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FLESH AND

STONE

1. THE POWERS OF COLD BODIES
In the Funeral Oration, Perikles spoke in a curiously offhand way
about the rituals of the city. He said that "When our work is over,
we are in a position to enjoy all kinds of recreation for our spirits.
There are various kinds of contests and sacrifices regularly throughout the year." 2 As a modern historian has remarked, this is "a very
pragmatic view of community religion"; his fellow Athenians would
have taken the calendar of festivals to be the very core of their civic
lives rather than "relaxation from business." 3
Ritual may seem a static force, preserving memory through
repeating gestures and words time after time. In the ancient world
rituals instead modulated as old forms came to serve new needs. Rituals which honored women's place in an earlier agricultural society
modulated in time so that bodily stigma was lifted from women in
the city. The shift from agrarian myth into urban ritual did not violate memories of the past, nor did women use ritual to rebel against
men. Though the greatest of all rituals in Athens, the Panathenaia,
mixed men and women together, rituals which women observed
alone revealed this power of modulating the past into the present
more sharply. One of these, the Thesmophoria, aimed to dignify the
cold female body; another, the Adonia, restored to women those
powers of speech and desire Perikles denied them in the Funeral
Oration.

its main action, that of laying things in the earth (thesmoi in Greek
means "laying down" in the broad sense of laying down the Jaw).
Women prepared for the Thesmophoria with a ritual act making use
of pigs-treated in Greek mythology as animals of sacred value. At
the end of each spring, they rook slaughtered pigs down into pits, or
megara, dug into the ground; here the dead animals were left to
putrefy. This spring festival in honor of Demeter (the Scirophoria)
served directly as a symbol of fertilizing the earth. Demeter's sanctuary at Elevsis lay outside Athens. The Thesmophoria conducted in
Athens in the fall transformed this simple act of fertilizing the earth
into an urban experience.
On the first of the three days of the Thesmophoria women went
and mixed
into the pits containing the moist remains of the
gra1n seed into the carcasses. This day was a matter of "going"
(kathodos) and "rising up" (anodos), for the women rose from the cave
to enter into special huts where they sat and slept on the ground. On
the second day, the women fasted, to commemorate Persephone's
death; they mourned by swearing and cursing. On the third day, they
remeved the grain-rich piglets, and this stinking mush was sown into
the earth later as a kind of sacred compost. 4
The Thesmophoria seemed to represent directly the story of
Demeter as the Perikleans knew it, a story of death and rebirth, of
the goddess who gives up her own daughter to the soil, a surrender
paralleled by the slaughter and burial of the piglets. Yet the ritual as
practiced in Athens altered the original, agricultural myth. Instead
of opposing fertility and sterility, the Thesmophoria invoked sexual
abstinence as opposed to fertility. For three days before the Thesmophoria the women did not sleep with their husbands, as well as being
sexually abstinent during the festival. The ritual thus changed from
the mourning of a daughter whose dead body nourishes the earth to
a drama organized around the theme of self-control.
In a haunting passage, the classicist Jean-Pierre Vernant has
evoked the ritual as practiced in Athens:
The time of sowing marks the beginning of the period that is propi-

The Thesmophoria

The Thesmophoria began as a fertility rite. It dated back to preHomeric times, a ritual women conducted in the late autumn when

seed was to be sown. Demeter, goddess of the earth, presidea as
divine patron. The festival's story came from Demeter's burial and
mourning for her dead daughter, Persephone; the name came from
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u.o.us for marriage; married women, mothers of families, celebrating as
Citizens accompanied by their legitimate daughters an official ceremony in which they are, for the time being, separated from their husbands; silence, fasting and sexual abstinence; they rake up an immobile
position, crouching down on the ground; they climb down into underground megara to collecr talismans of fertility to be mixed in with
seeds; a slightly nauseous smell prevails, and instead of aromatic plants
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shades. Yet Jack of heat and light were not hopeless conditions.
Those who were cursed with living cold bodies made something of
their condition by practicing certain rituals, rituals which threw over
themselves a cloak of darkness. These ancient rituals show an enduring aspect of our civilization: the refusal of the oppressed to suffer
passively, as though pain were an unalterable fact of nature. That
refusal to suffer had, however, its own limits.

The Cloak of Darkness
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The smell of the desire-deadening willow was important during the
rite, as was the foul odor and the darkness of the huts in which the
women crouched on the ground. Their bodies became still and cold,
almost lifeless. In this chilled, passive condition the ritual began to
transform them: they became dignified bodies enacting the story of
Demeter's mourning.
While the Demeter myth related women to the earth, the Thesmophoria in Athens linked women to one another. This new bond
appeared in the formal organization of the Thesmophoria; the officers of the ritual were chosen by the women themselves. "Men were
involved only to the extent," Sarah Pomeroy writes, "that, if they
were wealthy, they were compelled to bear the expense of the festival as a liturgy or tax in behalf of their wives."6 Moreover, the
women celebrated the rite, Vernant says, "as citizens," though they
withdrew from the world of men to do so. Only at the end of the
third day did they return to the husbands who awaited them outside,
emerging from the huts with their birth-burden of dead flesh and
grain. The cloak of darkness in the earth, the cold of the pits, the
closeness to death, transformed the status of their bodies. The
women made a journey during the Thesmophoria through darkness,
emerging into the light, their dignity affirmed.
To be sure, the metamorphosis from country to city left its mark
on many other rituals as well, since the calendar of urban festivals
was originally tied to rural life, to the cycle of the seasons, and to
farming. But the transformation of the Demeter myth into urban
ritual had a special meaning for women because of the specific place
it occurred in Athens. Fragmentary evidence suggests that, when first
practiced, the laying down of the piglets occurred in natural caves.
The urban archeologist Homer Thompson has identified where this
Neolithic rite was reconstructed in the city. The pits were dug out
and the huts built on the Pnyx hill, behind the seats where the men
sat in the Ekklesia. Through ritual, the women had thus established
a civic space for themselves in Athens near the space of power occupied by men.
The technical name for the changes that occurred in the Thesmophoria is "metonymy," a Greek word for one of the tools of rhetoric.
A metonymy substitutes one word for another; sailors can be called
sharks or seagulls, depending on the effect a speaker or writer seeks.

Each of these substitutions makes an explanation: by calling a sailor
a shark, we immediately explain the viciousness of his actions; by
calling him a seagull, we explain his prowess to rise, like a gull, above
the turmoil of the sea. 7 Metonymy does something like throw a cloak
over original meanings, by transforming the original through association. Of all the weapons in the poet's arsenal, metonymy most varies
language, transmuting the meaning of a word further and further
from its origins.
During the course of the three days of the Thesmophoria, the
women-smelling pig stench and willow, crouching in the groundexperienced ritual transformation thanks to the powers of metonymy. "Cold" and "passive" came to mean, by the second day, selfdiscipline and fortitude, rather than weakness and inferiority as they
did outside. These changes culminated on the third day when the
women emerged. They had not become like men. The light shone
on cloaked bodies transformed in a ritual-mysterious and unknowable by men-which had somehow dignified these bodies.
Ritual metonymies, unlike a poet's phrases, make use of space to
effect such changes. These spaces alter the condition of the bodies
which step within ritual's magic circle. Such an alteration occurred in
the Thesmophoria, the ritual pit, cold and dark, giving the cold bodies whom Perikles counseled to live unnoticed a new civic value. The
shape of the huts concentrated the fumes of the willow, which aided
women in this transformation by deadening their desires. The location of the huts in urban space emphasized the nearness of this dignifying site to the place where men ruled as citizens.

The Adonia
The Adonia festivals were agricultural rites tied to death. Their
urban transformations occurred in domestic space. Greeks women
were confined to houses because of their supposed physiological
defects. The Greek historian Herodotus contrasted the reasonableness of his civilization in doing so to the strangeness of the Egyptians,
observing that "in their manners and customs the Egyptians seem to
have reversed the ordinary practices of mankind. For instance,
women go to market and engage in trade, while men stay home and
do the weaving." 8 In Xenophon's Oikonomikos, a husband enjoins his
wife, "your business will be to stay indoors."9
The ancient Greek house had high walls and few windows; when
money permitted, its rooms were oriented around an inner court-

Richard Sennett, Flesh and Stone: The Body and the City in Western Civilization (W. W.
Norton & Company, NY 1994), p. 70-73

there are clumps of willow branches, the willow being a plant with
anti-aphrodisiac qualities. 5
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WILLFUL GIRLS

To become feminist can often mean looking for company, looking for other
girls, other women, who share in that becoming. This search for feminist
companionship began for me through books; I withdrew into my room with
books. It was willful girls who caught my attention. Some of my most loved
characters turn up in this chapter. In writing my book Willful Subjects (Ahmed
2014), I formalized my pursuit of willful girls into a research trajectory. Once
I began to follow the figure of a willful girl, I found she turned up all over the
place. It was by following this figure that I came to encounter new texts, ones
that had a ghostly familiarity, even if I had not read them before. One of these
texts was titled “The Willful Child.” It is a grim story, and a Grimm story. Let
me share this story, for those of you who have not read it before:
Once upon a time there was a child who was willful, and would not do as
her mother wished. For this reason God had no pleasure in her, and let her
become ill, and no doctor could do her any good, and in a short time she
lay on her death-bed. When she had been lowered into her grave, and the
66

/

Chapter 3

Sarah Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life (Duke University Press, Durham and London, 2017), p.66-67

willfulness exists in close relation to other words, such as stubborn, obstinate,
and contrary, as words that imply a problem of character. If feminists speak
of wrongs, this speech is understood not only as unreasonable, but as a product of having an obstinate and unyielding nature. I will be building on my
discussion in chapter 1 of how speaking of a wrong is heard as being in the
wrong. When I refer to “feminist subjectivity,” then, I am considering how
feminism is diagnosed as a symptom of failed subjectivity, assumed as a consequence of an immature will, a will that has yet to be disciplined or straightened out.
Willfulness: a way of addressing whose subjectivity becomes a problem.
This perception of feminist subjects as having too much will, or too much subjectivity, or just as being too much, has profound effects on how we experience
ourselves as well as the worlds we come up against. If to be a killjoy is to be the
one who gets in the way of happiness, then living a feminist life requires being
willing to get in the way. When we are willing to get in the way, we are willful.
In this chapter, I first explore the figure of the willful girl before reflecting on
how willfulness has been, and can be, taken up by feminists in doing our collective work. I explore how willfulness is not only what we are judged as being
but how we convert a judgment into a project.

earth was spread over her, all at once her arm came out again, and stretched
upwards, and when they had put it in and spread fresh earth over it, it was
all to no purpose, for the arm always came out again. Then the mother
herself was obliged to go to the grave, and strike the arm with a rod, and
when she had done that, it was drawn in, and then at last the child had rest
beneath the ground.1

Willfulness and Feminist Subjectivity
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What a story. The willful child: she has a story to tell. This story can be treated
as a teaching tool, as well as a way of teaching us about tools (the rods, the
machinery of power). We learn how willfulness is used as an explanation of
disobedience: a child disobeys because she is willful, when she is not willing
to do what her mother wills her to do. We do not know in the story what it was
that the child was not willing to do. Disobedience is not given content because
disobedience as such becomes a fault: the child must do whatever her mother
wishes. She is not willing, whatever.
What is striking about this story is how willfulness persists even after
death: displaced onto an arm, from a body onto a body part. The arm inherits
the willfulness of the child insofar as it will not be kept down, insofar as it
keeps coming up, acquiring a life of its own, even after the death of the body
of which it is a part. Note that the rod, as that which embodies the will of the
parent, of the sovereign, is not deemed willful. The rod becomes the means to
eliminate willfulness from the child. One form of will judges the other wills as
willful wills. One form of will assumes the right to eliminate the others.
We might note here how the very judgment of willfulness is a crucial part
of the disciplinary apparatus. It is this judgment that allows violence (even
murder) to be understood as care as well as discipline. The rod becomes a
technique for straightening out the willful child with her wayward arm. I return to this wayward arm in due course. She too has a feminist history. She too
is a feminist history.
This Grimm story forms part of a tradition of educational writing that Alice
Miller (1987) in For Your Own Good calls “poisonous pedagogy,” a tradition
that assumes the child as stained by original sin, and which insists on violence as moral correction, as being for the child. This history is condensed by
the brutish maxim “spare the rod, spoil the child.” Just consider that in this
story the only time that the child is at rest is when she is beneath the ground.
By implication, when the child gives up or gives up her will, when she stops
struggling against those she must obey (her mother, God), when she is willing
to obey, she will be at ease.

Irene Silverblatt, Moon, Sun and Witches: Gender Ideologies and Class in Inca and Colonial Peru (Princeton University Press, New
Jersey, 1987), p.169-170
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wild lakes and wild trees and the calls
of loons. She would never go anywhere near. Still, it was as if she was
always listening for another voice, the
voice of a person who should have
been there but was not. An echo.

She turns away from the window and
looks at her pictures. There is the
pinkish island, in the lake, with the
inter-twisted trees. It's the same landscape they paddled through, that distant summer. She's seen travelogues
of this country, aerial photographs; it
looks different from above, bigger,
more hopeless: lake after lake, random blue puddles in dark green bush,
the trees like bristles. How could you
ever find anything there, once it was
lost? Maybe if they cut it all down,
drained it all away, they might find
Lucy's bones, sometime, wherever
they are hidden. A few bones, some
buttons, the buckle from her shorts.
But a dead person is a body; a body
occupies space, it exists somewhere.
You can see it; you put it in a box and
bury it in the ground, and then it's in
a box in the ground. But Lucy is not in
a box or in the ground. Because she is
nowhere definite, she could be anywhere.
And these paintings are not landscape
paintings. Because there aren't any
landscapes up there, not in the old,
tidy European sense, with a gentle
hill, a curving river, a cottage, a
mountain in the background, a golden
evening sky. Instead there's a tangle,
a receding maze, in which you can become lost almost as soon as you step
off the path. There are no backgrounds in any of these paintings, no
vistas; only a great deal of foreground
that goes back and back, endlessly,
involving you in its twists and turns of
tree and branch and rock. No matter
how far back in you go, there will be

more. And the trees themselves are
hardly trees; they are currents of energy, charged with violent color.
Who knows how many trees there
were on the cliff just before Lucy disappeared? Who counted? Maybe there
was one more, afterward.
Lois sits in her chair and does not
move. Her hand with the cup is raised
halfway to her mouth. She hears
something, almost hears it: a shout of
recognition or of joy.
She looks at the paintings, she looks
into them. Every one of them is a picture of Lucy. You can't see her exactly,
but she's there, in behind the pink
stone island or the one behind that. In
the picture of the cliff she is hidden by
the clutch of fallen rocks toward the
bottom; in the one of the river shore
she is crouching beneath the overturned canoe. In the yellow autumn
woods she's behind the tree that cannot be seen because of the other
trees, over beside the blue sliver of
pond; but if you walked into the picture and found the tree, it would be
the wrong one, because the right one
would be farther on.
Everyone has to be somewhere, and
this is where Lucy is. She is in Lois's
apartment, in the holes that open inward on the wall, not like windows
but like doors. She is here. She is entirely alive.

*****
Margaret Atwood (1939 - Canadian
novelist, short story writer, critic, and
essayist, is among the most honored
authors of fiction in recent history.
She has been shortlisted for the
Booker Prize five times, winning once,
and has been a finalist for the Governor General's Award seven times,
winning twice. She is also an awardwinning poet, having published 15
books of poetry. In 1987 her novel,

The Handmaid's Tale, received the
very first Arthur C. Clarke Award for
the best science-fiction novel first
published in the United Kingdom during the previous year. She has written
12 novels, 9 collections of short stories, and 6 childrens’ books.

Margaret Atwood, Death by Landscape (http://223141929335512656.weebly.com/uploads/1/7/0/9/17093284/deathbylandscape_atwood.pdf),
p.8

While Rob was alive, while the boys
were growing up, she could pretend
she didn't hear it, this empty space in
sound. But now there is nothing much
left to distract her.

Death by Landscape (Cont.)
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Guest Column

Interdependence and Intimacy
Judith Butler makes a case for queer ecology,
because she shows how heterosexist gender
performance produces a metaphysical manifold that separates “inside” from “outside.”
The inside-outside manifold is fundamental
for thinking the environment as a metaphysical, closed system—Nature. This is impossible to construe without violence. Using Mary
Douglas’s Purity and Danger and Julia Kristeva’s Powers of Horror, Butler demonstrates that
the inside-outside manifold sustains gender
identification and rituals of exclusion that can
never be totally successful—the body just isn’t
an impermeable, closed form (Gender Trouble 133–34). Butler also holds that “nature” as
such be thoroughly revised through ecological notions of interrelatedness (Bodies 4). As
I’ve argued elsewhere, ideologies of Nature
are founded on inside-outside structures that
resemble the boundaries heterosexism polices
(Ecology 19, 25, 40, 52–54, 63–64, 67, 78; “Eco-
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logocentrism”). All life-forms, along with the
environments they compose and inhabit, defy
boundaries between inside and outside at every level. When we examine the environment,
it shimmers, and figures emerge in a “strange
distortion.”3 When the environment becomes
intimate—as in our age of ecological panic
and scientifically measurable risk (Beck)—it
is decisively no longer an environment, since
it no longer just happens around us: that’s the
difference between weather and climate.
Human society used to define itself by
excluding dirt and pollution. We cannot now
endorse this exclusion, nor can we believe in
the world it produces. This is literally about
realizing where your waste goes. Excluding
pollution is part of performing Nature as
pristine, wild, immediate, and pure. To have
subjects and objects, one must have abjects
to vomit or excrete (Kristeva). By repressing
the abject, environmentalisms—I am not denoting particular movements but suggesting
affinities with, say, heterosexism or racism—
claiming to subvert or reconcile the subjectobject manifold only produce a new and
improved brand of Nature.
One way this pans out as gender construction is the compulsory extraversion of
much Nature writing. I’ve been struck by how
environmentalist literary critics like to haze
nonbelievers. Karl Kroeber suggests that if
you don’t believe Nature exists, you need to
stand out in a midwestern thunderstorm (42).
This suggestion now sounds distressingly almost like waterboarding. A commentator on
my Amazon .com blog specified what Slavoj
Žižek needed for daring to endorse ecology
without Nature: “Every academic wanting
to pontificate on the absence of nature or
their convenient version of ‘ecology’ should
be dropped in the Bob Marshall wilderness
with a knife and forced to find his or her way
out” (Robisch). (I fantasize that Žižek would
emerge from this muttering, “I found my way
out, but although there were a lot of animals
and plants, I didn’t find Nature.”) A discus-

Timothy Morton, Queer Ecology (Published in PMLA 125.2 (March 2010), 1–19), p.2

installed in biological substance as such and
is not simply a blip in cultural history.2
Unfortunately, a great deal of ecocriticism provides a toxic environment in which to
spawn queer ecology. Ecofeminism (the classic example is Carolyn Merchant’s The Death
of Nature) arose out of feminist separatism,
wedded to a biological essentialism that, strategic or not, is grounded on binary difference
and thus unhelpful for the kinds of difference
multiplication that is queer theory’s brilliance. Much American ecocriticism is a vector for various masculinity memes, including
rugged individualism, a phallic authoritarian
sublime, and an allergy to femininity in all
its forms (as sheer appearance, as the signifier, as display). Other environmentalisms
(such as ecophenomenology, as practiced by
Kate Rigby, Glen Mazis, and others) are more
promising for their flexible, experiential view
that Nature is a process, not a product—but I
worry that they might just be upgrades.

[

Paul B. Preciado, Learning from the Virus, (Artforum, May-June 2020), https://www.artforum.com/print/202005/paul-b-preciado-82823
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The biographical note organized by his daughter Iva Cabral refers to
the immense drought in Cape Verde in 1941, which took the life of
20,000 people, witnessed by Amílcar Cabral at the age of 17. This
experience and the awareness produced by it were, according to Iva
1945 he was presented with a scholarship to join the Higher Agronomic
Institute at the University of Lisbon.
Capitalocene is a term coined by Jason W Moore in ‘Anthropocene or
Capitalocene? Nature, History, and the Crisis of Capitalism’, PM
Press, Oakland, 2016, p 6.
Dipesh Chakrabarty,‘Postcolonial Studies and the Challenge of Climate
Change’, New Literary History, vol 43, no 1, winter 2012, p 13; and
Dipesh Chakrabarty, ‘The Climate of History: Four Theses’, Critical
Inquiry, vol 35, no 2, winter 2009, pp 197–222.
Cabral, Estudos Agrários de Amílcar Cabral, op cit, p 63.
Estudos Agrários de Amílcar Cabral.
For several years now, I’ve been testing different forms to think with
such as Mined Soil (2013) and Cuba (2012), as well as readings such
More recently a shorter edited version of this text was published as
“Meteorisations: reading through Amílcar Cabal Agronomy of Liberation”
in the Third Text Issue The Wretched Earth, edited by Ros Gray and
Shela Sheikh.

43

Filipa César, Mapping Agropoetics of Liberation in Agropoetics: Reader, ed. By Edited by Elena Agudio, Marleen Boschen and Lorenzo Sandoval (The Institute for Endotic Research Press, Berlin, 2020), p.41-44.

dimension of Amílcar Cabral, namely his agency as an agronomist.
It shows how his soil-epistemology materialistically germinated his
political formation.
In Cabral’s thought the geological is not separated from human
history, the soil is not an inert and static ‘ground’ subjected to human
agency, but rather has a dynamic relation to human social structures,
evident in its different responses to forms of colonial extractivism.
An example of this interrelation was the devastating drought in Cape
Verde in 1941, which took the lives of twenty thousand people, and
was witnessed by Cabral at the age of seventeen. According to his
daughter, Iva Cabral, this experience influenced his decision to become
an agronomist.11 While in the twentieth century geology was for the most
part understood – at least in the West – as the static backdrop to human
action, recent scholarly work by thinkers such as Dipesh Chakrabarty
has recognised that to fully apprehend the unfolding environmental
crisis sometimes referred to as the cause for defining a new Earth epoch
-the Anthropocene or Capitalocene-12 it is necessary to question and
put in dialogue the concepts of natural history and human history.13
Cabral was prescient when he said ‘we can affirm, without fear of
contradiction… that, to defend the Earth is the most efficient process to
defend Humankind’.14
This text has been fermenting since 2009, when I first encountered
the tome collecting Amílcar Cabral’s agronomic studies from 1948 to
1960 and started to read them in relation to his more widely translated
and published speeches and political writings.15 16 As an essay it

LITHOS-ATMOS CONFLICT
The soil is a natural, independent and historical body
— Vasily Dokuchaev 18
As a young student of agronomy, Amílcar Cabral carried out research in
Cuba, a flat and dry area in southern Portugal. In his 1949 bachelor degree
17
18

Amílcar Cabral, Our People Are Our Mountains, op cit, p7.
Vasily Dokuchaev, cited in ibid, p 89.
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ventures to slide through the strata of Cabral’s early soil science as not
dissociable from his project of liberation struggle and navigates through
his definitions of soil, erosion, reports on colonial land exploitation, and
the trade economy. It unearths his double agency as a state soil scientist
for Portugal and as a seeder of African liberation movements, and reflects
on how all of this may constitute a militant soil semantics for a proliferant
liberation epistemology. “In 1960, I was the only agronomist in my country
— what a privilege! — but now there are twelve agronomists in my country,
all trained during the struggle.”17 Cabral understood agronomy not merely
as a discipline combining geology, soil science, agriculture, biology and
economy but as a means to gain materialist knowledge about peoples’ lived
conditions under colonialism - data that would first become precious to
a theoretical denunciation of the injustice of a land inscribed by colonial
rule and later informed the warfare itself. The operation of reading the
“people” as “mountains” in the context of colonial extraction, oppression
and exploitation evidences a visionary understanding of the Capitalocenic
condition of the edaphosphere, and lays the ground from where to think the
struggle.
The scientific data Cabral gathered during his work as an agronomist
first became instrumental in the theoretical and political arguments
denouncing the injustice perpetrated on land inscribed by colonial rule,
and would later inform his military strategy. Care for the soil was crucial
for Cabral as part of the work of reclamation (of soil and more) necessary
in the project of national reconstruction in the postcolony. The operation
of reading the ‘people’ as ‘mountains’ in the context of colonial extraction,
oppression and exploitation evidences a visionary understanding of the
Capitalocenic condition of the surface of the Earth. In his agronomic
writings Cabral refers to the edaphology – from the Greek
, edaphos,
or ‘ground’, and
(logia) – as the science that is concerned with the
influence of soils on living things. The logic of this concept – from the
ground up – and the reciprocity it conveys lays the groundwork for the
principles from which he articulated the struggle.
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gravity and grace

If only I knew how to disappear there would be a perfect
union of love between God and the earth I tread, the sea I
hear . . .
What do the energy, the gifts, etc. which are in me matter?
I always have enough of them to disappear.

May I disappear in order that those things that I see may
become perfect in their beauty from the very fact that they are no
longer things that I see.
I do not in the least wish that this created world should fade
from my view, but that it should no longer be to me personally
that it shows itself. To me it cannot tell its secret which is too
high. If I go, then the creator and the creature will exchange
their secrets.
To see a landscape as it is when I am not there. . . .
When I am in any place, I disturb the silence of heaven and
earth by my breathing and the beating of my heart.

1

‘And death, robbing my eyes of their light,
Restores to the day they sullied all in purity . . .

Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace (Routledge Classics, London and New York, 2003), p.41.

‘Et la mort à mes yeux ravissant la clarté
Rend au jour qu’ils souillaient toute sa pureté. . . .’1

Text

Leliumoj Lithuanian folk song

Lada and her daughter Lela in Baltic mythology are deities that connect soil and the sky and nurture
the earth. Their names up to this day are carried through Lithuanian folk song Sutartin s. Today the
meaning of the word leliumai deriving from Lela’s name is still being carried through song as an
unconscious chant to the deity.

With reference to Rainfall can release aerosols, study finds, MIT News,
https://news.mit.edu/2015/rainfall-can-release-aerosols-0114

The smell of wet soil is known to stimulate a visceral
response in people. The odour derived from oils exuded
by plants during dry periods is absorbed by clay-based
soils and rocks. During rain, the oil is released into the air
along with another compound called geosmin, a
metabolic by-product of actinobacteria, which is emitted
by wet soil, producing a distinctive and easily
recognisable scent. Petrichor - deriving from Greek with
he meaning of a: one liq id hich flo in he ein of
god ; is the molecular moment of the landscape entering
the breathing body. Its release into the air ensues rainfall
following a drought.

SPIRITS, STONES,
AND THE NECROPOLITICS
OF THE ANTHROPOCENE
Nils Bubandt

IF YOU TRAVEL SOUTH BY CAR FROM SURABAYA, Indonesia’s secondlargest city located on the sweltering north coast of Java, toward the
cool mountain town of Malang, you will, after about twenty-five kilometers, come upon a vast elevated landscape of mud. From the road,
your view will be blocked by the massive dikes that have been erected
to stem the mud. But if you climb to the top of the twenty-meter containment walls, you will see a barren and flat landscape, stretching
eastward toward the horizon and the shallow coastline of the Madura
Strait. The smell of petrol, emanating from the petroliferous components in the mud, is mixed with a faint but distinctive smell of rotten
eggs.1 If you scan the horizon, you will see, off in the distance to the
right, the source of the smell: a plume of steam, pulsating at irregular
intervals, at the center of the mudflat. The plume, consisting of methane mixed with hydrogen sulfide and sulfur dioxide, comes from the
main vent, one of five initial eruption sites of the mud volcano that
since May 2006 has spewed out enormous amounts of gas, water, and
mud. Eleven meters of sludge over an area of seven square kilometers
now bury what used to be twelve villages. The mud has displaced
39,700 people and caused damage estimated to be 30 trillion rupiah
(US$2.2 billion).2 As mud has built up within the containment walls,
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Figure G7.1. The mudflats in East Java. The plume of the main vent is
visible on the right. Photograph by Nils Bubandt.
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underground cave-ins have occurred. In one such event, in November 2006, the natural gas pipeline to Surabaya ruptured and exploded,
killing thirteen.3 Initially projected to continue for centuries, recent
estimates suggest that the mud volcano may self-plug within the next
two decades.4 By this time, however, the weight of the 140 million
cubic meters of mud from the volcano will likely have caused the
affected area to subside at least ninety-five meters.5 Except for some
species of coliform and thermophile bacteria, nothing today lives in
the sulfuric and heavy metal–rich mud.
The mud volcano is not only the largest of its kind in the world. It
is also by far the most controversial, and it has experts, residents, politicians, activists, and industrialists split into two camps. Some people
claim the mudflows were triggered by an earthquake, whereas others
maintain that it was caused by oil drilling. As such, the mud volcano is
a tragic and dystopic, but also illuminating, illustration of the Anthropocene, conventionally described as the geological period in which
human activity exceeds the forces of nature.6 What better example of
such excess than if humans caused a disastrous volcanic eruption? The
Indonesian mud volcano, however, also highlights another, equally
important and unsettling feature of the Anthropocene, namely, the
increasing impossibility of distinguishing human from nonhuman
forces, the anthropos from the geos. For the volcano is simultaneously
a national disaster at the center of a continuing political scandal and
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Spirits and the Necropolitics
of the Anthropocene
The different names of the mud volcano index its undecidability. Some
people refer to the volcano as Lumpur Lapindo (“Lapindo Mud”),
after the oil company, PT Lapindo Brantas Incorporation, that drilled
for petroleum nearby and that may have caused its eruption.7 Lumpur Lapindo names an anthropogenic and political event tainted by
industrial greed, mismanagement, and corruption. A second, equally
used name for the mud volcano is Lumpur Sidoarjo (“Sidoarjo Mud”),
after the sprawling nearby district capital. If the first name highlights
the human agency and political liabilities of the mud disaster, Lumpur
Sidoarjo is a geographical name used to denote where a “natural disaster” happened to strike. But “natural” figures awkwardly here, for not
only is this name as political as the previous one but the name also
points directly to the world of spirits. The name Lumpur Sidoarjo is
thus frequently shortened into the portmanteau “Lusi.” Pronounced
like the common woman’s name “Lucy,” it names an earth being with
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the object of an ongoing geological dispute about whether its eruption
was, in fact, anthropogenic or natural. An undecidability haunts the
mud volcano. Is it an effect of human industry or of tectonic forces?
Is it an effect of life or of nonlife? It is the undecidability of the mud
volcano, and of the Anthropocene, that is the subject of this chapter.
For undecidability, I will argue, is simultaneously the signature characteristic, the curse, and the promise of our current moment.
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a will of its own, and victims of the mud disaster speak its name with
as much deference as political acerbity. Lusi is, in other words, equal
parts spirit name and political critique. In a play on the name of the
Malaysian capital, Kuala Lumpur (literally “Muddy Estuary”), people
in East Java, for instance, joke that Lusi is their Kualat Lumpur, literally their “Cursed Mud.” The cursed mud is clearly the inverse image
of the shining cosmopolitan dream conveyed by the Malaysian capital:
a stinking, muddy, and failed modern. But more than metaphors are
at play here, for “curses” (kualat) belong to a very real realm of the
world in Indonesia, namely, that of occult forces and spirits (batin).
Kualat is a calamity you bring upon yourself by behaving inappropriately. The curse of the mud volcano is in that sense a response to a
moral transgression of some sort, an explanation that encapsulates
condemnation of industrial mismanagement, critique of political corruption, and anxieties about cosmological punishment.
Like Fukushima, Bhopal, Chernobyl, and other contemporary
disasters where the forces of nature and human politics act to exacerbate each other, Lusi is the name for a monstrous geography haunted
by the natural as well as the unnatural.8 But more so than other recent
disasters with an anthropogenic component, the ontologies of the
natural and the unnatural (whether human or spiritual kinds of “unnature”) coalesce in Lusi’s muddy ferment. On the mudflats of East
Java, the realms of geology, politics, industry, divination, lawsuits,
spiritual revenge, and corruption are inextricably entangled in each
other. Indeed, the inability to separate one from the other—nature
from politics, geothermal activity from industrial activity, human corruption from spiritual revenge—is a constituent part of the volcano’s
necropolitics.
Achille Mbembe, in his founding article on the term, defined necropolitics as the subjugation of human life to the powers of death in
the context of war, terror, and weapons of mass destruction.9 But in
a time of global warming, ocean acidification, and mass extinction,
I suggest necropolitics has come to cover a much broader and much
more stochastic politics of life and death. Humans, animals, plants,
fungi, and bacteria now live and die under conditions that may have
been critically shaped by human activity but that are also increasingly
outside of human control. I use the notion of a necropolitics of the
Anthropocene to indicate the life-and-death effects—intended as well
as unintended—of this kind of ruination and extinction. Nature may

increasingly be human-made, but humans have not only lost control
of this nature making and unmaking; we have increasingly lost the
ability to tell the difference between our own world and the natural
worlds we make and destroy. As each new scientific discovery reveals
more details of the complex interplay between human worlds and natural worlds, we are also increasingly faced with our inability to tell
these worlds apart. In the Anthropocene, necropolitics operates under
the sign of metaphysical indeterminacy rather than certainty, unintended consequences rather than control.
As it so happens, spirits exist under the same conditions of uncertainty and possibility. Spirits are never just “there.” They are both
manifest and disembodied, present and absent. Spirits thrive, as a
result, in conditions of doubt rather than belief.10 “I do not believe
in ghosts, but . . .” is, after all, the conventional start to accounts of
experiences with ghosts and spirits. How striking, in light of this, that
the Anthropocene is so clearly associated with spirits. Take the figure
of Gaia, the self-regulating, sympoetic superorganism of earth’s biosphere named after a Greek goddess by climate scientist James Lovelock and biologist Lyn Margulis.11 Or take Donna Haraway’s chthulus, those earthly “myriad intra-active entities-in-assemblages” that
inhabit the Anthropocene.12 These tentacular beings of the earth are
so named by Haraway to point to the overlap between indigenous spirits—from Pachamama, the Incan goddess of fertility, to A’akuluujjusi,
the mother creator of all animals in Inuit thought—and new biological
insights into the evolutionary co-becoming of life (see the chapters by
Haraway and Gilbert in Monsters). In the Anthropocene, both climate
science and biology seem to bring spirits, once thought to have been
killed by secular thought, back to life. This chapter argues that geology
in similar ways brings spirits into being. By paying attention to the
spirits that abound in and around the Lusi mud volcano, we may yet
learn to see, and live with, the ghosts that abound in the necropolitical
landscapes of the Anthropocene.

The Story of a Mud Volcano—in Two Parts
The Lusi mud volcano is a geological event with two histories. The
volcano is essentially a two-part story. Part one, the “unnatural history” of the volcano, as it were, begins in 2006. In the early hours of
the morning on May 29, the mud volcano erupted, shortly after the oil
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In a narrative of perpetual return played out
between the undead body and the landscape,
malevolent spirits inhabiting Eastern European
bogs such as Topielec or R sa ka reveal that
the past was never actually past at all. The
dead, drowned, burned and buried live they
have always lived in the spill, in the
landscape and in folk horror.

Dorota Gawęda and Eglė Kulbokaitė’s research, multiple sources.

Many of the Slavic and Baltic nature spirits are
often believed to dwell in natural terrestrial
boundaries, especially those delineating the
threshold between the human and the natural
(field borders, gullies, forests edges, swamps,
whirlpools). In fact, the seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century Russian historical records
ha de c ibed bo h demon and pi i of
vernacular beliefs who lived in the liminalities
of nature, placed a special ban on prayers
pe fo med o demon nea
ell , i e , in
copses, near barns, washing houses and other
an i ional place .

In Eastern European rural tradition, on Thursdays or most notably on
October 31, the ancestral ghosts or dziady would pay the living a
visit. In preparation the bathhouse was heated, the number of chairs,
shirts and towels set in the bathhouse equalled the number of invited
souls. After bathing, feasting took place. An equivalent number of
table settings was to be laid out. The foods would be dark in colour
and aromatic, they were to resemble the soil. Even babies were kept
awake. The presence of Death was immediately announced to all
domestic animals, bees were informed by a rhythmic knock on the
hive. Attentiveness was endorsed, silence ruled the house, doors
and windows remained open. Additional food was left at the
crossroads and was handed out to the poorer members of society as
dziad simultaneously meant a 'poor person', leaving only little
linguistic disjunction between being ancestor or family, and being
poor.

Dorota Gawęda and Eglė Kulbokaitė’s research, multiple sources.

The cult of Marzanna emerged in the year 965 after the newly
christened Polish prince Mieszko I ordered the destruction of all
pagan idols. The people are said to have gathered the cherished
objects and deity representations and were ordered to drown them
in nearby lakes and rivers as a mass spectacle. Sacred trees were
cut throughout the land and their severed branches were set ablaze.
The people wept and mourned the loss of their kindred spirits. It was
said that Marzanna, a powerful demon of death emerged from the
amalgamation of all the impaired and drowned spirits. Since
medieval times, the people felt the compulsion for re-enactment of
the violent spectacle which is carried out annually on spring equinox.
Out of straw which is then wrapped in linen and beautified with
ribbons and beads arises the goddess, she is the demon of death,
plague and winter, whose effigy embodies cyclical death and rebirth.
On the afternoon of March 21st - the first day of spring - young
children still play with/torture the idol, gleefully parading it around
and dunking it in every trough and water barrel in the village or city.
At dusk they gather at the riverbank, setting the effigy ablaze and
tossing into the water, cheering as the blazing wretch disappears
downstream.
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looking for the problem of which these things are symptoms. What is
it? Why, if so influential, is it so hard to point to?

Agrilogistics. Two reasons: it is everywhere and it is taboo to mention
it. You could be labeled a primitivist even for bringing it up.

I have placed a curse on the ground. All your life you will struggle to scratch a living from it. It will grow thorns and thistles for
you, though you will eat of its grains. All your life you will sweat
to produce food, until your dying day. Then you will return to
the ground from which you came. For you were made from
dust, and to the dust you will return.71
Two ancient texts written within agricultural temporality condemn
agriculture, and rather startlingly accurately: the science is on their
side.72 Consider the collection Paleopathology at the Origins of Agriculture. The very title fleetingly suggests that there was an ancient
pathology (paleopathology), as if the origins of agriculture were
pathological. It is as if science couldn’t help employing the rhetoric
of agricultural religion, as if science itself were suspended in agricultural time. This rhetoric pits agriculture against agriculture in what
we could call agricultural autoimmunity, an agricultural allergy to
itself. Foundational Axial (agricultural) Age stories narrate the origin of religion as the beginning of agricultural time: an origin in sin.
The texts are almost shockingly explicit, so it’s strange we don’t think
to read them that way. Pretty much out loud, they say that religion

Timothy Morton, Dark Ecology: For a Logic of Future Coexistence (Columbia University Press, New York, 2017), p.38-41.

In the Golden Age, agriculture was an abomination. In the
Silver Age, impiety appeared in the form of agriculture. In the
Golden Age, people lived on fruits and roots that were obtained
without any labor. For the existence of sin in the form of cultivation, the lifespan of people became shortened.70
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Timothy Morton, Dark Ecology: For a Logic of Future Coexistence (Columbia University Press, New York, 2017), p.38-41.

as such (was there “religion” beforehand?) was founded in and as
impiety. And the thistles keep growing, the sweat keeps pouring, and
humans are from dust, not from themselves as later agricultural myths
(from the Theban cycle to the Enlightenment) will proclaim. We witness the extraordinary spectacle of “religion” talking about itself as a
reflective, reflexive loop of sin and salvation, with escalating positive
feedback loops. Like agriculture.
Now consider this text. The author is looking down on a valley in
China: “Forest—field—plow—desert—that is the cycle of the hills
under most plow agricultures. . . . We Americans, though new upon
our land, are destroying soil by field wash faster than any people that
ever lived. . . . We have the machines to help us to destroy as well as
to create.”73 It is 1929. Apart from noting the time span between these
three texts, need one say more?
What is this “human” species, instigator of the Anthropocene,
fragile sand drawing? Evidently the term as used here is not essentialist, if essentialist means believing that how things exist is that they are
constantly, metaphysically present. This is the very metaphysics that
isn’t strictly thinkable in the lineage of Kant and his subsequent lineage holders, including Heidegger, who inspired Lacan, who taught
Foucault, who told us of human faces drawn in the sand. Not thinkable, that is, if you want to be modern—and not thinkable in the sense
that unsustainable paradoxes arise when you try to think this way.
Beliefs in constant presence derive ultimately from a default ontology persistent in the long moment in which the Anthropocene is a
disturbing fluctuation. We are still within this twelve-thousand-year
“present” moment, a scintilla of geological time. What happened
in Mesopotamia happens “now,” which is why it has made sense for
Dark Ecology to refer to us as Mesopotamians. This long now started
somewhere, sometime. It is bounded. Yet to think outside it, since
that very outside is defined by it, is to think within it. The contemporary phenomenon of the gluten-free diet perfectly embodies this—
the diet that currently obsesses almost a third of American adults,
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Remember Earth clearly. Thinking outside the Neolithic box would
involve seeing and talking at a magnitude we humanists find embarrassing or ridiculous or politically suspect. Perhaps it is completely
outlandish: thinking this way is easily marginalized as an activity for
loons. We can find examples, but they are indeed marginal. We might
for instance find them in the insights of psychedelic drug-fueled
depression exemplified in the middle-period work of the British
techno group Orbital (active since 1989). The video for Orbital’s “The
Box” is a miracle of juxtaposed timescales. A lonely wanderer played
by Tilda Swinton holds a position for a very long time. A camera films
her and what happens around her. Then the film is sped up, so that the
wanderer appears to be walking through a megacity while cars and
people rush around her at breakneck speed. The physical difficulty
of the dancer’s role is breathtaking, which performs the difficulty of
thinking on more than one scale at once: the thinking that ecological
awareness demands.
The dancer stops outside a cheap electronics store. She watches
televisions in the window. Unbeknownst to the passersby, since it is
happening on such a slow timescale relative to them, secret messages
are flashing on the screen. Only the isolated wanderer can see them:

Timothy Morton, Dark Ecology: For a Logic of Future Coexistence (Columbia University Press, New York, 2017), p.38-41.

despite actual gluten intolerance affecting a single-digit percentage
of the population. The gluten-free phenomenon is a magic bullet
solution to modernity. “Gluten” sounds abject and glutinous, and it
is found in wheat: agriculture as sin, just like Genesis says. Such an
allergic reaction of modernity to itself is absurd: even Neanderthals
made bread. Consider the modern hatred of the body that links with
a profound (and accurate) unease that “something is wrong” and
is then blended with primitivism: the “Paleo diet.” The term Paleo
acknowledges that something is wrong with the Neolithic, the term
we use for post-Mesopotamian human social forms: something is
wrong—as Genesis had already pointed out.
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REMEMBER EARTH CLEARLY
BAD
DAMAGED
BATTERED
PLANET
FRAYED
DUSTBOWL
COMPROMISED
WAKE UP
MONSTERS EXIST74

It’s a sinister, paranoid moment of ecological awareness. What is the
monster? Sophocles encapsulated it already in the astonishing Second
Chorus of his Theban play Antigone: Of the many disturbing beings,
man is the most disturbing. Why? Because he plows, and because he
is aware of how this plowing disturbs Earth. “DUSTBOWL” obviously references the disaster of agricultural feedback loops. We are
disturbed by our disturbance—and we don’t stop: seeing “MONSTERS EXIST” on a TV screen in a shop window is like the fantasy
of seeing a monstrous face in the mirror when you pass by in the dark.
Imagine seeing on more than one timescale—just as geology and
climate science think on more than one. Imagine for a moment that
the phenomenon-thing gap were closed and that you could see everything. This is what is happening to the woman in The Box. The lonely
walker perceives the phrase “MONSTERS EXIST” on a television
screen that no one else can see: they would require the scaled-up
temporality at which she is living to see it. This is like being able to
see hyperobjects. Why is this disturbing? Because you are already living on more than one timescale. Ecological awareness is disorienting

Timothy Morton, Dark Ecology: For a Logic of Future Coexistence
(Columbia University Press, New York, 2017), p.38-41.

she functions in a temporal scope sufficient to read the messages that
perhaps to others appear only as minuscule flickers. One has to pause
the video to read the evocative sequence oneself:

Thus goes the Greek Mariola lament song of longing or xenitia: a sense of catastrophic
loss characterized by a frenzied yearning for home. Every year the people of Epirus
(Northern Greece) hold panegyria, multiday, music-intensive events in which they
mourn their losses and celebrate what remains. Panegyria are religious festivals, in
that they are tied to the patron saint of a village church and are held on a day dedicated
to honoring the life of that saint, as determined by the Greek Orthodox calendar. There
is speculation that the panegyria have pagan roots, that the priests simply assimilated
them. Regardless, panegyria have always aimed to treat xenitia with a hefty dose of
parea, a company of friends. Panegyria are a way for the village to pay homage not
just to its saints but also to its missing (those who left, those who are otherwise exiled)
and then to exult in the remaining togetherness, however fleeting it might be.

Hunting for the Source of the World’s Most Beguiling Music in The NY Times Magazine https://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/28/magazine/hunting-for-the-source-of-theworlds-most-beguiling-folk-music.html

Oh, rise, Mariola, from the earth,
From the dark soil (oh, Mariola mine);
What legs, poor me, can I use to lift myself, ah,
Oh, what arms to lean upon;
Ah, my soul, my little heart.
Oh, make your fingernails into spades,
Your palms into shovels (oh, Mariola mine);
Oh, throw the soil onto one side,
And the slab to the other (oh, Mariola mine).
Turn your hands into shovels. Dig yourself out. Return to me.
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