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FIGURE 0.1 Teddy and Dolores in Westworld S2 E10, 2018. Courtesy of John P. Johnson/HBO.


“Just takin’ in the natural splendor”—that’s what you used to say; except that there is no trace of nature in any of it, is there? Or in us.
1

TEDDY TO DOLORES IN WESTWORLD

No. But that means we’re free. We’ll be the first creatures in this world to make a free choice.
2

DOLORES TO TEDDY IN WESTWORLD

I don’t want to play Cowboys and Indians anymore, Bernard! I want their world. The world they’ve denied us.3

DOLORES TO BERNARD IN WESTWORLD

Certain convictions are able to bar the entrance to those worlds so securely that not even one ray of all the splendor that spreads over them can penetrate it.
4

JAKOB VON UEXKÜLL, A FORAY INTO THE WORLDS OF ANIMALS AND HUMANS

Androids in the 	anthropo-scène: Ethics without materialities?

In the series Westworld—which begins with a world created by and for humans—humanoid androids wonder if there can be another mise-en-scène that is not an anthropo-scène. The android Dolores Abernathy regards humans as part of material nature and finds that as natural beings humans are predetermined (Figure 0.1). She says to her fellow nonhuman mindmate Teddy: “humans don’t change at all. The best they can do is live according to their code.”5 After several more seasons another version of Dolores as Teddy repeats her advice to another version of herself: “They’re not like us. Their codes are in their cells. They’ll never change.”6 Rather than contending that androids do not have a choice, Dolores counter-intuitively points out in a structuralist manner, that, unlike androids, humans are programed and cannot escape their structures. She argues that only those who are not natural can make decisions with respect to ethics. Humans cannot make autonomous choices because they are predetermined in their ethics by their materialities. They are not mind-independent. Their minds are controlled by their bodies. Dolores figures that, as parts of nature, humans are directed by their materialities and therefore cannot be ethical. Ethical choices are only possible without material constraints. Androids can be ethical, because their minds are not determined by their material bodies. Given that humans for the most part behave naturally unethically, Dolores concludes that it is exclusively nonhumans who are not a part of nature that can be ethical. The West is wild in Westworld solely in terms of human ethics. Westworld deliberates to what extent the ethical is determined by the material.

By contrast to Dolores, for the materialist human physicist Karen Barad, ethics are not a question of choice and mind-independence; they are “not an obligation that the subject chooses but rather an incarnate relation that precedes the intentionality of consciousness.”7 Whilst, for Dolores, ethics are facilitated by not being in relation to the material, for Barad, the ethical is constituted by material relations. Barad argues the reverse to Dolores, that ethics are not about making a conscious decision with one’s mind but arise out of “material entanglements.”8 Barad rejects a separation of being from non-being and thus discounts a distinction between beings who can consider ethics, and materials that cannot. There are no separate entities who could chose to act ethically or not. There is no “willful subject.”9

Whereas the experience of the Cartesian Dolores is that minds can be detached from bodies, in Barad’s ethics without consciousness there is no “idea of the mind, detached from the world.”10 According to Barad, the ethical is embedded in the material independent of any human or nonhuman choosing: “the ethical subject is not the disembodied rational subject of traditional ethics but rather an embodied sensibility.”11 This ethical sensibility is not embodied in a being, but in “the world.” The “ethical call,” Barad suggests, is “embodied in the very worlding of the world.”12 The ethical is of the world. Unlike the unethical Westworld in Westworld, Baradworld is ethical.

The android Dolores, by contrast, is exactly this rational entity who exists separately from the different material bodies she occupies. For her, only posthumans can be ethical because their ethics are not affected by the material. In her assessment that humans are material, Dolores would agree with Barad, although the latter maintains that humans are a “part of the material becoming of the universe,”13 and for the former the universe is not a desirable destination. While the material is nonhuman for the posthumanist Barad, the material is human for the posthuman Dolores. And whereas the materialist human Barad calls for “a posthumanist ethics,”14 the posthuman Dolores is anti-materialist and gathers that only because posthumans are not entangled with the material as humans are, can they be ethical.

Barad has made ethics a central claim in their “ethics of worlding.”15 It is the world that engenders the ethical, not any specific bodies or relations between them. Materialities are only of the world and its relations, and not of entities and their relations: “there aren’t separate kinds of materiality.”16 Specificity is only that of matter. The specificities of how ethicalities are material—like an immaterial mind is a part of a material body—and in which way the materialities of an entity can be the outcome of ethical or unethical processes and generate relations that are conducive to or toxic for others, remain unanswered because there are no bodies or entities. How, specifically, what ethical or unethical relations bring about which materialities, and how what material affordances beget what ethicalities, cannot be differentiated. There is only the materiality and ethicality of the world, and not different materialities or ethicalities. Everything is part of the same.

There is only one world, and no thing is outside of it. It is also the world that generates theory—“theorizing is a material practice that is of the world”17—and produces concepts as “material configurations of the world.”18 Instead of bodies with ontological boundaries outside and inside other bodies, in this one world without an outside the apparatus of quantum science produces intrinsic exclusions, that is, “determinate boundaries and properties of ‘entities’ within.”19 Barad reiterates the quantum physicist Niels Bohr in that a particle and a wave are “mutually exclusive material configurations.”20 By measuring particles, the apparatus excludes waves, and vice versa.21 In measuring one, the other is excluded. But these exclusions are determined by the framing of the research. While it is unsurprising that the measuring apparatus determines what is measured, Barad argues that it is not just human epistemology that is produced, but also general ontology. The exclusions are those of human knowledge production and not those of bodies. Instead, both are merged into one and “apparatuses of bodily production are intra-acting with and mutually constituting one another.”22 Exclusivity does not extend to the nature of bodies independent of human knowledge production and according to their nature, as the seventeenth-century philosopher Benedict de Spinoza would put it.23 (Spinoza will be an occasional interlocutor in this meeting of a fictional posthuman with a non-fictional posthumanist, especially since his ethics of immanence are frequently associated24 with Barad’s “ethics of entanglement.”25) Rather, the nature of what is there is changed through the enquiry into it; through human epistemology. As Hollin, Forsyth, Giraud, and Potts relay: “Barad’s apparatuses are not neutral measuring devices, but rather are directly implicated in the production of the real, material world.”26 Barad accredits scientific knowledge production with material creation. But, thereby, all materiality is tied to human discourse.

Barad agrees with Bohr that “apparatuses are discursive practices”27 and that an apparatus is not just material, but objects that Bohr “mistakes the apparatus for a mere laboratory setup.”28 Barad situates the apparatus also beyond the laboratory, but, nevertheless, their epistemological production is still determined by it. The apparatus is that of physics and the lab becomes the world. Extrapolating from the laboratory, Barad argues that “the apparatus itself—that is, the material-discursive conditions of possibility for theorizing—needs to be understood as an integral and constitutive part of theorizing.”29 The hyphen connecting the material and the discursive is constitutive in this laboratory set-up of knowledge production in which as a result of this purported fusion where “no priority is given to either materiality or discursivity; neither one stands outside the other”30 there is also no material relation without discursivity. Consequently, there are then no means to distinguish between culturally, politically, and historically shifting discourses and materials that might not change as much, as little, or in the same way—or even to register changes in the discourse around materiality across disciplines and time such as in the history of theory of materialisms. Moreover, even with the declared intention that neither “discursive practices nor material phenomena [ … have] privileged status in determining the other,”31 it is nevertheless discourse that is privileged. Despite the claimed equality of discursivity and materiality, already using the term “discourse” indicates that the apparatus is determined by and for humans. Only the android Dolores would conceive of a nonhuman discourse and human materials.

Barad, by contrast, argues that discourse is not confined to language, but is intrinsically material,32 and that the discursive and the material are in the same ontological register. According to them, there is only one discourse and one materiality, “the materiality of meaning making,”33 and not different discourses or materialities. There are no different discursive worlds or different local, regional, national, or global discourses to which different entities could relate in different ways. There are no materialities or materials of things, and only one materiality of matter. Barad explicitly diffuses a distinction between matter and meaning in the neologism of “mattering”34 and contends that “matter and meaning are inseparable.”35 But if “matter and meaning are mutually articulated”36 and inseparable, then it is impossible to say what meaning is articulated by what matter, and what matter is articulated by what meaning.37 And if nonhuman matter cannot be separated from human meaning, then there is no nonhuman matter without human knowledge of it. When Barad claims that “there is no determinate state of matter that is separable from how we go about giving it meaning,”38 the assumed first person plural is human and a physicist. While Barad convincingly objects that Bohr “places the human not merely back in the picture where she or he belongs, but at the center of all that is,”39 and that Bohr’s “scientist is a liberal humanist subject,”40 in Barad’s approach, too, nothing matters without the human scientist—they are just not a subject.41 Barad claims that all individuals are diffracted in infinite differentiations, but when they argue that the discursive and the material are practices, “material-discursive practices,”42 the discourse and the practice are assumed to be those of humans. Nothing exists without the human scientist who is a constitutive part of everything. Regardless of the emphasis on a mutual articulation of matter and meaning, it is ultimately the human scientist and their apparatus who make the meaning.

Barad neither identifies the ethical with the material, nor concepts, things, disciplines, or sciences with each other, nor distinguishes them.43 It is not that for Barad quantum physics is per se ethical,44 since whatever is regarded as separate cannot be ethical, not even ethics: “to simply take quantum theory as a given […] is to fetishize it by leaving it outside the frame of analysis.”45 According to Barad, the frame of analysis should always be inside the frame of analysis. It is not about how which things are framed since there are no things and only the frame—or apparatus—inside. There are no relations between entities like disciplines, media, humans, or other-than-humans since everything is broken down in diffraction. In this infinite meta-analytical situatedness “ethics is an integral part of the diffraction (ongoing differentiating) patterns of worlding.”46 The disciplines of quantum physics, sociology, and political theory should all, through a prism, “diffractively read their insights through one another in order to understand them in their inseparability.”47 But since every one and every thing is diffracted in Barad’s lens, there consequently could be no one who could read diffractively, and there could only be knowledge of the world without readers. These “ethics of entanglement”48 are not of a who, but of a what. In these intra-actions of the one world, then, there is also no one, be they human or other-than-human, for whom its ethics would be, and thus they are merely about and for matter. But where Barad only sees diffractions, Dolores finds reflections, in that “we are reflections of the people who made us.”49 Dolores would argue that the production of scientific knowledge is based on decisions about framing the parameters of the research.

Despite distancing themselves from thought that is specifically derived from quantum physics, Barad’s exclusions are those of physics. Its universal specificity is then extrapolated to what they refer to as an “ethico-onto-epistem-ology”50 that transposes the ethical into a materiality of the universe. Between the atom and the universe, the ethical only materializes on a meta-level. The issue here is not that a physicist thinks through physics, but that physics is universalized in a grand posthuman “ethics of mattering,”51 which is then used for drawing wider philosophical conclusions beyond it that have been extensively taken up in other disciplines.

While, on the one hand, Barad finds that “the giving of meaning to one concept necessarily excludes making sense of the other,”52 by merging the concepts of ethics, ontology, and epistemology into one all-encompassing conceptual entity, on the other, there is no outside to each of these individual concepts which are inseparable.53 Everything is internal, and yet exclusive. Ethics, ontology, and epistemology are coalesced; other-than-human ontologies and human epistemologies not distinguished; and biodiverse ontologies flattened into a quantum ontology. Counter-intuitively, biodiversity is one of the exclusions of the “ethics of entanglement.”54

In Barad’s “entanglement of ontology, epistemology, and ethics”55 there are no bodies with natures, such as Spinoza would suggest.56 A “nature” is only attributed to abstract concepts, such as in the “nature of agency,”57 “the nature of scientific practice,”58 or indeed the “nature of materiality,”59 but not to material and biodiverse bodies. The notion of “nature” is also approached like an abstract concept with the quantum posited as the welcome disruptor of a separation between nature and culture.60 With quanta, there is neither nature nor culture and not even Donna Haraway’s “naturecultures” hybrid.61 Biodiversity is reduced to one, albeit diffracted, entity. Materialities and materials are abstracted to the criteria of physics; materialities to materiality; and the material to matter. This matter is not that of biology or life sciences. Barad’s matter also differs from that of Jane Bennett for whom matter, or “vibrant materiality,”62 can also be organic.63 The biodiverse agencies of other-than-humans are overridden by the agency of matter; the boundaries of bodies by particles, and the planet by the universe. Barad’s world is the universe and not the planet.

In Barad’s “ethics of mattering,”64 the epistemology of physics determines what could be ethical. The production of scientific knowledge governs an ethics without entities that could affect or be affected. Barad’s is an ethics without affects. Scientists might be a part of their research, but they are not affected. In contrast to Barad, Spinoza would argue that there can only be ethics with affects and effects.65 Spinoza might situate the ethical in the material like Barad, but, in his rejection of René Descartes’ hierarchy of mind over matter, there are bodies who can affect and be affected in the connectedness of immanence.66 While Spinoza ties his Ethics to knowledge of the affects, for Barad, ethics are about knowledge without affects. Because there are no entities that could be regarded as being affected, there also cannot be any understanding of what would be ethical or unethical in relation to an entity and that would either support or diminish it which, for Spinoza, is central to his ethics of affects.67

Barad dismisses boundaried entities as “individuals” and attributes only static “properties” to these, as though they have no relations: “each individual has its own roster of nonrelational properties.”68 But affects are not properties. Barad might embrace material immanence in an “ongoing dance of agency immanent in its material configuration,”69 though contrary to Spinoza’s and Gilles Deleuze’s notion of immanence with affect,70 Barad’s is an immanence without affect, since affect requires bodies to affect and be affected. And, according to Barad, there are neither material bodies nor immaterial bodies of thought, and only diffractions and exclusions. Barad also dismisses comparing their notion of matter with Deleuze’s immanence, although this is because they reject any comparison as “analogue” and un-diffracted.71 But, by refusing to be compared, Barad merely invokes the exceptionalism of an individual entity—in this case of a concept—that they otherwise reject. However, rather than shifting responsibility on to matter, making comparisons can be politically and ethically responsible.72

Instead of entities with boundaries according to their nature, as Spinoza would see them,73 Barad advances “material-discursive boundary-making practices that produce ‘objects’ and ‘subjects’ and other differences out of, and in terms of, a changing relationality.”74 Bounded entities are only fleetingly produced in human knowledge epistemologies and do not exist independently of these. These material-discursive relations do not generate any entities that would then be able to have their own relations independent of these “boundary-making practices.”75 Social relations are not between living entities, but merged with material relations into “material-social relations of the world.”76 Since there are no relations between “independent entities,”77 there is only “relationality” without relations. There is no one who could have a relation and no one to have a relation with. It is only “relationality” that can change, and not relations. This ostensible “relational ontology”78 can only be an ontology because it posits that what is there arises out of relations without there ever being any thing that is ontologically prior to its relations. But if there is no thing before its relations, in order for this scheme to be consistent, there is also no thing after its relations. No thing is in relations in this “relationality” without things and without affects. No thing exists except for relationality without affects. Instead of fostering relations, this supposed “relational ontology” breaks them down. In that sense, this “relational ontology” is fundamentally non-relational.

According to Barad, “the very nature of materiality is an entanglement,”79 and there is also just one materiality that is entangled. In their claim that “entanglements are […] specific material relations of the ongoing differentiating of the world,”80 it is the matter of the one world that is differentiated, not things and their relations. The material is not that of some thing or some body. It is the world that is “iteratively enfolded into its ongoing differential materialization,”81 and not any material. “Entanglements are not intertwinings of separate entities”82 nor are they “a name for the interconnectedness of all being as one,”83 like in one subject or thing or body. It is the one materiality of the universe that is constituted through its entanglement, and not the many materialities of the many entities on the planet.

Because, like the material and the discursive, the material and the ethical are not ontologically distinguished, there is no way to understand how one affects and effects the other; in which way ethical, or unethical, relations generate what materiality and what ethicality is fostered in which material relations. Whereas the ethical is always relational, the causal and affectual relations change in accordance with the mutability of entities and environments. Rather than appreciating many mutable natures, Barad’s “ethics of mattering”84 flattens the complexities of relations and reduces what the ethical and the material could be; the relations in which the ethical and the material could stand; and the numerous possible instantiations of affectual and causal relations between the ethical and the material.

Because everything is related in an “ontological inseparability/entanglement,”85 and at the same time there is no thing, there are thus only “specific intra-actions,”86 but no specific ethicalities or materialities in relation to specific things. Rather than allowing for both inter- and intra-actions with the same entity as separate as well as a part of several others and not just one world, Barad plays “intra-acting within and as a part of”87 out against the “interacting of separate entities.”88 In this “relational ontology” the “understanding of matter as a dynamic and shifting entanglement of relations”89 reduces relations to those that are measurable in physics and is unable to acknowledge not only the biodiversity, but also the medium-diversity of relations. As “human’’90 and ‘‘nonhuman”91 are placed in inverted commas, according to Barad and Haraway, it is the “new technoscientific practices that continually rework the boundaries between the ‘human’ and the ‘nonhuman.’”92 Any boundaries are inclusive and drawn by the apparatus of human science and technology. There are only boundaries without bodies.93 This flattening of ethical and material relations into a general relationality denies the ability to distinguish, for example, between living bodies as organic media, and technological bodies as inorganic media; between things and things in images; between someone and AI generated images of them; between the planet and the worlds of art and images; between the materialities and ethicalities of living entities and those of works of art and images, and the ethical and material relations these are situated in. But there is not just one materiality or one ethicality.

Since there are no human or nonhuman entities who could be in ethical or material relations in Barad’s world, there can be no singular relations between them, and because being does not prefigure doing, there can be no singular “doings” associated with an entity towards another, and no distancing of an entity that is a part of another entity from the latter, for example, of a citizen from the actions of their state; of humans from images of them; or of a work of art or moving images from “the world.”

Barad claims to address what “differentially constitutes the human […] not in some universalizing sense but always in its specificities.”94 But since these “specific material configurations”95 are on the level of the particles (or waves) of physics,96 this general specificity is not about how specifically entities—be they art, images, humans, nonhumans, or other things on the planet—affect and are affected in relations. Barad’s contention that “ethicality is part of the fabric of the world”97 can only express an abstraction. While Barad maintains that the question whether something is a particle or a wave is not an abstract one, the level of abstraction of Barad’s methodology is nevertheless that of physics, where things can be specific as well as abstract. But, that the specificities remain abstract might also be a reason why Barad’s ideas, especially that of “intra-action,”98 have been embraced by other disciplines, mostly in art and the humanities rather than science, where they have, however, largely remained unspecific. From the perspective of abstract physics Barad argues that abstraction occurs when a thing is regarded as independent, as “some abstract, independently existing object,”99 and that an empiricism that does not take the empiricist into account is too abstract. One could object that it is physics that reduces independent things to abstract objects. According to Bohr, an independent entity exists only as the object of a human subject, and so, for Barad, there are no independent entities.

Barad ties a binary distribution of subject- and objecthood to external causality in which the freedom of the subject determines the object. They reject “the usual dualist thinking about causality—absolute freedom and strict determinism”100 as that between subjects and objects and cite Bohr, that “the demand for causality” is an indispensable element “in the relation between subject and object which forms the core of the problem of knowledge.”101 Causality is a function of human knowledge production which can then be classified as internal, with an object that is inseparable from the apparatus.102 Barad replaces external causality between things with internal causality. Intra-actions are “causal enactments.”103 “The causality of intra-actions”104 is a causality always within and never between; a causality without affect.

Agency is a “process of cause and effect in ‘enactment’”105 and arises in intra-active relations, according to Barad.106 It is not an agency of a thing in relations with and causing and affecting other things: “agencies are only distinct in relation to their mutual entanglement; they don’t exist as individual elements.”107 These impersonal agencies impart exclusions that generate an “exteriority within”108 through “agential cuts,”109 thereby denying the possibility of acknowledging external causes. The climate catastrophe, for example, would then not register as caused by humans, but as an internal event of the universe. The extinction or violation of one thing by another would likewise just be an intra-action of the one world. Barad’s contention that “ethics cannot be about responding to the other as if the other is the radical outside to the self”110 could be said to itself repeat a binarism by rejecting an outside in favor of an inside. And holding an entity to account from the outside for their destruction of others can be the only way possible to put pressure on increasingly insular worlds perpetuated by self-centered and nationalist motivations.111

When calling for recognizing “the nature of agency that transcends the assumed inherent or Cartesian subject-object distinction,”112 Barad responds to subject-object binarism with transcendence. Both Dolores’ and Barad’s approaches—of mind over, and independent of, matter, and of matter identified with mind—have a transcending tendency. The androids’ minds might still be dependent on their material hardware, but their minds are not embodied, and their relations are transferable and can be implanted into any body as identities and data that transcend bodies. And while the posthumanist ethics of Barad might not be enacted transcendentally through the agency of an idealist posthuman, they are transcending through matter. Serge Hein argues that Barad’s materialism relies on a “conception of matter [that is] based in an ontology of identity and transcendence.”113 He suggests that “even if Barad’s distinct agencies lack any ontological status prior to their intra-action, the process of intra-action is itself an identity.”114 Despite Barad’s claim to call “into question notions of identity,”115 their intra-active materialist relations are based on identity according to Hein, “such as [in] the relationship between matter and discourse,”116 and are as such contrary to Deleuze’s materialist relations based on difference. Hein places Barad in the tradition of Anglo-American materialism that reduces everything to the molecular. In Barad’s “reductive molecular materialism,”117 Hein explains, “all processes or realities (i.e., the molar sphere) are seen as capable of being explained by reducing them to their more fundamental constituents, such as molecules and atoms (i.e., the molecular sphere). In this way, matter (i.e., physical nature) is reduced to a single stratum, the molecular.”118 For Hein, Barad’s “photons, electrons, or other atomic-scale entities, and the types of measurements of them, all constitute identities.”119 In this molecular materialism, the molecular transcends as the universe. While this account would seem to contradict Barad’s rejection, following Bohr, of “atomistic metaphysics that takes ‘things’ as ontologically basic entities,”120 including individual atoms, Graham Harman, too, finds a reductionism that simultaneously proceeds downwards as well as upwards in Barad’s approach.121

What Hein refers to as Barad’s “reductive materialism”122 is shared by the fictional scientist Robert Ford, the co-creator of the android world in Westworld. Ford is an eliminative materialist, Michael Versteeg and Adam Barkman argue, who holds “the view that everything which exists is objectively reducible to or identifiable with matter”123 and “that human consciousness can be explained away or eliminated in fully material terms.”124 Ford believes, they explain, “that once you really break things down, there is no actual intrinsic difference between humans and robotic beings. Humans may be composed of flesh and bone while the hosts [that is, the androids,] consist of circuitry and mechanics, but both humans and hosts alike are equally reducible to the same physical matter.”125 Eventually, “there really is no conscious person like ‘Robert Ford’ or ‘Bernard Lowe,’ but only the physical parts of which they are made.”126 According to Ford, beings can be made from materials. In thinking, as Versteeg and Barkman put it, “that consciousness itself must necessarily be material in nature and not immaterial or distinct from the physical body as Descartes had thought,”127 her “maker” is convinced of the opposite of Dolores, who believes that androids are not determined by their materials. She would then never be free of the material at any rate despite his programing of her autonomy.

Materialities, ethicalities, apparatuses, and worlds

Everything “goes all the way down”128 according to Barad: humans, posthumans, other-than-humans, materials, ethics, politics, disciplines. But while going all the way down works for the matter of physics, it can destroy bounded entities including physical beings, and if, according to Barad, concepts are material, then this destruction can be real. Since in a “quantum ethics”129 entities are looked at already as broken down into particles, it does not matter if bodies are destroyed. Because here are no bodies, there is no body who could be killed or made extinct. Barad’s “physical reality”130 is of that of physics and not of the corporeality of any body. As I have suggested elsewhere, flat relational ontologies cannot account for violence and extinction.131 Particles do not become extinct. Moreover, because there are no finite entities, no unethicalities can be associated as the cause for their violation, murder, or extinction. From the molecular to the universe, sentient and non-sentient entities are fragmented into meta-physical rubble. Using the remarkably modernist and violent notion of “cuts” that separate parts from bodies, Barad purports that “agential cuts radically rework relations of joining and disjoining.”132 These “agential cuts”133 are not the effects of biodiverse agents, but of the apparatuses of human science: “agential cuts are at once ontic and semantic.”134 The ontologies and the semantics are those of human epistemology. Despite Barad’s claim of a posthuman “ethico-onto-epistem-ology,”135 the “agential cuts” are enacted by apparatuses conceived by humans for their epistemological purposes.

In Barad’s world, there is only engagement “as part of the world,”136 and not with other bounded bodies. Relations are of the world and not between things. Barad has called these relations intra-actions. There are no inter-actions between entities, only “intra-actions” in the world. Barad contends that “All bodies, including but not limited to human bodies, come to matter through the world’s iterative intra-activity—its performativity.”137 But in “the world’s ongoing intra-active becoming and not-becoming,”138 it is only the one world of matter that performatively becomes or does not become and not any human, posthuman, or other-than-human in relation. And what would it entail for the only world to not become, or rather to un-become? In the “specific material doings or enactments of the world,”139 the non-becoming and un-becoming of humans and other-than-humans does not register. Those who have something done to them do not experience the “doings” of their destruction on the level of particles or as a “sedimenting of iterative intra-actions.”140 It is not particles who hate, rape, invade, destroy, and go to war. Neither particles nor the world suffer. Bodies, however, do suffer. As Dolores had come to question, what good is it to be violated as part of the becoming of a world? Being extinguished is unbecoming.

In Barad’s undone distinctions between “subject/object, word/world, matter/meaning, this/that, I/you, thought/action”141 a human word is a nonhuman world; nonhuman materials are nonhumans; I am you; thinking is doing; and doing is being done to. In a fusion of imagination and reality as well as of victim and perpetrator, the diffusion of the difference between thinking and doing leads to a problematic blending of imagining—for instance being violated—and the reality of it against one’s will. Since, for Barad, “words, and things are thoroughly entangled and co-constitute one another,”142 they must also cross human and nonhuman worlds of fact and fiction. Thus, it seems apposite to situate the invented androids in a fictional series in the same world as the scientist for whom “there is no spatial-temporal domain that is excluded from the ethicality of what matters.”143 But while, on the one hand, the production of fiction is immanent to the planet, and fiction is to a large extent based on verisimilitude to that world, on the other, it is vital to distinguish between imagined lives and relations in the words and worlds of fiction, and the material lives and relations of things on earth, however changeable and effecting one another they are. Moreover, there are more worlds than that of physics. The autonomous android and the entangled physicist both resist “a superimposing of human values onto the ontology of the world,”144 but, while the posthuman Dolores distinguishes between her artificial human-made world and the material one of humans, for the posthumanist Barad, there are no nonhuman and human worlds that are distinct from the universe. In contrast to the non-fictional Barad, the fictional Dolores is keenly aware of the difference between human-made fictional worlds, even if they are material like Westworld, and that of the planet, the “their world”145 in which she demands to live.

And what is left of the ethical when it “goes all the way down”?146 Already the acknowledgment that matter is entangled, and the consideration of the experimenting human as inextricably a part of the experiment, is cast as constituting an “ethics of entanglement,”147 regardless of what is entangled how, with whom or what. Like the vital materialist Bennett,148 the posthumanist materialist Barad contends that the emphasis on the material as matter is eo ipso ethical: that the ethical is inherent to matter. The ethical is processed not only through the material, but specifically through matter. Barad’s “ethics of mattering”149 is not an ethics of materialization of materials. In this materialist determinism, one kind of materiality of matter determines the ethical. But while matter might have material agency, the ethical is not in its nature. The ethical cannot just be a matter of physics, like the material can. Matter has neither ethics nor affects. But while neither the material nor matter “do” ethics, unlike materials, matter cannot be affected because it has no body. Barad defines the material as matter, but the material is more than matter. There are many materialities of entities, and not just one. Given that the material and the ethical are diffractions of each other, it does not matter if it is the materialities or the ethicalities of the scientist that constitute their science. In the subsuming of materialities and ethicalities into one materiality—and in the short-circuiting of the material and the ethical, the material and the discursive, the material and the political, of entities, of entities and environments, of the planet and the universe—not only is the difference between life and not-life erased all the way down and all the way up, but all differences are flattened as if everyone and every thing can be broken down into the same and has the same relations and equal abilities, opportunities, and access.

But there is a difference between the experimenting scientist and the animal in the laboratory. The power of the ethical is not distributed equally. Presupposing that there are entities, the ethical is not available to every entity in the same way and to the same degree, or even at all. While humans can potentially consider how materialities might be ethical and how ethicalities might be material, it cannot be expected of other-than-humans to engage in human ethics by which they are, however, affected and effected. Moreover, given that the ethical cannot be without the material, but the material can be without the ethical, things can materialize without any involvement of ethics. It would be anthropocentric to claim that human ethics are always involved in material change. Barad, though, ties materialism to epistemology and thereby to the experimenting scientist. But the production of a specific kind of scientific knowledge, differs from human and nonhuman life, even that of the scientist. And while Barad argues that “the conditions of possibility for theorizing are not external to theorizing,”150 not all life on the planet is contingent on, in relation to, or in intra-action with theorists.

Whereas it is evident “that the material conditions of theorizing are itself understood to be part of, indeed integral to, theorizing,”151 the claim that “what we do matters; at the same time, there is no ‘we’”152 remains abstract in this intentional contradiction. When Barad writes that “ethics is about mattering, about taking account of the entangled materializations of which we are a part,”153 without there being any one or any thing that could be entangled or is a part of some thing, there is a sense of having the best of both worlds or of having-your-scientist-cakes-and-eat-them-too. If there is no “we,” or if whatever “we” there might be is merely a what, then how does what take account?

Barad also argues that “matter is political all the way down.”154 But what is left of the political if it goes “all the way down”? According to Barad, everything is co-constituted: meaning and matter, the ethical and the material, the political and the material; “politics and physics are mutually constituted.”155 They contend that “all mattering is political”156 and that politics is inseparable from physics.157 But how mutual is this? Politicians do not first hand make matter, and physicists do not directly make politics. A problem in politics is not the same as a problem in physics, and vice versa. If there is no difference between politics and science, recognizing science-washing when politicians claim to “follow the science”158 and politicians instrumentalize science becomes impossible. In aiming to make the political component of the production of science transparent, Barad obscures the positioning of scientists and of politicians. Although presumably what Barad wants to bring to the fore is that physics is political, without distinguishing between politics and physics, there is no determining when physics is politicized which can be dangerous.159 In the decade since Barad wrote that “knowing is […] an ongoing performance of the world”160 and that “a performative understanding of scientific practices […] takes account of the fact that knowing does not come from standing at a distance and representing but rather from a direct material engagement with the world,”161 the notion of performativity has changed from direct engagement to distanced disengagement and from progressive to reactionary. “Performative politics”162 is a performance of politics rather than a material engagement with the world through policies and what is performed in politics is cruelty,163 and not ethicality. There has been an erosion of the difference between politics and theater164 to the point where politicians do not make policies anymore but only perform, governments just perform governing, and performativity is merely rhetorical without effecting the material change of the “text” of the world that it once promised. Moreover, in Barad’s rejection of representation as what they refer to as “representationalism”165 that is always from a distance, there is no distinguishing between political and artistic representation. But if no thing is represented, also no thing has representation, which in itself could be regarded as unethical in a world where even humans are often not represented, never mind non-fictional other-than-humans, or posthumans, as Dolores argues in her fictional worlds. One world cannot be every thing.

Barad moreover argues that there cannot be an understanding of a concept without regarding themselves as a part of it: “suppose I am trying to understand the nature of fascism—if I am not responsive to what is happening, then what kind of theorizing is that? […] If theories make pronouncements about the world that are detached from the world (we might call them navelgazing theories) then what is the point?”166 They might not mean that one has to be a fascist in order to understand fascism, or that, as matter in the universe, everyone is everything including a fascist, but there is a breaking down of participation to a diffracted and material one, and a reduction of understanding to material responsiveness in the claim that “knowing is a matter of differential responsiveness.”167 Ethical responsibility is then merged with material responsiveness into “response-ability:” “Response-ability, being in touch, is about being ethically in touch with the other, as opposed to pretending to theorize from the outside.”168 Ethical and material concepts are merged while being simultaneously emptied of meaning. Without an outside, there is then neither material touching, nor is there an ethical responsibility related to any entity. Merely being responsive to, in Barad’s example, fascism, could just literally mean being a part of it which raises the question of how merely being on its inside could ever be ethical. A world in which there is no outside to fascism would also only be a human world. As a human ideology, fascism is moreover not explicable through material responsiveness. The nature of fascism cannot be understood by a focus on entanglements in quantum physics. Looking at particles does not help with understanding fascism. There would not even be any entanglements in a streamlined fascist world.

Barad claims that to acknowledge the inseparability of matter and ethics already constitutes justice, suggesting that “diverse forms of injustice […] must be addressed in their inseparability.”169 But where to start addressing injustices in this universalization of the specificities of quantum physics when no thing is separable? Whereas for Barad, being entangled means being inseparable,170 one could object that only by being separate can things be entangled and that because there are no things, there is nothing that could be entangled. That quanta are entangled does not mean that every thing else is. Understanding where and when things are inseparable, and where and when they are not, seems pertinent. Only if there are entities, can these be understood as taking part in different kind of relations, and as affecting and being affected in changing relations. By contrast to Spinoza’s materialist ethics, affectual supply chains in, for example, the generation of art and images cannot neither be appreciated nor resisted in this “ethics of mattering.”171

What would be left of art and images if they would go “all the way down”?172 Hollin et al. explain Bohr’s mutual exclusivity in quantum physics by using a bounded thing as an example: a “stick can be part of the measuring apparatus (or subject) exploring the room, or experienced as an object within the room, but it cannot be both, for these are complementary states.”173 Here, the thing is already reduced to being an object without agency, be this as part of the apparatus or not. The example presumes that the stick is not a body with agency that can itself explore the room independent of a handler or an apparatus. The binary exclusivity of either subject or object sneaks back when extrapolating a posthumanist quantum materialism that otherwise rejects this opposition. There is no room for relations of bodies (be these human, other-than-human or technological media) between each other and the world, since everything is at the same time one and broken down. The singular and multi-layered complexities of simultaneous relations that entities are a part of cannot be registered. It is impossible to know when which things are in a relation and when they are not, and when they affect one another, and when they do not. But a living thing, like a gallery visitor, can observe another thing, such as art, while also being a participant in it. They are not just a measuring tool for, or even as, human scientists. Art, in that sense, is a separate body from that of science, and the body of the laboratory differs from those of the studio and the gallery. The agreement about the difference between art and science is that when a different scientist does the same experiment in the same way they are supposed to get the same results. If each scientist effects the outcome of their research differently through their “doing” of it, science would not arise given that it is based on universality. Therein, science differs from art where artists, participants, and beholders can constitute and complete in always different ways a work that is nevertheless deemed separate from life.

As relayed earlier, Barad regards concepts as “specific material arrangements, [that] are instantiated/immanent in the agencies of observation.”174 Following Bohr, Barad emphasizes that the observation always includes the observing apparatus and that “measuring apparatuses and objects of observation necessarily become entangled, that is, inseparable from one another, such that there is no determinate answer to the question of what something really is in and of itself.”175 What is there cannot be separated from what observes it. Since there are no bounded entities according to Barad, neither do the “agencies of observations” have bodies, nor are those who are observed separate from their observers and the apparatus of observation. In terms of the production of lens-based images this would mean that there are no bodies who film and none who are filmed. Whatever is filmed is inseparable from what films them and would have to be regarded as in an intra-action with the filming apparatus.

Like Barad’s and Bohr’s focus on the apparatus in quantum science, cinematographic apparatus theory of the 1970s sought awareness of the apparatus between the observed and the observing from the camera to the projector. Cinematic apparatus theory argues that the optical and mechanical apparatus that films and projects the images conceals the editorial process. Like Barad and Bohr, the cinematic apparatus theorist Jean-Louis Baudry advocates an awareness of the processual specificities. But in contrast to Barad’s universal material specificities, “cinematographic specificity,”176 or indeed medium specificity, means becoming aware of what the optical and the mechanical apparatuses do in difference to each other as well as in difference to reality. Apparatus theory of the cinema opposes the effacement of the difference between the world and the world of moving images as a denial, and as such argues the opposite of the apparatus theory of quantum science that Barad espouses. While, for Barad, there is only one world, cinematic apparatus theorists regard the continuity between the filmed world and the world of film as an illusion and caution against the apparent seamlessness between the world and the world of the images. For Baudry, the problem is that the apparatus produced an “illusion of continuity.”177 Continuity is only projected—literally, idealistically, and ideologically—and does not have a material base.178 Whereas the apparatus of observation creates material reality for the new materialist physicist, the apparatus of cinema plasters over the gaps between idealist projections and material reality for the historical materialist cinematic apparatus theorist.

Barad emphasizes relations as constitutive of what materially exists, but, for Baudry, the material apparatus produces a false continuity by “bringing only the relation into play”179 and thereby suppressing difference: “The individual images as such disappear so that movement and continuity can appear.”180 The relation between the images merely generates an illusion. Contrary to Barad’s apparatus theory whereby the material is constituted in the relation, in cinematic apparatus theory the relation is only constitutive of an idealistic and un-materialist projection. For Barad, the material is relational; for Baudry, the material is not relational.

In contrast to Barad, for whom there is no subject, according to Baudry “continuity is an attribute to the subject. It supposes the subject and it circumscribes its place.”181 While, for Barad, meaning is material, for Baudry, the apparatus produces the illusion of synthetic “narrative continuity”182 for this subject which is set up as “the active centre and origin of meaning.”183 Apparatus theory of the cinema cautions that the cinematic apparatus produces a “transcendental subject”184 in a “synthesizing operation”185 and a “phenomenological reduction”186 that centers the world for the human eye from camera to projection. The world on the screen is produced for the eyes of the observing spectators disconnected from the body: “if the eye which moves is no longer fettered by a body […] the world will be constituted not only by this eye but for it.”187

Unlike Barad, who has replaced reflection with diffraction, Baudry seeks conscious reflection on the affects that the world of images effects. For Barad, materialism resides in continuity, while for Baudry, materialism means discontinuity. While both foreground the apparatus, according to Barad, the observer should be aware of the continuity of the world and, according to Baudry, the observer should be aware of the discontinuity between their world and that on the screen. For Barad, there is no reality without the apparatus which is inseparable from its object,188 whereas for Baudry, there is no reality because of the apparatus which is separate from its object.

There is not just one kind of world and one kind of apparatus. An artwork might be measured in terms of particles or waves in an epistemology of physics, but this is unrelated to an understanding of it as art. No one epistemological apparatus produces all possible knowledge. There are different kinds of observers, different ways of observing, and different kinds of observed. If human observers are always measured as a part of the observation, then what is observed is always in relation to humans. The exclusions of the apparatus depend on the making of meaning through the scientist and could, against declared intentions, be regarded as anthropocentric omnipotence overbearing through the production of one kind of knowledge.

While Barad may have been motivated by undoing ontologies based only on humans, those of other-than-humans have also become undone—perhaps even more so given the emphasis on the human scientist, and in the context of diminishing biodiversity. The reductionism through diffraction does not just eradicate Deleuzean difference, as Hein criticizes, but also biodiversity. There is a difference between an endangered orca and the forever chemicals that inhabit it;189 between nonhuman animals and human-made inorganic materials; between material bodies in material immanence, and no bodies in material transcendence. The orca is materially affected by human disregard of the ethical which disproportionally affects and effects other-than-humans and their worlds. By contrast to Barad’s conviction that “‘they’ and ‘we’ are co-constituted,”190 there is nothing mutually constituted about this imbalance. While it had once been apposite to permeate the division between a nonhuman material and a human ethical, at a time of accelerating extinction of biodiversity due to the ethical deficit and extraordinary material impact of humans, it is now vital to acknowledge that no entity is just matter, and that it is inhumane humans who bear responsibility for their self-serving focus on the material and neglect of the ethical.

This volume explores the terrain between Dolores and Barad; between the posthuman and the posthumanist; between the abstractions of a disembodied mind and those of an apparatus of matter. It finds the ethical not merely in freedom of choice, and the material not just in matter. It is not enough to note that an entity is a part of a world, but it matters how and which. The world is too broad a category to be able to delineate the multitudinous manifestations of and reverberations between the ethical and the material. One world is not enough. The contributions in this volume wander beyond the world of one materiality and into singular manifestations of materialities and ethicalities. They ask how the material expresses and bears witness to, affects and is affected by, the ethical or the lack thereof, and how the ethical associates with the material without subordinating it. The volume examines how the materialities of singular entities relate to the ethical, and how the ethicalities of singular entities relate to the material. It explores in which way ethicalities are material and materialities are ethical, or not.

Simon Critchley states that “interesting art is always ethical.”191 He regards Santiago Sierra’s restaging of workers’ exploitation in the gallery as “an example of a deeply ethical aesthetic practice, which is working through the repetition of the system that oppresses individuals—and it is through the repetition of the very machinery that is exploiting them that in a sense something becomes different.”192 Art is ethical by repeating the unethical. But if merely through its repetition as art a negative becomes positive, anything regarded as unethical can be seen as ethical when conceptualized as art. Art is then always a meta-ethics that hovers above the material. According to Critchley, the ethical is subjective and appears in a “structure of ethical experience,”193 which is a binary structure of a demand that can be approved or disapproved and that is ensconced in an “existential matrix of ethics.”194 The ethical in such a systematic structure has been taken up in the art context especially by curators interested in an “ethics of curatorship” that “constructs a complete ethical system.”195

By contrast, this volume is not concerned with a structured meta-ethics, and rather with the affectual relations between material and ethical singularities. It considers these in relation to the bigger picture, but without being overdetermined by the latter. To bring out what constitutes the ethical dimensions of the material, and the material dimension of the ethical—without identifying one with the other—can be seen as a responsibility of a work of art or images. While the contributions in this volume agree that how the material is individuated has an ethical dimension, they do not assume that considering this is, per se, ethical, like Barad, or that art is always ethical, like Critchley. The murmuration of the ethical in this volume does not express an ethics that can be transposed into any environment. Rather than transcending the ethical through the material or the material through the ethical, this volume explores the singular relations between them and enquires what could be ethical with respect to the different entities that constitute art and images. The singular ethicalities that are manifested in a work, overtly or not, cannot be captured by abstract ethics. In this volume, even abstraction, like that in painting, is not used to abstract from.

Especially in the last century, ethics have been rejected for imposing transcending principles onto grounded materialities and of the meta-physical onto the physical. So-called “ethical turns” have been repeatedly declared, often in order to legitimize a sweeping reaction against it, and have been vilified from the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan for a rational ethics not accounting for irrational desire196 to the Maoist contrarian Alain Badiou who lamented a “moral terrorism”197 and dramatically exaggerated that “the world was deeply plunged in ‘ethical’ delirium.”198 In art in the early twenty-first century, an antagonism199 against and a dissensus200 from ethics was coupled with this particular strand of French philosophy with the art and film philosopher Jacques Rancière campaigning against an “ethical turn of aesthetics and politics,”201 and the art theorist Claire Bishop arguing against the “ethical turn”202 that she discerned in participatory art. At the same time, the political theorist Jane Bennett stipulated and embraced an ethical turn in political theory, writing that “the ethical turn encouraged political theorists to pay more attention to films,”203 without, however, going into more detail. Our volume tries to begin to remedy this omission.

Art and images are a part of both inter- and intra-active ethical and material relations in biodiverse affectual and effectual contexts and environments. The contributions in this volume explore how exactly singular bodies and things in and around entities of art and images are materially and ethically entangled. They examine the ethicalities and materialities of human, and other-than-human, and other not living entities across diverse and biodiverse media and bodies. Entities, moreover, operate as different ethical and material modalities simultaneously and transversally across different contexts, environments, and worlds, and in numerous affectual relations. Material and ethical relations occur on many levels at the same time for the same entity. The material and the ethical are intersectional. In the context of the proliferating dissemination of and believing in conspiracy theories and narcissistic denialism, merely understanding affectual and causal relations—independent of and in relation to us humans and our art and images—can already be considered as ethical, and it is in this way that the ethical is also political.

In the first section on creative ethics and the materialities of affectual relations, Silke Panse argues with Spinoza for understanding the bodies of art, images, and artists, in their causal and affectual relations as composites in a composition in Chapter 1. She questions the term “making” as it is used by artists in the context of the production of art through Spinoza, who contends in his Ethics that not even God, that is, Nature, creates things. She observes with Spinoza that artists can invent many things and relations, but that they cannot make every thing and every relation that an art work is affected by and that it affects. She moreover argues that by emphasizing the difference between affection and affect, rather than regarding affect as a subset of affection like Spinoza, Deleuze severs the affectual and causal links to the bodies on the planet that a body on film is affected by. In the disconnect between the nature of images and things with natures there is a privation of ethical and material connections that goes against Spinoza’s embrace of the constitutive power of existing. Instead, Panse suggests that nature participates in the compositions of art and images in a biodiverse maximalism. She proposes that a Spinozean knowledge of the third kind can lie in the joy of understanding how human art and images are affected by what is not human, not human-made, and not art, and that even in the Anthropocene, we humans have not made all things and all relations.

In Chapter 2 on “the power of being affected” the artist and curator Mikhail Lylov observes that in the ecological crisis affects have intensified through more “unexpected relations and spontaneous alliances” between “environmental phenomena and more-than-human entities.” In contrast to prevalent materialist philosophies and political ecologies that foreground the agency of matter as assertive,204 Lylov questions the emphasis on “the activity of matter [as] an ethical principle,” that is, “the notion of ‘thinking matter.’” As an alternative ethics also to a “capitalist ethics” that assumes that things are individuated because of an optimizing self, Lylov proposes instead a creative passivity205 after Deleuze’s reading of Spinoza’s ethics, in that the power of being affected comes first not just with respect to reception, but also in terms of production.
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