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résumé: L’article met en discussion des notions comme l’identité et l’altérité à travers
lesquelles les géographies imaginaires de l’esprit reconfigurent leurs frontières. L’espace
même est peu à peu modélé, il prend la forme de l’imaginaire culturel où il s’insinue. Plus
généralement, la culture peut être définie comme la production de l’espace. Quand je dis
que l’espace est engendré culturellement, je veux dire que, construit dans la prise de
l’espace est l’autre face à face, car, dans son absence, il n’y aurait pas de frontières, réelles
ou imaginaires, donc pas d’espace. Il s’ensuit que la topo-génie implique l’interaction
de l’identité et de l’altérité, une éthique essentiellement du type donnant-donnant. 
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“Alterity” and “identity”; “geographies” of the “mind” where self and other must
accommodate one another, make room for each other and, more fundamentally, make
room; spaces where space itself obtains, and with it, culture: the overarching topic of our
conversation, then, is “topogeny” or, the cultural production of space. Needless to say,
my formulation is a bit redundant, and the redundancy may as well be rendered – no less
redundantly – as the cultural production of space, for culture always arises historically,
in a particular space. And vice versa, of course: space is manufactured inside specific
cultural locations and bears their marks. More generally, culture can be defined as space
production. What do I mean, though, when I say that space is engendered culturally? I
mean that built into space making is the self-other face-off, for without it there would be
no boundary, actual or imagined, hence no space. It follows that topogeny implies the
interplay of identity and alterity, an essentially ethical give-and-take. 

As is well known, this process has been in crisis for a while now. True, the name of
this crisis is modernity, but, in a notable if not absolute sense, David Harvey’s late post -
modern time-space compression has only made things worse. This complex, chronotopic
“tightening” suggests, as I have just did, that, first, what happens to and in time also
happens to and in space to those engaged in culture, in representation, in discourse largely.
For this is what I had in mind when I said that such activities can be best thought of
historically, constructed by a particular space as much as in turn they fashion it. Thus, a
certain symmetry of discussion may be entertained at this point, to the effect that people
make “time” no less than they make space, further, that culture or cultures are topo-poiesis
and chrono-poiesis forms, and, at last, that these forms and the resulting formations bear

EURESIS 2013 p 1-96 c1_Layout 1  7/8/13  8:12 PM  Page 45



witness to the defining heterogeneity or, as I stressed above, to the ethics of these
manufacturing protocols.

These operations pertain to ethics in that, as much as space making involves a
topological negotiation, the taking into account and often the violent displacement of
another presence, time making rests on a similar association, partnership, or friction. It
is both a matter of chronology, of time logic, and a matter of ontology, but before anything
else it is a matter of ethics because the relation between self and other predates any time
making, any foundational story, any cultural narrative, and any narrative for that matter.
As Emmanuel Levinas points out in the 1947 essay Le temps et l’autre, the two elements
in his title are codependent. They are so because death is, as a “future of the event,… not
yet time. In order for this future, which is nobody’s and which a human being cannot
assume, to become an element of time,” he explains, “it must also enter into relationship
with the present.” “What is,” the philosopher goes on to ask, “the tie between two instants
that have between them the whole interval, the whole abyss, that separates the present
and death, this margin at once both insignificant and infinite, where there is always room
enough for hope?” And he answers:

It is certainly not a relationship of pure contiguity, which would transform time into
space, but neither is it the élan of dynamism and duration, since for the present this
power to be beyond itself and to encroach upon the future seems to me precisely
excluded by the very mystery of death.

Relationship with the future, the presence of the future in the present, seems all
the same accomplished in the face-to-face with the Other. The situation of the 
face-to-face would be the very accomplishment of time; the encroachment of the
present on the future is not the feat of the subject alone, but the intersubjective
relationship. (79) 

Therefore, what Levinas calls “the condition of time” rests on “the relationship between
humans, or in history” (79). Now, that historicity and temporality are not one and the same
surely comes as no surprise. Instead, what is striking is Levinas’s account of the dynamic
of the two terms. What makes time possible, he contends, is history understood as a stage
on which the self-other drama is enacted. Interestingly, history predates time given that
the face-to-face – the ethical –comes before time. In fact, we “have time” – for ourselves,
for those close to us, for projects such as this conference, for the world in general – we
have time, I say, because time has been given to us during this con-frontation, in an
“intersubjective,” ethical transaction prior to any “egology” and any ontology of Being.
Ostensibly, what Levinas does here is work out a critique of Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit,
which he develops four years thereafter in another article, “L’ontologie est-elle
fondamentale?” and then in his 1961 opus magnum Totalité et infini. We will recall,
Heidegger proposes that “The world of Da-sein is a with-world. Being-in is being with
others” (112), but not before positing that “the characteristic of encountering the others
is, after all, oriented toward one’s own Da-sein” (111). Consequently, the ultimate meaning
of Mitsein is “egological,” and philosophy itself, is, Levinas maintains in Totalité et infini,
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“an egology” overall (44). This speaks not only to Levinas’s debt to Heidegger and before
him to Husserl, but also to Levinas’s critique of both, in particular to his epochal reversal
of the Heideggerian ethics-ontology equation. 

In Heidegger, ontology comes first; ethics – next, if it comes at all. As is well known,
some have actually said it does not, while still others have even argued that it is already
present as an unethical thrust in what Levinas calls “ontological imperialism” (44). In fact,
this may well be the case if, as Levinas sees it, the truth of those “existents” with whom
I am in the world “proceeds,” in Heidegger’s view, from the openness” of their Being,
so I “comprehend” them insofar as my thought “transcends” them. “Measur[ed]… against
the horizon whereupon it is profiled,” an existent “arises upon a ground that extends beyond
it, as an individual arises from a concept” (44-45). This is how, Levinas carries on, the
“existing of an existant is converted into intelligibility; its independence is a surrender
in radiation. To broach an existent from Being is simultaneously to let it be and to
comprehend it.” So the existent, the other with whom otherwise “I am” in the world, must
“surrender” in the act of understanding, of conceptualization. In the con-cept, this other
is captum, captive. To size it up is simply to seize it rationally as “reason seizes on it
through the void and nothingness of existing,  [a]pproached from Being, from the luminous
horizon where it has a silhouette, but has lost its face.” The existent is indeed the very
“appeal” to my comprehension, and comprehension “unfolds in time.” But how I respond
no less then the temporality of the response wrap exclusively, “egologically,” around
comprehending subjectivity inasmuch as understanding sanctions “the priority of Being
over existents” and implicitly reaffirms the “essence of philosophy.” 

This essence, Levinas submits, has entailed “subordinat[ing] the relation with
someone, who is an existent, (the ethical relation) to a relation with the Being of existents,
which, impersonal, permits the apprehension, the domination of existents (a relationship
of knowing), subordinates justice to freedom.” And here comes the crucial part of his
reasoning, which deserves extensive quotation: 

If freedom denotes the mode of remaining the same in the midst of the other,
knowledge, where an existent is given by interposition of impersonal Being,
contains the ultimate sense of freedom. It would be opposed to justice, which
involves obligations with regard to an existent that refuse to give itself, the Other,
who in this sense would be an existent par excellence. In subordinating the very
relation with existents to the relation with  Being the Heideggerian ontology affirms
the primacy of freedom over ethics. To be sure, the freedom involved in the essence
of truth is not for Heidegger a principle of free will. Freedom comes from an
obedience to Being: it is not man who possesses freedom; it is freedom that
possesses man. But the dialectic which thus reconciles freedom and obedience in
the concept of truth presupposes the primacy of the same, which marks the direction
of and defines the whole of Western philosophy. [emphasis mine] (45)

So the “relation with Being,” ontology, inheres in the intellectual “neutralizing” of the
other, is not an actual relation with it but its “reduction to the same” (45-46). The other’s
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“thematization” and “conceptualization” entail “possession” and “suppression,” lead to
“imperialist domination,” to “tyranny” (46-47). This can be the tyranny of a State, of a
group, of a concept, research model, or paradigm – whatever approaches the “irreducible
Other” (47) “autarchically” and “egoistically” by inscribing it into a leveling totality or
way of seeing things at the expense of what this Other is and means, which essence and
meaning, once more, cannot be conceived of other than in a relation with it. This relation –
rather than the relation with the Being in its backdrop – plays out in the face-to-face, in
conversational commerce. This is the only “non-allergic relation with alterity” (47) – àllos
means “strange,” “other” in Greek – for it does not stem from nor egotistically circles back
to, and “confirms,” the self and its sameness. In the irreducibility and separatedness
underpinning it, the space and time of the world are fundamentally initiated and preserved:
space, insofar as self and other retain their specific “interiorities,” own domains and realms,
which do not come under the same continuum of sameness; time, insofar as, in relation
to this interiority or interiorities where “each being declines the concept and withstands
totalization” (47), the particular being “has its own time” that is “not absorbed into
universal time” (57). 

These are the time and space – times and spaces – in which self and other thrives.
Conversely, because their ethical interface is, as Levinas contends, pre-ontological, this
is how they set up time and space as actual parameters of life, as culture. This means that,
no matter how we might see or approach it, culture itself is a non-allergic project. For it
bodies forth the ethics of the face-to-face in specific, non-totalizing and non-universalizing,
essentially pluralist temporal-spatial configurations. Ironically enough, though, it is this
realization that the moderns, at least in the West, have forgotten and must regain rather
than the meaning of Being as background against which, according to Levinas’s
critique of Heidegger, everything in this world becomes meaningful.

To be sure, this awareness and the willingness to act on it are not entirely absent. Yet
they are not dominant either, and that is why earlier I spoke about a crisis. This is a crisis
of modernity – or modernity itself as crisis, if you will – and inheres in a certain
disciplinary, largely corporate regularizing of time and space. What such chronotopic
flattening out essentially accomplishes across discourses, disciplines, and areas of life both
private and public is it leaves less and less time for others in Levinas’s sense, and by the
same token leaves less and less time for all of us. Growingly one-dimensional,
compressed, successively and concurrently collapsing into one another as spatialized
temporality and space turned into simultaneous time simultaneously (Harvey 266, 299),
time and space have about one hundred and fifty years ago entered a radical crisis. With
the recent worldwide speeding up of globalization understood, as some do, as a
shrinking and homogenization of the world, this crisis has worsened. Increasingly, this
is a selfsame world that has no time for others – and because of that, we shall see, it takes
time away from itself. It is an egological geography where space and time are being 
made and remade as dimensions in which the other is expunged. This has been, as Levinas
often reminds us, rationality’s project all along. But it has taken a more reflexive 
form of modernity – let us call it postmodernity – to see this project for what it is and,
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seeing through it critically, at least gesture toward an alternative, to an “other” to this
spatial-temporal continuum that cancels otherness itself and with it a whole array of
ingredients, moments, and rites vital to the self’s welfare. 

Simply put, this alternative consists in a shift away from egological modernity to what
I would call ecological modernity or postmodernity; from a modernity of concepts, tactics,
and epistemological modules that make no room and leave no time for others, to a more
accommodating, post-modernity that acknowledges the problem if nothing else. This
acknowledgement – this form of modern “reflexivity,” as Anthony Giddens would put
it – comes about as a cultural critique of specific spatial and temporal setups and strategies
that, under the guise of progress, predicate their sociocultural, economic, and geopolitical
arrangements on a systematic serialization of one-of-a-kind, “alien,” “foreign,” or “exotic”
singularities and thus irreversibly damage cultural environment. It is in this sense that
my considerations amount to an intervention in cultural ecology. In keeping with what
I have said so far, I will intervene rather indirectly, by way of a dialogue with Don DeLillo’s
work. Consistently eminent, his awareness of the problems at hand further sharpens with
recent novels such as Underworld (1997) and especially Cosmopolis (2003), which I will
discuss here alongside his essays “The Power of History” (1997) and “In the Ruins of
the Future” (2001). 

I am not the first to treat the essays as the fictions’ companion pieces. David Cowart
and others have done it already and for good reason: written in parallel or published right
after the books, the New York Times Magazine and the Harper’s pieces cast revealing light
on the two novels. And invariably, what this light reveals is the ecological crisis of our
culture determined as a growingly allergic space-time configuration. Along with
Thomas Pynchon, Paul Auster, Richard Powers, Jonathan Franzen, Jonathan Safran Foer,
to name only a few writers, and together with a number of cultural critics, thinkers, and
public intellectuals from Edward Soja to David Harvey and Ben Agger, DeLillo
participates in what I would call a reappropriation of culture in its basic, chronotopic
parameters on behalf of a waning alterity. Throughout his work yet more conspicuously
since White Noise (1985), this alterity, this worldly a-typicality and uniqueness has been
the “endangered species” of his cultural imaginary. A world in crisis, then, in DeLillo is
the world in which dominant models of understanding and behavior – which are also
models of dominating this world – play out by scaling back the world’s heterogeneity
through a paring down of the spatial and temporal domains in which this heterogeneity
can be. As noted before, precisely because in turn space and time cannot be without
an/other presence –that is, precisely because their texture is ethical – this boils down to
an abbreviation of time and space, more exactly, to an accelerating manufacturing of time
and space as domains of sameness where the self, the same models, the same formulas,
codes, texts, and discourses recycle endlessly despite the rhetorical veneer of the “new.”
Not cultural production but cultural reproduction, the Baudrillardian, viral expansion of
the same is what fashions our lives; the self’s relation to itself as hegemonic modus
operandi, and not the self’s nurturing, truly forward-moving relation to an/other.
Consequently, the whole point, it seems to me, is to work a nurturing relationality back
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into our most defining routines and thus stop the conversion of space and time into their
opposites: a-spatiality, a-chronicity. 

French critic Marc Augé has in fact a better term for what space, to begin with, has
been devolving into as it has been recast outside and against the sustaining presence of
others. He calls it “non-place.” In Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of
Supermodernity, he maintains that “if a place can be defined as relational, historical and
concerned with identity, then a space which cannot be defined as relational, or historical,
or concerned with identity will be a non-place” (77-78). Our world has been threatened
by the proliferation of “non-spatiality” or placelessness at the expense of places of
neighborly dealings, cultural-political deliberation, and commerce. For built into these
places has been traditionally a robust sense of history and historical identity – of histories
and identities, rather, writing and rewriting themselves relationally, through daily
exchanges geared toward culturally and politically open transactions between self and
other. A dying space, the world’s spatiality threatens to stop playing its role as habitat,
venue, and other topological parameters of identity construction. One explanation is that,
in the network society, broken up, reshuffled, and dilated, subject to regularizing and
serializing planning, worldly spatiality is less and less socially and culturally nourishing
because distance, one of its key dimensions, has been severely warped and with it
subjectivity. As Soja glosses on Martin Buber’s 1957 essay “Distance and Relation” in
his book Postmodern Geographies, “spatiality” is “the beginning of human consciousness”
in that one develops a “conscious, self-aware identity, a sense of who one is in and across
space, at a distance, by distancing oneself from other things and people” (132). However,
“to be human,” Soja hastens to add,

is not only to create distances but to attempt to cross them, to transform primal
distance through intentionality, emotion, involvement, attachment. Human
spatiality is thus more than the product of our own capacity to separate ourselves
from the world, from a pristine Nature, to contemplate its distant plenitude and our
separatedness. In what may be the most basic human dialectic in human existence,
the primal setting at a distance is meaningless (one of existentialism’s most
important concepts) without its negation: the creation of meaning through
relations with the world. Thus, as Buber argues, human consciousness arises from
the interplay – dare I add unity and opposition? – of distancing and relation. Entering
into relations, being-in-the-world, Heidegger’s Dasein, Sartre’s L’Etre pour-soi or
[l’]être-là (“being-there”), is not possible without distancing, without the ability
which allows us to assume a point of view of the world. But [and this reservation,
I might interject, is notable in view of Levinas’s take on Heideggerian ontology—
“but,” then, Soja says,] in this ability is also a will to relate, a necessary impulsion
to overcome detachment, as the only means whereby we can confirm our exis tence
in the world, can overcome meaningless and establish identity. (133)

DeLillo is among the contemporary artists and thinkers who suggest that identity, collective
as well as individual, turns on the self’s capacity to relate to another, and that this aptitude
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has been weakened by modernity’s “distant” and distancing politics of space and the
indifferent, uniform non-spaces this politics has historically fostered: cookie-cutter-style
“proletarian” banlieues, inner-city “projects” and suburbs; grandiose yet impersonal
meeting halls, faceless buildings redolent of both Stalinism’s carceral cubism and Le
Corbusier’s cold functionalism; deserted downtowns, squares, and plazas; ironically named
“convention” centers, anonymous airport lounges, and the ubiquitous malls. As “spatial
practice” – a term Soja borrows from Henri Lefebvre’s classical La Production de
l’espace – Cosmopolis critiques the expanding placelessness of New York City and of the
world at large and only subsequently, along the lines previously drawn in Underworld,
reinvents the city as living place by bringing forth the other spaces, its suppressed or
repressed heterotopologies.

In Soja, heterotopology is of course indebted to Foucault’s “heterotopia,” which the
French critic defines in the Preface to Les mots et les choses and redefines a year later
in the 1967 lecture “Des Espaces Autres.” Soja is only one of the critics who have drawn
on Foucault’s heterotopics while recognizing the difficulty of employing it to describe
clear-cut “contestatory” spatialities. No doubt, Foucault’s notion is indeed tricky if the
idea is to use it to inventory topological formations completely external, “counter,” and
generally “other” to the macrospace they are otherwise part of. “Absolutely differentiated
discursive space,” purely “uncontained” and “extra-territorial,” hence equally out-and-
out “transgressive” “counter-sites” do not make up a heterotopia but a utopia, and an
“uncritical” one to that. To be sure, there are no unsituated venues and avenues; there are
no positions already un-positioned, places un-placed. Augé’s non-place itself is not a-topic,
without or outside a place. On the contrary, it designates a disfeatured, usurped, and
commonplace place. One might say its “placelessness” is located in this kind of places.   

DeLillo too sketches out a tentative cartography of late-postmodern, global-era
spatiality as a domain of placelessness as well as timelessness. I would further submit to
you that this cartography of space and time is more than “neutral,” dispassionate survey
of sites and histories characteristically cropping up worldwide in the wake of time-space
contraction and integration. In effect, what DeLillo seems to be working toward is a
counter-topology and historical “counter-narrative” of sorts polemically recentered around
the self’s relationship with an other and the emotionality necessarily undergirding this
ethical nexus. True, this is primarily something of an implication. For the most part, he
points to the paradoxical waning of relatedness, of connections, ties, and bonds between
self and other in a world otherwise “shrinking” under the rule of triumphant “inter -
connectedness” and the communication/media technologies prompting it. The fading of
“actually existing relations” among self and other, he proposes, risks giving rise to an
“apathetic,” a-spatial and a-historical geography organized around non-committal
locations and a-social structures, which displace traditional places and moments of con-
viviality, of “living with” an other as identity formation modes. 

Cut off from one another and, together, from the common history of their civitas,
deprived of its hitherto civilizing spatial and historical arrangements, distributions, and
distances, self and other find themselves less and less experiencing life as neighborly event
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and identity as interplay. To de-socialize them, modern “urban planning” has variously
de-spatialized and a-chronized them, disengaging, pulling them apart and spacing them
out disproportionately by uprooting and relocating them in a post-relational place and
time – certainly a paradox of our “interconnected” world. What DeLillo’s Cosmopolis
allegorizes and implicitly critiques is modern spatiality and temporality as an index of
an egotistical, excessively self-centered structure of selfhood. If, in a fundamental,
Spinozian sense, we owe our feelings, what and how we “feel,” how we see the world
and who we are ultimately, to others, what happens, we might wonder, when, broken up,
reshuffled, and dilated, the novel’s late postmodern space and time are no longer socially
and culturally tolerant of others around “us”? When worldly chronotopology at large is
an egology in Levinas’s sense? 

Underworld raises this question too. The question is twofold if not threefold, because
in asking about time and space DeLillo also asks about identity ethics. More to the point,
he asks what kind of identity we might be building for ourselves and our selves when the
time and space in which we are doing it features less and less room for an/other presence.
Both have collapsed, not just time, as the writer points up in “The Power of History.” This
collapse, the flattening out of time, is the mark of the everyday as technological setting.
“The microwave, the VCR remote, the telephone redial button and other time-collapsing
devices,” he observes, “may make us feel that our ordinary household technology reflects
something that flows through the deep mind of the culture, an impatient craving for time
itself to move faster.” Because this “deep mind” is shaped by a fantasy of instanta -
neousness, the fast-forward mode in which the U. S. and the whole world are stuck (at
least in part) gives rise more and more to a certain material culture. In DeLillo’s own words,
instantaneousness translates into a culture of “instant obsolescence.” This is the “new”
and novelty – modernity’s ultimate values – as always-already “post”; the new and now,
the modo as out-moded, as waste, a DeLillo staple. So time “collapses,” is “consumed,”
one might say – and so does space, as we shall see below – in “the larger cultural drama
of white-hot consumption.” In Underworld, Cosmopolis, and pretty much everywhere in
his visionary work, DeLillo calls for a “time out” of this time consumption drama, for a
slowdown of velocity culture. This timeout is not for the writer to create properly speaking
but to retrieve, to dig out of the debris of consumption time in which what is consumed
is memory, that is, time itself. 

What does it mean, though, that time is subjected to consumption, is consumed, hence
diminishes? For it does not quite dwindle. Instead, it becomes the only available kind of
time, everywhere the same and by the same token the time of sameness, timing sameness
itself. It is in this sense that we have less and less time for others, that our culture is
“autochronic,” profoundly repetitive despite the novelty we otherwise worship, replaying
itself, replicating its styles, codes, and icons over and over again with negligible variations
across nations and languages. The time of this consumptive repetition is one – and also
the time of oneness – and this is an atemporal present of sorts, a futural present, if you
will, that has already become past, obsolete, and so has vanished and rushed into its futurity
before it had fully completed itself – time as ceaseless “headlong rush,” what the French
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call “fuite en avant.” We will see how important this notion of time is in Cosmopolis. For
now, let us listen to what DeLillo has to say in “The Power of History” – and also to how
he says it, pointedly, in that hurrying, continuous present:

You’re watching a video-tape of hooded men emerging from a bank and they move
with a certain choreographed flair, firing virtuoso bursts from automatic weapons,
and you wonder if they are repeating a scene from a recent movie, the one that
disappeared overnight when the weekend gross was flat, and the tape is played and
replayed, exhausting all reality stored in its magnetic pores, and then another tape
replaces it, a car chase through a startled suburb, and the culture continues its drive
to imitate itself endlessly – the rerun, the sequel, the theme park, the designer outlet –
because this is the means it has devised to disremember the past.

Or you’re staring at the inside of a convenience store on a humdrum night in July.
This is a surveillance video with a digital display that marks off the tenths of
seconds. Then you see a shuffling man with a handgun enter the frame. The
commonplace homicide that ensues is transformed in the image-act of your own
witness. It is bare, it is real, it is live,it is taped. It is compelling, it is numbing, it
is digitally microtimed and therefore filled with incessant information. And if you
view the tape often enough, it tends to transform you, to make you a passive
variation of the armed robber in his warped act of consumption. It is another set
of images for you to want and need and get sick of and need nonetheless, and it
separates you from the reality that beats ever more softly in the diminishing world
outside the tape.

Against these flashes, these lonely fleeting images, against the ritual arrangements
of these serial replays, events and documents of the past have a clarity and intactness
that amount to a moral burnish. A Matthew Brady photograph, a framed front
page—“Men Walk on the Moon.” These things represent moments of binding
power. They draw people together in ways that only the most disastrous con -
temporary events can match. We depend on disaster to consolidate our vision.
[emphasis added]

Not only does the passage encapsulate DeLillo’s entire ethics of identity. It also ties
its ethical imperative, its “moral burnish,” to a precise temporality seen as defining
dimension of culture. It is, we gather, in the present of its own reruns that culture
presentifies itself and those in it and thus revokes, “disremembers” its past. So culture
enacts itself in an eternal present. But, as I say above, this does not necessarily mean it
will last. Quite the contrary: this present already dumps the ever-repetitive cultural product
into the thrash bin of the a-memorial past, as with the “recent” movie that has just flopped
at the box office. The problem with cultural discourse as “variation” of this sort is, as the
writer stresses, that it tends to make the consumer into one. In other words, I risk becoming
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if not what I watch and listen to, then like it. Namely, I turn into a “variation,” a “sequel,”
a repetitive subjectivity configuration that rehashes endlessly its own makeup within a
close, “egological” circuit of feelings, beliefs, values, and representations and in an
autochronic time whose one-dimensionality reproduces the temporal structure of culture
at large. In a culture that “repeats itself, again and again,” in a self-duplicating culture,
that is, self-replication is the predominant, self-making recipe available. This auto-poiesis
unfolds in its time while making it the only time of making, of identity construction: the
“now,” the official time of what DeLillo calls “the culture of the instantaneous” (“Don
DeLillo: retour vers le futur,” 81).

Is there a way out, though? A time out, as I say, and, analogously, a space outside this
self-contained playback horizon? Any chance to step out of the egological prison-house,
into the ecological house of being? Into a certain language, that is? DeLillo thinks there
is and we can seize it if we reclaim language itself as a form of “counterhistory” opposed
to the de-historicizing, temporally flattening drive of mainstream culture, and he
adduces Doctorow’s Ragtime as an example of novelistic language that resists the logic
of what it otherwise describes. For this is indeed what postmoderns like Doctorow and
DeLillo himself do; this is the strategy of their metalinguistic no less than metacultural
critique: speak the language, use the style, discourse about the languages, styles, and
discourses of a particular cultural and political setup in order to speak it otherwise, to play
it back to the setup itself with a critical twist, with surplus of play. 

“The Power of History” theorizes this subversively recycling logic, while Underworld
dramatizes it in painstaking detail. The essay assures us that certain archival instances,
flashes of history, testimonies of things past such as Russ Hodges’s radio voice
commentating the famous 1951 Giants-Dodgers ballgame and newsreel footage featuring
Bobby Thomson’s climactic homerun – both of which went into Underworld’s Prologue –
somehow evade “the debasing process of frantic repetition that exhaust a contemporary
event before it has rounded into coherence.” Most movie stars, DeLillo contends elsewhere,
are “iconic products of the moment” who “disappear into the very context of their
emergence” (“That Day in Rome,” 76). Unlike them, “Thomson and Hodges are uncon -
sumed. And the work a novelist may do in examining the recent or distant past may strike
him as similarly blessed, at least in theory, at the outset, before the book becomes
recalcitrant in his hands or, later, before the hypermarket squeezes it off the shelves.” 

The readers of Great Jones Street and Mao II may have gotten the point here. More
importantly still, a novelistic language that wards off consumption, co-optation into the
repetitive and the selfsame rituals of “monotonous” states, “corporate entit[ies], and
“assembly line[s],” language as “counterhistory” that only reinvents history as actual time
and memory, language that reinstitutes actual pastness, presentness, and futurity, is the
language that regains, for us and on our behalf, the cultural murmur and the ontological
succor of “otherness.” This is language as “life-giving” force, “shap[ing] the world” as
it “break[s] the faith of conventional re-creation.” This is language that ultimately creates
us because it opens up a space and a time for others. For “language,” DeLillo avers, “lives
in everything it touches and can be an agent of redemption, the thing that delivers us,
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paradoxically, from history’s flat, tight and relentless designs, its arrangements of stark
pages, and that allows us to find an unconstraining otherness, a free veer from time and
place and fate.” (emphasis added). Or, as one of his fictional doubles, Nick Shay, stresses
in Underworld, “The Thomson homer continues to live because it happened decades ago
when things were not replayed and worn out and run down and used up before midnight
of the first day. The scratchier an old film or an old audiotape, the clearer the action in a
way. Because it’s not in competition for our attention with a thousand other pieces of action.
Because it’s something that’s preserved and unique” (98).

This argument on language and linguistic resistance to depersonalizing repetition might
remind some of Walter Benjamin posits about artistic replication. “Even the most perfect
reproduction of a work of art,” Benjamin famously insisted in “The Work of Art in the
Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” “is lacking in one element: its presence in time and
space, its unique existence at the place where it happens to be. This unique existence of
the work of art determined the history to which it was subject throughout the time of its
existence… The presence of the original is the prerequisite to the concept of authenticity”
(Illuminations, 220). The original; the unique; the singular; the nonpareil – in short, the
one of a kind or, more likely, that which is seized and honored, respected as such; that
which shines forth from under the serial landfill of pseudo-eventfulness to open up a certain
space and time both for itself and others, that is, us and thus, as Benjamin says, to
“determine” history or, again in DeLillo’s words, to “veer from” pre-determined history
(“fate”) and inaugurate a new one. 

A mise-en-scène of the postmodern double-bind that leaves writers – discoursing
subjects generally – no choice other than work with the material of that which they also
works against, Underworld on the hand dramatizes the spatial-temporal unifying and one-
becoming of the post-Cold War through worldwide mimetic-repetitive processes, and on
the other hand disrupts these procedures by superimposed, aesthetic repetitions. The novel
itself acts out such a repetition, as it reenacts the history of the past half-century, both the
macro-historical and the micro-historical, the grand canvas of the national and
international events with its Red Scare, arms race, and J. Edgar Hoover’s tantrums on the
one side and the minutia of the oddball, the everyday, the private, the intimate, and the
neighborly on the other side. Both sides, though, are mined relentlessly for those
instantiations of “unconstraining otherness” with a cold pathos and pinpoint precision that
render the book, in my opinion, one of the greatest if not the greatest novel in English
since Gravity’s Rainbow. So within the novel’s historical or, more exactly, counterhistorical
framework unfolds another counterhistory; what DeLillo does with the novel at large artists
like Klara Sax performs within the novel. If DeLillo goes through the individual and global
memory of the past fifty years to rummage specific yet unconsumed, ethically
“burnishing” moments, Klara does the same. She recycles aesthetically – if quite literally –
Cold War history by painting B-52’s of the era retired in the Arizona desert while
“salvaging” (her word) what was unique about them, that is, not, or not in the first place
the planes’ military meaning but tiny yet life-loaded trivia such as the name of a sexy
woman drawn on a plane’s nose. 
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Painting the painted plane: this is the palimpsest painting Klara specializes in, her
counter-pictorial intervention in the historical canvas of the past, as much as the author
paints his own, with Klara in it, like in a postmodern Las Meninas. The planes, Klara also
tells Nick, were part of power arrangements that “held the world together” (76) for decades.
What they set up was a balance of sorts, a geopolitical and chronopolitical standstill with
self in other, “us” over here and “them” the other side of the Wall, precariously yet
effectively clustered together around the semblance of difference (as many American Cold
War scholars are quick to note) but also around an array of effective distinctions deployed
across the world in real time and space, in a multiplicity of times and spaces, actually,
despite this reigning binarism. What Sister Alma Edgar senses in the cyberspace and world
at large at the end of the novel – and this feeling speaks to a controlling, post-Cold War
chronotope, if you will – is that “There is no space or time out here, or in there, or wherever
she is. There are only connections. Everything is connected. All human knowledge
gathered and linked, hyperlinked, this site leading to that, this fact referenced to that, a
keystroke, a mouse-click, a password – world without word, amen (825).

In virtual space and time, DeLillo’s character experiences the condition of actual space
and time – this is his point. Online, she “feels the grip of the systems,” of certain ways
of storing and producing knowledge that translate into the “paranoia of the web, the net”
and the “perennial threat of virus” embedded in them (825) while all of them leading to
the H-bomb website. When she gets there, “she begins to understand. Everything in your
computer, the plastic, the silicon and mylar, every logical operation and processing
function, the memory, the hardware, the software, the ones and zeroes, the triads inside
the pixels that form the on-screen image – it all culminates here.” What does
“culmination,” this negative apotheosis of the digital mean? It means two things: first,
that a certain knowledge model, the very logic of modernity or, the rationality that enables
us to lay out models generally, here arises in a form, in a cybernetic form that both bears
on and foregrounds the form, the space and time of the “world out there”; and second,
that this form or model, deeply viral, therefore repetitive, self-replicating, is driven by
an “egology” that consumes the world’s previously unconsumed moments, sites, and
effigies, much like the thermonuclear bomb tests blotted out “the foreignness, the otherness
of remote populations implied in the place names, Mururoa, Kazakhstan, Siberia” – and
we know from Klara Sax what any DeLillo reader of The Names and Ratner’s Star also
knows: names, place or proper names are badges of the unique, of the unrepeatable, in
brief, epitomes of otherness.

Cosmopolis makes it even plainer that the expanding cultural egology has hardly time
–nor does it reserve adequate space – for the other. The anti-globalization protesters in
Genoa, Prague, Seattle, and, in the 2003 novel, in New York City, want, as DeLillo offers
in “In the Ruins of the Future, “to decelerate the global momentum” so that moments and
zones for other styles, codes, and rituals can be preserved and with them our whole cultural
ecology. The alternative is a “landscape of consumer-robots and social instability, with
the chance of self-determination probably diminishing for most people in most countries”
(33). This slowly paced historical narrative and germane redistribution of spatiality is
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another counterhistory type or, as the writer calls it in the 2001 essay, “counter-narrative”
(34). Not identical to but fairly close to it is the writer’s own. This counter-narrative, this
counter-writing as rewriting if not slowing down of history, is similarly aimed at retrieving
and preserving the uniqueness of life past and present as well as of those living it. The
9/11 presents us with the challenge of putting together this counter-story out of bits and
pieces of “unconsumable,” absolute moments and memories of the event. 

This is not nostalgia. For it does not circle back into an authentic past where the
contemporary can be written off or denied. DeLillo rejects this “pornography of nostal -
gia,” as he calls it in Underworld (320), as much as he condemns the murderous “narrative”
by which the terrorists seek to rescind the present. This narrative or “world narrative,”
as he identifies it, essentially opposes technology-propelled “modernity” and its icons.
Their goal is not only to “slow things down, even things out, hold off the white-hot future”
(34), but to “bring back the past.” So the writer’s job and more broadly the task of ethically
minded postmodern intertextuality – one more time tied to a certain use of powerful,
“living language” (39) and what this is capable of capturing – is to walk the fine line
between two philosophies of time. Underlaid by what at first glance seem radically opposed
values, they both depend on pastness, on things of the past and on obsolescence, albeit
in different ways: on one side, the highjackers,’ the past is the ideal, the anti-modern,
irrationally pursued safe-haven. On the other, no less totalizing if not outright totalitarian,
the temporal-spatial outlook and practice of “capital markets,” in particular of the 
“cyber-capital” that “has dominated and shaped global consciousness” in the aftermath
of the Cold War. 

This consciousness has been bodying forth into a wide range of cultural formations,
but a hegemonic model is by and large visible and it is undergirded by a particular
chronotopic configuration. The model has to do with the notion of model itself, a model
of knowing and managing the world and its resources by directly and indirectly
fashioning time and space. “Two forces in the world, past and future,” DeLillo writes.
Where the rising “global theocratic state, unbounded and floating and so obsolete it must
depend on suicidal fervor to gain its aims” worships the past, “The dramatic climb of Dow
and the speed of the Internet summo[n] us all to live permanently in the future, in the
utopian glow of cyber-capital, because there is no memory there and this is where markets
are uncontrolled and investment potential has no limit,” that is to say, in modernity’s
temporality itself, a culturally viral, repetitive dimension marked, he adds, by “the power
of American culture to penetrate every wall, home, life, and mind” (33). Resting on
“accelerated time,” as he declares in a French interview right after the publication of
Cosmopolis (“Don DeLillo: retour vers le futur”, 80), post-Cold War digital retooling of
time as ceaselessly pursued futurality by the same token produces obsolescence. In fact,
this rush forward depends on the passing of things, on superannuation generally to
manufacture the “brand new” or what looks like it and thus hurl the world into the future.
The update and its radical version, novelty, actual or perceived, imply the outdated. 

This has been the fundamental correlation of modernity for almost two centuries now.
However, DeLillo’s point, not unlike Baudrillard’s, Virilio’s and others,’ is that post-Wall
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information technologies have taken it to a wholly new level by producing knowledge
and communication systems – overall a model of controlling rationality – that have harmed
our cultural ecology. In his search of an alternative modernity in his 1990 book Cosmopolis,
subtitled “The Hidden Agenda of Modernity,” Stephen Toulmin repeatedly points to the
theoretical delusion behind our rationalist fantasies of domination, if I may say so.
Modernity as rationality as systemic (theoretical, that is) pursuit of the living, the fluid,
the ambiguous, the intangible, the heterogeneous, the multifarious, and the not-here;
modernity as deductive domestication and theorization of a time not-now, as egological
cogito projection and domestication of the future –this is what Toulmin successfully
complicates. And this is too what DeLillo critiques in his own Cosmopolis by uncovering
the tragic shortcomings of the cogito and its projection models. 

Up to this point, these models have enabled Eric Packer, the novel’s protagonist, to
play the abovementioned currency markets to his advantage by charting their “futures”
based on past performance. The future, then, time itself, in the stock exchange sense of
commodity, of chartable and tradable value, is the interval where a certain scheme,
diagram, or theory worked out in the past and therefore already past must pan out. “Destroy
the past, make the future,” Vija Kinsky, Eric’s “chief of theory” tells him (93). But,
according to this theory, the future into which our fast-forward culture propels us bears
or ought to bear out, accordingly, the past, basically repeat it and thus consecrate it as a
domain of selfsameness. Thriving on smooth symmetries, the concept, the cogito in general
recover themselves in the symmetry of the past and future, with the present a fleeting,
always-already consumed interlude of consumption. To Eric, the perfect future is, as
Bertrand de Jouvenel would say, a “conjectural” affair, predictable, even though in it time
cancels out both itself and that which warrants temporality: the other. But, in a reference
to Jouvenel’s “futuribles,” “futures that can be made to happen,” Toulmin argues the
opposite: 

A well formulated approach to the future – a realistic range of available futuribles,
within reasonable horizons of expectations – does not depend on finding ways to
quantify and extrapolate current trends: that we may leave to enthusiastic weather
forecasters, stock exchange chartists, or econometrists. Rather, the questions are,
“What intellectual posture should we adopt in confronting the future? What eye
can we develop for significant aspects of the years ahead? And what capacity do
we have to change our ideas about the available futures?” (2)

Yes, this is the crux of the problem: what posture are we to take up with regard to the future,
to time broadly? Further, are we going to be flexible enough to entertain the non-
teleological notion of a time to come that does not confirm us by conforming to us and
our “ideas”? DeLillo’s critique reaches beyond Toulmin’s residual rationalism to suggest
that not even a “chartist” like zillionaire Eric Packer, who has amassed a fortune by pre-
dicting, pleonastically “telling” the future of currencies as their retold past, is to be trusted
with such “extrapolations.” In fact, he maintains, the problem is extrapolation itself, the
chart, the model made obsolete by the market’s ultimately unchartable, futural hysteria
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it itself has set in motion. Eric’s computer-generated diagrams ever play catch up with a
market always ahead of the curve, fluid, and therefore hard to represent, to harness. Harvey
puts his finger on this very aspect of the virtually unrepresentable market – on the turn-
of-the-millennium pecuniary sublime – and he does so precisely by tying together money,
time, and space. “The rapidity with which currency markets fluctuate across the world’s
spaces,” he observes, “the extraordinary power of money capital flow in what is now a
global stock and financial market, and the volatility of what the purchasing power of money
might represent, define, as it were, a high point of that highly problematic intersection
of money, time, and space as interlocking elements of social power in the political economy
of postmodernity.”

In DeLillo, the market in general and the notoriously jittery Japanese yen market (the
Dow’s “other”?) in particular are even more out of control – unaffected by our will to
represent, by our resolve, that is, to bring them into being, into a controllable present-to-
be and thus presentify them in the future, as it were. Granted, they are or appear to be
representable, subject to theories, concepts, and prognoses yet solely in the deceptive,
“extrapolation”-fueled future anterior modality as events and developments that will have
taken place, will have “charted” just because we have already drawn up their charts and
projections. Time-space, post-Cold War world integration goes hand in had with the
expanding culture of “accelerating superannuation” to ultimately “short-circuit time” itself,
so much so that on his stretch limo’s monitors do things Eric sees himself do things he
is only about to carry out. In fact, he previews his own death on his digital watch, when
time literally comes to a standstill, for the watch does not show time anymore but solely
his own dead body (204). His death and the death of time reinforce one another as the
“conflation of all worlds,” “all possible states become present at once” ironically bespeak
the death of the present and presence, the death of time and space in which being can be
present (204). The collapse of the past-present-future sequence into the one-dimensional
future; the copycat futurality of all time and times, parallel to the concentration of all spaces
and of those inhabiting it in one moving point, Eric’s Lincoln: this is the premise – and
the promise – his self-centered conjectural logic holds, but this will brings his end too.
The premise has usually been borne out, and the promise has made good on itself, has
participated in the repetitive logic responsible for Eric’s obscene wealth. But it takes a
single failure to redeem itself for it to show its true face: death, the annihilation of time,
tied into the wiping out of Eric’s money, and of his life with it. 

Time has indeed turned, as Kinski points out, into a “corporate asset.” Annexed by the
“free market system” (79), it is now made, unmade, and remade by money. Of course, it
used to be the other way around: time was money because it made money. Time’s existence
was the prerequisite of labor as process, hence of profit. Now “money makes time,”
according to Kinski, so time as we know it does not exist any more because its
multidimensionality, its other dimensions are no longer existent. Their existence, in which
Heidegger’s and Levinas’s “existents” play out, has been co-opted “into the future’s
peremptory “insistence.” The past, still Kinski informs Eric, “is disappearing” because,
if  “all doubt rises from past experience,” computer technology and its charting models
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“eliminat[e] doubt” and thus disaffect memory, human memory to be more specific. Now
we no longer know the past while we know the future or we think we do (86) because
our computers tell us so. Nor is the present better off. In ever shorter supply (“harder to
find”), “it is being sucked out of the world to make way for the future of uncontrolled
markets and huge investment potential” (79). Other times, time and its others have become
“potential,” a blueprint of a future that must be brought about as a rational, technologically
assisted venture. Polar opposite to the “moral burnish” DeLillo talks about in “The Power
of History,” this is “the digital imperative.” Its post-ethical “zero-oneness” now “define[s]
every planet’s living billions, the heave of the biosphere. Our bodies and oceans, knowable
and whole” (24). To deal with this unprecedented situation, we need, as Kinski herself
admits, a “new theory of time (86). Of course, it will do us no good if this will be just
another “conjectural” venture, a “theory.” Or we need perhaps an ethical theory, capable
of countering the digital imperative and more broadly the market’s all-“defining” drive. 

What I mean is this. In the passage above, the biological in general and the body in
particular are key and, furthermore, tied directly into the holistic will to predict, to know,
therefore to control and profit. Time-wise, this works or has worked as one-becoming or
reduction of temporality, for the past has been presentified and the present has been
futuralized. Spacewise, the elsewhere, the outside has been analogously reduced, incor -
porated because nothing falls outside the market anymore. As Kinski concludes, “there
is no outside anymore” (90). From the standpoint of the cultural ecology that interests
me here, the effects are devastatingly totalistic. To “play” the market means to play its
game, and this is both holistic and whole-istic. “The market culture is total,” she adds (90).
Whatever exists, the world’s existents are “traded” on it (90)—traded for pre-dictions,
redundancies, cultural allegories of sameness. Time itself, in its only dimension fostered
within this totality, future, is, she also informs us, “always a wholeness, a sameness. We
are all tall and happy there.” But this is also why the future “always fails” (91) sooner
or later.

How does it fail, and where, in what space and time, if the market has made them one?
Is there still a space and time outside our charts and pre-dictions in this totally knowable
totality? There is one, it seems to me, and this is Eric’s body, our bodies and generally
the living, untamable body of the world, the body as opposed to the cold, model-generating
cogito. The latter thinks it can step outside time and space through its disembodied
conceptualizations. The former is, in a fundamental sense, as it measures time, as it
embodies time and, vice versa, temporalizes itself, that is, originates, grows, and dies. 
This process cannot be brought under the unifying authority of the digital, cannot be
rendered absolute, atemporal, that is, immortal, no matter how many proctologic
examinations Eric undergoes – and he has his prostate checked, in his limo, every day!
But the prostate, epitome of the body, of that which in the world resists serialization,
recurrent patterns, and profitable symmetries, is unfortunately “asymmetrical,” which may
or may not mean anything, much like the yen’s recent performance. This is the problem,
epistemologically, ethically, and otherwise. And this is what Benno Levin’s, Eric’s killer,
lays emphasis on during their final chat: “The importance of the lopsided, the thing that’s
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skewed a little. You were looking for balance, beautiful balance, equal parts, equal sides.
But you should have been tracking the yen and its tics and quirks. The little quirk, the
misshape. That’s where the answer was, in your body, in your prostate” (200). For the
body is that which in us alerts us to the world’s otherness, to that which does not confirm
and conform, to the “lopsided,” the other-than-usual and expected. It is the body that tells
us, still in Benno’s words, “there is nothing in the world but other people” and others
generally: the bodyguard from the former Yugoslavia, André Petrescu, the Romanian
“pastry assassin,” the Sikh cabbie, the little chapel Eric wanted to buy, the Siberian taiga’s
white tiger, the lonely shark in its tank in the forty-room penthouse – indeed, the world.
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