (or hidden from) the public. This traumatic perspective on the catastrophic effects of biopolitics was voiced in a language of universal humanism that often failed to acknowledge the continuation of biopolitics in the Cold War. America’s propaganda war around the fear of the bomb and covert experiments in mind control were the darker side of liberal democracy that, as Naomi Klein has argued, has since become a more open feature of the neoliberal politics of fear and “disaster capitalism” (6).

A new visual language of catastrophe—particularly in television news—has redefined the viewer in terms of psychic survival and immunity. Images of famine, war, natural catastrophe and mass displacement abound in mass media but the Western viewer is never to forget that these are conditions suffered by those who live outside the world of the consumer subject, who sustains his/her immunity through physical separation and what Robert Lifton has called “psychic numbing” (Death 14). Since the 9/11 attacks the biopolitical role of media has become more explicit and overt. Detainment without legal or political rights, use of torture, the deployment of high tech weaponry to kill civilians abroad and the militarization of the police at home have all become more openly visible features of neoliberal societies.

The threat of terrorist attack and immersion in a globalized media environment has made the discourse of immunity more difficult to sustain. The proliferation of digital technologies and information networks has prompted new anxieties about images as a life form in their own right. Like terrorist cells, images are thought to infiltrate and contaminate the social body and, through mediated networks, go viral (Mitchell 20). This threatening agency and vitality attributed to the image articulates a further displacement of the liberal subject. The language of traumatization had already pathologized the media viewer. Now the digital image, along with genetic science, embodies a power that potentially replaces human life altogether.

Scientific conceptions of biological life continue to change, but political rights are assumed to be immutable and universal. This problem can be further extended to include the impact of rapidly changing technologies of communication and representation. Once life came to be conceived in terms of biological species it became inevitable, argued Foucault, that wars would be waged against enemy populations in the name of race. As Michael Dillon and Julian Reid explain, this is part of a larger shift that conceives of human life as “biohumanity” (20). More recently, digital technologies and genetic science have prompted the reconceptualization of life as information. Biopolitics demands the killing and disposal of forms of life that threaten life deemed worthy of promoting and preserving. Enemy populations become the object of technological surveillance and destruction insofar as they pose threats to the security of the bio-polis. The species life of the liberal subject has become an image that is transmitted and interrupted, implanted and infected, according to the logistics of technological and biological war and terror.



Catastrophe

In order to understand this catastrophic logic of biopolitical media, the following chapters follow Agamben’s lead in reading Foucault along with Benjamin and Arendt. Foucault separated biopolitics from sovereignty in order to focus on the production of normality and deviance and the incorporation of biological life into political economy. Agamben, however, sees biopolitics as part of a longer history of sovereignty originating in Western antiquity and culminating in the Nazi death camps. Agamben’s emphasis on the authoritarian state overshadowing the agency of the individual in liberal democratic societies has been criticized as prohibiting a more complex account of biopolitics as a political economy of life (Lemke 60). But if we use Agamben’s catastrophic theory of modernity to look at media representations then the question of political economy reappears in a new context. With the emergence of mass media the Kantian idea of catastrophe as sublime spectacle is overtaken by the everyday experience of shock. Images and narratives of extreme violence and destruction compete to capture the attention of the viewer. So if Foucault’s account of biopolitics as normalization should be distinguished from Agamben’s account of sovereign power, a new synthesis of these two perspectives may be ventured around the question of media and the biopolitics of catastrophe and shock. This involves building on Agamben’s original synthesis of Foucault and Benjamin.

Along with the biopolitical regulation of life, labor and production in the eighteenth century came another cultural development that is not mentioned by Foucault: a new conception of catastrophe. The Lisbon Earthquake of 1755 killed 60,000 people and dominated headlines throughout Europe in subsequent months. Lisbon was the first modern mediated catastrophe, with newspapers featuring eyewitness accounts and graphic descriptions of the dramatic events. Like today’s disasters it captured the public imagination and prompted international assistance and relief. The earthquake also provoked responses from some of the most brilliant writers in eighteenth century Europe, including Voltaire, Rousseau, Goethe and Kleist (Regier 357–359). The rise of the natural sciences and the Enlightenment conception of progress, including economic rationalization, made the Lisbon catastrophe disturbing in a philosophical sense. No longer was mass destruction a sign of God’s wrath, prompting moral repentance. Instead scientific reason would need to provide an explanation (Nieman 247). As economic production had become aligned with biological survival in a new, epistemological sense, the sudden and arbitrary cessation of life demanded a new conceptualization.

At the same time as biological life began to be understood as something to be harnessed, managed and directed toward specific goals, Immanuel Kant reconceptualized the impact of the massive destruction of life beyond human control as the sublime. In his Critique of Judgement (1790) Kant argued that sensory perception needed to become a unitary experience in order for the individual subject to reconstitute his/her sovereignty in the face of intense stimuli. Only the reconstitution of a transcendental subject based on the aesthetics of the sublime could attune human response to the catastrophic destruction of Life as a transcendental concept. As Jonathan Crary explains, however, the nineteenth century “saw the steady demolition of Kant’s transcendental standpoint” (14). The emergence of pathological conditions, including traumatized hysteria and psychotic breakdown, lead to new functionalist, productivist and therapeutic conceptions of the subject. Biological life was progressively integrated into the capitalist economy. The invention of photography and cinema allowed the shaping of a new consumer subject who would respond to ever more constant streams of visual stimuli. Contemporary with these developments was the philosophy of life (Lebensphilosophie) articulated by Friedrich Nietzsche, Henri Bergson and others that sought to recover a healthy life from the decadence of modern society and retain an autonomous experience of the natural world. Influenced by Georg Simmel’s sociology of urban life, Benjamin criticized the emphasis of Lebensphilosophie on absorbed contemplation and concentration and argued that they had become impossible in a consumer culture dominated by shock and distraction (4 314).5

Kant’s account of the sublime was premised on the ability of the human subject to overcome immediate fear and terror and to be able to reflect calmly on one’s feelings. Like the natural sciences, Kantian aesthetics reaffirmed reason in the face of a potentially overwhelming force. Gene Ray points out that in the twentieth century the sublime was no longer limited to natural disasters but became associated with manmade catastrophes such as the Nazi death camps and bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. As Susan Nieman comments: “Before contemporary warfare nothing but an earthquake could kill fifteen thousand people in ten minutes” (255). Philosophers had attempted to reaffirm human reason after Lisbon, but after Auschwitz and Hiroshima rationality itself can be seen as the source of destructive power on a scale previously unimaginable.

The extension of manmade catastrophe has also produced a technological and discursive apparatus for managing public reponse. The notion of catastrophe as sublime aesthetic experience has been replaced by mediated catastrophe. Actual death and destruction has become available in the form of images allowing for voyeuristic fascination, psychological projection and vicarious experience. Philip Hammond writes of the “humanitarian spectacle” (37) through which Western media present the military and aid interventions of their governments as in the interests of universal human values. This self-presentation of Western power follows the logic of “newsworthy” events: dramatic, “moving” narratives with clearly defined heroes, villains and victims. This humanitarian spectacle is only one of the current stand-ins for the great ideological struggles of the Cold War. Media representations construct other nations in crisis as chaotic scenes of suffering and violence without meaning except for their evident need of rescue by the West. Hammond has proposed that these humanitarian interventions are examples of “Western narcissism and the search for meaning” (49), in which the West attempts to recover its sense of moral purpose.

Thomas Keenan points out that images of catastrophe no longer function as a moral provocation but as a medium of intervention, a weapon in a struggle for dominance and a contest for public engagement measured in audience ratings.
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