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I - Introduction: The Question of the Affective Event

One morning several years ago, in the invisible predawn, a friend and I tip toed 

through an Oregon camp ground to access a private beach. We made our way between 

the tents by the nearby parking lot lights. But finally out of the camp ground, crossing 

under the coastal highway overpass, we came upon the dark sight of nothing. When we 

had turned a corner and knew we were out of eye shot, I turned on my flashlight. 

Instead of seeing the surf ahead of us, the black morning exploded into a flash of 

shocking white nearness. Fog. It conducted the million candle powers into a mystifying 

bloom. It was just as depthless as the black, but felt misleading in its brightness. I 

switched the light off and we took hesitant steps, pausing between each one, toward the 

sound of the ocean. A full panorama of white noise does nothing to orient someone; I 

had no idea how close I was. Thirty feet, twenty? Maybe I was already past the surf line 

and was about to be swept up in a sneaking wave. I am a terrible swimmer. In daylight, 

in another hour, this place would mean something different to me. But for that moment, 

in the blackness, I inched towards the groaning mist of forever. 

The first thing I should admit, no, declare, is that this paper is driven primarily 

by desire. It is surely of greater efficacy to point out the rawest motivation that pushes 

me forward so that I may have something of a rudder, should I run aground in the 

narrowing backwaters. Although desire is so easily cast as an illicit urge, it can feel like 

(and be) an extremely pure position. The French philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix 

Guattari write, “Desire will be assuaged by pleasure; and not only will the pleasure 
1



obtained silence desire for a moment but the process of obtaining it is already a way of 

interrupting it, of instantly discharging it and unburdening oneself of it.”1 When desire 

(for position, direction) is fomented by deep disorientation, the act of seeking 

reorientation can be all the more unburdening. 

The feeling of disorientation is a key concern for me and shapes this project into 

an array of philosophical gestures, rather than practical arguments. The political 

philosopher Todd May addresses Gilles Deleuze's answer to the questions “what is 

philosophy”: 

It is “the art of forming, inventing, and fabricating concepts.” A concept is not a 
fiction, but neither is it a discovery. A concept is a way of addressing the 
difference that lies beneath the identities we experience. It is a way of 
articulating the hidden virtual reality out of which the actually experienced 
reality emerges.2

The things that attract me so much to philosophical questions are the things that might 

otherwise act like or appear to be theology. Desire for connection and understanding 

with things, entities larger and smaller, other than ourselves. Desire for ways to think 

about our relationship to the natural world, ways that might enlighten our practices and 

habits. The theorist and theologian Charles Winquist suggests that “to seek depth today 

is to desire a complex association of meanings that are weighted with a sense of being 

real and important. This is a desire to know an 'other' in and of language that can be 

valued in the forming of personal and communal identities.”3 

In this paper I aim to assemble a set of questions which interrelate so as to form 
1 Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 1987) 154.
2 May, Todd. Gilles Deleuze: An Introduction. (New York: Cambridge UP, 2005) 19.
3 Winquist, Charles E. Desiring Theology. (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1995) x.
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a particular shape. I will draw together many different lines of thought that, I believe, 

want to intersect with one another and attempt to flesh out the interstitial tissue that 

would allow for a vital organism to take shape. Some of the broadest territories crossed 

in this peregrination are vitalism, affect, materiality, the event, and finally, the situated 

experience of weirdness (which could be factored out into all the former territories, and 

more.) For this project, for me, the weirdness is situated in Austin, Texas. It is where I 

live, it is the world I encounter. Likewise, all of my experiences here, no matter how 

internal or cosmic, wind up mapping back onto my projected concept of the city. I love 

it all the more for hosting me through the novel and the weird. And though weirdness is 

somewhat self explanatory, I can clarify it by explaining some of the people and 

thoughts that have shaped my approach to this project, and my personal thoughts most 

recently. 

Early on, anthropologist Kathleen Stewart's Ordinary Affects sounded something 

in me,  some intuitive resonance, and became a guiding light for this project. In her 

book, Stewart sits within vignettes of everydayness, tracing “how the potency of forces 

lies in their immanence to things that are both flighty and hardwired, shifty and 

unsteady but palpable too.”4 Ordinary affects become a surface of play, under which the 

“animate circuits” of everyday life roil and churn. This outlook of affective forces 

bleeds through this paper, though my personal target of thought is different than 

Stewart's. In fact, it is the opposite. Rather than unpacking the hidden-in-plain-sight, I 

am driven towards frictions, alienations, mysterious ripples: weird affects (or 

4             Stewart, Kathleen. Ordinary Affects. (Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2007) 3.
3



extraordinary affects). Still, Stewart's frameworks and orientations hold true for me. 

And most of all, Ordinary Affects acts as an ice breaking example of how to read and 

feel out experiences into communicability; it is a model of process. 

Though my focus, and approach, adopt a disbursed, kaleidoscopic form, I will 

move through three clear theoretical areas in hierarchical order of experience. To begin 

thinking about interactions with a moving, active world, we must first produce a 

concept of vitalism. And in following vitalism across borders of embodied flora and 

fauna, we will trouble the very oracular notion of life itself. The move to affect puts 

vitalism into a dynamic of engagement between entities, surfaces and forces. And 

finally, a critique of the event as a concept traces the contours of affect over time and 

situated, temporal passage of forces. This conceptual netting culminates in episodic 

readings of affective experiences, through the lens of enchantment. 

I also take a cue from political scientist Jane Bennett's interpretation of 

enchantment, meaning “to participate in a momentarily immobilizing encounter; it is to 

be transfixed, spellbound.”5 Through contemporary populist sensibilities, the term 

enchantment is loaded with certain connotations; enchantment is a charming, alluring, 

benign, and ultimately positive experience. But Bennett gives no hints as to this fairy 

tale sense of the word. To be sure, there are other ways to construe enchantment. The 

contemporary theorist Eugene Thacker deals with enchantment, not straying from 

Bennett's terminology, but in the opposite direction of the word's common currency. 

5      Bennett, Jane. The Enchantment of Modern Life: Attachments, Crossings, and Ethics. 
     (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 2001) 5.
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Confronting the Planet, as opposed to the world, in cosmological terms instead of 

anthropological (what he calls the “world-without-us”), Thacker recasts enchantment as 

an experience of horror, the “horror of philosophy.”6 The horror is exactly the vanishing 

point of our ability to comprehend the world and our relationship to it: the crushing 

uncertainties, resolvable or not, that we must live with. While the inherent ambiguity 

that haunts any existing metaphysics does weigh on my affective experience, I do not 

resign myself fully to this horror. Instead, the purpose is to fumble around in the 

ambiguity, respond to the sound in the dark, and see when my feet get wet. Just like that 

morning on the beach, I am unsure of my footing, I am confronting forces of much 

larger scales, I am scared, but I am curious. 

6      Thacker, Eugene. In the Dust of This Planet. (Ropley: Zero, 2011) 8.
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II - Vitality 

The Basic Question of Life

To find a deeper meaning, one must become able to transcend the narrow 
confines of a self-centered existence and believe that one will make a significant  
contribution to life – if not right now, then at some future time7

-Bruno Bettelheim

Being concerned with the material world, materiality, and our condition within 

it, we require a workable notion of vitalism. Vitalism, as I will use it, is a concept of 

communicable force within, without, and between things. And by things I mean 

anything: a person, a plant, a barrier of salinity differences in water, a storm cloud, a 

whirring motor, a still pasture, an abandoned building. And it's as simple as that, though 

it becomes complicated as it is put in conversation with other notions and mobilized in 

particular scenarios. 

Vitalism can be a sloppy idea, even in trying to keep its underpinning 

frameworks clean I come against a deep ambivalence in its function. For me, and in the 

work that I draw from, vitalism is rooted in materiality. A vital materialism is one that 

acknowledges the affective power inherent in matter and the unpredictable ways that 

that power ends up expressing itself. Because speculation is so central to this paper, I 

must acknowledge sympathetic vibrations with the project of speculative realism, which 

is to form an ontology that is object-oriented. The most salient distinction between the 

two projects is the question of the entity: embodiment. Vital materialism works in 

7 Bettelheim, Bruno. The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales. 
(New York: Vintage, 1976) 3-4.
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regard to materials, with a particular mindfulness of the impersonality of force. That is 

to say, there is no necessary thingness involved; things are made of stuff but stuff is not 

made of things. Speculative realism lends a certain privilege to the thing; an object has 

an identity that stuff simply does not. This difference hinges partially on a concern with 

actuality as opposed to potentiality, an abundant condition inherent to vitalism. This 

difference comes into greater significance later when we move toward the embodied 

experience of vitalism.

The idea of the quasi-object is useful as a conceptual link between actual vital 

entities (animals, for instance) and generalized force. Sociality can present an apparent 

obstacle in conceiving of agency as something that may arise from vitalism and the 

impersonal. How can inert stuff have any social existence? The idea here is 

interrelationality and smoothing the space that ends up becoming the social. An 

affective assemblage, a contingent and localized system of interaction, does not require 

borders that partition different types of stuff, but congeals along thresholds of affective 

responsiveness and proximity.

The French philosopher Michel Serres asks “What living together is. What is the 

collective? This questions fascinates us now.”8 His concern is with the rat, the parasite, 

as he sees it. The rat becomes a quasi-object for the way that it relates with him, the 

subject. “This quasi-object is not an object, but it is one nevertheless, since it is not a 

subject, since it is in the world; it is also a quasi-subject, since it marks or designates a 

8 Serres, Michel. The Parasite. Trans. Lawrence R. Schehr. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1982) 
224.

7



subject who, without it, would not be a subject.”9 The designation is necessarily slippery 

when subjects and objects recast each other reciprocally. But more important for me is 

the way that the designation functions in the first place, as a socializing context. It is the 

intrusion that socializes, bringing correspondents into social life amongst each other.  

Vitalism is an ontological orientation at its core, not a basis for 

phenomenological argument. Sociologist Scott Lash writes:

In phenomenology there is a move to things themselves, from epistemology to 
ontology. Consciousness is of a thing in the sense of concretely perceiving an 
aspect of a thing, of the thing-itself. Yet consciousness is still of a different 
substance or nature than the thing. Things do not know one another's ontological 
structure: only consciousness does. In immanent vitalism there is less concern 
with the depth of ontological structure. Hence vitalism does not subscribe to the 
phenomenological or neo-phenomenological (from Heidegger to Derrida to 
Levinas) assumptions of 'ontological difference'. Vitalist monadology is an 
'ontology of difference'.10

The ontology of difference drives the sense of lateral movement across all substrates. 

Gilles Deleuze speaks on vitalism as movement:

Life as movement alienates itself in the material form that it creates; by 
actualizing itself, by differentiating itself, it loses 'contact with the rest of itself.' 
Every species is thus an arrest of movement; it could be said that the living 
being turns on itself and closes itself. It cannot be otherwise, since the Whole is 
only virtual, dividing itself be being acted out. It cannot assemble its actual parts 
that remains external to each other: The Whole is never 'given.'11

All the same, the question of phenomenology does remain in our concern for the 

experience of forces, and we must contend with it to be satisfied with the perception of 

our own perceptions.

9 Serres 225.
10 Lash, Scott. "Life (Vitalism)." Theory, Culture & Society 23.2-3 (2006): 327.
11 Deleuze, Gilles. Bergsonism. (New York: Zone, 1988) 104.
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Raw Power and Social Materials

Material oozes with raw power. Any concept of materiality worth holding onto 

will have a healthy respect for the stores of potential awaiting realization in every iota 

of the universe. A useful materialism will also be flexible enough to transition through 

terminologies to suit a given context. There is a scintillating threshold of interpretation 

that separates the concepts of vitalism and agency, and it needs to be addressed to 

stabilize either concept. In this section, I put the material ontologies of Jane Bennett and 

anthropologist and sociologist of science Bruno Latour in conversation in the pursuit of 

a productive compromise.

Bruno Latour has dealt, in a very committed fashion, with the development of an 

ontology which seems to fly in the face of scientific inquiry as it is understood. Actor-

Network Theory, a project of which Latour was a major part, was developed as a means 

of mapping systems that incorporate human and technological elements through a kind 

of ethnography. Its mischievous move is to look at all components, or actants, in a 

network as having a kind of social agency, meaning that the distinction between human 

and non-human actants becomes unhinged from prevalent notions of human 

exceptionalism.

Along these same lines of extending certain affective capacities beyond the 

borders of the human, Bennett maps the political agency of matter. Her project is to 

“think slowly an idea that runs fast through modern heads.”12 Namely, the idea that the 

12 Bennett, Jane. Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things. (Durham: Duke UP, 2010) vii.
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material world is inert and without inherent affective capacities, that only through 

sentient intervention can agency express it. Bennett calls upon philosophers like 

Adorno, Spinoza and Deleuze to depict a larger picture of the way things really are. Her 

vital materialism functions as just part of a cosmology that actualizes from an 

effervescent, churning virtuality, like the solid crust on which we live forming 

imperceptibly from the magma beneath. She states “I believe that encounters with lively 

matter can chasten my fantasies of human mastery, highlight the common materiality of 

all that is, expose a wider distribution of agency, and reshape the self and its interests.”13 

But for all of the creative force that she recognizes within materials, she does not 

attempt to socialize them as such. Bennett uses John Dewey's notion of a public to form 

the shape of material intervention in politics. A public emerges among disparate people 

through a shared experience of harm or a problem, for instance a power outage or the 

consumption of high fructose corn syrup.14 Humans and materials experience some 

crosstalk in the substrate of the political, but that arena is already put into particularized 

anthropocentric terms. Accordingly, it is only truly experienced in its native terms by 

one group; it becomes a one way process.  

In contrast, Latour is less concerned with politics as he is with smoothing the 

social plane. I believe that the schism between his materialism and Bennett's is not in 

fact a substantial barrier; the question is a matter of representation in their metaphysics. 

Any discourse on conflicting perceptions of the world fall into the realm of 

13          Bennett 122.
14          Bennett 100.
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metaphysics, where differing narratives stem from a singular, real reality. Latour 

explains: 

To go from metaphysics to ontology is to raise again the question of what the 
real world is really like. As long as we remain in metaphysics, there is always 
the danger that deployment of the actors' worlds will remain too easy because 
they could be taken as so many representations of what the world, in the 
singular, is like15

But, in rejection of this restrictive metaphysics, we come to reversal, what 

Latour calls a “practical metaphysics.” This is a methodology that is self-consciously 

rooted in the perceptive limitations of realities. Rather than taking the thing to be 

singular, with multiple interpretation: 

It is the thing itself that has been allowed to be deployed as multiple and thus 
allowed to be grasped through different viewpoints, before being possibly 
unified in some later stage depending on the abilities of the collective to unify 
them. There are simply more agencies in the pluriverse, to use William James's 
expression, than philosophers and scientists thought possible.16

This shift is also characterized as a move away from “matters of fact” towards 

“matters of concern.” Rather than seeking to divine the singular truth of an event or 

phenomenon, the concern is with the multiplicity of agencies at work in a matter. Latour 

assures us that repositioning ourselves to engage with controversies of ontology rather 

than metaphysics can be just as interesting, except that “the question of truth (of what 

the world is really like) cannot be ignored with a blasé pose or simplified a priori by 

thumping on desks and kicking at stones.”17 

But in Reassembling the Social, Latour goes further in seeking a position from 
15 Latour, Bruno. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-network-theory. (Oxford: 

Oxford UP, 2005) 117.
16 Latour 116.
17 Latour 118.
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which to understand what the “real world is really like.” He warns us of the short-

sightedness that comes with a priori conceptualization of the world, especially the world 

as encountered by the Other, even when scholars' work purports to take radical belief 

systems at face value: 

The danger cannot be over exaggerated when we consider that the open-
mindedness shown, for instance, by anthropologists about the 'other's' 
cosmologies is often due to their certainty that those representations have no 
serious relation to the solid world of matters of fact. In the scholar's tolerance for 
wild beliefs, a great deal of condescension might seep through.18

This warning becomes gains utility as we move closer to the various affective 

experiences of vitalism and their contextual vapors of weirdness.

Returning to the point of contention between Latour and Bennett, how do we 

finesse the social dimension of material vitality into shared terms? First, we can safely 

look to vital materialism as an ontological intersection. The next step is a reversal. By 

our very condition of existing within the material world, de facto, we are socialized by 

and within it. It is not a matter of concern whether or not the material world is 

socializable. 

But a problem still exists. Latour professes a need for a multitude of ontologies. 

He argues that any worldview that is real to the person(s) holding it, is real by way of its 

social existence. My anxiety is over the relationship between Latour's socialized 

pluriverse and Bennett's avoidance of a social dimension to materialism at all. I worry 

that her omission of socialization tacitly positions her metaphysics into exclusive 

singularity? Keeping Latour's uneasiness with holding to a singular ontology in mind, I 

18 Latour, 117.
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wonder how we can break out of this deadlock.

Italian philosopher Mario Perniola offers an escape from the stalemate by 

rejecting certain pretenses about the social and the subject. He preempts the expectation 

that material can become properly socialized with human actors by rebuking the 

analytic and categorical impulses of the post-Cartesian condition. Perniola's project is to 

usher in a different human ontology, one that radically rejects dualistic notions of 

thought and embodiment. Instead of a mind inhabiting a body that observes and thinks 

about the outside world, Perniola charges us to becomes the thing that feels, writing, 

“To give oneself as a thing that feels and to take a thing that feels is the new experience 

that asserts itself on contemporary feeling, a radical and extreme experience that has it 

cornerstone in the encounter between philosophy and sexuality.”19 His focus on affect, 

and rejection of subjectivity being constructed through cognitive capacities, erodes the 

grounds of conflict for Bennett and Latour. French philosopher Henri Bergson 

articulates this pre-thinking moment of sensation as intellectual sympathy:

It follows from this that an absolute could only be given in an intuition, whilst 
everything else falls within the province of analysis. By intuition is meant the 
kind of intellectual sympathy by which one places oneself within an object in 
order to coincide with what is unique in it and consequently inexpressible.20

Rather than fretting over the potential for the socialization of materials, we can begin to 

de-socialize the human into a thing that feels, a thing that is a peer with all other things. 

We move into what video game theorist Ian Bogost calls a flat ontology: “all things 

19 Perniola, Mario. The Sex Appeal of the Inorganic. (New York: Continuum, 2004) 1.
20 Bergson, Henri. An Introduction to Metaphysics. Trans. T. E. Hulme. (New York: Library of 

Liberal Arts, 1949) 23-24.
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equally exist, yet they do not exist equally.”21

21 Bogost, Ian. Alien Phenomenology, Or, What It's like to Be a Thing. (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota, 2012) 11.
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III - Affect

Thresholds of Cognition and the Seduction of Haunting

We have come out of our grapple with materials having shed some human 

baggage. Moving toward affect, the thinking moment does not yet figure in, as affect 

comes too soon, too fast for thought. As an experience, it is the fertile baseline from 

which others emerge. As a moment of subjective reality, it is the purest form: virtuality. 

Canadian philosopher Brian Massumi describes his notion of affect:

Affect is the virtual as point of view, provided the visual metaphor is used 
guardedly. For affect is synesthetic, implying a participation of the senses in 
each other: the measure of a living thing's potential interactions is its ability to 
transform the effects of one sensory mode into those of another. (Tactility and 
vision being the most obvious but by no means the only examples; interoceptive 
senses, especially proprioception, are crucial.) Affects are virtual synesthetic  
perspectives anchored in (functionally limited by) the actually existing, 
particular things that embody them. The autonomy of affect is its participation in 
the virtual. Its autonomy is its openness.22

I take major cues from Massumi in regards to affect, especially as it relates to 

emergence and the real.

Kathleen Stewart draws a model of interaction with the ordinary in which the 

ordinary is always fugitive from direct gaze. It passes, in its almost-actuality, and must 

solidify after the fact. We may go so far as to say that affect, in general, behaves this 

way. There are minute stutters and sizable lurches under a surface yet set, followed by 

the concrete plates formed atop new drifts. The way things change. Stewart writes:

The ordinary is a moving target. Not first something to make sense of, but a set 

22 Massumi, Brian. Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation. (Durham, NC: Duke UP, 
2002) 35.
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of sensations that incite. 
The possibility that something will snap into sense or drift by untapped.
We struggle to trace it with big stories thrown up like billboards on the side of 
the road.23 

Despite the ordinariness, these affects are still elusive, as far as coherence is concerned. 

It would seem that Stewart's perception functions in a way similar to that of Perniola's 

“thing that feels,” sensing in a pre-thinking moment. Perniola worries over subjectivity, 

“What if it were not able to grasp feeling as such unless it were on condition of 

transforming it into thinking?”24 Incoherence resists the analytic impulse, it wrestles 

away from comprehension and holds itself out of arm's reach. This resistance ends up 

fostering a deeper a engagement and tighter entanglement than if the subject was 

presented plainly, simply because one must chase the subject and pull it to the ground 

like a greased pig. One gets dirty. In the television series The Wire, a young detective 

fresh to the art of surveying a crime scene was advised to look with “soft eyes,” to try 

and step out of habitual modes of looking and let the minutiae jump out and into view. 

Animal scientist Temple Grandin compares autistic, non-autistic, and animal perception 

on the grounds of novelty and incoherence:

It's practically impossible for a human being to actually see something brand-
new in the first place. People probably don't like novelty any more than animals 
do, but people don't get exposed to much novelty, because they don't notice it 
when it's there. Humans are built to see what they're expecting to see, and it's 
hard to expect to see something you've never seen.25

The confrontation that is forced through incoherence is not just mental, it is emotional. 

23 Stewart  93.
24 Perniola 8.
25 Grandin, Temple. Animals in Translation: Using the Mysteries of Autism to Decode Animal  

Behavior. (New York: Scribner, 2005) 51.
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But emotion denotes a symbolic exchange. The space between raw affect and 

emotion is the width of a cognitive synapse. The feeling is remediated through the “big 

stories thrown up like billboards.” If our concern is the out-of-the-ordinary, it may be 

productive to change this model of affect. Instead of perception behaving as a 

deliberate, directed act (the ordinary receives our perception), what if the perceiver 

became the moving target? We become agents that maneuver through spaces of blind 

ricochets and errant charms. To that end, we move toward haunting as a mode of 

sensation. 

When we think of haunting, the corresponding emotion is usually fear. As a 

form of enchantment, it registers on the antagonistic end of the spectrum of impersonal 

forces. Haunting is a frightful combination of two qualities: incoherence and intrusion. 

As a moving target, it is often given free passage for fear of direct engagement. In fact, 

the terrifying streak in haunting is the danger of direct gaze. Surely everyone has 

experienced the nightmare in which the dreamer encounters an entity so horrifying that 

neither screaming nor turning away are possible. The terror is loosing control of one's 

gaze. As an experience, haunting is marginalized because of its fleeting, murmuring 

nature. Philosopher Alphonso Lingis situates this “murmur of the world”: 

There is no speaking without stammerings, mispronunciations, regional accents, 
or dysphonias. ... Empiricists are the demons that rule the world. … 
Communication depends on, is the other side of, non-communication – a 
wanting to not communicate and an active battle to silence the empiricist 
demons.26

26 Lingis, Alphonso. The Community of Those Who Have Nothing in Common. (Bloomington: 
Indiana UP, 1994) 69,84,85.

17



We imagine that whatever haunts does so by violating a space. The haunting 

agent has come back and crossed a threshold, weakening the borders of ordered 

existence. A cosmic trespasser. The familiarity of haunting as something to be looked 

away from and disbelieved hinges on the illicitness put upon the haunting agent. But 

haunting correlates to experiences of enchantment with the sacred. Writing on a range 

of Native spiritual experiences and positionalities, historian and theologian Vine Deloria 

Jr. notes of the “sacred intrusion”'s reception:

The dream was not the only means by which the higher power revealed 
themselves to people. Equally important were those intrusions of the sacred into 
people's everyday lives in ways that startled them. Being keen observers of the 
natural world, the people could quickly tell when something was amiss from the 
response of birds and animals to disturbances or the sudden changes of weather 
patterns.27 

This sort of orientation to intrusion upsets the filters of sensibility that arise out 

of fear of antagonistic intrusion. What if we choose to experience haunting not as 

intrusion and violation, but as invitation? Is it possible to alter the nature of a haunting 

entity by transposing oneself? Henri Bergson writes of his own embodied capacities for 

response: 

My body is, then, in the aggregate of the material world, a image 
which acts like other images, receiving and giving back movement, with, 
perhaps, this difference only, that my body appears to choose, within certain 
limits, the manner in which it shall restore what it receives.28  

The choice to feel haunting as invitation is a reorientation to impersonal affect that 

expresses a reverie in liminal engagements. Deloria writes, “Instead of showing fear, 
27 Deloria, Vine. The World We Used to Live In: Remembering the Powers of the Medicine Men. 

(Golden, CO: Fulcrum, 2006) 9.
28 Bergson, Henri. Matter and Memory. Trans. Nancy Margaret. Paul and William Scott Palmer. 

(New York: Zone, 1988) 19.
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they demonstrated curiosity and waited for the situation to unfold. In this manner, they 

were able to respond in the proper way to an approach by the higher powers.”29 The 

impact of spillage from somewhere beyond a cognitive or sensory horizon is no greater 

than the implications of committing to the gesture of reciprocity. In short, taking a step 

towards common ground with something that was heretofore unsensible. And when I 

say unsensible, I use it in Jacques Rancière's sense of the word, as that which has been 

written out of perceptive legibility.30  

And what about seduction? I believe that the malignant quality of haunting is the 

ability to transfix. It motivates our reaction; we fitfully refuse to look because of the 

gravity it carries. But as one gives in to the seduction, the lure takes hold and extends 

the promise of ecstasy. The romance is in the mysterious setting, for any interaction 

with haunting necessarily moves you into a crepuscular middle land. A littoral 

rendezvous. 

Granularity and Contingency

The experience of perception can feel infinitely deep sometimes. Sometimes not. 

Sometimes we are willfully numb to most input and passively receive images. But 

sometimes we can be found wandering in the expanses of unexpectation, where senses 

can pile and crash upon one another at will. Where new things take. The problem with 

sensation is that it is deceptively simple. This is not a biological argument, I have no 

29 Deloria 9
30 Rancière, Jacques. The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible. (London: 

Continuum, 2004) 12.
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neurological expertise, and I do not dare to explain how our brains function. But by 

simple I mean this. I can infer from the experience of a moment a deep well of actuality. 

I can sit in the stretch of a moment and be certain that it is irreducible to any one part of 

it, to anything else. Bergson writes that “However brief we suppose any perception to 

be, it always occupies a certain duration, and involved, consequently, an effort of 

memory which prolongs, one into another, a plurality of moments.“31 

Often, the experience of a moment hinges off of just a few senses. But beyond 

the familiar five senses, there are actually a number of other perceptual modes we are 

typically afforded in our bodies. Proprioception, nociception, thermoception, 

equilibrioception, and temporal perception, just to name a few. Brian Massumi 

observes, “When I think of my body and ask what it does to earn that name, two things 

stand out. It moves. It feels. In fact, it does both at the same time. It moves as it feels, 

and it feels itself moving.”32 The term human bandwidth, meaning the breadth of 

sensory input to a consciousness, has been circulated in discourses around virtual reality 

and the possibilities of computationally simulating consciousness. That is really none of 

my concern here, but the term is interesting for the fact that it brings perception into an 

entirely modern paradigm. If I think of my consciousness as irreducible and forever 

expandable, I think of it as analog. It has no graduations, just continuity. 

But a human bandwidth is necessarily a limitation. More than a limitation, it 

denotes measurability, granularity, digitalization. I vaguely remember a figure in the 

31 Bergson 34.
32 Massumi 1.
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ballpark of twelve megabytes per second as the actual bandwidth, but the actual number 

does not matter. What matters is that the entire notion brings the issue of resolution into 

play. The vastness and depth associated with the experience of consciousness is the way 

that discrete units of sensory information intersect and combine. The ability to focus our 

perception is an act of intuitive combinatorial optimization. Consciousness becomes a 

shifting tactic of synthesis. 

The phenomenon of immersive consciousness always straddles the seams 

between different senses. You don't simply remember an isolated taste or smell and 

sight. Even the smallest units in the granularity of perception are not reducible to a 

single sense, but they intersect through many. Just think about the pleasant flavor of a 

strawberry. In your mind's sensory recollection of the taste are many other factors, 

bound into a polyvalent instance of awareness, of interaction. What if the flavor were 

experienced while chewing something with the consistency of a potato, celery or raw 

meat instead of a strawberry? The objective flavor may remain, but the situated 

experience of it becomes shifted and novel. It is impossible to avoiding juggling the 

onslaught of sensory information, and impossible not to drop some input from the 

equation. Brian Massumi states simply “Will and consciousness are subtractive. They 

are limitative, derived functions that reduce a complexity too rich to be functionally 

expressed.”33

33 This statement was made regarding a neurological experiment that showed a half second delay 
between bodily action and conscious decision. Rather than seeing this delay as empty, the 
researchers hypothesized that it was the span in which “sensation is organized recursively before 
being linearized.”
Massumi 29.
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Aerostatics, Psychotropics and the Anticipation of Feeling

Because consciousness and the experience of affect is contingent and 

circumstantial, to attempt to turn one's full attention toward them is an experiment. The 

observer paradox encircles any proceedings and eats its own tail. As the subjective is 

always inherent in experimentation, the most honest thing to do is to embrace the 

subjective position and exploit it for all it is worth as it affords for knowledge 

production. German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk writes about Samuel Hahnemann's 

practice of self-experimentation: 

In 1796, which is almost exactly 200 years ago, this astonishing thinker was the 
first to formulate the principle of the effective remedy. He was, moreover, one of 
the first healers to address the modern impatience of patients by advancing 
adequate medical propositions. He was convinced that the doctor must poison 
himself with everything that he later intends to administer to the ill. So the 
concept of self-experiment stems from this reflection: if you intend to be a 
doctor, you must try to become a laboratory animal.34 

In this spirit, I now focus on the circumstantial disorientation that comes from 

anticipation and novelty. 

During the process of writing this paper, I began taking citalopram, a 

psychotropic medication used in the treatment of depression and anxiety. It was 

prescribed because chemical imbalances in my brain were manifesting themselves by 

disrupting my day to day routines and interfering with my ability to satisfy obligations. 

Before I even began taking the medication, I realized that I was already feeling its 

affects. That is to say, it already exerted its “thing-power,” to borrow Jane Bennett's 

34 Sloterdijk, Peter, Hans-Jürgen Heinrichs, and Steve Corcoran. Neither Sun nor Death. 
(Cambridge, Mass: Semiotext(e), 2011) 8.
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term, through anticipation. 

British geographer Derek McCormack interprets early aerostatic travel in hot air 

balloons through Jane Bennett's materialism and sees their thing-power as cultivating 

new spatial affects. He argues that “the advent of the balloon provides a distinctive 

mode of remotely sensing defined by logics of vision and visibility: one through which 

the dream of an all-seeing viewpoint from which to observe, locate and map is 

realised.”35 The balloon marks a point of departure into a new register of perception. I 

returned to this notion again and again because I felt an affinity for the bemusement 

from novel thing-power. But becoming unhinged from the ordinary can be terrifying:

The prospect of infinity was one of the more unsettling aspects of aerostatic 
flight: free ballooning, in particular, involved coming to terms with a new kind 
of immersive experience, a sense, potentially overwhelming, of the vastness of 
atmospheric space, of the fact that ‘there is more of the visible than there should 
be’ (Wylie 2002, 451).36 

In the same way, I feared the new condition of being medicated, and not for any reason 

besides knowing that my perceptual capacities would be modified in ways that I did not 

understand. 

I read about people who stopped taking the medication and experienced “brain 

lightning,” sudden and arresting flashes of pain and light. The thing I remember the 

most is the vibration. About thirty minutes after taking my first dose, I received a deep 

buzz in the center of my head. It felt externally induced, as if I were responding to a 

magnetic field. I knew that the chemical worked at the level of my reptilian brain; there 

35 McCormack, Derek P. "Aerostatic Spacing: On Things Becoming Lighter than Air." 
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 34.1 (2009): 33. 

36 McCormack 35.
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is nothing especially targeted about it. And then a taste. Really, I am not sure if  it was a 

taste or a different sensation that I transposed into taste, but something tangy happened, 

and I felt that something was short circuiting inside me. 

And it occurred to me: this trumps the cyberpunk, post-human dream of 

downloaded consciousness. The antiquated vision of cybernetic immortality escapes 

meatspace but ignores its continued residence in the material world. I am not raptured 

out of my body, but radically re-oriented within it. I am recast. It is the difference 

between anti-materiality and affective materiality, between The Matrix and William 

Basinski's The Disintegration Loops. The potential for accentuated perception is never 

held hostage from our own bodies. Richard Doyle notes in Darwin's Pharmacy: Sex,  

Plants, and the Evolution of the Noösphere that “Indeed, even DMT, an endogenous and 

very real product of the human brain, has been 'scheduled' by the federal government. 

We are all 'holding' a Schedule One psychedelic – our own brains, wired for ecodelia, 

are quite literally against the law.”37 This echoes back to the illicitness of haunting 

within our typical sensibilities. In the same way that a haunting agent trespasses into our 

self-assured metaphysics, they can trespass into our very bodies and make us complicit 

in their deeds. It is a form of possession. But the potential is always already inherent to 

us. The charge then becomes: how can one learn to possess oneself?

37 Doyle, Richard. Darwin's Pharmacy: Sex, Plants, and the Evolution of the Noösphere. (Seattle: 
University of Washington, 2011) 21.
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IV - The Event

The Punctuality of Shock and Sanctity of Emergence

Scientists can predict the time of an eclipse, but they cannot predict 
whether they will be able to see it.38

-Michel Serres

This section does not feel fully necessary, as the event does not present itself as a 

sovereign entity. The event crops up after the fact, as a manifestation of temporal 

distance. Contingency may lose some of its traction by this point, but it deserves 

renewed attention now. To refer back to my touchstone for this paper, Kathleen Stewart 

writes that Ordinary Affects is: 

Committed not to the demystification and uncovered truths that support a well-
known picture of the world, but rather to speculation, curiosity, and the concrete, 
it tries to provoke attention to the forces that come into view as habit or shock, 
resonance or impact. Something throws itself together in a moment as an event 
and a sensation; a something both animated and inhabitable.39

This recognition of the event as a precipitate pushes to us be suspicious of our cognition 

of the real, because the real that reveals itself is always partial. And of that, our 

perception is also always partial. Writing on the event of 9/11, Slovenian philosopher 

Slavoj !i"ek warns of our unconscious filters to the reality of certain affects: 

The Real which returns has the status of a(nother) semblance: precisely because  
it is real, that is, on account of its traumatic/excessive character, we are unable 
to integrate it into (what we experience as) our reality, and are therefore  
compelled to experience it as a nightmarish apparition.40

38 Serres, Michel. The Birth of Physics. (Manchester: Clinamen, 2000) 67.
39 Stewart 1.

40 !i"ek, Slavoj. Welcome to the Desert of the Real!: Five Essays on 11 September and Related 
Dates. (London: Verso, 2002) 19.
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 We may shift in terms from contingency to emergence. !i"ek writes that “We 

should bear in mind that the opposite of existence is not nonexistence, but insistence: 

that which does not exist, continues to insist, striving towards existence.”41The 

something that throws itself together rides a wave of insistence, insistence on existing. 

The virtual, the pressure system that proceeds something that is invited into existence. 

For Brian Massumi, affect flows as a continuous escape that “cannot but be  

perceived.”42 The event occurs as a result of the rate of escape, the speed of intensity. 

Punctuality is the key to mapping an affective event that arrests and seizes a 

consciousness. A lightning strike, friends shouting “surprise,” losing one's balance, a tap 

at the window, a face glimpsed in a fire. “When it is punctual,  it is usually described in 

negative terms, typically as a form of shock (the sudden interruption of functions of 

actual connection).”43 In this way, shock functions as a threshold, a cognitive event 

boundary. Psychologist Gabriel Radvansky conducted experiments that illustrate the 

power of event boundaries to alter and partition mental processes, such as the act of 

walking through a doorway refreshing one's short term memory.44 The event boundary 

can also be thought of as a signal to noise ratio for the virtual, marking order and 

disorder, pattern and mutation. Post-humanist theorist N. Katherine Hayles argues that: 

Mutation is crucial because it names the bifurcation point at which the interplay 
between pattern and randomness causes the system to evolve in a new direction. 

41 !i"ek 22.
42 Massumi 36.
43 Massumi 36.
44 Radvansky, Gabriel A., Sabine A. Krawietz, and Andrea K. Tamplin. "Walking through 

Doorways Causes Forgetting: Further Explorations." The Quarterly Journal of Experimental  
Psychology 64.8 (2011): 1632-645. 

26



It reveals the productive potential of randomness that is also recognized within 
information theory when uncertainty is seen as both antagonistic and intrinsic to 
information.45

Henri Bergson characterizes the absolute, his virtuality, as a type of perfection, 

in its in-apprehensible and non-totalizable nature, “Were all the photographs of a town, 

taken from all possible points of view, to go on indefinitely completing one another, 

they would never be equivalent to the solid town in which we walk about.”46 The 

position from which events emerge again takes the form of the sacred when trying to 

comprehend something that exists outside of actuality. Describing Alfred North 

Whitehead's philosophy, Charles Hartshome and Creighton Peden write:

Creativity is always self-creative or free; it is the creative synthesis constituting 
an actuality, and this self-making is presupposition for any influence upon other 
actualities. God is both nontemporal and 'in a sense temporal,' 'always moving 
on' or 'in flux.' For this philosophy, God is not the actualization of all possible 
perfections and it is logically impossible that there should be such an 
actualization; for possible values are in part mutually incompatible.47

There is a musicality to the virtual, an improvisational grammar to the 

probability, but not certainty, of certain responses. Call and response could be a simple 

musical analogy, but it does not much account for the evasive and precocious quality 

that manifests through surprise. It is more akin to composer Pierre Boulez's notion of a 

“polyphony of polyphonies.” A plenipotentiary that pullulates with surprise. The only 

lines of movement we find are unwritten.

45 Hayles, N. Katherine. How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature,  
and Informatics. (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago, 1999) 33.

46 Bergson, Henri. An Introduction to Metaphysics. Trans. T. E. Hulme. (New York: Library of 
Liberal Arts, 1949) 22.

47 Hartshorne, Charles, and Creighton Peden. Whitehead's View of Reality. (New York: The Pilgrim 
Press, 1981) 17.
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V - Enactment

I want to believe
-Fox Mulder

I believe in people who believe in magic
-Michael Taussig48

Historian of science Phillip Thurtle has talked about a modern “proliferation of 

the fantastic,” where animation, as a way of visualizing the way change happens, has 

shifted our capacities of gaze.49 His point is to underscore the potency of animation and 

its affect on our experience and perspective on change. Though focusing on popular 

entertainment, he writes that our “ability to depict change contributes to a media 

ecology that is simultaneously super (in that it depicts what might come to pass as 

opposed to what is) as well as natural (in that it substantiates these depictions as a more 

satisfying portrayal of natural processes).”50 These “supernaturalisms” come to 

normalize a sense of exploded realism that has snuck into our daily visual and 

conceptual expectations. 

Their significance to me hinges upon the way that animations depict, reveal, 

clarify, speculate and fantasize about change, movement and processes of becoming. As 

much as it is used to illustrate the past, animation is also used to further predicative and 

imaginary modes of thinking and seeing. More to the point, it seems to have made 

common place a function that, until it was developed, was only matched in its impact 

48         Taussig, Michael. "When the Sun Goes Down: A Post Copernican Turn of Remembrance." Dept
             of Anthropology Seminar Series. University of Texas, Austin. 25 Feb. 2011. 
49         Thurtle, Phillip. "Supernaturalisms: The Magical Naturalism of Contemporary Media." Critical 
              Digital Studies Workshops. Pacific Centre for Technology and Culture, Victoria. 6 June 2009. 
50          Thurtle.
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and vividness by hallucination. 

I use hallucination not as a dismissive term, encompassing a varieties of 

experiences, but as a shorthand for perception without a unity ratio to otherwise 

verifiable reality. Visions, psychic insights, rapturous revelations. A hundred years ago 

if someone were to see the fluid mechanics at play within a coronal mass ejection, it 

may have been interpreted as a sacred moment, a glimpse into some far away adytum. 

Five hundred years ago, if a European were to see, not just cellular division and organic 

formation but, a human transform into a winged creature, it may have felt like a 

frightful symptom of maleficium. 

The phenomenon of hallucination floats somewhere between the contingency of 

the senses, the murmur of haunting, and the excess of material's capacities. Brian 

Massumi notes that in a Ganzfeld experiment, where a participant's vision is stimulated 

with homogenous input, perceptual aberrations still sneak in. This speaks to vision's 

profluent surplus of creative potential. “What is actually seen is productively added to 

it: overseen. Objects of vision are added ingredients to experience: experiences 

oversights or excess seeings. In a word, hallucinations.”51 But Massumi does not 

condemn these hallucinations to unreality. Instead, much in the vein of Latour's 

pluralistic impulse, he folds these perceptions back into the circuits that animate the full 

assemblage of seer and seen:

This is in no way to imply that they are unreal or simply illusory. Quite the 
opposite, the conclusion is that hallucination is as real as any thing. More 
radically, hallucination – the spontaneously creative addition of objects of 

51 Massumi 155.
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perception that are not found performed 'out there' – is generative of reality 
(more reality). Visions gives back more to reality than it is given. It is not 
possible to sustain a strict distinction between perception and hallucination.52

The ambiguous task of seeing things we cannot see haunts the acceptance of a vital 

materialism.

Flocks, Swarms and the Structure of Weather

I am ambiguity.53

-Ted Berrigan's poem Ambiguity 

In the 2011 film Take Shelter, a Midwestern family man begins to experience 

anxiety attacks and vivid hallucinations about an impending storm. In his visions, Curtis 

LaForche sees that this storm will not only be a terrible natural disaster but also 

transform anyone caught in it into violent zombies. In his waking life, he thinks he 

hears and sees storms when there are clear skies. In his dreams, his anxieties take the 

form of a beguiling flock of birds that hang and twist ominously overhead. Even while 

thinking about the benign nature of a single bird, there is a menace in the flock. In The 

Birds, the flock  becomes a powerful signifier (of repressed anxiety, libidinal excess, 

self destructive desire, et cetera). The menace may be in the ambiguity, the liquidity of 

the flock, the mercurial movement. Watching birds in migration, there is obvious 

direction. They travel from one place to another but the route, unbounded from any 

landmarks, is emergent. More than that, if the route emerges from the dynamic 

interaction of an environment and an entity (the flock), the very shape and behavior of 

52 Massumi 155.
53 Berrigan, Ted. The Collected Poems of Ted Berrigan. Ed. Alice Notley, Anselm Berrigan, and 

Edmund Berrigan. (Berkeley: University of California, 2005) 641.
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the entity is emergent as well. 

As a force, a flickering agent, the flock possesses an immanence. It embodies the 

fluidity of emergence, even as embodiment then freezes emergence. On the swarming of 

a plague, Iranian philosopher Reza Negarestani writes, “Rats are exhuming machines: 

Not only full-fledged vectors of epidemic, but also ferociously dynamic lines of 

ungrounding.”54The shape that the flock takes is always an expression, not a construct. 

The innumerable singularity becomes a simulacrum, charting the map of itself with its 

bodies: 

A surface-consuming plague is a pack of rats whose tails are the most dangerous 
seismic equipment … As they vibrate, tails print thousand of traces and images, 
not on a film (pellicule) but on and through a space enmeshed by the commotion 
of transient traces, trajectories of disease and fleeting signs...55

Spinoza might have seen divine immanence in the form. Substance monism 

would find God in the stuff of the birds. I don't necessarily. But there are planes of 

connective tissue that urge the flock to respond in form and behavior. And in the shifts, 

it again coheres into an entity. One can call it univocity. The flock speaks through one 

shifting, melismatic voice. The defining currents within a flock collapse when reduced 

to a single bird, but together can still be traced to any one body. “The whole notion of 

our massive experience conceived as a reaction to clearly envisaged details is fallacious. 

The relationship should be inverted. The details are a reaction to the totality. They add 

definition. … What is original is the vague totality.”56

54 Negarestani, Reza. Cyclonopedia: Complicity with Anonymous Materials. (Melbourne: Re.press, 
2008) 52.

55 Negarestani 52.
56 Whitehead, Alfred North. Modes of Thought. (New York: Macmillan, 1938) 109.
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Being surrounded and enveloped by a flock of birds brings me into a 

reminiscence of the Oregon coast. Sometimes on the coast, especially evenings, the 

clouds will slide down the hill sides toward the ocean, settling just above the rooftops. 

The orange glow of the sodium vapor street lamps blooms under the cover and you can 

end up feeling crushed under a bruised melon dream. The world, the visible world, 

diminishes as the clouds sink lower. Street lights are digested and excreted as vague 

shapes of color within the mist. When the foggy ceiling reaches standing height, the 

visible world is squeezed into a clear, thin rind. 

Lowering still, stealing away all clarity and breathing room, the clouds become a 

new space, a condition, in which the familiar world is submerged. Only within a small 

range of resolution, you can seen that the fog, the cloud, is not homogeneous. It moves, 

it has currents, parts, churning structures. I sense the shifts in direction as the cloud 

weaves around, streams diverging and recombining around me. Without questioning the 

reasons or consequences of these movements, I can simply be sure that they are there. 

Back in Austin, standing in the HEB grocery store parking lot at two on a spring 

morning, the grackles are out. Small, dark birds. Energetic, they appear to be energy 

when they group. But it is not just the flocking and flying from tree to tree in the lot. 

The sound, the noise. Loud, the sound is as big as the flock. The sound extends the 

flock, diffuses its edges. Directed streams shoot from tree to tree, some lobes spin out 

and back. It moves as if sympathetic to the slightest wind. Against the darkened sky, the 

grackles are only visible as they catch glints off of the street lights. The glimmers 
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undulate like the sunset over the ocean. They can't see themselves like this, it can't see 

itself. 

The smallness of the glints make the flock feel more like a swarm, a loud 

swarm. I remember summer evenings back in South Dakota in the park by the river. The 

cicadas would twang and purr as their trees shrugged in the breeze. I could never 

dissociate the sound from the movement of the trees. I imagined it was just the sound of 

the static energy built up between the leaves as the branches rubbed and shuffled. The 

sensation is one of my clearest and earliest memories of enchantment.

And in my enthusiasm and attraction to the sensation, I join the swarm. On the 

topic of swarming, Stewart writes, “We will follow any hint of energy, at least for a 

little while. When something happens, we swarm toward it, gaze at it, sniff it, absorb its 

force, pour over its details, make fun of it, hide from it, spit it out, or develop a taste for 

it.”57 I swarm toward the experience, and I swarm within my sensation of it. For one 

person to swarm is an attempt to occupy the many vectors within a swarm at once, to 

gain the perspective only achievable when one can fully envelope something. In 

essence, it is to become virtuality, to balance in the purest form of the real, a state from 

which to emerge. “Human beings are amateurs in sense experience. The direct, vivid 

clarity does not dominate so as to obscure the infinite variety involved in the 

composition of reality. The sense experience is an abstraction which illustrates and 

stimulates the completeness of actuality.”58

57 Stewart 70.
58 Whitehead 113.
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Sweating the Senses

On Saint Patrick's Day, the South By Southwest festival was in full swing and 

devouring the city. Simply cluttered with people, out of towners, gawkers, crashers. My 

partner and I get into the spirit and practice of the day before setting out to intercept 

some friends in the fray. On foot, through foot traffic, slightly intoxicated, the night 

became day. Brightness and everything was louder than myself, the energy and potential 

for more walked with me. 

We found our friends at an upstairs bar, waiting for a performance to begin. By 

the time the performer began, everyone from the balcony had crowded onto the floor 

and we raised the temperature noticeably. The performer, Rich Aucoin, shouted and 

recited life affirming slogans over jogging pace electro beats. While not offensive to my 

aesthetics, I felt that it was an act I probably would not enjoy very much at any other 

time. But the entirety of the situation compelled me to meet the experience half way. 

The audience was instructed to shout along with the chorus: “we’re not dead yet, 

we're undead.” The heat and alcohol flowed, and noise filled the rest. Letting myself fall 

into the rhythm and repetition of the music, a rainbow parachute flew over the crowd. 

As it stretched overhead like the surface of a stormy sea, strobes lights stabbed through 

the colors. My glasses steamed over as the fabric stuttered and shook. For a moment it 

felt as if my senses were being sweated out. The sounds embodied and visualized 

themselves onto the parachute, as if my own processes of hearing were taken out of my 

body and put in front of me. Forced into such a disjunction with my own sensation of 
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sense, I felt an alienation from my own body.  I imagined myself as Li Po, jumping into 

the nocturnal Yangtze river and landing on the moon. The only reminder that my body 

was still there were the people jumping on my toes. 

This sort of party atmosphere is a unique space of intentionally striving for an 

affect of weirdness, looking for the spaces between cognizance. Intentional moments of 

weirdness can hinge not on weird content (the music was so strange, the lyrics were 

profoundly surreal, the intervals so discordant), but on how it reframes one's very 

registers of perception. That is, the weirdness for me was not the music, but the way the 

experience reframed how I even heard. The majority of pure sound was just drum 

machine and a sizzling array of crowd voices,  joining together to repeat the choruses 

that were fed to them. But my own hearing was taken outside of myself and placed into 

a web of tensions with those around me, disembodied and diffused amongst a group of 

strangers. 

Thunderstorms

Severe thunderstorm warning! Large storm cell moving northeast from San 

Antonio to Dallas. It is too late in the evening to start worrying. Tornado warning! My 

hearts flutters and start filling bottles with water. I find my largest flashlight. I crack the 

windows. I stay rational. I am scared of flying, but there is only so much to be done 

about a crashing plane once you find yourself in one. But there is a pure irrationality in 

a tornado's path, the storm's swarming. I need to try and be rational enough for the both 

of us.
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I sit with the window open and I grope for the thin edge of balance where I can 

correlate the rise and fall of the breeze to what I see on the radar. 

 Later, listening to the heavy, lazy rain. Like clumsy footsteps. A crowded room, 

chatter. Hearing something beyond the footsteps. Talking? Music? Crying? Who would 

be singing out in the rain, or are they arguing? I think I hear a melody, or is it the 

creaking of an airplane overhead? It certainly seems to move, like the firecracker string 

of train cars clapping together. Rain becomes an affordance for other images, other 

sounds. Idle listening becomes outward auscultation. Behind the opaque screen, 

mismatched and discordant vignettes play out. A rumbling dumpster crashes through a 

group of mournful carolers. Laying on my bed, I look at the sky. With my head upside 

down, the bare tree branches on top of the storm sketch routes through a brain. 

Lightning ripples and neurons fire. Thoughts form. The flat, gray storm of the mind. 

Lightning 

The clouds are too far away for me to smell the rain yet, though they take up half 

the sky. Early evening and I am driving to the store. It's getting a little dark but the air is 

still steamy and thick. I have the windows down. Only noise breaks free. I listen to a 

rough recording of a song sent to me by a friend back home in Oregon. As the dusk 

breaks, Mitchell's song evokes a pang of homesickness. His voice is familiar but the 

song is new; will it be like this when I go home? Every question in the song sends me 

on a divergent path, through my memories or into an imagined future. 

Roll up to a red light facing east, toward the distant storm. It hangs, still and 
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inky. A flash hesitates through a vein across clouds. I wonder, what if the clouds are a 

distant nebula and I am seeing the lightening travel at the speed of light. I wait for the 

thunder crack but nothing comes, nothing interrupts the music. Started to hang your 

problems off a light in the darkness, where there never was one. 

So I accept the lightening as silent. But I am already drawn into the gravity of 

memory and speculation. And as the past and future intersect and spark with friction, 

light tears those gestures into the dark sky. It becomes a cyclorama I can simply think 

across. My thoughts, the song, and the entire sky superimpose into one space. My mind 

flickers with farawayness and the storm silently responds. Only you can't answer me,  

when your voice breaks free.

Night Sky and Nameless Terror

Enchantment can be a fearful thing. The beauty of change intimidates with its 

power. Transduction, a word that encapsulates the basic gesture of the universe, 

reassures me that the nature of a thing is to flit from form to form. Evasion of 

cognizability is a beauty beyond the tumble of symbols that would signify beauty. Life, 

force, vitality travels, transforms itself and sublimates across substrates. It is 

enchanting. It reassures me of continuation. It is also harrowing. Between the 

claustrophobic crush, it reassures me that there is no resisting the currents of 

transformation. Bleed and absorption. Containability is not really possible.   

It's only just turned to April, but summer has already begun. The afternoons are 

bright and hot, and sweat comes without exertion. Short sleeve weather. Sitting on the 
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porch after sunset, the temperature has dropped. I wear a thin t-shirt and no socks, but 

the leftover heat lingering in the ground feels inviting. I leave the porch light off. I'm 

lucky to have a spot to sit out of direct street light, in relative darkness. Guided by the 

sound and texture in my hands, I roll a cigarette; I can't see what I'm doing. Turn the 

lighter and take in a crackling breath. The air is still right now and I feel the vibrations 

from every tiny, fiery snap and pop through my fingers.

Without my glasses on, I can't focus the stars into anymore than soft specks with 

halos. It doesn't really matter. Even with perfect vision I wouldn't really see the stars as 

they are. The sky is a metaphorical device between us and the universe, flattening 

everything into terms readable from the ground. Wrapped under the signifier, I just tap 

my head against the language barrier. "The playful nip denotes the bite, but it does not 

denote what would be denoted by the bite."59

I take a drag off the cigarette and the glowing ember pulses, like a breathing 

firefly. It always seemed curious how, on clear nights, frost could form on cars and 

such, even in the warmer months. I heard somewhere that, without cloud cover, heat, 

especially in things that are parallel to the sky, is absorbed into deep space. It doesn't 

just dissipate into the immediate surroundings, but is practically sucked directly into the 

farthest, coldest reaches. 

The air is getting chillier now and I notice my arms are crossed, trying to hold 

on to some heat. Reaching one arm out, I focus on my sensation of temperature. 

59 Bateson, Gregory. Steps to an Ecology of the Mind. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1972) 180.
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Something like feeling chilly is familiar, to the point that I usually don't think I really 

feel it anymore, I just acknowledge the reception of that information: I feel chilly. I don't 

attend to the feeling or trace how it conducts through my body. This general sentiment 

can be leveled at most sensations; an absent currency become shorthand for things I've 

felt often. But I pay attention now, to the heat that radiates through my arm, to the way 

it collects and lifts off from my skin, to the thermal currents that exchange on the 

surface.

Once I had the wonderful opportunity to drop a perfectly square and flawless ice 

cube into a cup of coffee. As it floated on the surface and began to melt, I noticed that I 

could see through to the underside of the cube. Before that, I had not been able to see 

how an ice cube actually melts. The bottom loosened from the cube and spiraled 

underneath, creating veins that branched and twisted down into the liquid. The coffee 

billowed and spun up against the pane of ice. I dropped the ice in to cool down the 

drink, to facilitate a thermal exchange. I don't know why I hadn't expected an exchange 

to have such dynamics and play. So now I sit with my arm out stretched, all of my 

attention aimed at the wisps of heat winding off and away. 

And I try to become aware of the limitations to holding focus on a particular 

sense and feeling the full experience of it. I try to sense the edge of my ability to feel 

my senses. There is a loss, a sense of loss, in thinking about the idea of a full sensation. 

A sensation that is irreducible, but non-totalizable. I wonder if everyone has had the 

dream where you meet your certain true love. Regardless of real life, the dream 
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promises so much more feeling. It is a space of virtuality, of pure emergence. Not only 

are our senses opened up within the space of a dream, but our sense of the senses is no 

longer constrained. The scaffolding that holds up the theater of our waking senses 

becomes as immaterial as the drama itself. My capacity for feeling can expand in any 

direction I care to feel, and countless windows can align. 

And then I meet someone who I have always known, who seems to be the 

embodiment of my internal shape. If my oblivious mind could turn itself inside out and 

live, perfect itself. Convex and concave. The loss in waking up is nothing less than the 

forgetting of an inner glimpse of myself. More than the other person, I feel a loss of 

myself. Personal anomie. When I am able to glance at the incompleteness of sensation, 

the idea of fullness becomes that person. A setting sun, an obscure horizon, giving little 

promising light. 

The distance at which I am held is unintelligibility. In 1960, Robert Monroe had 

a similar experience of loss and confusion. Monroe was beginning to conduct personal 

experiments with out of body experiences. I can make no personal claim regarding out 

of body experience, but I will presume to take Monroe's account as a true experience. 

Over the course of a few weeks he had the understanding that, when he went out of 

body, he was interpolating into someone else's life somewhere. It did not feel familiar, 

was somewhere far away. There, he worked a menial job, and his memories were 

subject to invasion by creatures of a higher power. Clearly subjugated to these beings, 

his requests for information and clarification were rebuffed with “paternal amusement.” 
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And then he returned to his body:

By this time it was getting light, and I sat down and cried, great deep sobs as I 
have never cried before, because then I knew without any qualification or future 
hope of change that the God of my childhood, of the churches, or religion 
throughout the world was not as we worshiped him to be – that for the rest of 
my life, I would 'suffer' the loss of this illusion.60

I myself do not hold that image of God in such personal importance that 

disabuse of it would shake me so profoundly. But more than the loss, it is what he 

gained that shakes me. These other beings, whatever the actuality was, positioned 

Monroe in a dynamic where he was subject to forces he did not understand and who 

would not answer back. Unintelligibility coupled with antagonism. That is also the 

feeling of not feeling enough. The unintelligibility of particular sensations. The 

antagonism of uncertain consciousness.  

Eugene Thacker shows one way we respond to the antagonism of impersonal 

force and affect. Horror becomes the face of facelessness. But I disagree, not with the 

anxiety or dread, but with the terms of his fear. Thacker fears the world-against-us, the 

world-in-itself. The swarm at dusk, the groan of erosion. It all still orbits the frightened 

human. But what is the threat of the frightened human? I have the inverse anxiety and 

fear: the us-against-the-world, the us-in-ourselves. 

Monroe wanted answers from mysterious beings. In the absence of answers, he 

had certain reassurances. His idea of forever was changed. And that has changed for me 

through the theology of materialism. The immanent vitality of matter, the circuits of 

transformation. The endless flow of force yawns with the promise of life. Looking again 

60 Monroe, Robert A. Journeys out of the Body. (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1971) 262.
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at the night sky, it comes back. The dull glow of forever ago. I can't even grasp the trails 

of heat it steals back. But there is always more, because that is how things move. The 

weight, the anxiety, is a different kind of alienation. The alienation of the same, the 

dissonance that hums at my borders when I have none. 

The air has cooled much more now. Head tilted back, looking straight up, I can 

feel the surface of my eyes get colder every second I stare up into the distance. The pull 

on my gaze is real. What are the limits of transduction? What if our lives stretch and 

warp and continue, despite the imminent dangers and frightening depths of our physical 

cosmic existence? Life, in the terms of vitality, life in the question of “what is life?” The 

nameless dread is a future committed to the lost glimmers and errant vapor. What if our 

life continues, through such tenacious and mercurial vitalism, that we will never be rid 

of ourselves, be rid of our experience? The sky is prompt to a yearning thanatopsis. But 

I already have my reassurances. 
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VI - Conclusion

Animals are confused plants, turned inside out like a glove, with infolded leaves 
and roots in their digestive tracts. Plants are fantastic animals, their insides 
turned out, bearing their entrails like feathers.61

-Francis Hallé

It's summer now, and it's hot
and the sweat pours out
and the air is the same as my body
and I breathe my body inside out
-Bill Callahan (smog)

This paper has been my exercise in grappling with the dimensions of impersonal 

affect that leave me unsettled. Friction and shock, rather than ordinariness. In many 

ways, it has also been my grapple with Kathleen Stewart's methods of feeling and 

observation. Her alignment with the quotidian moments that silently call our attention to 

our very unique situatedness in the everyday stand apart from the moments, my focus, 

that sneak up behind us, tap us on the shoulder and whisper to us a garbled, bewildering 

secret. The force of affect that does not do the work of reaffirming the condition of 

everyday life, but luxates our experience of ordinary. Though my interest is the antipode 

to hers, the pure brisance of her encounters with “resonance and impact” and travels 

along the plane of affect has cleared a way for my own.

I want to resist the habit of explaining away these moments. Often, they are not 

explained away at all, but pushed to the horizon of our affective landscapes. They are 

not engaged on the basis that we do no possess a way to integrate them into our 

sensibilities. The bristling feeling that snakes up your neck as you dissect the terrible, 

61 Hallé, Francis. In Praise of Plants. (Portland: Timber, 2002) 50.
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cosmic promise in a sunset: how do you begin to think about it in terms that don't 

whither and crumple in everyday sunshine? No, there is a disjuncture. A rhetorical and 

cognitive parallax separates different registers of experience, a chasm that does no less 

than render some sensations unsensible. For me, the key is a project of reorientation, 

cognitively and bodily, towards vulnerability to the intrusion that invites us closer to the 

chasm. 

My hope is that the backbone of the paper has been inverted marginalia, a 

chrono-synclastic infundibulum. Much like an animal formed from a plant, the most 

sensitive notions and far reaching tendrils must be turned inward to collect in us an 

affective network more vast than our bodies. Sitting in a cafe patio recently, I was lost 

in between conversations. Idle chatter around and above. Voices rattled and leaves 

rustled in the breeze, neither was cognizable to me and neither seemed to acknowledge 

the other. But like a zeitgeber, I took it as a prompt, an event boundary into an season of 

runic interplay. “Sometimes, this phenomenon occurs to teach the human that in spite of 

different shapes and talents, the universe is a unified tapestry and not a collection of 

isolates, unrelated entities.”62 There is no process of purification for free floating affects, 

no apotropaic to guard against unwanted invitation. The only alembic is to envelope the 

frightful and educe a full experience. The privileging of benevolent enchantment is the 

nostrum to cosmic anxieties. If I am to accept enchantment in the world, I cannot be 

selective, I must assent to the full plenum of vitalism, no matter how upsetting.  

Tonight, I saw my first firefly of the season. In the dusk light, its luminosity was 

62 Deloria 107.
44



not enough that I was certain I had even seen it. The glow could have been any other 

speck among the house lights and the sunset poking through the trees. But it persisted 

and, exhaling another gleaming breath, heaved it self away from its fading background. 

And I remember that it wants to be seen.
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