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example by drawing on a page the outline of a stylized hand, with wavy 
lines indicating motion. In this case, however, the gesture is no longer an 
incorporating practice. Rather, it has been transformed precisely into an 
inscription that functions as if it were independent of any particular in-
stantiation. 

This line of thought leads to the follOwing homology: as the body is to 
embodiment, so inscription is to incorporation. Just as embodiment is in 
constant interplay with the body, so incorporating practices are in constant 
interplay with inscriptions that abstract the practices into signs. When the 
focus is on the body, the particularities of embodiment tend to fade from 
view; similarly, when the focus is on inscription, the particularities ofincor-
po ration tend to fade from view. Conversely, when the focus shifts to em-
bodiment, a specific material experience emerges out of the abstraction of 
the body, just as the particularities of an incorporating practice emerge out 
of the abstraction of inscription. Embodiment cannot exist without a mate-
rial structure that always deviates in some measure from its abstract repre-
sentations; an incorporating practice cannot exist without an embodied 
creature to enact it, a creature who always deviates in some measure from 
the norms. One path into further understanding the articulation between 
embodiment and the body, then, is to explore the connection between in-
scribing and incorporating practices. 

Incorporating Practices and Embodied Knowledge 

The distinction between incorporating and inscribing practices, a distinc-
tion implicit in Maurice Merleau-Ponty's Phenomenology of Percep-
tion, 13has been developed further by Paul Connerton in How Societies 
Remember. Following Connerton, I mean by an incorporating practice an 
action that is encoded into bodily memory by repeated performances until 
it becomes habitual. Learning to type is an incorporating practice, as both 
Connerton and Merleau-Pontyobserve. When we say that someone knows 
how to type, we do not mean that the person can cognitively map the loca-
tion of the keys or can understand the mechanism producing the marks. 
Rather, we mean that this person has repeatedly performed certain actions 
until the keys seem to be extensions of his or her fingers. Someone can 
know how to type but not know how to read the words produced, such as 
when a typist reproduces script in a language that the typist does not speak; 
conversely, just as someone can be able to read a typescript without know-
ing how to type. The body's competencies and skills are distinct from dis-
course, although in some contexts they can produce discourse or can be 
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read discursively. This is Connerton's point when he notes thatthe meaning 
of a bodily practice "cannot be reduced to a sign which exists on a separate 
'level' outside the immediate sphere of the body's acts. Habit is a knowl-
edge and a remembering in the hands and in the body; and in the cultiva-
tion of habit it is our body which 'understands.' "14 

In distinguishing between inscribing practices and incorporating prac-
tices, I do not mean to imply that incorporating practices are in any sense 
more "natural," more universal, or less expressive of culture than inscribing 
practices. The body is enculturated through both kinds of practices. Char-
acteristic ways of sitting, gesturing, walking, and moving are culturally 
specific, just as are characteristic ways of talking and writing. Moreover, 
culture not only Hows from the environment into the body but also em-
anates from the body into the environment. The body produces culture at 
the same time that culture produces the body. Posture and the extension of 
limbs in the space around the body, for example, convey to children the 
gendered ways in which men and women occupy space. These nonverbal 
lessons are frequently reinforced verbally; "boys don't walk like that," or 
"girls don't sit with their legs open." It is significant that verbal injunctions 
often take a negative form, as in these illustrations, for the positive content 
is much more effectively conveyed through incorporating rather than in-
scribing practices. ShOwing someone how to stand is easy, but describing in 
words all the nuances of the desired posture is difficult. Incorporatingprac-
tices perform the bodily content; inscribing practices correct and modulate 
the performance. Thus incorporating and inscribing practices work to-
gether to create cultural constructs. Gender, the focus of these examples, is 
produced and maintained not only by gendered languages but also by gen-
dered body practices that serve to diScipline and incorporate bodies into 
the complex significations and performances that constitute gender within 
a given culture. IS 

Because incorporating practices are always performative and instanti-
ated, they necessarily contain improvisational elements that are context-
specific. Postures are generalizable to some extent, but their enactments 
also depend on the specifics of the embodied individual: the precise length 
oflimbs and torso, the exact musculature connecting tendon and joint, the 
sedimented history of body experience shaping the muscle tension and 
strength. Incorporation emerges from the collaboration between the body 
and embodiment, between the abstract model and the specific contexts in 
which the model is instantiated. In contrast to inscription, which can be 
transported from context to context once it has been performed, incorpo-
ration can never be cut entirely free from its context. As we shall see, the 
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contextual components of incorporation give it qualities that are distinc-
tively different from those of inscription. 

Just as incorporating practices are not necessarily more "natural" than 
inscribing practices, so embodiment is not more essentialist than the body. 
Indeed, it is difficult to see what essentialism would mean in the context of 
embodiment. Essentialism is normative in its impulse, denoting qualities 
or attributes shared by all human beings. Though it is true that all humans 
share embodiment, embodied experience is dispersed along a spectrum of 
possibilities. Which possibilities are activated depends on the contexts of 
enactment, so that no one position is more essential than any other. For 
similar reasons, embodiment does not imply an essentialist self. As Fran-
cisco Varela, Evan Thompson, and Eleanor Rosch argue in The Embodied 
Mind, a coherent, continuous, essential self is neither necessary nor suffi-
cient to explain embodied experience.16 The closer one comes to the flux of 
embodiment, Varela and his coauthors believe, the more one is aware that 
the coherent self is a fiction invented out of panic and fear. In this view, em-
bodiment subversively undercuts essentialism rather than reinforces it. 

If embodiment is not essentialist, it is also not algOrithmic. This conclu-
sion has important implications for debates over what difference embodi-
ment makes to thinking and learning. In What Computers Can't Do, 
Hubert Dreyfus argues that many human behaviors cannot be formalized 
in a heuristic program for a digital computer because these behaviors are 
embodied. For Dreyfus, embodiment means that humans have available to 
them a mode ofleaming, and hence of intellection, different from that de-
riving from cogitation alone. He gives the example of a child learning to 
pick up a cup. The child need not have an analytic understanding of the mo-
tor responses and dynamiCS involved in this action; the child need only flail 
around until managing to connect. Then, to learn the action to be able to 
perform it at will, the child only has to repeat what was done before. At no 
point does the child have to break down the action into analytical compo-
nents or explicit instructions. 

The advantage of this kind ofleaming is that everything does not need to 
be specified in advance. Moreover, the learning can be structured into 
complex relations without the necessity of a formal recognition that the re-
lations exist. Drawing from Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Karl Polanyi, Jean 
Piaget, and other phenomenologists, Dreyfus delineates three functions 
that are characteristic of embodied learning and are not present in com-
puter programs: an "inner horizon" that consists of a partly determined, 
partly open context of anticipation; the global character of the anticipation, 
which relates itto other pertinent contexts in fluid, shifting patterns of con-
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nection; and the transferability of such anticipation from one sense modal-
ity to another. 17 One implication of this view of embodied learning is that 
humans know much more than they consciously realize they know. An-
other is that this embodied knowledge may not be completely formaliz-
able, since the openness of the horizon allows for ambiguities and new 
permutations that cannot be programmed into explicit decision proce-
dures. As we shall see in chapter 9, this provides researchers in mobile ro-
botics such as Rodney Brooks with an argument for the superiority of 
mobile (embodied) robots over computer programs, which have no capac-
ity to move about and explore the environment. In ways Dreyfus did not an-
ticipate, artificial-life researchers have moved closer to his position than to 
the artificial-intelligence research programs that he argues against. 

A further implication of embodied interaction with the environment is 
developed by Pierre Bourdieu. He argues that even if one is successful in 
reducing some area of embodied knowledge to analytical categories and 
explicit procedures, one has in the process changed the kind of knowledge 
itis, for the fluid, contextual interconnections that define the open horizons 
of embodied interactions would have solidified into discrete entities and 
sequential instructions. He makes this point -that largely unnoticed and 
unacknowledged changes occur when embodied knowledge is expressed 
through analytical schema-in his discussion of the seasonal rituals of the 
Kabyle, a group of Berber tribes living in Algeria and Tunisia. The calendar 
that the Kabyle enact through improvisational embodied practices is not 
the same calendar that the anthropologist extracts in schematic form from 
data provided by informants. Whereas the anthropologist's schema will 
show fields, houses, and calendars arranged according to such dualities as 
hot and cold, male and female, for the Kabyle this knowledge exists not as 
abstractions but as patterns of daily life learned by practicing actions until 
they become habitual. Abstraction thus not only affects how one describes 
learning but also changes the account of what is learned. 

Bourdieu's work illustrates how embodied knowledge can be structur-
ally elaborate, conceptually coherent, and durably installed without ever 
having to be cognitively recognized as such. Through observation and rep-
etition, the child attains "a practical mastery of the claSSificatory schemes 
which in no way implies symboliC mastery." By transposing terms of sym-
metry relations, the child is able to grasp the rationale of what Bourdieu 
calls the "habitus" (a word coined to recall the habitual nature of embodied 
actions), defined as the "durably installed generative principle of regu-
lated improvisations."18 The habitus, which is learned, perpetuated, and 
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changed through embodied practices, should not be thought of as a collec-
tion of rules but as a series of dispositions and inclinations that are both 
subject to circumstances and durable enough to pass down through gener-
ations. The habitus is conveyed through the orientation and movement of 
the body as it traverses cultural spaces and experiences temporal rhythms. 
For the Kabyle, the spatial arrangements of home, village, and field instan-
tiate the dichotomies that serve as generative principles stimulating impro-
visation within the regulated exchanges defined by the habitus. Living in 
these spaces and participating in their organization form the body in char-
acteristic ways, which in tum provides a matrix of permutations for thought 
and action. 

To look at thought in this way is to tum Descartes upside down. The cen-
tral premise is not that the cogitating mind can be certain only of its ability 
to be present to itself but rather that the body exists in space and time and 
that, through its interaction with the environment, it defines the parame-
ters within which the cogitating mind can arrive at "certainties," which not 
coincidentally almost never include the fundamental homologies generat-
ing the boundaries of thought. What counts as knowledge is also radically 
revised, for conscious thought becomes an epiphenomenon corresponding 
to the phenomenal base the body provides. 

In "Eye and Mind," Merleau-Ponty articulates a vision similar to Bour-
dieu's when he states that the body is not "a chunk of space or a bundle of 
functions" but "an intertwining of vision and movement."19 Whereas the 
causal thinking that Descartes admired in geometry and sought to emulate 
in philosophy erases context by abstracting experience into generalized 
patterns, embodiment creates context by forging connections between in-
stantiated action and environmental conditions. Marking a tum from 
foundation to flux, embodiment emphaSizes the importance of context to 
human cognition. Here, in another key and a reverse direction, we see re-
played the decontextualization that information underwent when it lost its 
body. Just as dis embodiment required that context be erased, so remem-
bering embodiment means that context be put back into the picture. 

When accounts oflearning change, so do accounts of cultural transmis-
sion. In How Societies Remember, Paul Connerton links embodiment with 
memory. He points out that rituals, commemorative ceremonies, and other 
bodily practices have a performative aspect that an analysis of the content 
does not grasp. Like performative language, performative rituals must be 
enacted to take place. A liturgy, for example, "is an ordering of speech acts 
which occurs when, and only when, these utterances are performed; if 
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there is no performance there is no ritual." Although liturgies are primarily 
verbal, they are not exclusively so. Gestures and movements accompany 
the words, in addition to the sense data created by speaking and hearing. 
Over and above (or better, below) the verbal aspects is the incorporation 
enacted through sensory responses, motor control, and proprioception. 
Because these ceremonies are embodied practices, to perform them is al-
ways in some sense to accept them, whatever one's conscious beliefs. "We 
may suppose the beliefs someone else holds sacred to be merely fantastic," 
Connerton wrote, "but it can never be a light matter to demand that their 
actual expression be violated .... To make patriots insult their flag or to 
force pagans to receive baptism is to violate them."20 

Bodilypractices have this power because they sediment into habitual ac-
tions and movements, sinking below conscious awareness. Atthis level they 
achieve an inertia that can prove surprisingly resistant to conscious inten-
tions to modifY or change them. By their nature, habits do not occupy con-
scious thought; they are habitual precisely because they are done more or 
less automatically, as if the knowledge of how to perform the actions 
resided in one's fingers or physical mobility rather than in one's mind. This 
property of the habitual has political implications. When a new regime 
takes over, it attacks old habits vigorously, for this is where the most refrac-
tory resistance to change will be met. Bourdieu comments that all societies 
wanting to make a "new man" should approach the task through processes 
of"deculturation" and "reculturation" focused on bodily practices. Hence 
revolutionaries place great emphasis "on the seemingly most insignificant 
details of dress, bearing, physical and verbal manners," because "they en-
trust to [the body] in abbreviated and practical, i.e., mnemonic, form the 
fundamental principles of the arbitrary content of the culture."21 

Bourdieu somewhat overstates the case when he asserts that "principles 
em-bodied in this way are placed beyond the grasp of consciousness and 
hence cannot be touched by voluntary, deliberate transformation" (p. 94), 
but he is correct in emphasizing the resistance of such practices to intellec-
tion. He also rightly sees the importance of these practices for education 
and discipline. "The whole trick of pedagOgic reason," he observes, "lies 
preCisely in the way it extorts the essential while seeming to demand the in-
Significant: in obtaining the respect for form and forms of respect which 
constitute the most visible and at the same time the best-hidden (because 
most 'natural') manifestation of submission to the established order .... 
The concession of politeness always contains political concessions" 
(pp. 94-95). Along similar lines, Connerton wrote: "Every group will en-
trust to bodily automatisms the values and categories which they are most 
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anxious to conserve. They will know how well the past can be kept in mind 
by a habitual memory sedimented in the body."22 

To summarize: four distinguishing characteristics of knowledge gained 
through incorporating practices have emerged from the discussion so far. 
First, incorporated knowledge retains improvisational elements that make 
it contextual rather than abstract, that keep it tied to the circumstances of 
its instantiation. Second, it is deeply sedimented into the body and is highly 
resistant to change. Third, incorporated knowledge is partly screened from 
conscious view because it is habitual. Fourth, because it is contextual, re-
sistant to change, and obscure to the cogitating mind, it has the power to de-
fine the boundaries within which conscious thought takes place. To these 
four characteristics I want to add a fifth. When changes in incorporating 
practices take place, they are often linked with new technologies that affect 
how people use their bodies and experience space and time. Formed by 
technology at the same time that it creates technology, embodiment medi-
ates between technology and discourse by creating new experiential 
frameworks that serve as boundary markers for the creation of correspond-
ing discursive systems. In the feedback loop between technological inno-
vations and discursive practices, incorporation is a crucial link. 

Having distinguished between incorporating and inscribing practices, I 
want to explore the connections between them. To complete the model I 
have been constructing, I tum now to Mark Johnson'S The Body in the 
Mind. 23 It is a truism in contemporary theory that discourse writes the 
body; Johnson illustrates how the body writes discourse. He shows that the 
body's orientation in time and space, deriving from such common experi-
ences as walking upright and finding a vertical stance more conducive to 
mobility than a horizontal position, creates a repository of experiences that 
are encoded into language through pervasive metaphoric networks. Con-
sider, for example, metaphors having to do with verticality. We speak of 
someone being "upright" in a moral or ethical sense, of people "at the top," 
and of "upscale" lifestyles. Depressing events are a "downer," in a recession 
people are "down on their luck," and entry-level people start at the "bot-
tom of the ladder." The hierarchical structures expressed and constituted 
through these metaphors, Johnson argues, have a basis in bodily experi-
ence that reinforces and reinscribes their social and linguistic implications. 
Other common body experiences giving rise to extensive metaphoric net-
works include in/out, front/back, and contained/uncontained. Johnson 
characterizes such schema as prepropositional. The point of his inquiry is 
to show that these encoded experiences bubble up into language in propo-
sitional statements, such as "He got high," and in metapropositional state-
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ments having to do with the truth or goodness of propositions, such as "That 
statement expresses a higher truth." An obvious implication is that if we had 
bodies with significantly different physiological structures, for example ex-
oskeletons rather than endoskeletons or unilateral rather than bilateral 
symmetries, the schema underlying pervasive metaphoric networks would 
also be radically altered. 

Of the theorists discussed here, Johnson launches perhaps the most se-
vere attack on objectivism. Thus it is ironic that he reinscribes objectivist 
presuppositions in positing a universal body unmarked by gender, ethnic-
ity, physical disability, or culture. Insisting that the body is an important 
part of the context from which language emerges, he erases the specific 
contexts provided by embodiment. The consequences of this erasure can 
be seen in his discussion of a passage from Men on Rape in which a law clerk 
tells why rape is, in his view, sometimes justified. Johnson shows that the 
clerk's reasoning is based on a series of interrelated propositions that begin 
with the idea that "physical attraction is a physical force." The clerk con-
structs a woman's physical attractiveness as an aggression that she practices 
on men and to which they sometimes respond with (allegedly retaliatory) 
violence. 

In some ways Johnson's analysis is remarkably astute, for it reveals how 
gendered experiences of embodiment get encoded into implicit proposi-
tions. Yet with stunning reticence, he never remarks on the gender politics 
so obviously foregrounded by this series of propositions, treating the exam-
ple as if it were sexually and culturally neutral. More than one graduate stu-
dent whom I have asked to read Johnson's book has thrown it down in 
disgust at this point, assuming that any analysis so gender-blind could have 
nothing significant to say to her. Although I sympathize with the reaction, it 
is a mistake, for the general point that embodiment is encoded into lan-
guage through metaphoric networks is strengthened rather than undercut 
by insisting on the specificities of phYSically diverse and differentially 
marked bodies. Just as I can imagine that schema would vary for different 
physiologies, so I can envision that metaphors would vary in response to dif-
ferent experiences of embodiment created by histOrically positioned and 
culturally constructed bodies. From such considerations emerges an en-
riched appreciation of how inscribing and incorporating practices work to-
getherto create the heterogeneous spaces of postmodern technolOgies and 
cultures. 

Although Johnson does not develop this implication, his analysis sug-
gests that when people begin using their bodies in Significantly different 
ways, either because of technological innovations or other cultural shifts, 
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changing experiences of embodiment bubble up into language, affecting 
the metaphoric networks at play within the culture. At the same time, dis-
cursive constructions affect how bodies move through space and time, in-
fluence what technologies are developed, and help to structure the 
interfaces between bodies and technologies. By concentrating on a period 
when a new technology comes into being and is diffusing throughout the 
culture, one should be able to triangulate between incorporation, inscrip-
tion, and technological materiality to arrive at a fuller description of these 
feedback loops than discursive analysis alone would yield. To develop such 
an analysis, I concentrate in the follOwing section on an information tech-
nology appropriate to the era under discussion, specifically the use of mag-
netic tape-recording from the early 1900s to 1962, the year Burroughs 
published The Ticket That Exploded. Chapters 9 and 10 continue the analy-
sis into an array of contemporary virtual technolOgies. Let us now return to 
an earlier period, when it was a startling discovery to learn that one's voice 
could be taken out of the body and put into a machine, where it could be 
manipulated to say something that the speaker had never heard before. 

Audiotape and Its Cultural Niche 

In his groundbreakingwork Reading Voices: Literature and the Phonotext, 
Garrett Stewart asks not howwe read, or why we read, but where we read.24 

He decides we read in the body, particularly in the vocal apparatus that pro-
duces subvocalization during silent reading. This subvocalization is essen-
tial, he argues, to the production ofliterary language. Language becomes 
literary for Stewart when it cannot be adequately replaced by other words, 
when that particular language is essential to achieving its effects. Literary 
language works by surrounding its utterances with a shimmer of virtual 
sounds, homophoniC variants that suggest alternative readings to the words 
actually printed on the page. Subvocalization actualizes these possibilities 
in the body and makes them available for interpretation. Several interest-
ing consequences flow from this argument. First, the bodily enactment of 
suppressed sound plays a central role in the reading process. Second, read-
ing is akin to the interior monologue that we all engage in, exceptthat it sup-
plies us with another story, usually a more interesting one than that 
provided by the stream of subvocalized sound coming out of our own con-
sciousness. Third, the production of subvocalized sound may be as impor-
tant to subjectivity as it is to literary language. 25 

We are now in a position to think about what tape-recording means for 
certain literary texts. Audiotape opens the possibility that the voice can be 
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taken out of the body and placed into a machine. If the production of sub-
vocalized sound is essential to reading literary texts, what happens to the 
stories we tell ourselves if this sound is no longer situated in the body's sub-
vocalizations but is in the machine? Often histories of technology and liter-
ature treat technology as a theme or subject to be represented within the 
world of the text. I want to take a different approach, focusing on the tech-
nical qualities of audiotape that changed the relation of voice and body, a 
change Burroughs associates in Ticket with the production of a new kind of 
subjectivity. In the mutating and metamorphosing bodies of Ticket, we can 
see a harbinger of the posthuman body that will be fully articulated in the 
follOwing chapters. These mutations are intimately bound up with internal 
monologues that, in Burroughs's view, parasitically inhabit the body. But I 
am getting ahead of my story. First we need to trace the development of the 
audio technology that he uses to effect this startling view of discourse as a 
bodily infestation. 

Born in the early 1900s and coming of age after World War II, audiotape 
may already be reaching old age, fading from the marketplace as it is re-
placed by compact disks, computer hypermedia, and the like. The period 
when audiotape played an important role in U.S. and European consumer 
culture may well be limited to the four decades of 1950-90. Writing his 
cybernetic trilogy-The Ticket That Exploded, The Soft Machine, and 
Nova Express-in the late 1950s and 1960s, William Burroughs was close 
enough to the beginnings of audiotape to regard it as a technology of revo-
lutionary power. Long after writing dissociated presence from inscription, 
voice continued to imply a subject who was present in the moment and in 
the flesh. Audiotape was of course not the first technology to challenge this 
assumption, and the cultural work it did can best be understood in the con-
text of related audio technologies, particularly telephone, radio, and 
phonograph. 

Telephone and radio broke the link between presence and voice by mak-
ing it possible to transport voice over distance.26 Before audiotape and 
phonograph, however, telephone and radio happened in the present. 
Speaker and listener, although phYSically separated, had to share the same 
moment in time. Telephone and radio thus continued to participate in the 
phenomenology of presence through the simultaneity that they produced 
and that produced them. In this sense they were more like each other than 
either was like the phonograph. By contrast, the phonograph functioned 
primarily as a technology of inscription, reproducing sound through a rigid 
disk that allowed neither the interactive spontaneity of telephone nor the 
ephemerality of radio. 
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The niche that audiotape filled was configured through the interlocking 
qualities of the audio technologies that preceded it, in a process Friedrich 
Kittler has aptly called "medial ecology" (discussed briefly in chapter 2).27 
Like the phonograph, audiotape was a technology of inscription, but with 
the crucial difference that it permitted erasure and rewriting. As early as 
1888, Oberlin Smith, at one time president of the American Society of Me-
chanical Engineers, proposed that sound could be recorded by magnetiz-
ing iron particles that adhered to a carrier. 28 He was too busy to implement 
his idea, however, and the ball passed to Valdemar Poulsen, a young Danish 
engineer who accidentally discovered that patterns traced on the side of a 
magnetized tuning fork became visible when the fork was dipped in iron 
powder. When the fork was demagnetized, the patterns were erased. He 
saw in the imprinting and erasure of these patterns the possibility of a 
recording device for sound, using iron wire as the carrier. Its immediate 
commercial use, he imagined, would lie in providing tangible records of 
telephone conversations. He called the device a "Telegraphone," which he 
understood to signify "writing the voice at a distance." At the 1900 Paris Ex-
position, he won the Grand Prix for his invention.29 Despite extensive pub-
licity, however, he was not able to raise the necessary capital in Europe for 
its development. By 1903 the patents had passed to the American Tele-
graphone Company (ATC), which raised a huge amount of money 
($5,000,000) by selling stock. Five years later the owners of ATC had still 
not built a single machine. Their main business, in fact, turned out to be 
raising money for the machines rather than actually producing the ma-
chines. When they did finally tum out a few operational devices in 1911, 
using the famous model Phoebe Snow to advertise them as dictation ma-
chines, the sound quality was so bad that the Dupont Company, after in-
stalling them in a central dictation system, ended up suing. The 
questionable status of the machines was exacerbated during World War I, 
when the Telefunken Company of America was accused of using them to 
encode and transmit secret messages to Germany. From the beginning, au-
diotape was marked with the imprint of international capitalism and poli-
tics as surely as it was with the imprint of voices. 

By 1932, steel tape had become the carrier of choice in high-end ma-
chines, and the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) became actively 
interested in the development of steel tape, using it to carry the Christmas 
address of King George V in that year. Film tape, created by coating paper 
or plastic tape with iron oxide and feeding it through a ring-shaped head, 
appeared on the scene by 1935.30 The great advantage of film tape was that 
it could be easily spliced, but originally it had such poor sound quality that 
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it could not compete with steel tape. The problem of establishing good cor-
respondence between sound frequency and the pattern on film tape (that 
is, controlling hysteresis) was partly solved by the introduction of high-
frequency bias in 1938.31 By 1941 the sound quality of film tape had so 
improved that it was competitive with steel tape in studio work. On the con-
sumer market, machines with wire were still common. It was not until after 
World War II that systematic research was carried out to find the optimum 
coating material for film tape, and only in 1948 was the first American 
patent issued for a magnetic recording machine using film tape and a ring 
head. The use of film tape then expanded rapidly, and within a decade it had 
rendered steel tape obsolete, with film tape being used in the consumer 
market as well as the professional studios. 

By the late 1950s, then, magnetic tape had acquired the qualities that, 
within the existing cultural formation, gave it the force of paradox. It was a 
mode of voice inscription at once permanent and mutable, repeating past 
moments exactly yet also permitting present interventions that radically al-
tered its form and meaning. These interventions could, moreover, be done 
at home by anyone who had the appropriate equipment. Whereas the 
phonograph produced objects that could be consumed only in their manu-
factured form, magnetic tape allowed the consumer to be a producer as 
well. The switches activating the powerful and paradoxical technoconcep-
tual actors of repetition and mutation, presence and absence, were in the 
hands of the masses, at least the masses who could afford the equipment. 

The paradoxical qualities that magnetic tape was perceived to have in 
the late 1950s were forcefully expressed by Roy Walker, involved in making 
tape-recordings for the BBC during this period. "Anyone who has made a 
BBC recording and been in on the editing session may emerge feeling that 
he can no longer call himself his own. Cuts and transpositions can be and 
are made. Halves of sentences spoken at different times can be amalga-
mated to let a speaker hear himself say the opposite of what he knows he 
said. Hearing oneself say something and continue with something else said 
half an hour earlier can be peculiarly disconcerting. You might have the 
feeling that if you went quickly out of the studio you might catch yourself 
coming in."32 His language locates the disconcerting effect both in the time 
delay ("sentences spoken at different times can be amalgamated") and in 
the disjunction between voice and presence ("he can no longer call himself 
his own"). When these qualities of audiotape were enacted within literary 
productions, a complex interplay was set up between representational 
codes and the specificities of the technology. When voice was displaced 
onto tape, the body metonymicallyparticipated in the transformations that 
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voice underwent in this medium. For certain texts after 1950, the body be-
came a tape-recorder. 

When Burroughs wrote The Ticket That Exploded, he took seriously the 
possibilities for the metonymic equation between tape-recorder and 
body. .33 He reasoned that if the body can become a tape-recorder, the voice 
can be understood not as a naturalized union of voice and presence but as a 
mechanical production with the frightening ability to appropriate the 
body's vocal apparatus and use it for ends alien to the self. "The word is now 
a virus" (TTE, p. 49), the narrator says in a phrase indebted to the Buddhist-
inspired idea that one's sense of selfhood is maintained through an internal 
monologue, which is nothing other than the story the self tells to assure it-
self that it exists.34 'Woven into this monologue are the fictions that society 
wants its members to believe; the monologue enacts self-discipline as well 
as self-creation. Burroughs proposes to stop the interior monologue by 
making it external and mechanical, recording it on tape and subjecting the 
recording to various manipulations. "Communication must become total 
and conscious before we can stop it," the narrator asserts (TTE, p .. 51). Yet 
splicing tape is far from innocuous. Once someone's vocalizations and body 
sounds are spliced into someone else's, the effects can feed back into the 
bodies, setting off a riot of mutations. The tape-recorder acts both as 
a metaphor for these mutations and as the instrumentality that brings 
them about. The taped body can separate at the vertical "divide line," 
grotesquely becoming half one person and half another, as if it were tape 
splicedlength\vise. In a disturbingly literal sense, the tape-recorder be-
comes a two-edged sword, cutting through bodies as well as through the 
programs that control and discipline them. 

In The Ticket That Exploded, the body is a site for contestation and 
resistance on many levels, as metaphor, as physical reality, as linguistic con-
struct, and last but hardly least, as tape-recorder. The tape-recorder is cen-
tral to understanding Burroughs's vision of how the politics of co-optation 
work. Entwined into human flesh are "pre-recordings" that function as 
parasites ready to take over the organism. These "pre-recordings" may be 
thought of as social conditioning, for example an "American upper middle-
class upbringing with maximum sexual frustration and humiliations 
imposed by Middle-Western matriarchs" (TTE, p. 139), which not coinci-
dentally matches Burroughs'S own experience. A strong sense of sexual 
nausea pervades the text, and sexuality is another manifestation of prere-
cording. Parodically rewriting the fable in Plato's Symposium about the 
spherical beings who were cut in half to make humans, the narrator asserts: 
"All human sex is this unsanitary arrangement whereby two entities at-
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tempt to occupy the same three-dimensional coordinate points giving rise 
to the sordid latrine brawls .... It will be readily understandable that a pro-
gram of systematic frustration was necessary in order to sell this crock of 
sewage as Immortality, and Garden of Delights, and love" (TTE, p. 52). 

The idea of two entities trying to occupy the same space is further rein-
forced by the vertical" divide line" crossing the body, the phYSically marked 
line in bone, muscle, and skin where the neural canal of the month-old fe-
tus closes to create the beginnings of the torso.35 The early point at which 
the "divide line" is imprinted on human flesh suggests how deeply impli-
cated into the organism are the prerecordings that socialize it into commu-
nity norms. In one scene the narrator sees his body "on the operating table 
split down the middle," while a "doctor with forceps was extracting crab 
parasites from his brain and spine-and squeezing green fish paraSites 
from the separated flesh." "My God what a mess," the doctor exclaims. 
"The difficulty is with two halves-other parasites will invade sooner or 
later .... Sew him up nurse" (TTE, p. 85). As the doctorintimates, the body 
is always already fallen. Divided within itself rather than an organic unity, it 
is subject to occupation and expropriation by a variety of parasitic forms, 
both cultural and physical. 

Chief among these parasitic forms is "the word." It is a truism in con-
temporary theory that discursive formations can have material effects in 
the physical world. Without having read Foucault and Derrida, Burroughs 
came to similar conclusions a decade earlier, imagining "the word" as the 
body's "Other Half." The narrator stated: "Word is an organism. The pres-
ence of the 'Other Half' a separate organism attached to your nervous sys-
tem on an air line of words can now be demonstrated experimentally." The 
experiments to which the narrator alludes were performed by, among oth-
ers, John Cunningham Lilly, who in the late 1950s and 1960s used isolation 
tanks to test the malleability of human perception.36 The experiments re-
quired subjects to enter a dark tank and to float, cut off from all sensory in-
put, in water kept at body temperature. The narrator mentions that a 
common "hallucination" of subjects in sense withdrawal was "the feeling of 
another body sprawled through the subject's body at an angle" (TTE p. 49). 
"Yes quite an angle," the narrator ironically remarks, identifYing the sen-
sation as the subject's perception of his "other half,'" the word virus that 
invades the organism until it seems as intrinsic to the body as flesh and 
bone. 

For the narrator, the proof of this parasitic invasion and infection is the 
interior monologue we all experience. "Modem man has lost the option of 
silence," he asserts. "Try to achieve even ten seconds of inner silence. You 
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will encounter a resisting organism thatforces you to talk. That organism is 
the word" (TTE, pp. 49-50). Burroughs's project is to offer the reader as 
many ways as he can imagine to stop the monologue, to rewrite or erase the 
"pre-recordings," and to extricate the subject from the parasitic invasion of 
the "Other Half." Tape-recorders are central to this project; "it's all done 
with tape recorders," the narrator comments (TTE, p.162). One strategy is 
to "externalize dialogue" by getting "it out of your head and into the ma-
chines" (TTE, p. 163). He suggests thatthe reader record the last argument 
the reader had with a boyfriend or girlfriend, putting the reader's side of the 
argument on one recorder and the friend's side on the other. Then the two 
recorders can argue with each other, leaving the human participants free to 
stop replaying the conversation in their heads and get on with their lives. 
The narrator also suggests recording random sounds on a third machine-
snippets from a news broadcast, say-and mixing them in too. The intru-
sion of the random element is significant; it aims to break the reader not 
only out of personal obsessions but also out of the surrounding, culturally 
constructed envelope of sounds and words. "Wittgenstein said: 'No propo-
sition can contain itself as an argument,'" the narrator remarks, interpret-
ing this as follows: "The only thing not prerecorded in a prerecorded 
universe is the prerecording itself which is to say any recording that con-
tains a random factor" (TTE, p.166). 

The intrusion of randomness is important in another way as well, for 
Burroughs is acutely aware of the danger that he might, through his words, 
spread the viral infection he is trying to combat. It is important, therefore, 
that disruptive techniques be instantiated within the text's own language. 
These techniques range from his famous use of the "cut-up," where he 
phYSically cuts up previously written narratives and arbitrarily splices them 
together, to more subtle methods such as shifting between different lin-
guistic registers without transition or explanation.37 Perhaps the single 
most important device is the insistent pressure to take metaphors 
literally-or put another way, to erase the distinction between words and 
things. Language is not merely like a virus; it is a virus, replicating through 
the host to become visible as green fish in the flesh and crab parasites tear-
ing at the base of the spine and brain. In Burroughs, the material effects of 
language do not need to be mediated through physical diSCipline to re-form 
the body, for example through the prescribed postures and gestures used to 
teach penmanship in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. With a 
writer's license, he makes language erupt directly into the body. The body 
itself, moreover, is treated as if it phYSically were a recorder, regulated by 
the principles that govern magnetic tape in its reproduction, erasure, and 
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reconfiguration. Here, within the represented world of the text, tech-
niques of inscription merge with incorporated practices in a cyborg config-
uration of explosive potential. The double edge of this potential is not 
difficult to understand, for the reifYing and infective power of words can be 
defused only through other words, which can always tum against their mas-
ter and become infectious in tum. Making the word flesh is both how the 
virus infects and how the vaccine disinfects. In either case, the flesh will not 
continue unchanged. 

The pressure toward literalization can be seen in the narrative sections 
that use the conventions of science fiction to figure the invasion of the word 
as a physical operation (early on the narrator announces, "I am reading a 
science fiction book called The Ticket That Exploded" [TTE, p. 5]). On this 
track, Earth has been invaded by the alien Nova mob, so-called because 
their strategy is to drive the planet to extreme chaos or "nova." The mob in-
cludes such creatures as heavy-metal addicts from Uranus, sex addicts 
from Venus, and other parasitic organisms that can occupy human flesh. 
"Nova criminals are not three-dimensional organisms-(though they are 
quite definite organisms as we shall see)-but they need three-dimen-
sional human agents to operate" (TTE, p. 57). A single parasitic alien can 
take over hundreds of humans, stringing together its hosts to form rows of 
"coordinate points," analogous to lines of print or to phonemes subordi-
nated through grammar and syntax. The reputed leader of the mob is an ap-
propriately bimorphic creature called variously "Mr Bradly Mr Martin," 
"Mr and Mrs D," or simply "the Ugly spirit." In this instantiation of the 
"Other Half," the word itself is split down the middle. 

A counterinvasion has been staged by the Nova police, whose weapons 
include radio static, "camera guns" that destabilize images by vibrating 
them at supersonic speeds, and of course tape-recorders. Recruiting "Mr. 
Lee" (this pseudonym used often by Burroughs was his mother's maiden 
name), the district supervisor tells Mr. Lee that he will receive his instruc-
tions "from books, street signs, films, in some cases from agents who pur-
port to be and may actually be members of the organization. There is no 
certainty. Those who need certainty are of no interest to this department. 
This is in point of fact a non-organization the aim of which is to immunize 
our agents against fear despair and death. We intend to break the birth-
death cycle" (TTE, p. 10). One of the criminals the department seeks is 
Johnny Yen, whose name suggests sexual desire. "Death is orgasm is rebirth 
is death in orgasm is their unsanitary Venusian gimmick is the whole birth 
death cycle of action," the narrator explains. He proceeds, apparentlyexas-
perated, to make his point even more obvious. "You got it?-Now do you 



The Materiality of Informatics I 215 

understand who Johnny Yen is?-The Boy-Girl Other Half strip tease God 
of sexual frustration-Errand boy from the death trauma" (TTE, p. 53). 

On this track, the action can be read as a physical contest between the 
Nova mob and the Nova police, as when a police operative from Minraud 
blows a mob crab guard into smithereens. But if the word is a parasite with 
material effects, the distinction between metaphor and actuality, represen-
tation and reality, is moot. Thus another strategy of resistance is the 
"Rewrite Room," the space from which comes the expose of Johnny Yen 
cited above. Johnny Yen is not blown away but rather is rewritten to become 
a rather enchanting green fish boy, an amphibious life-form (a benign bi-
morphic creature) living in the canals and mating with Ali the street boy in 
a nonhuman life cycle that destabilizes the human sense of what constitutes 
the body, life, and death. The crisis of mutation, the recognition that pat-
tern is always already penetrated by randomness, is here associated with a 
form of embodiment that moves through a froth of noise as easily as a fish 
through water. 

For human subjects, however, this destabilization is bound to be threat-
ening rather than simply liberating, for the narrative attempts to put into 
play all the boundaries that define human subjectivity. Body boundaries are 
often literally diSintegrated, for example by the Sex Skin, an organism that 
surrounds its victims with a second skin that gives its victims intense sexual 
pleasure while dissolving and ingesting them. Positioned against the clear 
threat of this kind of sexual delirium are tape- recorders, potentially liberat-
ing but also not without danger. Recording one's body sounds and splicing 
them into someone else's can free one from the illusion that body sounds 
cannot exist apart from the interior monologue. But just as Burroughs's 
words can become parasitic if not self-disrupted, so these sounds have the 
potential to constitute a parasitic monologue in tum. According to the nar-
rator, the splicing produces a strong erotic reaction. If it is expressed in ac-
tual sexual contact "it acts as an aphrodisiac ... nothing more .... Butwhen 
a susceptible subject is spliced in with someone who is not there then it acts 
as a destructive virus," ironically becoming the phenomenon it was meant 
to counteract (TTE, p. 20). 

As well as disrupting words audibly present, Burroughs wants to create-
or expose-new ones from the substrata of the medium itself. He de-
scribes experiments based on "inching tape.," manually rubbing the tape 
back and forth across the head at varying speeds. "Such exercises bring you 
a liberation from old association locks ... you will hear words that were not 
in the original recording new words made by the machine different people 
will scan out different words of course but some of the words are quite 
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clearly there." The technique gives new meaning to Marshall McLuhan's 
aphorism "The medium is the message," for it is "as if the words themselves 
had been interrogated and forced to reveal their hidden meanings it is in-
teresting to record these words literally made by the machine itself" (TTE, 
p. 206). Here Burroughs envisions incorporating practices that can pro-
duce inscriptions without the mediation of consciousness. 

He actually performed the tape-recorder experiments he describes 
from the late 1950s through the late 1970s. He inched tape to create, as he 
heard it, new words; he recorded radio broadcasts and spliced the tape to 
achieve an aural "cut-up"; and he held the microphone to the base of his 
throat and tried to record his own subvocal speech. As if anticipating Chris-
tian fundamentalists who hear Satanic messages hidden in records and 
tapes (people whose sensibilities he would no doubt enjoy outraging), he 
also read from his books, including The Nova Express and The Ticket That 
Exploded, and spliced the readings in with music played backward. The 
recordings have been preserved, and some of this archival material has 
been collected in a phonograph album entitled "Nothing Here Now but 
the Recordings."38 Late one night I traveled to the music library at the U ni-
versity of California at San Diego to listen to the album. Even though the 
experience of sitting in the nearly deserted high-tech facility, insulated 
from exterior sound, was eerily conducive to hearing the words that 
Burroughs claims are there, some of the passages are clearly of historic in-
terest only. In particular, the section that records subvocal speech is virtu-
ally unintelligible as patterned sound. Perhaps paradOxically, I found the 
recording less forceful as a demonstration of Burroughs's theories than his 
writing. For me, the aurality of his prose elicits a greater response than the 
machine productions it describes and instantiates. 

The power of that writing is evident in the "writing machine" section of 
The Ticket That Exploded. The narrator describes an "Exhibition," which 
includes "a room with metal walls magnetic mobiles under flickering blue 
light and smell of ozone" (TTE, p. 62). The room is situated, of course, in-
side a tape-recorder. Normally, narrative fiction leaps over the technolo-
gies (printing press, paper, ink) that produce it and represents the external 
world as if this act of representation did not require a material basis for its 
production. Burroughs turns this convention inside out, locating the "ex-
ternal" world inside the technolOgical artifact. The move constructs a com-
pletely different relation between fiction and the material means of its 
production, constituting the technology as the ground out of which the nar-
rative action evolves. This technique hints that the technology is not merely 
a medium to represent thoughts that already exist but is itself capable of dy-
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namic interactions producing the thoughts it describes. At issue, then, is 
the technology not only as a theme but as an articulation capable of pro-
ducing new kinds of subjectivities. 

The tape-recording qualities important in the Exhibition are the twin 
and somewhat contradictory powers of inscription and mutation. Unlike 
marks on paper, this writing can eaSily be erased and rewritten in other 
forms. As spectators clink through turnstiles of the Exhibition, "great 
sheets of magnetized print held color and disintegrated in cold mineral si-
lence as word dust falls from demagnetized patterns" (TTE, p. 62). The de-
scription points to the attraction the recorder has for Burroughs. Sound, 
unlike print, dies away unless it is constantly renewed. Its ephemerality 
calls forth a double response that finds material expression in the technol-
ogy. On the one hand, magnetic tape allows sound to be preserved over 
time; in this respect it counters the ephemerality of sound by transforming 
it into inscription. On the other hand, inscriptions can be easily erased and 
reconfigured; in this sense, it reproduces the impermanence of sound. 
Burroughs was drawn to both aspects of the technology. The inscription of 
sound in a durable medium suited his belief that the word is material, 
whereas the malleability of sound meant that interventions were possible, 
interventions that could radically change or eradicate the record. 

At the Exhibition, language is inscribed through "word dust" that falls 
from the walls as pervasively as smog particlles from the Los Angeles sky. 
Anticipating videotape, Burroughs imagines that "picture dust" also falls 
from the walls. "Photomontage fragments backed with iron stuck to pat-
terns and fell in swirls mixing with color dust to form new patterns, shim-
mering, falling, magnetized, demagnetized to the flicker of blue cylinders 
pulsing neon tubes and globes" (TTE, pp. 62-63). When the Nova police 
counterinvade the planet, "falling" phrases repeatedly appear, as if they 
were news bulletins read over and over on the radio: "Word falling-Photo 
falling-Time falling-Break through in Grey Room"; "Shift linguals-
Cut word lines-Vibrate tourists-Free Doorways-Pinball led streets-
Word falling-Photo falling-Break through in Grey Room-Towers, 
open fire" (TTE, p. 104); "cut all tape"; "Break through in Grey Room-
'Love' is falling-Sex word is falling-Break photograph-Shift body 
halves" (TTE, p. 105). The "Grey Room" evidently refers to the mob's com-
munication and control center, perhaps the "board room" where, the nar-
rator tells us, multinationals plot to take over outer and inner space. 

In opposition to the linear centralized control of the "Grey Room" is the 
chaotic recursivity of the Exhibition. Here there is no clear line between 
those who act and those who are acted upon. The traffic flow through the 



218 / Chapter Eight 

room is structured like a recursive loop. As the spectators pass, they are 
recorded "by a battery of tape-recorders recording and playing back mov-
ing on conveyor belts and tracks and cable cars spilling the talk and metal 
music fountains and speech as the recorders moved from one exhibit to an-
other." The narrator remarks parenthetically, "Since the recorders and 
movies of the exhibition are in constant operation it will be readily seen that 
any spectator appears on the screen sooner or later if not today then yester-
day or tomorrow" (TTE, p. 64). Thus spectators move along within the 
room, hearing and watching recordings of themselves as the recordings are 
played back from machines that are also moving along a conveyor belt. 
Their reactions as they hear and watch are also recorded in turn by other 
machines, creating an infinite regress in which body and tape, recording 
and voice, image and Sight, endlessly reproduce each other. Within this 
world, it makes a weird kind of sense for bodies to mutate as easily as spliced 
tape, for the distinction between reality and representation has been 
largely deconstructed. "Characters walk in and out of screen flickering dif-
ferent films on and off' (TTE, p. 64); bodies split in halflengthwise; screens 
show two films simultaneously, half of one on one side, half of the other on 
the other side; a writing machine "shifts one half one text and half the other 
through a page frame on conveyor belts" (TTE, p. 65). Inscriptions, bodies, 
sounds, and images all follow the same dynamics and the same logic of 
splices running lengthwise to create mutated posthuman forms that both 
express and strive to escape from the conditioning that makes them into 
split beings. 

In a wonderfully oxymoronic phrase, Burroughs calls the place where 
culture produces its replicating sound and image tracks the "reality studio." 
"Clearly no portentous exciting events are about to transpire," the narrator 
says, implicitly mocking the melodrama of his own space-alien track. "You 
will readily understand why people will go to any lengths to getin the film to 
cover themselves with any old film scrap ... anything to avoid the hopeless 
dead-end horror of being just who and where you all are: dying animals on 
a doomed planet." Connecting capitalist finanCing with cultural produc-
tions (as if remembering the American Telegraphone Company), he con-
tinues: "The film stock issued now isn't worth the celluloid its [sic] printed 
on. There is nothing to back it up. The film bank is empty. To conceal the 
bankruptcy of the reality studio it is essential that no one should be in posi-
tion to set up another reality set. ... Work for the reality studio or else. Or 
else you will find out how it feels to be outside the film" (TTE, p. 151). 

As the text draws to a close, the narrator directs the reader's attention to 
the possibility that the reality studio may indeed be closing down and that 
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the reader will therefore shortly be outside the film, off the recording. A 
similar message is given in a different medium, when at the end of the 
penultimate section, the print of the text is dislUpted by several lines of cur-
sive script, English alternating with Arabic. Each line lUns through a per-
mutation of "To say good by silence," with the lines gradually becoming 
more random and indecipherable as they proceed down the page (TTE, 
p. 203) Perhaps Burroughs is trying to prepare the reader for the panic that 
sets in when the interior monologue is dislUpted and, for the first time in 
one's life, one hears silence instead of language. For whatever reason, he 
takes extraordinary care to achieve a feeling of closure unusual in his works 
from this period. Compared with Naked Lunch, the ending here is formally 
elaborate and thematically conclusive. 

Echoing The Tempest, the text as it winds down splices in dialogue from 
Shakespeare's play with visions of contemporary technologies. "i foretold 
you were all spirits watching TV program-Terminal electric voices end-
These our actors cut in-A few seconds later you are melted into air-Rub 
out promised by our ever-living poet-Mr Bradly Mr Martin, five times 
our summons-no shelter in setting forth" (TTE, p. 174). The splices invite 
the reader to tease out resonances between the two works. Whereas insect 
imagery predominates in Naked Lunch, in Ticket the usual form of nonhu-
man life is aquatic or amphibian, recalling Caliban's characterization as a 
"fishy monster." Prospero conjures spirits from the air, and yet his magic 
has a terrible materiality; he can, we are told, raise bodies from the dead. 
Most of all he is a supreme technician, blending illusion with reality so skill-
fully that his art can effect changes in the real world. Burroughs aims for 
nothing less, using language to dislUpt the viral power of the word, creating 
recordings to stop the playbacks that imprison our future in the sounds of 
our past. If the tape-recorder is, as Paul Bowles called it, "God's little toy," 
The Ticket That Exploded is the tape that reveals this god-machine's life-
transforming possibilities (Bowles quoted in TTE, p.166). 

'What we see is dictated by what we hear," the narrator of Ticket asserts 
(TTE, p. 168). There is considerable anecdotal evidence to support his 
claim. Whereas Sight is always focused, sharp, and delineated, sound en-
velopes the body, as if it were an atmosphere to be experienced rather than 
an object to be dissected. Perhaps that is why researchers in virtual reality 
have found that sound is much more effective than sight in imparting emo-
tional tonalities to their simulated worlds. 39 Their experiences suggest that 
voice is associated with presence not only because it comes from within 
the body but also because it conveys new information about the subject, 
information that goes deeper than analytical thought or conscious inten-
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tion. Manipulating sound through tape-recorders thus becomes a way 
of producing a new kind of subjectivity that strikes at the deepest levels of 
awareness. If we were to trace the trajectory suggested here to the end 
of the period when audiotape held sway, it would lead to texts such as C. J. 
Cherryh's Cyteen trilogy, where the body has become a corporate product 
molded by "taking tape," that is, listening to conditioning tapes that lay the 
foundation for the subject's "psychset." Burroughs anticipates Cherryh's 
implication that the voice issuing from the tape-recorder sounds finally not 
so much postmodern as it does posthuman. 

Where hope exists in Ticket, it appears as posthuman mutations like the 
fish boy, whose fluidity perhaps figures a type of subjectivity attuned to the 
froth of noise rather than the stability of a false self, living an embodied life 
beyond human consciousness as we know it. Butthis is mere conjecture, for 
any representation of the internal life of the fish boy could be done only in 
words, which would infect and destroy exactly the transformation they 
were attempting to describe. For Burroughs, the emphasis remains on sub-
version and disruption rather than creative rearticulation. Even subversion 
risks being co-opted and taken over by the viral word; it can succeed only by 
continuing to disrupt everything, including its own prior writing. 

In this chapter, I have been concerned with Burroughs's fictions not only 
as harbingers of the posthuman but, more immediately, as sites where 
body/embodiment and inscriptionlincorporation are in constant and 
dynamiC interplay with one another. As we have seen, in the Exhibition, 
inscriptions fall from the walls to become corporeal "word dust"; incorpo-
rations are transformed into inscriptions through video- and audio-record-
ing devices; bodies understood as normative and essentialized entities are 
rewritten to become particularized experiences of embodiment; and em-
bodied experience is transformed, through the inscriptions of the tape-
recording, back into essentialized manifestations of "the word." The 
recursivities that entangle inscription with incorporation, the body with 
embodiment, invite us to see these polarities not as static concepts but as 
mutating surfaces that transform into one another, much like the Mobius 
strip that Grosz imagines for her "volatile bodies." Starting from a model 
emphasizing polarities, then, we have moved toward a vision ofinteractions 
both pleasurable and dangerous, creatively dynamiC and explOSively trans-
formative. 

It is no accident that recursive loops and reflexive strategies figure im-
portantly in these transformations, for Burroughs shared with Humberto 
Maturana and Philip K. Dick an appreciation for how potently reflexivity 
can destabilize objectivist assumptions. Whereas Maturana located reflex-



The Materiality of Informatics / 221 

ivity in biolOgical processes and Dick placed it in psycholOgical dynamics, 
Burroughs located it in a cybernetic fusion of language and technology. 
Mutating into and out of the tape-recorder, the viral word reconfigures the 
tape-recorder as a cybernetic technology capable of radically transforming 
bodies and subjectivities. As for the "external" world, where clear divisions 
separate observer from system, human from technological artifact, Matu-
rana, Dick, and Burroughs agreed (although for different reasons) that 
there is no there there. Whatever the limitations of their works, they shared 
a realization that the observer cannot stand apart from the systems being 
observed. In exploring how to integrate observer and world into a unified 
field of interaction, they also realized that liberal humanism could not con-
tinue to hold sway. Just as the tide of posthumanism that Norbert Wiener 
had struggled to contain could not be held back, neither could the techno-
lOgical advances in informatics, advances that would soon displace second-
wave issues with third-wave concerns. 
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