
 

25 

On the Open World of Big Data: A Reading of Alex Rivera 
and Ghayath Almadhoun 

Eyal Amiran* 

ABSTRACT 

Big Data produces optical regimes, derived in part from military and satellite 
imaging, crowd management and tracking, and target acquisition systems. These 
systems are significantly about bodies, or the body in physical space, and increasingly 
shape the social imaginary. Data roams this open space, but it is restricted to bodies. 
Jean-Luc Nancy and Achille Mbembe have argued for a philosophical or figurative 
opening to a neutral collective space as a corrective to structural violence that divides 
people, yet their versions of Enlightenment egalitarianism reproduce rather than 
contest the sided world produced by Big Data. The essay explores critical readings 
of the neutral open in Alex Rivera’s film Sleep Dealer and Ghayath Almadhoun and 
Marie Silkeberg’s poem “The Celebration” to show that for them structural asym-
metry defines open space under Big Data and is not available as a figurative solu-
tion or dissolution of biopower.  
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How do we think today about the space of bodies under new technological regimes, 
particularly “Big Data,” that is, computer-mediated state, military, and business 
surveillance and control? Can world space, deterritorialized by Big Data and by 
mondialisation, be understood to be the same as the figurative space of the human 
subject? Current arguments that want to “open” the figurative and philosophical 
human space to a fungible humanity, I argue, in effect make the drive of Big Data 
to open the world the same as, and perhaps a factor in, the humanistic, anti-imperial, 
anti-Big Data notion that all people will share the open space of the world.  

New media is frequently invested in visions of an open space, one that destroys 
metaphysical orders and priorities and offers new worlds, such as the territories of 
“open world” video games that generate endless play space as the player acts in the 
game. I do not elaborate on these media spaces, but begin by considering one of 
them in order to ask what happens to the concept of space when media show us 
the open world we desire. Pipilotti Rist’s engaging “Ever is Over All” is a room-
specific wrap-around video installation from 2014 that is suggestive of the iconogra-
phy of social protests like those recently in Hong Kong (Figure 1). The screen 
shows both sides of a metaphysical divide at the same time: nature on one side, 
the industrial city on the other. While floaty music plays, the figure of Primavera 
strides down a sidewalk in slow motion wielding a scepter with which she breaks 
the windows of cars parked along the curb. The windows are closed to their outside, 
so she figuratively breaks not only carbon-fuel technology but the screen that 
divides the technological world from nature. A policewoman arrives down the 
sidewalk, but instead of governing the social world, she has no authority over 
Nature: she salutes the goddess and passes by. As spectators we are relieved to 
participate in the utopian fantasy that an opening in the metaphysical order would 
replace government by nature, windows by transparency, the closed by the open. 
This would not be order, but nature. We know it is a fantasy, and enjoy the trans-
gression of our desire for the impossible, but our enjoyment of transgression 
serves to protect what we transgress: it protects the assumption that the structure 
we see, the division between worlds instituted by metaphysical categories, is a 
physical fact, whereas it is instead a construct we need to unlearn. I will return to 
this desire for the open that perpetuates the metaphysics of policed and natural 
space it would destroy. Rist’s video is a commentary on the fantastical nature of 
our desire for such a space. 
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Figure 1. 
Pipilotti Rist, “Ever is Over All” (2014). 

 
A strand of current theory argues that the age of Big Data sees us as inter-

changeable bodies, or statistics, and universalizes us as anonymous and inter-
changeable data points under its global reach, at least ideally. Another line of 
thought, argued by critical race studies and by significant art today, which I read 
as theoretical interventions into this question, argues that the universal subject of 
Big Data is an ideological creation of the social imaginary promoted by Big Data. 
To resist this world requires us to reject not only the fantasy of a universal subject 
but also the universal world, the world proper to interchangeable bodies. 

I consider Big Data’s impact on this argument primarily as a way of visualizing 
the world. Big Data promotes a visual imaginary of social space. We cannot isolate 
the place of visualization from other social and economic conditions, so I do not 
mean to reduce a complicated argument to aesthetic or even visual terms alone but 
to focus on the impact of Big Data on the social imaginary. An example is contact-
tracing of social movement in the wake of the COVID-19 virus: Google and Apple 
are collaborating to develop apps that identify people who have contacted or 
crossed paths with contagious patients (Dave). The ground is already prepared by 
detailed Apple and Google maps, including the satellite imagery of Google Earth 
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and Street View. Such projects record in principle every corner of the globe, and 
promote the rhetoric of visibility. If we combine the level of detail offered by 
military-grade satellites with the processing power of supercomputers, we get a 
new level of analysis and tracking of people and other objects. Consider the real-
time mapping of the discharge of environmental hazards using satellite imaging 
developed by Descartes Labs. They describe the project as using “space-based 
sensors and AI-derived data models” (Descartes Labs). With this technology 
Descartes Labs can potentially map and keep track of every tree in the world, 
though for now they are concentrating on trees in urban centers (Figure 2). 
Descartes says they are working with the Geospatial Cloud Analytics program of 
DARPA, the US Defense Advanced Research Project Agency, to provide instant 
global imaging with which to combat illegal fishing, environmental abuse, and on 
what DARPA is said to call “many complex interests” (Descartes Labs, “Business” 
tab). Big Data tracks and catalogues bodies, not people, and that is increasingly 
how we understand our relation to the social. The subject of older technologies, 
like the fork, the pencil, or the telephone, has been replaced with the object of the 
mainframe server and the satellite. 

 

 
Figure 2.  
Descartes Labs, mapping public trees on Prospect Park West in Brooklyn, New York City. 
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This line of thought begins with discussions of the role of military visualization 
technologies, like X-ray, radar, drones, and satellites, in the formation of a visual 
imaginary of the earth. Following Martin Heidegger’s argument that the modern 
age is the age of the world picture or “world view” (Heidegger), where people see 
themselves as distinct from the world in which they live and as having control over 
it, Paul Virilio, Rey Chow, and Akira Lippit have argued that the advent of total 
visibility promised by networks of surveillance and targeting has brought about 
what Chow calls the “age of the world target,” the age where the world becomes 
not just the object of thought but the target of war. That targeting, Chow argues, 
designates areas on earth for destruction and also, which may not be an entirely 
separate matter, for “area studies.” 

But when, with Big Data, the world target becomes the entire world, where all 
bodies, carriers of Coronavirus or not, like all the trees, are potentially marked for 
surveillance, how should we understand the new global space and the place of the 
body in it? Are we still in Heidegger’s subject-object, action oriented world, the 
world that is our image? One answer has been to imagine the global space as a 
neutral field available generally to anyone with the ability to use it. Surveillance 
technology can be used by governments to track disease or environmental abuse, 
but also by rebels to attack Saudi oil fields, as Houthis claimed to have done in 
September 2019; to surveil Uighurs in Xinjiang, where the PRC’s ethnic biopower 
project continues, but also to expose government concentration camps for Uighurs 
in Xinjiang, which the government officially denied but then claimed were re-
education camps for one million criminals (“China footage”). Different sides of 
society seem represented in surveillance technology—so one may argue—which 
could itself be imagined to be neutral or to assume a neutral playing field. 

I would like to consider ways in which Jean-Luc Nancy (in recent work) and 
Achille Mbembe take this position, although their arguments, as it turns out, are 
not really neutral themselves. There is no question here that either thinker sides 
with Big Data, believes in state dominance, promotes surveillance or the reign of 
world capital, celebrates an oppressive modernity, or believes the body should be 
reduced to a set of data points to be negotiated on the free market. Nor does each 
thinker suggest that the open space he promotes is the open space required by Big 
Data. But the body as integral object, the body as integer in a worlding calculus, 
is promoted by Big Data and serves the economic argument, and the philosophical 
and figurative argument taken up by Nancy and Mbembe requires it. The question, 
then, is whether and in what way the open space produced and required by Big 
Data subtends the version of open world championed by Nancy and Mbembe. 

In a published dialog, Roberto Esposito suggests to Nancy that philosophy 
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today must deal with “spatial semantics” (Esposito, Nancy, and Campbell 72). 
Nancy responds first that we have been living “in the epoch of space” since the 1960s, 
when Foucault raised the topic. For the Enlightenment, Nancy says, the expansion 
of knowledge used to be the conquest of space, the mapping of unknown places, 
but now we are in the age of condensation and of energy, where “billions of bytes 
of energy and information [are] conveyed in a space-time that is practically noth-
ing” (73-74). Together with the end of Enlightenment space, for Nancy, the de-
mise of the gods has led to the end of political space, which the gods once governed 
or supervised (76-77).1 “Mondialisation,” he says, “demands the deconstruction 
of the axiom according to which ‘everything is political.’ This because mondialisa-
tion cannot be reduced to mere capitalist globalization” (78). Nancy has made 
similar arguments against the ubiquity of the political often, or rather against the 
idea that there is no outside to the political. Instead, he thinks multiplicity occu-
pies the many spaces that exceed the political, as he says in Politique et au-delà 
(52).2 In Being Singular Plural he argues that the earth is “anything but a sharing 
of humanity. It is a world that does not even manage to constitute a world; it is a 
world lacking in world, and lacking in the meaning of world,” merely a collec-
tion of different national and identitarian “poles of attraction and repulsion” 
(xiii). For this reason he sees models of collective identity formation, such as Freud’s 
or Marx’s, as merely ideas of a space of “‘being-together’ whose theologico-politi-
cal presupposition has been exhausted, and which reappears only in reactive spurts. 
This space has become global, which does not simply mean it has spread over the 
entire surface of the planet and beyond, but that it has emerged as the surface of 
what is at play in the depths: the essence of being-with” (45), leading to a “uniform 
and anonymous” concentration and atomization. Crowley steps in to suggest that 
the political is there from the start in Nancy’s articulation of particularity. Our 
“common exposure to the fact of existence,” as Crowley says, makes ontic contin-
gency political in Nancy (141). For Nancy, art, religion, love, and ethics, among 
other aspects of life, are both political and non-political, and so allow an outside 
to the economic and political claim. The body has always been excessive, always 
more than political, he is saying. Nancy therefore rejects Esposito’s and Foucault’s 
spatialization hypothesis, getting around Marx’s claim that everything is political 
(Esposito, Nancy, and Campbell 77-78). But perhaps we can also speculate that 
Nancy implicitly accepts the idea that mondialisation is always already political 

 
1 Simon Critchley has discussed the withdrawal of the political in Nancy. See, for example, Critchley 55-58. 
2 In Martin Crowley’s translation: “the latent imperative to ‘be political’ at all costs, an imperative resting on 

the conviction that ‘everything is political,’ or that everything must be. No: everything must be everything, 
which is to say, multiple” (Crowley 126). 
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and ideological, an idea he disavows, if we think of it in terms of space, and so in 
order to dismiss the totalization of the political he also rejects the spatial construc-
tion of the global, which is displaced and relegated to the earlier Enlightenment 
push to control space. This displacement equates the metaphysical or philosophical 
idea to the space of mondialisation.  

Mbembe’s discussion of this problem is more historical. Unlike Nancy, 
Mbembe agrees that the world of data is reconfiguring the body in the social 
imaginary, and is clear about his critique of the structural racism built in to global 
economics. We can’t extract the body from the political simply because we want 
its personal space to be somehow outside the structures of power. But Mbembe’s 
response to the objectification of the body under Big Data is to invoke a unitary 
world that then contains all of us equally. Everyone gets to be equally objectified. 
In Critique of Black Reason, Mbembe argues that in the age of Big Data people are 
turned into artefacts, or products, and as such the horizon of the world sees all 
people as ontologically black, that is, as potential objects for acquisition and use. 
As he says in a recent interview,  

We are no longer in the era of the machine but in the age of the algorithm. 
Technological escalation, in turn, is threatening to turn us all into artefacts—
what I have called elsewhere “the becoming-black-of-the world”—and to make 
redundant a huge chunk of the muscular power capitalism relied upon for a 
long time. It follows that today, although its main target remains the human 
body and earthly matter, domination and exploitation are becoming increasingly 
abstract and reticular. As a repository of our desires and emotions, dreams, 
fears and fantasies, our mind and psychic life have become the main raw material 
which digital capitalism aims at capturing and commodifying. . . . As the world 
becomes a huge data emporium, tomorrow’s technologies of racialisation will 
be more and more generated and instituted through data, calculation and 
computation. (Mbembe and Nilsen) 

In yet another interview, Mbembe says that “[i]n such an age the old division be-
tween subject and object is no longer as clear as it used to be and that in fact, if we 
look carefully at the operations of consumption world-wide today, we might ob-
serve that, many people want to become objects, or be treated as such, if only be-
cause becoming an object one might end up being treated better than as a human” 
(Blaser and Mbembe). For Mbembe, the structural place of exploitation and abjec-
tion historically reserved for black people will now apply to everyone. With current 
technological change, thought processes have also changed, so that now we 
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dream and think differently, he says, and the political is therefore also reconfig-
ured and experienced in a new way. Mbembe critiques the resulting shift of agency 
to what he calls “the intimate microspheres of everyday life”: here he appears to 
take a position such as Nancy’s to task as a liberal retreat (Mbembe and Nilsen). 
He opposes “the weaponisation of difference and identity” that result, which is 
fostered by transnational capital. The political today “must start from the impera-
tive to reconstruct the world in common.” We might dream of colonizing other 
planets, he says, but “we only have one world” (Mbembe and Nilsen). To the total 
domination of the world by colonial power he counterposes an openness to the 
whole world. As he rightly says in his Critique, “the fact remains that we all share 
this world. It is all that there is, and all we have” (182). 

Though Nancy and Mbembe are clearly sensitive to the structural violence of 
the global economics, both produce a model where the world is a neutral and unitary 
open space we inhabit equally, all becoming-black as objects of violence (for 
Mbembe), all able to exercise a being apart, an excessive or affective being that 
cannot be co-opted by the data world (for Nancy). The philosophical model echoes 
the economic, and both express a thinking that is immanent to the world. Because 
such philosophy sees the “all” as a general body, because it thinks with an “all” 
axiomatically, the desire for an open world remains within the target of the com-
plaint against structural violence and inequality.  

The media art I consider below suggests a correction to this construction of 
neutral space as redemptive from the predations of Big Data: this open world space 
does not escape the logic of Big Data but returns to it. Big Data produces an open 
space, but only for Big Data. We need to ask whether the new technological regime 
produces bodies that are all, as Mbembe says, becoming-black, that is, equally and 
generally abjected and exchangeable in the new open space. Let us return briefly 
to examples of the way the body is visualized under Big Data. One is the aptly 
named and self-explanatory Smile-to-Pay facial recognition system being introduced 
in the PRC (Figure 3). A similar facial recognition app is being implemented in 
France (Samuel). Another example is the Social Credit System developed in the 
PRC to track and interpolate people. Here if you have a high score you can travel, 
invest, and be the so-called neoliberal person, and if you don’t, you can’t (Figure 4). 
To generate your score, the government needs to track you. By next year, the PRC 
is expected to have deployed over 600 million surveillance cameras for this pur-
pose. Litter on the subway or quit your job and your score may go down (Figure 5). 
The result is not far from Mbembe’s analysis: instead of the actor of traditional 
economics—Adam Smith’s homo economicus, a person who participates in exchange 
as a basis for identity—the body as object is homo probabilis, that is, a calculated 
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risk or an investment in itself, as Ivan Ascher explains in a book on the rise of this 
financial figure (Ascher 85). These new subjects, or objects, must take risks, borrow 
loans for school, invest for retirement, speculate on real estate, all guaranteed by 
their own projected ability to generate a return in the market (Millner). As Michael 
Millner writes, “Among other things, homo probabilis is a credit score with associated 
hazards to banks and credit card issuers, an age and gender with associated risks 
for health insurers, a collection of points with associated probabilities to auto 
insurers, and, if this person is an immigrant, a collection of data associated with 
dangers to national security and a panoply of additional concerns” (Millner).3 
This subject is not an individual to Big Data but a “dividual,” divided into parts and 
aspects that are subject to speculation, as Millner explains. So contra Mbembe and 
Nancy, we can say that, instead of the thoughtful actor capable of contesting 
inequality and exploitation that Mbembe hopes for, or the complex figure apart 
from the communitarian appropriation of Nancy, the dividual is a function of the 
new open space of surveillance and control. 

 
 

 
Figure 3. 

 
3 Michel Foucault foresaw this transformation of homo economicus under neoliberalism: “In neo-liberalism . . . 

[h]omo oeconomicus is an entrepreneur, an entrepreneur of himself ” (226). 
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Figure 4. 

 
 

 
Figure 5. 
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This correction is not a complaint against Mbembe’s point, in itself; he diagnoses 
the statistical figure that emerges from the economic order of Big Data, and asks 
the becoming-black body to resist by assuming its equal place in the common 
space of the world. What this correction suggests, however, is that the statistical 
body is similar to the trees and things also surveilled by new technology, and both 
are part of a world in which resistance and the body cannot be understood in terms 
of conventional agency. It also rejects the idea of a neutral space in which individuals 
can act interchangeably, and which bestows on people their equality as co-dwellers 
on the one planet we have, because as “dividuals” they do not exist in the same 
space. One has a high score and can travel; the other is an immigrant and cannot. 
The open space of Big Data makes the “dividual” possible. It is not an open space 
for everyone, and cannot be that space because my ability to move through it, to 
shore up credit, or to imagine that anyone can do what I do, is predicated on others’ 
lack of credit, their immobility or incarceration, their exploitation under capital 
and Big Data and their lack of personal and financial options. Under global capital, 
we cannot all be paid well and also buy cheap shoes or afford to travel. Geographical 
space is open, but only in a closed way, we can say, under Big Data.4 It is a space 
created and managed by Big Data. It is to this open space that we turn our attention. 

In “Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Sketch,” Immanuel Kant invokes what he 
calls “the right to the earth’s surface which the human race shares in common” 
(Kant 106). This concept of the earth as a neutral field open to all, and the idea of 
right that depends on it, resonate with an earlier era in which the struggle for rights 
has been the fight to overcome colonial and slave-holding distinctions between so-
called races. That is the fight Mbembe has in mind when he says that identity pol-
itics wants to take us back to colonial or Apartheid politics. Neutral space links the 
unity of the human race with the unity of the surface of the earth, or the planet we 
live on. Calvin Warren refers to Kant’s notion of the earth as a metaphysical fantasy 
in his critique of Mbembe. Citing the theoretical work of Afro-pessimism, and 
Frank Wilderson III in particular, Warren says that the unity of the earth is a fan-
tasy, an idea many people hold, possibly in common, but that belies the historical 
experience of marginalized people, and categorically of black people. In Red, White 
and Black, Wilderson argues that black people lack a world, that the historical 
worlding of the world, to invoke Heidegger, is not a physical fact but a social fact, 
and excludes blacks in particular. Says Warren about Mbembe: 

 
4 Henri Lefebvre in The Production of Space popularized the distinction between cartographic and imagined 

space, and argued that space is produced under capital. 
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To suggest that blacks “lack a world” is not to suggest blacks do not inhabit the 
earth, I would argue—its resources, etc.—but that the metaphysical fiction of 
sharing, unity, wholeness, and openness is a historical fallacy and unhelpful. 
Indeed, Mbembe spends the majority of the critique describing, with precision, 
the experience of exclusion, limits, and fragmentation, only to end with the 
presentation of a regulatory idea as a response to anti-black experience. (Warren) 

I do not enter here into the debate between Afro-pessimism and liberal thought 
about black ontology (for a summary discussion see Von Gleich). What is important 
for our argument is that Warren and Wilderson demystify the unity of world as 
an imagined space predicated on an ideological belief in common humanity, a 
condition that liberalism always says does not obtain now but is not far in the 
future. It is a belief that the experience of biopower, from mass incarceration in 
the US to large-scale camps being built by Modi in India, population control and 
imprisonment in Gaza, the razing of native lands in Brazil, etc., does not support. 
This unity, furthermore, assumes a universal or transcendental subjectivity inde-
pendent of place because it has access to all places, precisely the transcendental 
perspective appropriated by the apparatus of biopower. Only by identifying with 
this perspective, or today with this apparatus, can we think we occupy or should 
be able to occupy all space, ironically enough in a world where this very perspec-
tive makes it impossible for us to do so.  

If we are willing to rethink the notion of the world as one space shared by all, 
the one world policy—or, as the PRC government says, one China policy—then 
how does this reconsideration challenge the panoptic horizon of new technology 
that Rey Chow articulates, following Heidegger and the film theory of Jean-Louis 
Baudry in his “Ideological Effects of the Basic Cinematographic Apparatus” on the 
transcendental subject produced by projection film? What if panoptic drone and 
satellite vision does not produce a general space open to all people but instead in-
scribes different spaces of the world unequally, between which some bodies can 
move and others cannot, or to which some may belong and others may not? This 
is the subject of a range of new media artwork like Michael Winterbottom’s film Code 
46 (2003), David Blair’s WAX (1991)—the first digital film distributed on the in-
ternet—and Alan Resnais and Marguerite Duras’s Hiroshima mon amour (1959), 
among others.5 

 
5 There is of course also new media work that argues against this critique of the body, like Jeffrey Shaw’s inter-

active installation The Golden Calf (1994), and the transgenic body work of Eduardo Kac, such as his green 
fluorescent protein or GFP Bunny (1997); this work mutates the biological body in digital context but in so 
doing affirms the relation of the body to itself, exemplified in the relation between body and its own code. 
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I turn to two such works that challenge the notion of neutral space, Alex 
Rivera’s film Sleep Dealer (Sundance 2008) and the video poem “The Celebration” 
(2014) by Ghayath Almadhoun and Marie Silkeberg. Both are important theoretical 
interventions into the relation of the body to the panoptic space opened up by 
global optics and military visualization technologies. In Sleep Dealer Memo, a 
young man from rural Oaxaca, Mexico migrates to Tijuana, an industrial center on 
the US border, after his family loses its farm. Memo’s father must buy water for 
his small farm from a private international company like Nestlé (Figure 6). The 
regulation and damming of the flow of water symbolizes the obstruction that 
enables international business, the enclosure of the commons, to invoke this familiar 
construction, but also one of the many national boundary lines in the film. Memo 
resents his rural life and tries to connect to the larger world by tapping into wireless 
transmissions; when his location is picked up by the water company’s security, 
they decide he is a terrorist and target him from a drone, piloted (we learn later) 
by another Mexican immigrant, Rudy, who lives with his parents in San Diego. 
Memo’s father is killed, the family house is destroyed, and Memo leaves for Tijuana 
to look for work in an assembly plant or maquiladora (Figure 7). At the workplace 
in Tijuana, workers are connected through nodes in their bodies to robots that 
work north of the border. Memo works construction by remote control in San Diego, 
sending money back to his mother in the village. With the help of the independent 
journalist Luz, who is the “sleep dealer” of the title because she draws on the 
dreams and memories of people she meets to write and sell journalistic stories, 
Memo discovers Rudy, the drone pilot who targeted his farm, and with his aid flies 
a company drone by remote control back to Oaxaca to destroy the dam that kept 
water private and denied it to the village. 

 
 

  
Figures 6.  
Privatizing water in Rivera, Sleep Dealer (2008). 
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Figure 7.  
Matrix-inspired maquiladora for virtual work in Alex Rivera, Sleep Dealer (2008). 
 

Sleep Dealer offers what appears to be a dialectical relation to space in which 
the global southerner appropriates the resources of his exploitation to demolish 
the dam or border that threatens his life and family. But this action is not in fact 
dialectical and does not restore the one world walled up by privatization—a world 
divided for the rural people in it, but equally available by drone to the company 
that owns life, or the water. Memo’s action is a psychological drama in which 
he practically kills his own father, in consequence of which his regular sight is 
replaced by the virtual vision of the maquiladora. As an outlaw he cannot return to 
the village; he will not be the figurative king of his village, like his father. Instead 
Memo ends up (Figure 8) in a strip of land or an indeterminate zone, growing corn 
like his father but unable to return either to Oaxaca or to Tijuana, either to idealized 
nature or to the dystopian city. He is deterritorialized when he resists global cor-
porations much as he was when, plugged into their node machines, he worked for 
them. The dream of the destruction of borders succeeds, for a symbolic moment 
(the dam is burst, allowing water to flow), but the body cannot access the open 
space that appears to result, and remains in limbo.6 The film suggests that only at 

 
6 The failure of dialectics to allow the body access to what we have been calling the one world, or to be neutral 

in a field of other such bodies, recalls the asymmetrical nature of dialectical relations. Fredric Jameson makes 
this point in Valences of the Dialectic:  

 One term turns out to be more defective than the other one. . . . [T]hat second term radiates a kind of 
essentiality or plenitude which cannot be ascribed to its alleged opposite. Sun-words and moon-words 
as the old Arabic grammars have it; and the situation seems to be one in which the moon-term is the 
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the cost of disregarding the structural asymmetry of geographical antagonisms can 
we imagine, as we might want to (to echo the point about Rist), that by opening 
space we can live equally in the only one earth we have. 

 
 

 
Figure 8. 

 
 
Ghayath Almadhoun and Marie Silkeberg’s “The Celebration” is also critical 

of the concept of shared space in the drone world, and like Rivera’s film begins by 
aligning the viewer with the transcendental drone’s eye view, only to destroy the 
claim to open space that such a perspective reinforces. Almadhoun is a Palestin-
ian Syrian poet living in Sweden; Silkeberg is a Swedish poet and translator. “The 
Celebration” juxtaposes the destruction in Syria today with the bombing of Berlin 
in 1945. The poet bought a house “overlooking the war,” he says:  

 
opposite of its other, while that other in its autonomy is the opposite of nothing. (19) 

 On Hegel’s valorization of the open and universal in relation to its other, the racial and tribal, see Terada: 
“Hegel also makes the ‘openness’ of the negative into the measure of authentic development and then uses 
it to generate racist images of Africans who ‘lack’ it” (16). For Hegel, consciousness of a general or non-
relational being is a measure of reality itself, as distinct from the historically contingent relation of racial 
subjects (Terada 16). 
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[I] arrived at frightening truths about poetry and the white man, about the sea-
son of migration to Europe, and about cities that receive tourists in peacetime 
and mujahidin in wartime, about women who suffer too much in peacetime, 
and become fuel for the war in wartime. 

In “The Celebration,” an eight-second aerial footage of bombed-out Berlin in 1945 
loops and repeats, taking us again over the ruins, making a “rewinding” sound each 
time it restarts. Five seconds of Chopin’s Nocturne Opus 9 No.1 plays when the 
footage runs. Almadhoun reads his poem “The Details” aloud in Arabic, and the 
translated English text floats over the images as the poem is read.  

In the poem, the poet’s body mediates the experience of a world, one world, 
leveled by aerial bombing. The viewer seems at first to penetrate and traverse this 
space as the camera flies overhead in an aerial shot of Berlin. The poem begins: “I 
was exploring the difference between revolution and war when a bullet passed 
through my body.” In the world of the poem, which is our world of perpetual civil 
war, we cannot be either kamikaze or voyeur, but must be both at the same time: 

This city is bigger than a poet’s heart and smaller than his poem, but it is big 
enough for the dead to commit suicide without troubling anyone, for traffic 
lights to bloom in the suburbs, for a policeman to become part of the solution 
and the streets a mere background to truth. (“The Details” 24) 

The city is smaller and larger than the poet who contains it, it is natural in its arti-
ficiality, its violence is restorative and its transience enduring. In this world the 
dead kill themselves, and traffic lights and policemen become “part of the solution” 
(the slogan for social change and progress). Bodies discipline themselves because 
the world they inhabit is disciplinary, not open, and does not have police on one 
side, protesters on the other. To exist as these bodies, they must always already exist 
in a disciplinary world. They cannot simply enter or exit this world, like tourists. 

When in “The Celebration” the text floats above the images, it occupies the 
position of the viewer, or of the camera flying over the city. It is both outside the 
time of the video and associated with the repetition of historical events that is 
conveyed by the work. As the video repeats, it does so from the perspective of the 
text that comments on it and on history. This juxtaposition is important because 
the work connects the mediated reproduction of the event with the repetition of 
history. 

The video of Berlin recalls drone photography such as we have seen of Homs 
in the wake of Syria’s civil war. The point is not that history repeats itself, that 
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Homs repeats Berlin or Syria Europe, or that periods of peace, periods of tourism, 
can alternate with periods of mujahidin, but that, as the poem discovers, tourism 
and the mujahidin always coexist. We cannot end the world where bodies are 
suicide-bombs, and become all tourists. The tourist is the bomb, and the bomb is 
on vacation. From the drone’s-eye perspective, recalling Benjamin’s angel of 
history, we perceive not the reversibility but the simultaneity of twin terms 
that are mirror images in the poem, of the Renaissance and of the Inquisition, 
of Rimbaud’s poetry and the slave trade, of Foucault and of AIDS: 

Throw away the Renaissance and bring on the inquisition,  
Throw away European civilization and bring on the Kristallnacht,  
Throw away socialism and bring on Joseph Stalin,  
Throw away Rimbaud’s poems and bring on the slave trade,  
Throw away Michel Foucault and bring on the AIDS virus. (27) 

Simultaneity, or perception of destruction as an element of construction and vice 
versa, is not a function of an open world. It is a function of the impossibility of one 
open world:  

Throw away Heidegger’s philosophy and bring on the purity of the Aryan race,  
Throw away Hemingway’s sun that also rises and bring on the bullet in the head,  
Throw away Van Gogh’s starry sky and bring on the severed ear. 

Throwing or being thrown is, ironically, Heidegger’s characterization of human 
consciousness—but it is his racism and white universalism we got anyway. Each 
aspect of civilization we prize and each aspect of civilization we abhor are the other 
side of each other, co-present in a world of perpetual peace and of perpetual war. 
They are open in the sense that they cannot be kept to a side, set aside, or sidelined 
in history, yet their openness closes the world, makes it always already political in 
the sense Nancy would like to avoid. From the air our body is a weapon, as well as 
a target for weapons. So for Almadhoun, the body cannot occupy a neutral space 
in a triumph of cosmopolitan humanity, even as Mbembe’s imagined horizon for 
the earth.  

In his conversation with Nancy, Esposito recalls that in classical Greek thought, 
politics and technology, praxis and poiesis, are tied together (83). But while the 
state uses technology to master the world, he says, technology always proves 
stronger than we are. “This means that we can face technology affirmatively only 
when we will be capable of thinking a politics outside of sovereignty,” he says (84). 
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The old politics has depended on the body, which is itself sovereign or self-
enclosed, and on the metaphor of the state as body. “At the center of the imaginary, 
of theory, of Western practice, there is nothing more than the body, which is unified 
precisely by a metaphor, that of the State-body that has lasted more than two 
thousand years” (85). To this body Esposito counterposes “flesh” as a political 
category. Where the body is understood as closed and proper to itself, flesh opens 
to the outside and does not demarcate body from world. My argument is more 
concerned with the way the optical regime of military technologies affirms the 
body as its object in what Chow calls the age of the world target, and with it the 
one world idea, the concept that there is one open world, governed by the corporate 
state, that contains bodies, but Esposito’s formulation emphasizes the sidedness 
implied in traditional formulations of the body.7 Nancy replies that no, it is actually 
“body” that is “the opening to the world and the opening to a world” (86). While 
“opening” is always a good word in critical thought, Sleep Dealer and “The Cele-
bration” posit that it is not possible to be open to the other world, as though to 
reinstate the inside-outside, us and them, bomb and target divisions. You can’t get 
beyond metaphysics, even as flesh, if you still want to “open” things. 

The question might not be whether we call it flesh or body, though I see the 
distinction Esposito is after, but whether we can develop social life that does not 
depend on an idea of a body or a flesh that is able to open or to close, that is not a 
self that is proper to itself, that owns itself, that is based on ownership, and that 
supports a metaphysics of ownership and therefore also of sides and of division. 
Sleep Dealer and “The Celebration” suggest that, under political optics, the body 
is not able to take sides in a metaphysical system, but also that to resist such a 
system it needs to recognize an identity that is not predicated on the eradication 
of sides, on being in the open. We will never be in the open. Memo is neither here 
nor there, and he is not himself either here or there. In the film, there is no natural 
Memo that can be restored through access to universal space. The poet in “The 
Celebration” is fiercely historical in the face of the effort to bomb history out of 
existence. Pippiloti Rist’s video clearly represents the pleasure of resisting a 
division it itself instantiates, and its fantastical nature hints that it shows us a 
dream, not a political program. It is the opposite of resistance, and that is part of 
its coy charm, as well as its lack of ground. It exposes a fantasy, rather than crossing 
over to the other side. The feeling that some of us can travel across spaces makes 
us generalize this vision to a world without borders for anyone. That potential will 

 
7 For Esposito, identifying with flesh allows us to rethink the political body too in the new technological world 

(85-86). 
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not be actual under Big Data, where the fungibility and abstraction of the world 
imagines but also denies a universal body that shares a universal world.  
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