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F I L M / V I D E O  

NEGATIVE REPS by Patricia L. Boyd 
Featuring Nour Mobarak 

TA L K  

Anne Boyer 

“Sensation is the enemy 
of quantification. 
There is no machine, yet, 
to which a nervous system 
can submit to transform 
into a sufficiently 
descriptive measurement.” 

“DATA’S WORK IS NEVER DONE,” 
GUERNICA (March 13, 2015) 

San Francisco-based artist Patricia L. Boyd presents a new video work, com
missioned by EMPAC. The project is grounded in Boyd’s research into what 
she calls “the protocol of production-as-exhaustion,” which acknowledges the 
debt (of time, vitality, and labor) that must be paid to capitalism by every 
living body, as well as the internal economics of self-preservation that a body 
must undertake to honor this debt. In light of such demands, Boyd’s work 
depicts an “unproductive” body within a structure of “wasted” time. 

The shoot, which took place over five days last spring, used a system of four 
moving cameras in the EMPAC Theater—two bird’s-eye views moving up 
and down on vertical axes, and two horizontal tracking shots—to surround 
and relentlessly document the space in which performer Nour Mobarak took 
up an extended and repetitive series of gestures. Within this matrix of cameras— 
running in constant motion according to pre-programmed commands—the 
system inevitably documents itself, each camera puncturing the frame of the others 
and capturing the static lighting rigs and technical equipment used on-set. 
Mobarak’s body, like all the objects represented, is passed by again and again 
and thereby can never become a fixed subject of the film since the system is 
not programmed to privilege her presence any more than the adjacent objects. 

As a counterpoint to the screening, Boyd has commissioned a new piece of 
writing from poet Anne Boyer, which will be read in person at the event. The 
text will form part of Boyer’s ongoing On Care series, a “meditation on the politics 
of care in the age of precarity,” previous installments of which influenced 
Boyd in the making of her work. 



 

The Following texts were selected by Patricia L. Boyd 

TOP: PERSISTENT SURVEILLANCE SYSTEMS COMMAND CENTER, DAYTON, OHIO, 2016. 

BOTTOM: CCTV 



The Exhausted 

Gilles Deleuze 

1 translated by Anthony Uhlmann 

Exhausted is a whole lot more than tired. ''It's not just tiredness, I'm 
not just tired, in spite of the climb.''2 The tired no longer prepares for any 
possibility (subjective): he therefore cannot realize the smallest possibility 
(objective). But possibility remains, because you never realize all of the 
possible, you even bring it into being as you realize some of it. The tired 
has only exhausted realization, while the exhausted exhausts all of the 
possible. The tired can no longer realize, but the exhausted can no longer 
possibilitate. "That the impossible should be asked of me, good, what else 
could be asked of me?" (Unnamable 70). There is no more possibility: a 
relentless Spinozism. Does he exhaust the possible because he is himself 
exhausted, or is he exhausted because he has exhausted the possible? He 
exhausts himself in exhausting the possible, and vice versa. He exhausts 
that which is not realized through the possible. He has had done with the 
possible, beyond all tiredness, "for to end yet again."3 

God is the originary, or the ensemble of all possibility. The possible is 
only realized in the derivative, through tiredness, whereas you are ex
hausted before birth, before self-realization or realizing anything what
soever (''I gave up before birth").4 When you realize some of what is 
possible, it's in relation to certain goals, projects and preferences: I put on 
shoes to go out and slippers to stay in. When I speak, when I say for 
example, "it's daytime," the interlocutor responds, "it's possible ... ," 
because he is waiting to know what purpose I wish the day to serve: I'm 
going out because it's daytime ... 5 Language states the possible, but in 
preparing it for a realization. And doubtless I can use the day to stay at 
home: or for that matter I can stay at home due to some other possibility 
("it is night-time"). But the realization of the possible always proceeds 
through exclusion, because it presupposes preferences and goals that vary, 
forever replacing predecessors. It is these variations, these substitutions, all 
these exclusive disjunctions (daytime/night-time, going out/staying in ... ) 
that are tiring in the end. 

Exhaustion is altogether different: you combine the set of variables of 
a situation, provided you renounce all order of preference and all organiza-
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tion of goal, all signification. It is no longer so as to go out or stay in, and 
you no longer make use of days and nights. You no longer realize, even 
though you accomplish. In shoes you stay in, in slippers you go out. That 
does not mean that you fall into indifferentiation, or into the celebrated 
identified contraries,6 and you are not passive: you press on, but toward 
nothing. You were tired by something, but exhausted by nothing. The 
disjunctions subsist, and the distinction of terms may even be more and 
more crude, but the disconnected terms assert themselves through their 
nondecomposable distance, since all they are good for is permutation. Of 
an event, in general terms, it's enough to say that it is possible, since it does 
not happen without intermingling with nothing and abolishing the real to 
which it lays claim. There is only possible existence. It is night, it is not 
night, it is raining, it is not raining.7 ''Yes, I was my father and I was my 
son.''8 The disjunction has become inclusive, everything divides, but within 
itself, and God, who is the ensemble of the possible, intermingles with 
Nothing, of which each thing is a modification. "[S]imple games that time 
plays with space, now with these toys, and now with those" (Watt, 71). 
Beckett's protagonists play with the possible without realizing it; they are 
too involved with a possibility that is more and more restricted in kind to 
care about what is still happening. The permutation of "sucking stones" in 
Molloy is one of the better known texts. Even as early as Murphy the hero 
gives himself over to the combinatorial [la combinatoire] of five small bis
cuits, but on condition of having vanquished all preferential order and of 
having conquered in this way the 120 modes of the total permutability: 

Overcome by these perspectives Murphy fell forward on his face in the 
grass, beside those biscuits of which it could be said as truly as of the stars, 
that one differed from another, but of which he could not partake in their 
fullness until he had learnt not to prefer any one to any other. (Murphy, 57) 

I would prefer not to [English in original], in the Beckettian formula of 
Bartleby. All of Beckett's work is pervaded by exhaustive [exhaustives] 
series, that is to say exhausting [epuisantes], notably Watt, with its series of 
footwear (sock-stocking, boot-shoe-slipper), or of furniture (tallboy
dressing-table-night-table-washstand, on its feet-on its head-on its 
face-on its back-on its side, bed-door-window-fire: fifteen thousand 
arrangements) (Watt, 200-202, 204-206).9 Watt is the great serial novel, 
where Mr. Knott, with no other need than to be without need, does not 
reserve any combination for a singular use that would exclude others-
whose circumstances are yet to come. 

SubStance #78, 1995 

[EXCERPT] 



AGAINST ORDINARY LANGUAGE: 

THE LANGUAGE OF THE BODY 


KathyAcker 

Preface Diary 

I have now been bodybuilding for ten years, seriously for almost five 
years. 

During the pastfewyears, I have been trying to write about bodybuilding. 
Having failed time and time again, upon being offered the opportunity 

to write this essay, I made the following plan: I would attend the gym as 
usual. Immediately after each workout, I would describe all I had just 
experienced, thought and done. Such diary descriptions would provide 
the raw material. 

After each workout, I forgot to write. Repeatedly. I...some part of me ... 
the part of the 'I' who bodybuilds ... was rejecting language, any verbal 
description of the processes of bodybuilding. 

I shall begin describing, writing about bodybuilding in the only way 
that I can: I shall begin by analyzing this rejection of ordina,ry or verbal 
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language. What is the picture of the antagonism between bodybuilding 
and verbal language? 

A Language Which is Speechless 

Imagine that you are in a foreign country. Since you are going to be in 
this place for some time, you are trying to learn the language. At the point 
of commencing to learn the new language, just before having started to 
understand anything, you begin forgetting your own. Within strange
ness, you find yourself without a language. 

It is here, in this geography of no language, this negative space, that I 
can start to describe bodybuilding. For I am describing that which rejects 
language. 

Elias Canetti, who grew up within a multitude of spoken languages, 
began his autobiography by recounting a memory. In this, his earliest 
remembrance, the loss oflanguage is threatened: "My earliest memory is 
dipped in red. I come out of a door on the arm of a maid, the door in front 
of me is red, and to the left a staircase goes down, equally red ... " A smiling 
man walks up to the child; the child, upon request, sticks out his tongue 
whereupon the man flips open a jackknife and holds the sharp blade 
against the red tongue. 

" ... He says: 'Now we'll cut off his tongue."' 
At the last moment, the man pulls the knife back. 
According to memory, this sequence happens every day. "That's how 

the day starts," Canetti adds, "and it happens very often." 1 

I am in the gym every three out of four days. What happens there? What 
does language in that place look like? 

According to cliche, athletes are stupid. Meaning: they are inarticulate. 
The spoken language of bodybuilders makes this cliche real. The verbal 
language in the gym is minimal and almost senseless, reduced to numbers 
and a few nouns. "Sets", "squats", "reps", ... The only verbs are "do" or 
"fail" adjectives and adverbs no longer exist; sentences, if they are at all, 
are simple. 

This spoken language is kin to the "language games" Wittgenstein 
proposes in his The Brown Book.2 

In a gym, verbal language or language whose purpose is meaning 
occurs, if at all, only at the edge of its becoming lost. 
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But when I am in the gym, my experience is that I am immersed in a 
complex and rich world. 

What actually takes place when I bodybuild? 
The crossing of the threshold from the world define.cl by verbal 

language into the gym in which the outside world is not allowed (and all 
of its languages) (in this sense, the gym is sacred) takes several minutes. 
What happens during these minutes is that I forget. Masse1s of swirling 
thought, verbalized insofar as I am conscious of them, disappear as mind 
or thought begins to focus. 

In order to analyze this focusing, I must first describe bodybuilding in 
terms of intentionality. 

Bodybuilding is a process, perhaps a sport, by which a person shapes 
her or his own body. This shaping is always related to the growth of 
muscular mass. 

During aerobic and circuit training, the heart and lungs are exercised. 
But muscles will grow only ifthey are, not exercised or moved, but actually 
broken down. The general law behind bodybuilding is that muscle, if 
broken down in a controlled fashion and then provided with the proper 
growth factors such as nutrients and rest, will grow back larger than 
before. 

In order to break down specific areas of muscles, whatever areas one 
wants to enlarge, it is necessary to work these areas in isolation up to 
failure. 

Bodybuilding can be seen to be aboutnothing but[ ailure.Abodybuilder 
is always working around failure. Either I work an isolated muscle mass, 
for instance one of the tricep heads, up to failure. In order to do this, I exert 
the muscle group almost un1il the point that it can no longer move. 

But ifl work the same muscle group to the point that it c~n no longer 
move, I must move it through failure. I am then doing what are named 
"negative reps", working the muscle group beyond its power to move. 
Here is the second method of working with failure. 

Whatever way I chose, I always want to work my muscle, muscular 
group, until it can no longer move: I want to fail. As soon as I can 
accomplish a certain task, so much weight for so many reps during a 
certain time span, I must always increase one aspect of this equation, 
weights reps or intensity, so that I can again come to failure. 

I want to break muscle so that it can grow back larger, but I do not want 
to destroy muscle so that growth is prevented. In order to avoid injury, I 
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first warm up the muscular group, then carefuiiy bring it up to failure. I 
do this by working the muscular group through a calculated number of 
sets during a calculated time span. lfl tried immediately to bring a muscle 
group up to failure by lifting the heavist weight I could handle, I might 
injure myself. 

I want to shock my body into growth; I do not want to hurt it. 
Therefore, in bodybuilding, failure is always connected to counting. I 

calculate which weight to use; I then count off how many times I lift that 
weight and the seconds between each lift. This is how I controi the 
intensity of my workout. 

Intensity times movement of maximum weight equals muscular de
struction (muscular growth). 

Is the equation between destruction and growth also a formula for art? 
Bodybuilding is about failure because bodybuilding, body growth and 

shaping, occurs in the face of the material, of the body's inexorable 
movement toward its final failure, toward death. 

To break down a muscle group, I want to make that group work up to, 
even beyond, capacity. To do this, it helps and even is necessary to 
visualize the part of the body that is involved. Mind or thought, then, 
while bodybuilding, is always focused on number or counting and often 
on precise visualizations. 

Certain bodybuilders have said that bodybuilding is a form of medita
tion. 

What do I do when I bodybuild? I visualize and I count. I estimate 
weight; I count sets; I count repetitions; I count seconds between 
repetitions; I count time, seconds or minutes, between sets: From the 
beginning to the end of each workout, in order to maintain intensity, I 
must continually count. 

For this reason, a bodybuilder's language is reduced to a minimal, even 
a closed, set of nouns and to numerical repetition, to one of the simplest 
of language games. 

Let us name this language game, the language of the body.· 

The Richness Of The Language Of The Body 

In order to examine such a language, a language game which resists 
ordinary language, through the lens of ordinary language or language 
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whose tendency is to generate syntax or to make meanings proliferate, I 
must use an indirect route. 

In another of his books, Elias Canetti begins talking from and about 
that geography that is without verbal language: 

A marvelously luminous, viscid substance is left behind in me, defying 
words ... 

A dream: a man who unlearns the world's languages until nowhere on 
earth does he understand what people are saying. 3 

Being in Marrakesh is Canetti' s dream made actual. There are lan
guages here, he says, but I understand none of them. The closer I am 
moving toward foreignness, into strangeness, toward understanding 
foreignness and strangeness, the more I am losing my own language. The 
small loss oflanguage occurs when I journey to and into my own body. 
Is my body a foreign land to me? What is this picture of "my body" and 
"I"? For years, I said in the beginning of this essay, I have wanted to 
describe bodybuilding; whenever I tried to do so, ordinary language fled 
from me. 

"M "H .d "· th " 4Wh 7 B ·an, e1 egger says, 1s e strangest. y. ecause everywhere 
he or she belongs to being or to strangeness or chaos, and yet everywhere 
he or she attempts to caive a path through chaos: 

Everywhere man makes himself a path; he ventures into all realms of 
the essent, of the overpowering power, and in so doing he is flung out 
of all paths. 5 

The physical or material, that which is, is constantly and unpredictably 
changing: it is chaotic. This chaos twines around death. For it is death that 
rejects all of our paths, all of our meanings. 

Whenever anyone bodybuilds, he or she is always trying to understand 
and control the physical in tl1e face of this death.No wonder bodybuilding 
is centered around failure. 

The antithesis between meaning and essence has often been noted. 
Wittgenstein at the end of the Tractatus: 

The sense of the world must lie outside the world. In the world 
eveiything is as it is, and eveiything happens as it does happen-in it 
no values exist, and if they did, they'd have no value. 
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For all that happens and is the case is accidental. 6 

If ordinary language or meanings lie outside essence, what is the 
position of that language game which I have named the language of the 
body?For bodybuilding (a language of the body) rejects ordinary language 
and yet itself constitutes a language, a method for understanding and 
controlling the physical which in this case is also the self. 

I can now directly talk about bodybuilding. (As if speech is ever direct.) 
The language game named the language of the body is not arbitrary. 

When a bodybuilder is counting, he or she is counting his or her own 
breath. 

Canetti speaks of the beggars of Marrakesh who possess a similar and 
even simpler language game: they repeat the name of God. 

In ordinary language, meaning is contextual. Whereas the cry of the 
beggar means nothing other than what it is; in the cry of the beggar, the 
impossible (as the Wittgenstein of the Tractatus and Heidegger see it) 
occurs in that meaning and breath become one. 

Here is the language of the body; here, perhaps, is the reason why 
bodybuilders experience bodybuilding as a form of meditation. 

"I understood the seduction there is in a life that reduces everything to 
the simplest kind of repetition," 7 Canetti says. A life in which meaning 
and essence no longer oppose each other. A life of meditation. 

"I understood what those blind beggars really are: the saints of 
repetition ... " 8 

The Repetition Of The One: The Glimpse Into Chaos Or Essence 

I am in the gym. I am beginning to work out. I either say the name 
"bench press", then walkover to it, orsimplywalkovertoit. Then, I might 
picture the number of my first weight; I probably, since I usually begin 
with the same warm-up weight, just place the appropriate weights on the 
bar. lifting this bar off its rests, then down to my lower chest, I count" 1 ". 
I am visualizing this bar, making sure it touches my chest at the right spot, 
placing it back on its rests. "2". I repeat the same exact motions·. "3" ... 
After twelve repetitions, I count off thirty seconds while increasing my 
weights. "1 " .. The identical process begins again only this time I firiish at 
"1 O" ... All these repetitions end only when I finish my work-out. 
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On counting: Each number equals one inhalation and one exhalation. 
If I stop my counting or in any other way lose focus, I risk dropping or 
otherwise mishandling a weight and so damaging my body. 

In this world of the continual repetition of a minimal number of 
elements, in this aural labyrinth, it is easy to lose one's way. When all is 
repetition rather than the production of meaning, every path resembles 
every other path. 

Every day, in the gym, I repeat the same controlled gestures with the 
same weights, the same reps, ... The same breath patterns. But now and 
then, wandering within the labyrinths of my body, I come upon some
thing. Something I can know because knowledge depends on difference. 
An unexpected event. For though I am only repeating certain gestures 
during certain time spans, my body, being material, is never the same; my 
body is controlled by change and by chance. 

For instance, yesterday, I worked chest. Usually I easily benchpress the 
bar plus sixty pounds for six reps. Yesterday, unexpectedly, I barely 
managed to lift this weight at the sixth rep. I looked for a reason. Sleep? 
Diet? Both were usual. Emotional or work stress? No more Jhan usual. 
The weather? Not good enough. My unexpected failure at the sixth rep 
was allowing me to see, as if through a window, not to any outside, but 
inside my own body, to its workings. I was being permitted to glimpse the 
laws that control my body, those of change or chance, laws that are barely, 
if at all, knowable. 

By trying to control, to shape, my body through the calculat~d tools and 
methods of bodybuilding, and time and again, in following these meth, 
ods, failing to do so, I ain able to meet that which cannot be finally 
controlled and known: the body. 

In this meeting lies the fascination, if not the purpose, ofbodybuilding. 
To come face to face with chaos, with my own failure or a form of death. 

Canetti describes the architecture of a typical house in the geographical 
labyrinth.of Marrakesh. The house's insides are cool, dark. Few, if any, 
windows lookout into the street. For the entire construction of this house, 
windows, etc., is directed inward, to the central courtyard where only 
openness to the sun exists. 

Such an architecture is a mirror of the body: When I reduce verbal 
language to minimal meaning, to repetition, I close the body's outer 
windows. Meaning approaches breath as I bodybuild, as I begin to move 
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through the body's labyrinths, to meet, if only for a second, that which my 
consciousness ordinarily cannot see. Heidegger: "The· being-there of 
historical man means: to be posited as the breach into which the 
preponderant power of being bursts in its appearing, in order that this 
breach itself should shatter against being." 9 

In our culture, we simultaneously fetishize and disdain the athlete, a 
worker in the body. For we still live under the sign of Descartes. This sign 
is also the sign of patriarchy. As long as we continue to regard the body, 
that which is subject to change, chance, and death, as disgusting and 
inimical, so long shall we continue to regard our own selves as dangerous 
others. 

Notes· 

1. 	 Elias Canetri, The Tongue Set Free, New York: The Seabury Press, 1979, p.5. 

2. 	 Here and throughout the rest of this article, whenever I use the phrase "language game", I 
am referring to Ludwig Wittgenstein's discussion of language games in The BrownBook, 
(Wittgenstein, TheBlueand Brown Books, New York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1960). 

3. 	 Elias Canetti, The Voices of Marrakesh, New York: The Seabury Press, 1978, p.23. 

4. 	 Martin Heidegger, An Introduction toMecaphysics,New York: Anchor Books, 1961, p. 125. 
By"man", Heidegger means "human". 

5. 	 Ibid., p. 127. 

6. 	 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Traccatus Logico-Philosphicus, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul 
Ltd.,1972, p. 145. 

7. 	 Canetti, The Voicesof Marrake;h, p. 25. 

8. 	 Ibid.,p. 26. 

9. 	 Heidegger, An Introduction w Mecaphysics,p. 137. 
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Excursus 

But to really grasp in wh~t way curren cy can take on this un ique ro le of equivalent w ithout ever 

r.onfus ino itsP.lf with thP. t h inos whn~P. vah JP. it inrt ir.atP.s, WP. nP.P.rl to rP.tmn to Sar!P. . 

Abo lishing bodily ownersh ip, of one's own body as of any other person' s, is one of the perverse 

imagina tion's essent ial proced ures. The pervert inhabits the bo dies of others as his own and confe rs his 

own onto others. Which means that t he "own body" is recuperated as a phantasmat ic doma in : it thus 

becomes only the equiv alent of the phantasm of which it is the s imu lacrum. 

Between the pha nt asm anj its market va luation, currency as s ign of the ine st imable value of the 

pha ntasm forms an int egral par t of the represen tati onal mode of perversion. The pervert's phan tasm is in 

itself unintelligib le and ine xchangeab le; this is why denumera b le currency, in its abstract character, 

constitutes its universally in telligib le equ ivalent. Here we must dist ingu ish, on the one hand the 

phantasmat ic fu nctio n of money- tha t is, buy ing or selling - in so far as currency exte rior izes and reveals 

the perversity between d ifferent associates; and on the othe r hand, the mediating function of money, 

between the closed system of anomalies and the system of institut ional norms. 

Money, the token of rare o;JUlence, the sign of effor t and strugg le in the inst itut ional sense, ought to 

signify the inv ersion of these ri ches fo r the p rofit of the perver se phanta sm : if the ph:rntasm demands an 

expend iture specified in denumerated currency, that currency w ill manifest the equiva lence of the 

phantasm , thus conc retized , w ith as much opu lence as the buying-powe r of the currency rep resents . Thus 

so much effort, so much st r iving, is frustra ted at the outset. Money, the equ ivalent for opu lence, signif ies 

Lhe reUy Lhe deslrut:Liu1 1 u r Lhctl uµuleru.;e, wfiile µreservir,y ils wurll,: jusl cts lctnyu ct\Je , t tie siyn u r whal 

exists (in so far as hav ing a mean ing), becomes in the style of Sade the sign of the non -existent, even 

simp ly of the poss ible {dep r ived of meaning w ith respect to the inst itut ion al norms of language). Money, at 

the same t ime that it repr esents and gua rantees what exists, becomes jus t as much the sign of what doesn't 

exist, of the ph antasm , which the transgression of no rms, in tota l mons tro sity, repr ese nts as the 

prog ressive conquest of the non-ex istent: that is, the poss ib le. 

The act of t ransgress ing existent norms in the name of an always non-exis tent poss ibi lity, sug gested 

by t he phantasm , is immane nt ly rep resented by the very nature of an abstract currency: in the freedom to 

select or reject th is o r that good among othe rs tha t exist. In the option to select or reject , the t ransgr essive 

act ind icts the value of what exists in favor of what does not. That which does not exist in the languag e of 

norms - negat ively enunciated anoma lie s - enuncia tes it self posit ively by a reserve of currency not 

expended , thereby withheld from that which exists. The closed system of perve rsion, by means of currency, 

sanct ion s the very incommunicability between beings; and that is the on ly intellig ible way in which the 

system of anoma lies po sit ive ly reacts to the system of norms. To make itself understood to the inst itu tiona l 

wor ld, total monstrosity borrows from it t he abstrac t sign of exchan geable goods. Wh ich comes dow n to 

affi rming t hat the re is only one authent ic and universal communicat ion: the exchange of bodies through the 

secret language of bodily signs. The argumen t (made by Sade] is more or less the follow ing: ins t it ut ions 

presume to safegua rd person al liberty , thus the integra lity of persons , by subst itut ing fo r the exchange of 

bod ies the exchange of goods in accordance with the neutra l, and therefore equivocal, sign of a countab le 

currency; but , under the gu ise of circul ating wealth, tha t countable currency covert ly ensures the exchange 

of bo dies in the name and in tere,t of institution s, The di savowa l of tota l monstros ity by institutions returns 

as a de facto prostitution, material and moral. And the ent ire po int of the secret societies imag ined by Sade 

is to make th is dilemma mani fest: either the communication of being s by the exchange of their bodies - or 

prostitution under the sign of countable currency. In relation to the exter ior, the cand idates for tota l 

monstrosity can on ly assert the11selves, morally, by the language of logic, and, materia lly, by currency. 

Morally, they rec ru it accomplices among normal beings ; mater ially, they hire the ir exper im enta l v ictims at 

the highest rate and thereby compete with the rat e that institut ions grant for a su rvival below the "norma l. " 

In the closed system of total monstrosity, the phantasm, not evaluable in itself, ungraspable, use less 

and arbitrary, once it passes the level of corporeal prestige, constitutes itself as a scarcity: already here we 

witness the rise of the modern commodification of arousa l, wit h the slight d if ference that indust r ial 

exp lo itat ion will be able to standardize the low pr ice of suggest ion, and thereby to rende r priceless the 

living object of emot ion, while in the t ime of Sade, an epoch st ill shaped by manufactur ing, suggestion and 

the living object of emotion merge. In the close d circuit of Sadean monstros ity , the l iv ing simulacrum of the 

pha ntasm is pr ice-less: the stat u:es of the Society of the Friends of Crime st ip ulate that the soc iety receive 

as members on ly those "worth at leas t 25 thousand pounds in rents, given that the annual expenses come 

to ten thousand francs per person." Beyond th is condition, no d iscr imination by rank or b irth is perm itted . 

Instead, " twenty art ists or men of letters will be accepted at the modest pri ce of one tho usan d pounds per 

year. The Society, as a patron of the arts, awards them th is deference; it on ly regr ets that its means do not 

perm it it to admit at th is med iocre price a much larger number of the sort of men it w ill always ho ld in the 

highes t esteem ." 

Ultimately, i t's the man of letter s (Sade ) who furnishes the substance of th is society he im agines ; the 

Society of t he Fri ends of Crime is above all that of his own readers; therefore, as Sade conceives it, a space 

of spirits; that is, a secret society only justifying it self on a spiritual lev el. But this spiritua l leve l emerges 

from the manufacture of the s imu lacrum; t he manufacturer of simu lacra relies on the demand of a cliente le; 

the presenc e of the art ist or writer in the Society of the Friends of Crime indicates here the role of the 

creator within society in general, and this role is c lose ly lin ked to the problem of the product ion of goods 

and of thei r value in the econom ic c ircuit, and, in part icular, li nked to the manufacture of objects relat ed to 

psychic li fe (in itse lf not eva luab le). As the clients increa sing ly run up against the constra int of their own 

phantasm, the of fer of a corresponding s imu lacrum increases in pri ce. Accord ing to Sade, the Society of the 

Frienjs of Crime shame fully ex ploits the manufacturer of simulacra: it presumes "to pride itse lf" on his 

inv entions, but dec lares itse lf incapable of pay ing him in an equ itab le fashion. A similar disproportion is 

inscribe d in the very nature of the enterprise: the more the phantasm demands the simulacrum, the better 

the s imu lacrum acts and rea cts on the phantasm , the more it elaborates the phantasm, the more steep ly the 

phantasm r ises in price - and takes on the serious aspect of everyth ing that requ ires expenditure. 

Now, the very representation of venality becomes an i1creased va lorization of the pha ntasm: not at all 

from t he fact that poverty dr ives peop le to sell themse lves, but exactly the oppos ite : that the ir own wealth 

ob liges them to . So in The New Justine, Verneuil regist ers in d'Esterval an anatom ica l s ingu lar ity that 

guarantees a lecherous propens ity, invaluab le in h is eyes. But he does not wish to deliv er himse lf to th is 

prom is ing experiment un less his par tner consents to be paid: to be objectified by having her p rice set , 

which induces an immedia te orgasm . Numerated sums o f currency exercise here an evident func t ion of 

transubstantiation - w ith no othe r utility than th is very function: thus, a purely ludic transaction. And so 

Ju li ette variously rate s the charms that make up her body , when she is not or is no longer a professional 

courtesan, but a settled woman, a widow (by cho ice) of the coun t of Lorsange, thus an adventuress in moral 

corruption - all th is comes in to the subtlety of the phantasm that Juliette devotes herse lf to concretiz ing. 

And vet the fortune accumulated in this way drives Ju li ette to an end lessly renewed expropr iation of her 

body ; she rema ins always below the phantasm and her sole satisfaction is to have never less ened human 

pove rty by even a farth ing. And this because Ju liette, in effect , hersel f represents human poverty. How to 

assess in countable currency the inassessab le phantasm? Whence its value in denumerab le currency if no t 

from the privation it s imu ltaneous ly sign ifies? 

Sup rem e degree of appraisal: the equiva lent of the phantasm (the pay ed-out sum) represents not on ly 

emot ion in itself, but also the exclusion of thousands of human live s. The value increa ses even further from 

this scandal, from the herd's po int of view. 

Thus money expended in th is way sign ifies: exclusive arousal= famine= annihilation= supreme value of 

the phantasm . In othe r words: the more this money represents thousands of mouths, the more it upho lds 

the value of the expropriated body: the mo re this very body represents the value of thousands of human 

lives; so: a phantasm = an entire population. If the misappropr iation (detournement ] didn't ex ist, if there 

wasn't the weight of poverty, th is appraisal would lmmedlarely disappear Into the void. Thus there must be 

on one hand the posit ive s igni ficat ion of money insofar as it rep resents the equ ivalent of uncountab le 

humcn lives; and on the other, its neg at ive signif ication insofar as it arb itrar ily compensates the 

insigni ficance of a phantasm: now, th is very destination for money is in itse lf arb itrary , because the value of 

money itse lf is always arb itrary: in itself, it is nothing but a phantasm corresponding to a phantasm. 

Henceforth the p recarious posit ion of the art ist or man of letters (of the fab ricator of simul acra) w ithin 

the Society of the Frien ds of Crime is abso lu te ly clear and comprehensible; the fabricator of s imu lacra 

inclu des himself as an in te rmedi ary betwe en two different systems of appraisa l. On one s ide, he repr esents 

the intrinsic value of the fabricated simulacrum in accordance with institut ional norms , which are those of 

sub lima t ion. On the ot her, he is in the service of the va lor ization of the phantasm in accordance with the 

obsess ive constraint of pervers ion. On both sides, the fabr icator of simul acra is honored for his spir itua l 

disi nterestedness and treated pr act ically as a purv eyo r/supplier. Such is the personal po sition of Sade, the 

day after the Revolution. No one can serve two masters. But on either s ide is only the same master, who 

hides him self beh ind inst itut ion s: in the Society of the Fr iends of Crime, he shows himsel f in his true co lors. 

Th is master is yet again total monstrosity: and the denominations of currency, the shamefu l mark of his 

ow n wealth, becomes the mark of his glory in the Society of the Friends of Crime. It's by way of the 
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currency expended for the phantasm that the clandest ine society imag ined by Sade holds the world of 

inst itut ional sub li mat ions for ransom. Do away with countable currency and you will have universal 

communication between beings. By this sor t of da re, Sade demonstrates p recisely that the notion of value 

and of price is inscribed on the very p li nth of arousal, and tha t noth ing is more contrary to enjoyment than 

free -dom (gratuite). 

Living Currency 

Im agine , for a moment, an apparently impossible regr ession - to a phase in industrial production where 

produce rs are able to demand obj ects of sensation , as a fo rm of payment, from consumers. These objects would 

be living beings . 

According to this examp le, based on bartering , producers and consumers would constitute co llections of 

"persons" apparently dest ined fo r pleasure, emot ion, sensat ion. How can the human "pe rson " fu lfill the funct ion 

of currency? How would producers pay themselves ··with women" instead of paying "for women"? How would 

entrep reneurs or indu str iali sts pay the i r eng ineers or workers in th is way, "with women"? Who would manage 

this liv ing cur rency? Othe r women. Wh ich assumes the inve rse: working women would be paid " in boys." Who 

wou ld manage, that is, sustain, this v irile cur rency? Those who use the fem inine currency. What we are 

desc rib ing here, in fact, alr eady exists. Without rely ing on a lit eral bar te r economy , all modern indu stry is 

founded on barter ing mediated by the s ign of inert cur rency , which neutra lizes the nature of the objects 

exchanged. This s imulacrum of barte ring exists in the guise of available labor , a liv ing currency disavowed as 

such. 

If the perfect ing of the product ion of ins trume nts of production resu lts in a reduct ion of labo r, and if the 

t ime saved in produc ing saved t ime means more t ime avai lab le to sensat ion, to competitions of p leasure 

(Fourier), then sensation itself would have a value. But the simulacrum of bartering (created first by the monetary 

system and then by the cond it ions of indu str ial society} ins ists that t im e is on ly to be saved for fl.rthe r 

product ion. 

Paying the worker in liv ing objects of sensation instead of wages in currency is on ly practical if the liv ing 

object itself is eva luated as a quan tity of work and its mater ial ex istence already assured. As soon as it is 

accounted fo r, possession of a liv ing object or objects becomes , for the worker , purely symbo lic and thus 

convert ible into currency. In orde r fo r an object of sensat ion to be worth a quantity of work, th is (liv ing } obj ect 

must, from the outset, already const it ute a value equa l to if not greater than the product of work. There is no 

common measure between the sensation that this l iv ing object might elici t by it self and the quant ity of work 

prov ided in exchange for the resources requ ired to main ta in it. What is the relationship between the value of a 

tool, of a plot of land valued according to its pro bab le yield, and the pr ice att r ibuted to the ex istence of a liv ing 

being, source of a rare emotion? None , if the unique living object, source of emotion, is not fortunate enough to 

have the rare quality of being worth more than the cost of susta in ing it. 

A tool yie lds a certain amount ; the li ving object elic its a certain emotion. The va lue of the tool should 

compensate fo r the cost of it s ma intenance; the va lue of a living object, sou rce of emot ion, is arb itrarily fixe d, 

such that the cost of susta ining it can never be dedu ced from th is va lue. Some will protest t hat we are reduc ing 

the living objec t , source of emotion, to the leve l of the stud farm, or comparing it to a work of art , or s imp ly a 

diamond. Because we're ta lk ing about an emot ion that is suffic ient unto itself, inseparab le from the fo rt uitou s 

and useless ex istence of an object that is now .,cashable," and for this reason apprec iated arbi t rarily. 

In order fo r the liv ing object, s ingu lar source of emot ion, to prevail as currency, we assume that a universal 

state of m ind would have to ta ke hold, this state being expressed in the fo rm of uncontested pract ices and 

customs. Is th is to say that we would need as large a quan tity of living objects as there is iner t currency in 

circulat ion? Not if such customs meant the very d isappearance of monetary pract ice. But even as a market 

parallel to that of inert currency, li ving currency would be liable to subst itute it s ro le fo r that of the go ld standard, 

habitua lly imp lanted and inst itut iona li zed w ith in econom ic norms. Furthermore , these customs would profound ly 

modify exc hanges and their mean ing. Rare, iner t objects - works of art , for example - are never mod ified through 

their exchange. But a liv ing obj ect, source of vo luptuous sensat ions, would eithe r be a currency tha t supp resses 

the neutra lizing funct ion s of money , or else it would found exchange value upon the emot ion it elicits. 

Gold - whose arbitrary value and part icular inutility are the seem ingly universal metaphor for any emot ion 

procured within a luxu rious environment - is a regime as in1um an as it is practical. Standa rd s of va lue measured 

in quantit ies of work, wh ile apparent ly more " legit im ate" from an econom ic po int of view, cont inue to reta in a 

pun itive character. Considered from the ang le of exchange , the living obj ect, source of emotion, is worth its own 

maintenance costs. The effort or sacrifices undertaken by its obsessed owner represent the price of th is rare and 

use less object. No number would be able to exp ress this demand. But before even cons ide ring the liv ing object 

as an exchangeab le good, we mus t exam ine it as currency. If, in so far as it is living, the object must represent a 

certain amoun t expressed in wages, it mus t also be fixed as a standard (although at first s ight , barter in kind 

wou ld fo res ta ll the poss ib ility of buying inferio r goods, if these are goods we can ' t do w ithout), Under modern 

econom ic conditions, however, there is an increas ing disproportion between the notions of quant ity of work 

(considered as standa rd of value ) and the liv ing object as a form of currency. 

If any tool whatsoever represents invested capita l, then all the more so, in a doma in supposed ly outs ide 

commerce, fo r an object of sensat ion. A human creature represent ing a possib le source of emotion can also 

become, on the bas is of th is poss ibility, the object of an investment. In the commercial sphere , it 's not the 

creature itse lf that counts but the emotion t hat it elic its in potent ial consumers. A false and also bana l examp le 

that will allow us to make th is understood: the movie star. who repr esents noth ing but a factor of produc ti on. 

When the newspapers, the day after her tragic death , set aJout add ing up the visual qualities of Sharon Tate in 

terms of do lla rs, or calcu late the management costs or expenses of any othe r woman on screen, industria li sm 

itself is exp ressing the source of emotion in numbers, in terms of p rofitab ili ty or management costs, thus 

quantitatively. This is on ly possible because these lad ies are not des ignated as "liv ing currency" but treated as 

industr ia l slaves. And on that account , they are reg arde d neither as actresses nor as celebrities nor even as 

illust rious peop le. If what we are here calling the indu str ial slave - an abstract io n inc luding all the d isadvantages 

this sort of ins t itution entails - were valued not only as capita l but as living currency, she would assume the 

quality of a sign of value while at the same t ime integra lly const it ut ing value, the qua lity of the goods 

correspond ing to the " immediate" satisfact ion, not of a need but of the init ial perversion. 

As "'living currency ," the Industr ia l s lave Is at once a sign of wealth and wealth Itse lf. As a s ign, she Is 

exchangeab le for all other kinds of materia l wealth; as wealth itse lf, she excludes all othe r demands besides 

those whose sat is fact ion she rep resents. But satisfaction, proper ly speaking , is also what her qua lity as sign 

excludes. This is how living currency d if fers in an essent ial way from the condition of the industria l slave {mov ie 

star , advertising mode l, wa it ress, etc.) The industria l slave can on ly claim the t itl e of sign by creat ing a difference 

between what she agrees to receive, in inert cur rency , and what she believes herself to be worth. 

This exp lic it diff erence , which deriv es (here , as elsewhere) from morality , nevertheless only serves to mask 

a fundamental confusion. One wou ldn ' t dream of defin ing this category of p roducers as " slaves," since the term 

" slave" expresses only an availability to a demand which underlies limited needs. Separated from the liv ing 

object , which is its source, and turned in to a .,factor of production ," emotion is d ispersed between mu lt ip le 

fabricated objects which divert the unspeakab le demand thro ugh a lim ited set of needs: th is is how it is re ndered 

valueless within "serious" labor condit ions. In this way, the industr ial slave is available on ly in the same way as 

any other workforce, s ince, far from const itut ing herself as a sign, as currency, she must be paid fo r "hone st ly" in 

ine rt currency. As soon as she is free to accept her wages or not, the term "s lave" becomes excess iv e, m isp laced 

and insu lt ing. Hum an d ignity rema ins unscathed and monev reta ins all its value. This is to say that the poss ibility 

of cho ice implie d by the abstract function of money means that evaluat ion w ill never comprom ise the in tegr ity of 

the person, because it applies on ly to her product ive yie ld, in an " impartial" way wh ich ensures the neutrality of 

the object. But this is a vicious circle, since the indust rial log ic can on ly conce ive the in teg rity of the person in 

and t hrough its yie ld, evaluated in terms of currency. 

From the moment the bod ily presence of the indu st rial slave is systematica ll y collapsed with the surplu s 

value she can pro duce - her phys iognomy being inseparab le from her work - any d istinction between the person 

and her activity becomes fa lse. Bodily presence is alread'I a commod ity , indepen dently and in excess of the 

commodit ies th is presence is involved w ith produc ing. Ei1her the indu st rial slave enforces a str ict calculat ion 

between bodily presence and money earned, or else she subst itutes herse lf for the funct ion of money, since she 

is already money herse lf , at once equivalent to wealth and wealth itse lf. 
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TOP: SEQUENCE AT THE END OF JEAN LUC GODARD’S TOUT VA BIEN, 1972. A CHOREOGRAPHY OF HANDS VALIE EXPORT, AUTOHYPNOSIS, 1969
 
EXCHANGING GOODS AND MONEY AS THE CAMERA TRACKS ACROSS THE WIDTH OF A SUPERMARKET, 

FIXING IT AS A SPACE OF EQUIVALENCE, WHERE ANY ONE THING IS INTERCHANGEABLE WITH ANOTHER. 


BOTTOM: JOHN CARPENTER, THE FOG. THE HORROR OF NOT BEING ABLE TO SEE YOUR ADVERSARY 

BECAUSE YOU ARE ENGULFED BY IT.
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MARGARET RASPE’S SELF-MADE CAMERA HELMET.
 
“THESE FILMS ARE CUT-OUTS OFF THE RUNNING THREAD OF TIME OF THIS SPIRAL OF LIFE AND DEATH, 

GROWTH AND DISSOLUTION. THESE FILMS ARE CUT-OUTS OFF THE RUNNING THREAD TIME OF THIS 

SPIRAL, INTO AN UNKNOWN FUTURE, AS THE TIME OF THE WORK PROGRESSES, YOU NEVER KNOW WHAT 

EXACTLY IS GOING TO COME OUT. EVEN IF YOU BELIEVE YOU KNOW THE WAY MORE OR LESS.” (MR)
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