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    Abstract


    For Alain Badiou the twentieth-century was characterized by a ‘passion of the real’, a hunt for the unadulterated that found its apotheosis not in the technological advances of modernity, but in the violence of war that that technology enabled. As we move into the twenty-first century, technology, and in particular the technology of representation, seems to be moving us ever further from the experience of the real, but as this article argues through an examination of the fiction of Tom McCarthy and Steven Hall, the relationship between inscription, hermeneutics and the real remains aesthetically and culturally productive. Taking as its theoretical grounding Friedrich Kittler’s work on discourse networks and the Lacanian dialogue between the symbolic and the real, this article explores the deeper unconscious cultural resonances that are at once inside and beyond the interpretational paradigms of modernity. Kittler’s post-hermeneutic dehumanisation of the discourse system finds expression in McCarthy and Hall’s disarticulation of language from subjectivity and their reliance on flights of memory and processes of reproduction for an engagement with a sense of authentic agency.
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    At one point in Steven Hall’s The Raw Shark Texts (2007) the ‘second’ Eric Sanderson stands mesmerized by the sight of a rain-swollen river bursting its banks and rapaciously submerging the surrounding field, rendering the distinct indeterminable and overpowering the sensorium with ‘a too-muchness’ that threatens Hall’s protagonist’s psychic self-security:


    Everything beyond the gateposts was furious: a river gone gigantic and deformed and crazy, banks burst and out on a greedy, rolling brown rampage. The size and force of it overloaded me, made me sick and dizzy […] The river wanting to drag me off and smash me up and remake me as part of its pointless and stupidly powerful and passionate drive to change and obliteration (Hall, 2007: 98).


    The Raw Shark Texts and Tom McCarthy’s C (2010) are imagistically and thematically governed by the flows of information that dominate human praxis in the twenty-first century. Although the two novelists choose generic frameworks that establish a distance from the immediate present – a Sci-Fi inflected Magical Realism in Hall’s case, the historical Bildungsroman in McCarthy’s – both regard the constitution of the subject’s being-in-the-world as foundationally enframed within matrices of contemporary digital processing; both situate the post-human subject at an interface between fleshly and machinic exchange and both envision a technological determinism at the core of meaning-making. Their digitalized individual is awash in an uncontainable surplus of information that literally penetrates the body, flowing through and around their every thought, act and intention. Its ubiquity, indeed the logic of its self-propagation, is non-negotiable, productive only of a pervasive and perspectiveless indistinction akin to that affected by the flood-waters that Sanderson observes. What does humanness signify in a context of such informational abundance? How can one discern meaning from a horizon of excessive undifferentiation? What can meaning even mean?


    One theoretical framework for beginning to answer such questions is provided by Friedrich Kittler’s notion of the Aufschreibesystem, or, as it is usually translated, the ‘discourse network’. Emerging out of Kittler’s amalgamative reading of the media theory of Marshall McLuhan, the deconstructionist approach to speech and writing practised particularly by Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault and the poststructuralist psychoanalysis of Jacques Lacan, the discourse network represents a profoundly anti-humanist decentering of the idea of spirit from the process of human communication and self-representation in favour of the technological apparatus. Kittler’s central insight involves the development of Marshall McLuhan’s theory that ‘the medium is the message’ into a model of media engagement that is fundamentally deterministic at every level of human interaction. The medium is not only the message for Kittler, it intrinsically dictates, shapes, orders and intends the transmission and reception of any expressive act for it emerges contingently from a ‘network of technologies and institutions that allow a given culture to select, store and process relevant data’ (Kittler, 1990: 369). Glossed more liberally by John Johnston, the discourse network is ‘the archive of what is inscribed by a culture at a particular moment in time […] at any given cross-sectional moment in the life of a culture, only certain data (and no other) are selected, stored, processed, transmitted or calculated, all else being “noise”’ (Kittler, 1997: 9). The separation of data from noise is enacted through the technological media specific to a given culture at any time. Through examinations of the discourse networks of 1800 and 1900, Kittler shows how the cultural institutionalization of techne in its broadest sense – the pedagogical formalization of the physical function of orderly writing in the first instance; the development of the gramophone, typewriter and film in the second – brought about fundamental transformations not only within the technical facilitation of writing systems, but also in the imaginary, philosophical and corporeal relationships between the human and mechanical reproduction. For Kittler, the dominant media technology of any episteme shapes as well as reflects human thought, prioritizes and valorizes certain kinds of data and constitutes meaning systemically without recourse to the hallucinations of originary or transcendent hermeneutics.


    The insuppressible torrent of data that subtends Hall’s and McCarthy’s narratives reflects a digital rather than analogue discourse network that Kittler has consistently refused to theorize, on the grounds that one can only conceptualize a discourse network retroactively. Our current reliance on digital immediation makes it impossible to regard its socio-historical functioning with any degree of critical objectivity. Nonetheless, he has gestured towards discourse network 2000 in his comment: ‘The general digitisation of channels and information erases the differences among individual media. Sound and image, voice and text are reduced to surface effects, known to the consumers as interface […] Inside the computers themselves everything becomes a number: quantity without image, sound or voice’ (Kittler, 1999: 1). Whereas the discourse network of 1900 is characterized by the disarticulation of data into numerous transmissible media (of which writing is only one example), the millennial network’s dependence on the common binary denominator ‘promises a “writing scene” that represents the convergence of previously separate media within a single über-medium. In transmitting all possible messages, fibreoptics will bring to an end the world of plural media – radio, television, cinema, post, print, etc. – all will circulate via a single medium’ (Harris and Taylor, 2005: 77). This merging of media into a singular, protean data matrix, accessed through a series of cosmetic interfaces, erases the experience of sequential and discrete correspondence with the linearity of the printed word. Instead, digital media praxis involves constant immersion in a ubiquitous flood of endlessly substitutable data.


    For Hall and McCarthy the convergence of media into an omnipresent abundance has profound consequences for the discrimination of meaning-matter from noise: could one code capture life’s complexity and variety without reducing it to banal and indistinct homogeneity? Where McCarthy’s response tends towards a positive, avant-gardist embracing of the potentiality of informational confluence, Hall’s text is markedly more sceptical about the unremitting intrapenetration of data, expressing a fear of dissolution in the loss of distinction that digitization represents. The conceptual shark that threatens to reduce bodily integrity to meme-level chaos swims in the thought-streams that derive from the excess of human interaction and information, streams that are unconfined and interlinked. But there is a more general fear for the loss of something stable and authentic in Eric’s search for an identity; the novel presents not a quiescent acceptance of the unity of human and machine but a fight to preserve distinctiveness. If media convergence poses a threat to the uniqueness of the subject, then it poses an equally robust challenge to the concept of meaning that attaches itself so closely to the idea of human interiority. As David Wellbery argues, one ramification of Kittler’s media theory is the severing of hermeneutics from any a priori metaphysical or philosophical grounding: ‘In Kittler’s analysis, however, this [hermeneutic] myth appears less as a philosophical hallucination than as a function of instructional practices and technologies. Far from being our natural or human condition, hermeneutics merely results from a specifically trained coordination of children’s eyes, ears and vocal organs. It is a discipline of the body’ (Kittler, 1990: x). Meaning is not the gathering together of a series of inscriptive practices into an orderly and reliable interiority, it is trained, contingently and variably, into the body as a product of discursive practice. Culture, as Wellbery continues, is ‘the regimen that bodies pass through; the reduction of randomness, impulse, forgetfulness, the domestication of the animal’ (Kittler, 1990: xv). Such unromantic determinism is at the heart of the problem of meaning-making in Hall and McCarthy, but it is compounded by digitalization’s tendency towards the homogenous sign. Consequently, the way in which meaning is distinguished from non-meaning and information from noise becomes the cornerstone of a post-hermeneutic practice, one that reflects not on the givenness of meaning but its acculturation.


    Networks


    Serge Carrefax – C’s central protagonist – grows to maturity at a pedagogically radical school for the deaf and dumb run by his father whose physically interventionist methods for dealing with muteness are strongly reminiscent of the Wellbery’s domesticated animal. Convinced by theories of mechanical voice production, Carrefax senior trains his pupils in the dynamics of sound:


    The human body […] is a mechanism. When its engine-room, the thorax, a bone-girt vault for heart and lungs whose very floor and walls are constantly in motion – when this chamber exerts pressure sufficient to force open the trap-door set into its ceiling and send air rushing outwards through the windpipe, sound ensues. It’s as simple as that. (McCarthy, 2010: 15)


    By this method, Carrefax reduces the human body to a machinic model in which communication becomes merely a facet of applied pressure; there is nothing natural about the individual’s process of communicating in this sense; ‘speech is not a given: it must be wrung from him, wrenched out’ (McCarthy, 2010: 16). Vocalization as part of a mechanical process points to a neo-Victorian, industrial fetishization of aligned moving parts: it emerges solely from the empiricism of a manufactory mindset that attends to the materiality of the visible world. There is nothing in this production-line of communication that speaks of spirit, interiority or the immaterial, and yet Carrefax is able to demonstrate to his charges’ parents their ability to memorize and automatically recite hyperbolic passages of poetry. At a comically disorderly pageant (heavily indebted to Virginia Woolf’s 1941 text Between the Acts), children are ‘played-back’ as if they were embodied recording machines channelling pre-programmed vocal traffic: ‘His words […] seem to issue not from him but rather to divert through him – as though his mouth, once it formed and held the correct shape for long enough, received a sound spirited in from another spot’ (McCarthy, 2010: 19). These children become human radios transmitting signals without in any way being their originators. Medium and message are entirely separate realms without any hermeneutic bridge; immanence is replaced by mere storage capacity. This metaphor of the body as receiver/transmitter is an important one, as it illustrates the very determinist hybridity that Kittler envisages at the core of his network.


    McCarthy’s book is underpinned by the technological innovations that describe for Kittler the discourse network of 1900. From the wireless set to Marconi’s transatlantic transmissions, buzzers to indicate revenant stirrings to war planes, the nascent cathode tube to the diagnostic fluoroscope, C proffers an inventory of technological creativity that recalibrates the relationship between the human and the machine. Its relentless elision of the organic and inorganic and its reifying transformation of the human body into a literal receiver and transmitter of signals, suggests subjective constitution within the network of 1900 to be foundationally machinic. But McCarthy’s human-machine hybrid is less Donna Harraway’s cyborg than a Kittlerian subject reconstituted by, and in, media technology. At the root of Kittler’s determination of the network is the emergence of technologies such as film, the gramophone and the typewriter that reshape the media consciousness of the modern episteme in such a way as to represent an incisive and irremediable severance from the discursive practices of the past. The shift in technological means enables new ways in which information can be stored and transmitted, modifying au fond the user’s interaction with the machine: for instance, Kittler argues that the invention of the typewriter breaks the eye’s and hand’s subservience to paper as it is perfectly possible to type without concentrating attention on the words inscribed. This detachment reverses the master/slave dichotomy installed by the word written in pen on paper and yet simultaneously reduces human expression to a standardized and uniform printed type. Liberation and subjugation are thus, in Kittler’s system, inseparable.


    A similar paradox is observable in McCarthy’s treatment of the gramophone. For Kittler, the gramophone represents humankind’s first opportunity to directly store a specific moment in time for perpetuity, an intense isolation of the real that Serge encounters when he listens to the recorded vocal drills of the school’s alumni. Again language slips out of control here and away from the orderliness of sense; there is always a teetering on the brink of nonsense, a rising to cohesion only to collapse, as if the prize of conveying the message through the bodily machine is very hard won and far from natural: ‘The voices […] manifest varying degrees of distortedness and atonality; the letters warp and morph as they progress. They gather certain rhythms, patterns of repetition or half-repetition, then just when it seems that there’s a logic to their sequences, break and relinquish them again’ (McCarthy, 2010: 43). Serge, looking into the horn of the machine, associates the noises that come from it with ‘entrances to caves and wells, of worm – and foxholes, rabbits’ burrows, and all things that lead into the earth’ (McCarthy, 2010: 44). In operation is an explicit linkage of words/sounds/noise with something primal, unconscious, subterranean, and, as becomes increasingly insistent as the novel progresses, with death. Again Kittler’s association of the gramophone with the real’s entombment of that which precedes symbolization is brought to mind, for in this section we have an oscillation between the Symbolic and the Real. This expressive morbidity is reiterated in the Kloděbrady episode where Serge identifies the darkness in himself with the archaic and historical darkness of the world around him; the dark water of the spa ‘bubbled up from earth so black that no blessing could ever lighten it […] filtered through the charcoaled wrecks of boats and tumour-ridden bones of murdered ancestors, through stool-archives and other sedimented layers of morbid matter’ (McCarthy, 2010: 106). The restorative is thus firmly associated with death.


    C is a novel about death that is paradoxically crammed with life. The central motif of the wireless signal that unites each of the chronologically discrete sections of the book evokes an omnipresent, immersive and global vibrancy that is offset by a sobering spectrality. Surfing his radio dial, Serge becomes conscious of ‘vague impressions of bodies hovering just beyond the threshold of the visible, and corresponding signals not quite separable from the noise around them – important ones, their recalcitrance all the more frustrating for that reason’ (McCarthy, 2010: 68). Similarly, when Serge sees his sister Sophie animating a dead cat’s leg with electricity he wonders ‘if perhaps the morbid and hypnotic sequences being executed by the dead cat’s limb contain some kind of information – “contain” in the sense of enclosing, locking in, repeating in a code for which no key’s available, at least not to him’ (McCarthy, 2010: 62). Serge’s frustrated distancing from an elusive knowledge that will decrypt trapped information – explaining in the process his en-cauled sense of dissociation from the world – brings into focus the epistemological collision between his and his family’s world-views. On the one hand, the novel presents the Apollonian taxonomicon of the educative process presided over by Carrefax and by Sophie, who, through processes of ordering, mechanizing, rationalizing and disciplining, oversee a world of perspective and hermeneutic rarefaction. On the other, Serge’s Dionysian mêlée of primitive and unstructured impulses which are turned, through their lack of correlation with other orders of materiality, into perspective-less criss-crossings of noise and signals. These impulses are closely tied to the unconscious and exist beyond the consoling systematization of hermeneutics.


    Information as enclosed and encoded within the dead or inanimate object; information as a metaphor for death (in the fake signals conjured at the séances of the ‘Crash’ section); and information as literal death (in the co-ordinates that Serge radios to his artillery batteries in ‘Chute’) connect the novel’s obsessive interest in crytpographical readings of the material and immaterial, readings that revolve primarily around Sophie and the trauma of her death. Though Sophie’s presence in the novel is relatively brief, her absence haunts the text as an unresolved stain. The deterioration of her mental health and death through accidental self-poisoning in the novel’s first section do little to suggest the impact that she will have on Serge’s life. Retrospectively, the evidence implies incestuous desires between the siblings: Sophie playfully taps out a Morse coded message on the young Serge’s penis (McCarthy, 2010: 22) and, at her interment, Serge experiences an erection that in part gestures back to this precursive sexual encounter, but also seems to be generated by the gentle hum of electricity emanating from the machinery used to transport her coffin to the family mausoleum; a combination that would seem to link an unconscious incestuous desire for Sophie with a post-mortem techno-necrophilia. The dispersal of Sophie’s ‘signal’ impacts the novel as a site of traumatic dislocation, destined to be repeated as both a corporeal and technological imperative.


    Such is the case in Kloděbrady, where Serge retreats to be treated for chronic constipation, a clear pathologisation of uncathected libidinal impulses following his sister’s demise. Under the fluoroscope his intestines appear ‘like animals – reptiles, molluscs, nether-dwelling creatures – who, crammed together in a space too small for them, bristle with aggression towards one another yet understand, through some vermicular, primordial instinct, that the survival of each depends on that of its unwanted neighbours’ (McCarthy, 2010: 111). This inner tumult, repeatedly described by its sufferer in metaphors of darkness, morbidity and decay, is, he is told, the product of self-intoxication; he has become accustomed and addicted to the poisoning that his organs inflict upon themselves. Consistent with the self-feeding information loop that he believes to be imminent in the material world, Serge’s metabolic dysfunction is envisioned as another kind of contained circuit, feeding back on itself to maintain a continuity of (self-destructive) information. His doctor describes the passage in one direction as a natural ‘process’ and ‘rhythm’ (McCarthy, 2010: 104), but for Serge there is only ‘repetition’ (McCarthy, 2010: 105). However, what presents itself in the feedback circuitry of trauma manifested as a cyclical and self-repeating process is symbolically problematic in the novel since on the one hand it represents a closed (and therefore functioning) information circuit, and, on the other hand, represents psychological stasis. The symptoms of traumatic repetition that Freud identifies in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920) as part of the death instinct, manifest in the form of psychic inertia, an unconscious inability to assimilate the trauma, which could also be regarded as a return to a state of abject inorganicity. Within the contexts of the Kittlerian human-machine and the novel’s human-transmitter, the condition of abjected inertia is an inevitable, and welcome, acceptance of the machinic subject. C’s unification (both symbolic and literal in some examples) of man and machine, is a celebration of the dehumanization brought about by technology, but it is also a traumatized repetition displaced into an endless reproducibility: the ability of the machine to reproduce the same action or effect without any entropic loss of energy. The traumatic fusion is foundationally a sublimation of the death drive, but it gives expression and form to the possibility of a circularity of death without chaos and unbeing. Death as a transmogrification of the finitude of human energy into a perpetually self-feeding machinic circuit incapable of energy-loss is a Utopian aspiration of the novel and corresponds with McCarthy’s work with the International Necronautical Society (INS) – an art collective whose express wish is ‘to map, enter, colonise and, eventually, inhabit’ the space of death (Verhagen, 2004: 18). McCarthy has spoken of the impossibility of thinking about ‘writing without thinking about death’ (Zinik, 2001) and part of the INS’s agenda is to regard death as something that can be explored and mapped in culture rather than feared and avoided. C’s fusion of the organic and the inorganic can be interpreted as part of this project: an embracing of the death instinct that is abject in a fundamentally liberating way.


    The interpenetration of the organic/inorganic, the material/immaterial, the living/dead that suffuses McCarthy’s novel suggests a Kittlerian reconceptualisation of the human/machine dialectic as a hybrid perceiving and producing consciousness oriented towards the deathless circularity of the real. McCarthy consequently becomes a cartographer of the real, mapping the edges of the Symbolic Order by apprehending the inescapable ubiquity and homogeneity of the signal through the convergent fusion of media difference into a singular digitalised code. He is nonetheless conscious that the hegemony of binarism relies upon its distinction as data from enveloping noise. McCarthy’s central motif of the wireless signal embraces in its pulsations of presence and absence the coterminous pre-existence of message and noise. As Serge surfs the wireless dial, sorting transmitted data from static oblivion, he succinctly encapsulates the novel’s metaphorical distinction of symbolic communication from surrounding, unattended data stream, according to the former the status of meaning in a judgement dependent, from a Kittlerian perspective, on the contingency of the contemporary techne.


    What kinds of meaning can be authorized in Kittler’s deterministic system, which embraces the ‘outsideness’ of language of Blanchot and Foucauldian discursiveness, while further demystifying communication by addressing the ‘technologically possible manipulations [that] determine what in fact can become a discourse?’ (Kittler, 1990: 232). If discourse is framed within contemporary media, then hermeneutics become a function of the languages of media protocol; thought as much as expression is subordinate to the logos of the enabling means of communication. The very building blocks of language thereby become subject to the technological exemplars that frame them. This logic takes Kittler back to Lacan’s thinking about the Symbolic Order and the discipline of psychoanalysis as a privileged mode of understanding the modern episteme. Kittler argues that Freud’s conceptualization of psychoanalysis as a science could not have occurred without the invention of the phonograph, for it describes the therapeutic relationship as a looping through the analyst’s recording of the unconscious, processing and modelling, followed by interpretation for the analysand. Similarly during Lacan’s era, the conceptualization of the psyche is determined by the medium of the computer and thereby the notion of the self-expressing subject becomes inextricably linked to the machine and to a basis in binary code. It is perfectly deducible for Kittler that Lacan would conceive the idea of the Symbolic Order as machinic inscription, because that model is the dominant conceptual one that is open to him.


    Circuits


    ‘What is the meaning of meaning?’ Lacan wonders in his lecture ‘Psychoanalysis and Cybernetics or, on the Nature of Language’. ‘Meaning is the fact that the human being isn’t master of [a] primordial, primitive language. He has been thrown into it, committed, caught up in its gears’ (Lacan, 1988: 307). Floundering in a communicative flow for which s/he appears to have no native interpretive apparatus, the child-subject initially assumes a position outside the hermeneutic process; to her/him all is noise, and it is from this starting point that Lacan envisages the projection into discrimination that constitutes ‘meaningful’ language. Unsurprisingly, given his structuralist affiliations, Lacan regards the apprehension of speech as one of alienation: the subject is ‘thrown into’ a predetermined system that is socially given, and is, in the process, severed from a ‘primordial, primitive’ ur-language. His work in the 1950s on the development of his tripartite psychic system comprising the Real, the Symbolic and the Imaginary is, in some ways, an attempt to wrestle with the systemic rationalism of the logos. In Cybernetics (or what we would now call Cognitive Science), Lacan detected an orderliness that he believed was transferrable to human communication, meaning that what was at stake was not just the radical severance of meaning from noise (or the Symbolic from the Real), but also the a priori status in mechanical logic of the Symbolic Order itself, and thus the very root of human ideation.


    For Lacan, the cybernetic system – an electrical circuit that allows or disables a feedback loop depending on the open or closed status of the ‘gate’ – embodies a syntax that does more than inform our understanding of how the Symbolic Order is constructed: it exposes the pre-existing syntactical order, which explains the need for a symbolic realm. Beyond and prior to the Symbolic is the Real, a Real which is always in place, always on time and irreducible; the Real exists in the exact same place regardless of whether it is observed – one example Lacan employs is the stars. The reliability of the Real with its emphasis on repetitious immutability represents the foundation of a symbolic system because it enables differentiation, the possibility of absence from place or time. The Symbolic can be present or absent, open or closed, where the Real cannot. It is the possibility of absence – what Lacan calls the idea of ‘chance’ – that underlies a Symbolic Order dependent upon a series of exchanges and deferrals. The Real contains all chance, that is to say, it includes all possibilities, whereas a Symbolic system represents a narrowing down of options to the number of possible connections and extensions. In the order of language, any given sign can only be followed by a series of diminishing possibilities of subsequent signs if any sense or meaning within the syntactical order is to be maintained.


    In the cybernetic system, Lacan sees a ‘natural’ order based around a finite set of possible combinations whether that be coin tosses, 1s and 0s, or open and closed circuits. Because there are only so many possible outcomes for a given operation of chance, he surmises that there is an order or syntax that precedes ‘chance’ and following this order constitutes a basic system of sense or meaning. Human fascination with the binary of presence and absence encourages the application of meaning to examples of pure contingency; in the cybernetic system presence could be interpreted as the 1 rather than the 0 in a binary system, or the closing of a gate in an electrical circuit that allows a current to flow. The system’s syntax performs the simple metaphorical function of implying an anteriority that becomes transmuted into meaning: ‘[Man] has the idea that something is revealed there [in the provisionality of chance], which belongs to him’ (Lacan, 1988: 300).


    Lacan argues that human beings function along the same simple lines as machines, that we are essentially machinic in the way that we obey the binary ordering in our informational systems. We operate around a basic system of options which we endow with the charisma of meaning but which are in fact predetermined and circumscribed. Lacan rejects the idea that there is a fundamental distinction between man and machine because, in the same way that the machine is programmed to operate in particular ways, so human beings function through the same systems of linguistic and symbolic programming into which they are born. The machine is nothing more than a manifestation of the combinatorial matrix that is implicit in the Symbolic. Significantly, Lacan regards the construction of the syntax of the system (whether fleshly or mechanical) as preceding semantics; form, in other words, precedes meaning, and meaning can only be generated through form. The syntactical framework of the system is tied to the ‘in-placeness’ of the Real thereby guaranteeing the trans-subjectivity of the communication – people understand each other because there is a solid orderly underlay.


    The attraction of Lacan’s model to Kittler is not hard to understand: its conviction that medium (syntax) precedes message (symbolism) and that meaning is a by-product of the process of syntactical differentiation accord well with Kittler’s deterministic presumption that the technological means open to any generation are the primary designators of which inscriptive signals are stored and which are discarded as noise. For Kittler, Lacan’s rewriting of Freud discloses an implicit technological grounding to the unconscious as it is understood to function. Moreover, Lacan’s separating of the unconscious functions of the Real, from the Imaginary and the Symbolic corresponds closely to Kittler’s own separation of the media of discourse network 1900 into storage (gramophone/real), transmission (film/imaginary) and processing (typewriter/symbolic). For Kittler, Lacan was the first psychoanalyst to recognise that ‘the terms of psychoanalysis are a direct acknowledgement of its ambient discourse network – its media matrix’ (Harris and Taylor, 2005: 73). In addition, Kittler believed that Lacan recognized that the three functions could, ‘as a result of computation, be replicated in technical media’ (Harris and Taylor, 2005: 73), suggesting that, as is clear from his essay ‘The World of the Symbolic – A World of the Machine’, the computer ultimately erases the final distinctions between the human subject and the machine: ‘Although the popular objection maintains that computers cannot think because they must always first be programmed, Lacan counters that human beings, who carry out the same operations as machines, think just as little for the same reason’ (Kittler, 1997: 141). The implication of Kittler’s reading of Lacan is that all human psychological activity is the implementation of software programming on a hardware base, a conclusion that reduces human agency to the ordering syntax of a predetermining technology. This unforgiving functionalism leaves no place for immanence, authentic selfhood or romantic spirit; it is brutally anti-humanist in its privileging of storage and processing on the human mainframe. For Steven Hall, the consequences of accepting such logic are severe not only for the integrity of the subject (if one can even be admitted), but also for the idea of the text’s materiality.


    Programmes


    Like C, The Raw Shark Texts is a post-traumatic novel and also like C, it is one that has a questionable faith in the form that it adopts. Part quest-narrative, part picaresque, part intertextual mélange, its first-person role-playing gaming echoes in the episodic introduction of challenges, searches and subterranean unspaces. Questions of epistemology underpin its diegesis: Eric’s search for a reliable understanding of his own identity and his relationship with the first Eric; the lost-ness of Clio Aames; the true motives of Scout, the identity of Trey Fidorous; the meaning of the encoded ‘Light Bulb Fragment’ and ultimately the veracity of Eric’s entire account. Equally prominent are the ontological questions that coincide and cross with these: precisely what status in materiality does the Ludovician Thought Shark possess; what has happened to the first Eric and what is his physical relationship to the second; what correspondence exists between Scout and Clio; to what extent is the entire first-person account a figment of Eric’s dissociated mind? Both novels posit a fluid relationship between the material and immaterial, reducing the grip that human individuals have on space and identity to an extreme provisionality. Hall’s destabilization is more radically ontological in the sense that he initially establishes a conceivably realisable scenario (Eric’s amnesiatic fugue) before undermining it through the introduction of the Ludovician. Despite the explosion of the fantastical, Hall retains an (albeit periodically suspended) realist dimension in relation to the text’s spatio-temporal location: the shark chases Eric across a familiar Northern England, in and out of recognisable (un)spaces and through a measurable time span. Disrupting this materiality with the interventions of the shark, the literal dissolution of Mr Nobody or the labyrinthine paper burrow of Fidorous, represents not a repudiation of that realness, but a conceptual challenge to its impermeability. Hall accomplishes an ontological crossover that narratively mimics the dramatic surfacings of the shark as both a material being and an unconscious manifestation without totally relinquishing, at least until the final act, a realist model. This reciprocity between ontological intensities is significant given the novel’s staged dialogue between an invasive, all-pervasive informational matrix and the distinctiveness of a humanist authenticity of self.


    Begun in media res with the shock of Eric’s return to consciousness, the early pages of the novel, understandably, focalize the narrative through the dissociation of body and mind that mirrors the protagonist’s experience of extreme physical and psychological dislocation. There is an initial grasping for a resonant interiority, a desire to locate the lost memory inside the self – ‘I tried […] closing my eyes, searching around inside my head, feeling through the black for any familiar shape’ (Hall, 2007: 4) – but also a unnerved sense that the phenomenal world is nothing more than illusion, that material reality is a mediated carapace beyond which there is nothing. This medial analogy encompasses Eric’s understanding of his own body in these early stages – he speaks about ‘the engines and drivers that keep the human machine functioning at a mechanical level’ (Hall, 2007: 4) trip-switching to bring him back to consciousness. Similarly in his first encounter with his psychologist Dr Randle, he perceives her less as a bodily individual and more as a collection of physical phenomena – she is ‘frizzy’, has ‘strontium grey eyes’ and makes the air feel ‘faintly radioactive’ (Hall, 2007: 7). She describes the dissociative trauma Eric has experienced as having been caused by a ‘circuit breaker for the brain’ (Hall, 2007: 11), another electrical metaphor that identifies her as a conductive element in Eric’s memory circuit. Later, Eric describes his identity as constituted from component parts rather than being an integrated whole: ‘I just felt so fucking tired of endless hours of doing my shitty best to cling my component parts together as a human being’ (Hall, 2007: 99). The distinction here between the human and its component arrangement highlights the novel’s scepticism towards the notion of embodied subjectivity. At one point Eric contemplates the idea that bodily cells are replaced constantly throughout our lives (Hall, 2007: 25), and at another describes himself as ‘a concept wrapped in skin and chemicals’ (Hall, 2007: 178). From this perspective the plausibility of self-continuous, interiorized subjectivity becomes problematic and Hall consistently identifies the concept of identity as an acculturated exteriority.


    The demise of Mr Nobody literally figures the abjection of subjectivity: the man is the paradigmatic concept in a skin, maintained by chemical regulation. When Eric and Scout examine his pill bottles they discover the syntheticization of a personality in containers marked: ‘STYLE. EXTRAPOLATION. CONVICTION. FRIENDLY SMILE. POWERS OF PERSUASION […] CONCERN. SURPRISE. SUSPICION. DIGNITY’ (Hall, 2007: 177). Each characteristic is isolated and chemically manufactured, reduced to constituent parts for combination into the conceptive field of a human identity. As the efficacy of his pills subsides, this material concept resolves itself to fluid. This abjection is also evident in Eric’s conviction that ‘I am in a constant collapse’ (Hall, 2007: 207), a literal as well as figurative lament. Like the narrative’s permissive divider between the material and immaterial, the boundary between being and non-being has to be continuously policed to uncover any weak points or breaches; once the flow is allowed to penetrate, as is revealed by the devouring swell of the river and the constant threat of the Ludovician, there is little hope for coalescence. Eric’s attempts to reconstitute himself by reconstructing memory bridges to his surroundings follow a path similar to that of the protagonist on McCarthy’s Remainder (2005): he attempts to reconnect with the object world as if it contains the resonance of remembered attachment, but finds that he can establish no empathic feedback from material reality. The chimera of spirit is symbolized in the two rooms that Eric regards as offering answers to his many questions: the locked room in his house and the first Eric’s room in Fidorous’ haven. They extend the prospect of resolution but disappoint when he is finally able to access them: presenting him with a series of epistemological deferrals in the shape of codes that need to be interpreted. The codes of the Light Bulb Fragment can only be understood by a series of deferrals and refinements based on cumulative sense-making, but given that any letter in the code has eight other possibilities, any sense is always contingent and provisional. As the code explains, ‘clean text cannot be constructed at the level of the individual letter. Possible translations must be constructed at word level, re-evaluated at sentence level and refined at paragraph level’ (Hall, 2007: 75). This initial encryption is, of course, itself a deferral for the secondary code that is plotted within the QWERTY labyrinth.


    The relevance of this coded deferral to the Lacanian Symbolic Order and to the Kittler’s discourse network should be clear. Hall may posit the possibility of an immanent and self-authenticating subjectivity in Eric’s cognitive striving to assemble the remnants of a coherent past, but the evidence of the text suggests Hall’s scepticism for self-convergence. In some ways, The Raw Shark Texts is simultaneously a paean for the humanist geist and recognition of its impossibility in an era of mass informational transfer. The subject exists as a node on a network and the illusion of ‘humanness’ derives from culturally programmed software in a device for storing and transmitting code. Biologically we have accepted just this status as vessels for DNA: the vessel itself is insignificant so long as it passes on the genetic material. Hall even makes direct reference to the evolutionary biology of Richard Dawkins in the manipulation of his term ‘the selfish gene’ into ‘the selfish meme’ (Hall, 2007: 64), a coining that works two ways, reflecting the logic of evolutionary science that the human animal (as all other living things) is nothing more than a vehicle of transmission and referencing Dawkins’ theory of the meme as a unit of trans-generational social communication.


    The pre-programmed individual and collective unconscious reveals itself most insistently in Hall’s engagement with textual precursors. Through a framework referencing works as diverse as Don Quixote, Frankenstein, Heart of Darkness, The Wizard of Oz, House of Leaves, Watchmen and Jaws, Hall builds a feedback system that ties the novel at any point to an order of cultural anteriority. While never overtly mechanising the process – as might be instanced in a cut-up – he cannibalizes the body parts of other texts in order to indicate the pervasive informational looping that mobilizes both the aesthetic and subjective circuit. This is plainly evident in the performative playfulness of the relationships between Eric and Clio/Scout, which are conducted with the ironic but ever-present knowledge that their banter recycles certain pre-scripted models: ‘I stared at my feet with as serious an expression as I could manage and answered in my gruff, B-movie samurai voice. “I am filled with shame”’ (Hall, 2007: 48–9). Elsewhere, Eric is accused of relating everything he does back to films (Hall, 2007: 39–40) and the novel’s Jaws-inspired dénouement suggests not just the interpenetration of culture and the subject, but the total immersion of the latter in the former. To follow the abiding Kittlerian/Lacanian analogy, Hall’s characters, as receptive informational storage units, act out the roles they have downloaded from the white noise of cultural matter and by so doing complete a meaning circuit and prevent the entropic loss of informational ‘energy’. Hall’s acknowledgement of programming at the level of the individual and the artefact illustrates the machinic ontological paradigm that underpins the contemporary discourse network, but it also attests to the validity of Kittler’s storage/transmission/processing triumvirate; what we understand as ‘identity’ becomes a series of programmed files that are mistaken for individual selfhood. Consequently, on being rebooted, Eric finds that his files have been corrupted.


    Mycroft Ward is the example par excellence of a human being understood as a computer programme – hence the similarity of his name to ‘Microsoft Word’. He is software endlessly reduplicated into human hardware. The subplot involving the destruction of the megalomaniacal Ward server/consciousness poses questions about the material coalescence of identity around the embodied individual that go beyond Eric’s delving into the furthest reaches of his mind for something ‘real’. At issue is whether the cloning of selfhood into endless human thought-streams represents the apotheosis of a single identity – one that transcends both flesh and consciousness and is endlessly digitizable, replicable and sharable – or is the ultimate destruction of the notion of identity as an ‘owned’ and private singularity. Where human identity is limited because it is inextricably tied to human time, the digital identity is boundless because it abides by the logic of computer time. Embodied selfhood relies upon time to evolve and develop, for skills to manifest themselves and be perfected, for traits to emerge and be moulded; this can only happen across the expanse of lived time and experience. This is not the case with computer time where the proliferation of simulacral users results in an exponential increase in data production. Ward protects his initial identity capital by ceaselessly replicating himself through viral takeovers of human hardware thereby generating a continuous feedback loop that prohibits entropic slow-down.


    Interestingly, given McCarthy’s cartographical ambitions, what lies at the root of Ward’s paranoia is the fear of death and decay; the cyborg system has to replicate itself as ‘the irresistible urge to survive led to an equally irresistible urge to grow’ (Hall, 2007: 203). The natural fear of one’s limits and one’s humanness drives the desire technologically to transcend mortality, but it is the contemplation of the differential between human and computer time that fuels the anxiety. The immortality of information and the machine repudiates the evolutionary imperialism of the human being, emphasizing the vulnerability of the time-bound body and mind. Consciousness is temporal, information is eternal and the irony that a human creation will outlive the human unsettles the relationship between the machine and the individual. As Eric contemplates:


    It’s a stark thought that when we die most of us will leave behind uneaten biscuits, unused coffee, half toilet rolls, half cartons of milk in the fridge to go sour; that everyday functional things will outlive us and prove that we weren’t ready to go; that we weren’t smart or knowing or heroic; that we were just animals whose animal bodies stopped working without any sort of schedule or any consent of us. (Hall, 2007: 18)


    The fear that the human is overshadowed and outmanoeuvred by her/his own creation seems to be particularly present in our relationship with technology. It is an anxiety that contains a suspicion that the machine’s immateriality makes our materiality more vulnerably apparent and that in the multiplication of deathless and endlessly replicable simulacra, the human is somehow lost.


    Routers


    The emphasis that both McCarthy and Hall place on their protagonists’ immersions in the blizzard of data flow, and the degree to which each is regarded as part of the informational circuitry of a Kittlerian mediated subjectivity, sits uneasily with the generic and formal organization of their texts which privilege linearity, exegesis and resolution. It would be wrong to claim that they employ the Bildungsroman and the quest narrative uncritically, since both take clear liberties with convention, but it is indisputable that both structure their narratives of omnipresent immersion by means of linear sequencing and it is debatable whether the tension between the formal ordering and the thematic interest in disorientation is resolved, or indeed needs to be resolved. In contradistinction to the ever-presence of the multi-nodal interface of the digital network, both C and The Raw Shark Texts favour episodic diegesis with a heavy reliance on central protagonists – and first-person narrators – who, in a traditional sense of the humanist character, are at best ill-defined and at worst, blank. This narrative dependence on an indeterminate centre generates problems within conventional generic form as it begs the question of whether the arc of characterization can continue to be sustained not in a structural, but in a hermeneutic sense, in the age of digitalization.


    Serge Carrefax is a problematic narrator because he is so firmly rooted in a realist model that is simultaneously substantially inflected with modernist intertexts. McCarthy has suggested that he employs realism as one of the codes structuring the text (Purdon, 2010), suggesting its comparability with the abundance of other signals, including the encoding of character as narrative construct. Serge is neither the humanist subject of the realist novel nor the interiorized subject of the modernist novel, but while it may be true that McCarthy has little real interest in developing a rounded subjectivity for Serge, given that his novel is primarily a forum for ideas about the transmission of signals, it does create problems of identification on an empathetic level. Undeniably, Serge is a hub through whom the technological and communicative energies of the early twentieth century are channelled and, as a metaphor, it is not necessary to dress his character either psychologically or socially with as much detail as realism or modernism would deploy. However, as a conduit for ideas without significant psychological depth – post-traumatism notwithstanding – Serge remains as much of a cipher as the signals he decodes. Eric Sanderson shares Serge’s disabled psychology, but for him, the questions of depth relate to issues of self-understanding and self-continuity. His search for a resolution to his ontological instability initially focuses on the uncovering of the constituent parts of a subjectivity that have somehow been disarticulated; his goal is a nostalgic coherence of mind and body that guarantees his being in the world. As the novel progresses, it evidences an increasing distrust in this notion of authenticity in favour of subjectivity dispersed into encoded intermedial memes. Ultimately the text moves away completely from the humanist subject and towards inter and paratextual parodies, an arc which is not without problems, but is, unlike McCarthy’s novel, consistent to its internal logic of representation.


    Whether these novels ‘mean’ structurally – that is whether there is convergence between formal and ideational concerns – provokes questions of the post-hermeneutic with which Kittler would be entirely comfortable. As hard as it may be struggle to draw reasonable comparisons between the linearities of the Bildungsroman and the quest narrative and those of the Lacanian Symbolic Order, the reader is finally brought back to Kittler’s belief that the cultural production of any given discourse network is directed by and through the dominant contemporary media. Whether digital convergence disables the novel as a meaningful form and enables others to emerge from the noise of human communication remains to be seen, but in the meantime we are left to decode the signals of a seemingly contradictory, and potentially anachronistic, post-hermeneutic realism.
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