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new vitalistr, arguing for the ineffability and izreducibility of ife’s description, Yet, ¢
perhaps the most frustzating and ambivalent aspect of biophilosaphy. Biophilosop
an attempt to draw out a political ontology, but it is also politically agonistic, evey
thetic. There is 1o ressentiment in biophilosophy; only a commitment to a vital polit
accompariied by this ‘molecular-wide’ perspective Biophilosophy picks up and reinyig:
rates the ontological questions left behind by the philosophy of biology: Why Tife’?
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| jind everybody knows that the Plague is coming
“Everybody kmows that it's moving fast
- prerybody kuows that the naked man and woman

. Are just a shining artifact of the past. ’
e ' Leonard Cohen, ‘Everybody Knows.”

RNl

7. The high degree to which AIDS, terzorisin, crack cocaine, or cornputer viruses mobiﬁ?e

. the papular imagination showld tell us that they are more than anecdoz'al GocurTences in
a1 irrational world, The fact is that they contain within them the logic of our system:
these events are merely the spectacular expression of that syster. They alt heirv to -the
sarne agenda of virtdence and radiatien, an agenda whose very power over the imagina-

tion is of a viral character.? ‘ ’
Jean Baudrillard, Frophylazy and Vindence:

At the dawn of capitalism’s fourth phase, the hypervirus awoke
Poisoncus parasite, undead, ubiquitous and omnipotent.

At the beginning of the 1980s, the logistic curve of the hypenfir\'ls. (the “virus’ vuus)
passed its first critical point (i.e., second order inflexion). Materializing t.he cybernetic
convergence of carbon and silicon, it infected computers and humans atike at unprec-,
edented levels. From this point on, an explosive diffusion in 'postmode.m culture
emerged, eventually it plateaued near saturation, redefining culture as a viral ecology.

~ Roow for one more inside, Six

Trueffalse but remarkable identities:

“Virus® is a virus; virus is a reflexive name.

The virus is the quintessential Kantian thing-in-itseif.
The hypervirus is the quintessential Dawkinsian meme,
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{¥our clone is the idealized expression of your vizal self.)
The postmedermn master equation:

language = virus = informational parasite

Baudrillard adds the corollary proposition:

Anathematic imited / Transfatal Express

Viral Incorporated / International Epidemics,

The hypervirus rules our times like an indifferent despot {it practises liberal indif

ference), it is the uitimate boot sector parasite of our undead culture Theorized, from

Derrida to Foucault {(who died of it), Baudrillard (passim and Deleuze, the virus is th

master trope of ‘postmodern culture’ (whatever that is).% Let us sketch rapidly the prg.

gression of the pandemies.

in his Cut-Ups trilogy of the first half of the 1960s (The Soft Machine, The Ticket Tha
Exploded, and Nova Express), William Burroughs experimented with the stuff o
words; in the eazly 19705, Susumu Ohno coined the expression Junk DNA.’ Buy
roughs eventually synthesized the expetiment into one fundamental thesis: lan
guage (and especially written language) is a virus.® At approximately the same time

the ‘computer virus’ appeared in science-fiction literature. William s. Buzroughs iz
patient o of the hypervirus, the original vector. It is an ironic corollary of his own

thesis that the hypervirus was first detected in his writings. In The Electronic Revolu
tign, he writes:

I have frequently spoken of word and image as viruses or as acting as viruses, and this
is not an allegorical comparison. it will be seen that the falsifications of syilabic west-
e languages are in point of fact actual virus mechanisms. The i of identity the pur-
pose of a virus is to survive To survive at any expense to the host invaded, To be an
animal, to be a body. To be an animal body that the virus can invade, To be animals,
to be bodies. To be more animal bodies, so that the virus can move fom one body to

another. To stay present as an animal body, to stay absent as antibody or resistance to
the body invasion”

Relevant here is an extended version of Deleuze’s notion of the overtman, The virus,
mote efficient than the overman, is not only ‘in charge of the animals’ (as in Deleuze
and Guattari’s version), but actually # the animal. This use of the verb “o be’ is, of
course, highly problematic for Burroughs, to the point that it is quite accurate to con-
sider him the detective-doctor of the antiviral fight.®

For Burroughs, the principals of this fight begin with a reform of language itself, in
the ‘therapeutic’ tradition of Count Alfred Korzybski, whose seminar he attended in
the late 1930s, and his non-Aristotelian semanties:

The categorical the is also a virus mechanism, locking you in the viras universe. zither/or &
another virus formula. It s always you or the virus, eitherfor, ‘This is in point of fact the

?{'..lf BUIInghS’ the

'Entgl;rial smperative of permanent condition.” Instead, Burroughs follows the advice
cate

£ Korzybski, which s to reform language as a pictorial (iconic) Emguage where silence
: an option. Silence is understood here as the first step in the dissolution of' the mod-
. subject (i.e, the egoistic subject,” from Descartes on}. Thus, where Simon and
:'Zr;funkel irmocently sing, fool said I you do not Enow ! Silence like a cancer grows — today
south Park echoes, Die Hippie Die!
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. gir formula, which is seen to be archetypical virus mechanisx—n. The propose.d 13?1-
Conﬁlcmll delete these virus mechanisms and make them impassible of formulation. in
ag;e suage. This language will be a tonal language like Chinese, it will also have 2
d.le aI;;? hic script as pictorial as possible without being to {sic} cumberseme or diiﬁcu%t
}uerolthP This language will give one option of silence. When not talking, the user of this
';;V:;ge can take in the silent images of the written, pictorial and symbeol languages.
g

first enemy in language is the ‘s of identity”: “The word be in the
1 language contains, as a virus contains, its precoded message of damage, the

During the same general period, a philosophical project develops that mirrors the

: :.I“ygri( of Burroughs. Between his books Of Grammatolegy (.pui}lishc?d in 19'673);:16 Dtsse‘m-
'l.naﬁ'on (published five years fater), Jacques Derrida ’segug 2 phﬂosop%nc- en;erpr::i
that attempts to introduce the Other into the I: 2 redeﬁmtmr_l of tk.xe subiject. venth
afly, this sntroductiony’. becomes ‘infection,” and the Other ;s rad-zc-a]ly‘ reca.st as the
. yirus, Like Burroughs, Derrida first finds traces of the process in writing itself:

The absolute alterity of writing might nevertheless affect living speech, from t'he out-
side, within its inside: alter it for the worse]. Even as it has an inciependent‘ hlsiory'.._.
and i spite of the inequalities of development, the play of structural c.onelaucfls, an
ing marks the history of speech, Although itis borm out of needs of'a defirent kined” any ’
‘aecording to circumstances entirely independent of the .duratxon. of that peeploe,
Athaugh these needs might never have occurred, the irruption of th1§ abs?lute ?onzafn-
gency determined the interior of an essential history and affected the interior umtyo_ a
life, literally infected it, It is the strange essence of the supplement not to have essemlja.l-
fty: it may aiways not have taken place. Moreover, Girerally, it }?as. never taken place: 1.t is
never present, here and now, Tf it were, it would not be what itis, a stl?plement, taldng
and keeping the place of the other. What altess for the worse the living nervte of lan-
guage ... has therefore above all not taken place. Less than nothing and yet, to judge by
its effects, much more than nothing. The supplement is neither a presence nor an
absence, No ontology can think its operation.”

Derrida’s dairn that “no ontology’ can think this operation is questionable, because it
disregards the possibility of viral ontclogy** The question rez:nains whether we ccuukli
create, following Korzybskd and his students, a non-Aristotelian ozlrfcology - ar;lonto -
ogy of the immaterial supplement. Of course, Derrida later recognizes the dominance
of the virus:
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AlLT have done ... is dominated by the thought of a virus, what could be called a Pparasi
tology, a virology, the virus being many things ... The virus is in Part 4 parasite thy
destroys, that introduces disorder into communication, Even from the biological stand
point, this is what happens with 2 virus; it derzils 2 mechanism of the communicationg}
type, its coding and decoding. On the other hand, it is something that is neither living
nor non-living; the virss is not a microbe. And if you follow these two threads, that of 3 -
parasite which disrupts destination from the communicative point of view - disrupting

writing, inscription, and the coding and decoding of inscription — and which on the o

other hand is neither alive nor dead, you have the matxix of all that T have done since | ':.
began writing,

In 1976, Richard Dawkins {over)extends his (selfish) gene concept, into 2 number o
notions: {rejbirth of the meme, the other replicator, toujours le méme. Dawking renews.

nineteenth-century image contemporary to the Darwinian synthesis, the contagion

ideas, by reinvigorating its vocabulary: ‘When you plant a fertile meme in my min

you literally paralyze my brain, tuming it into 2 vehicle for the meme’s propagation in

just the way that a virus may parasitize the genetic mechanism of a host cell”

indeed, the virus appears as the excluded third term that makes the analogy betweer

gene and meme possible:

There are many ways of defining the meme but there are two that we should perhaps take
particularly seriously. First, Dawkins, who coined the term merme, described memes as
units of cultural oansmisgion which ‘propagate themselves in the meme pootby .. a pro-
cess which, in the broad sense, can be called imitation’ (Dawkins, 1976, p. 192). Second, the
Oxford English Dictionary defines a meme as follows: ‘meme (mizm}, n. Biol. {shortened fom
mimerne ... that which is imitated, after gene n.), An element of 2 culture that may be con-
sidered to be passed on by non-genetic meaus, esp. imitation.” Both these definitions
mchude the critical point that memes are cultural information that is copied, and that it is
copied by imitation ... There is a long history of research on imitation in both aniina
behaviowr and human secial psychology ... In the nineteenth century Darwin collected
many examples of what he took to be imitation in animals, as did Romanes {1882, 1883) but
they did not define what they meant by kmitation. Baldwin {1902} gave mmitation a cenral
role in his thearies of evolution, pointing out that all adaptive processes can be seen as i~
tative — pethaps foreshadowing the universal Darwinism that today enables CoInRparisons
between biological evolution and memetic evolution {eg., Dawkins, 1976; Plotkin, 1993).5

Dawkins later makes the point even clearer, by referring to certain memes (religious
ones) as mind viruses® {1593), and so opening the door to countless {abuses of the met-
aphor. Also in 1993, a final critical point (2 second second order inflexion point] is
passed, and diffusion is now bound to saturation: the hypervirus is now, in Nirvana's
words, It Utero. To quote from Nirvana’s (very Bataillan) song ‘Milk I”:

::;a:ﬂmmtal work that ‘officially’ defined computer viruses and spread on Apple 1.

When

ﬁke ghue / It will modify ram too / $end in the Cloner!
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7] gm Iy GWIL parasite
don't need a host 20 live ...
§owm Ty OWIL PEL ViTus
1get to pet and narme her
“ger milk is my shit

py shitis her milk.’

B. +1am getting ahead of myself here; it might be paradoxically better to return to the
u

false heavens

of chronology in order to describe the epidemics of the timeless 'entity.
in 1981 Elk Cloner, the first computer virus in the wild (i.e, affecting PCs), is docu-

ented, although early hackers will tell you that there were programs analogous to
B! s

we now call ‘viruses’ in the late 1g60s or early 1970s.7 Elk Cloner predated the

infected, the moniter of the computer displayed the following rh@e: It will
+ on all your disks / It will infiltrate your chips / Yes it’s Cloner! { Tt will stick to you
e

T 1982 the first global epidemics of the fourth phase officially begin: the name AIDS,

';Eor acquired immine deficiency syrdrome, is coined in August of ‘fimt year. AIDS x:lmuld 303;1

becorne the syndrome of choice to synthesize and metap?anze the postmoderm condi-

" von.’ Tt eventually appears as the final term in 2 series of d1's&ajses Playmg this partin our
. culture: plague-tuberculosis-cancer-AIDS. Room for one more trside, Sir

This sequence correspands term for term to the sequence of the four phases of

- capitalism: plague is the archaic and thus the archetypical disease‘(Relaﬁé Girard);
- uberculosis is the plague that corresponds to the second phase of capitalism (mecha-

nized capitalism), and cancer the disease of the societies of control:

Early capiealism assumes the necessity of regulated spending, saving, ‘acmunféng, fiiSf:i?ljne
— an economy that depends on the rational imitation of desire. TB is described m fmages
that sum the negative behavior of nineteenth century homo ecoromicis: conmpnon; wast-
ing; squandering of vitality. Advanced capitalism requires expansxo'n, speculjmon. the c:rfe-
ation of new needs {the problem of satisfaction and dissatisfaction), bu}nr‘zg on credl'z;
mobility - an economy that depends on the irrational indulgence of desire. Cancer is
described in images that sum up the negative behavior of twentieth century Pwrfm eco-
romicus: 2bnormal growth; repression of energy, that is, refusal to consurne or spend.”

Ins this quotation, Susan Sontag relates both diseases, tuberculosis and cancer,_ to az}
economy of desire. There is a profound resonance here with Girard’s ‘notzon of
mimetic desire, a resonance that also evokes Richard Dawking’s recycling of the

. nineteenth-century saciobiologies of imitation.™ Both mimetic desire and sociobiolo-

gies of imitation, again, were products of the same period, the second oil crisis of
nternational capitalism in the mid-1g7os.
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In the viral ontology of the postmodern condition (capitalistm of the fourth kind);
the undifferentiating crime is ascribed to the radical Other, that is, the virus, Meg:
phorically speaking, the Other becomes a virus. Derrida is quoted by 2 Web author 5
saying: All he has done ... is dominated by the thought of a virus, That same author concludeg
that Derrida i a viras and thus there s the unbearable feedback of the becoming
virus. ‘Berlusconi is a retrovirus, writes Lorenzo Miglioli, and he adds, in the most
synthetic expression of the viral horrors of history, ‘The Holy inquisition (Imowledgg
as a form of extortion), Nazism (knowledge 2s a form of indirect extortion, as ay
experiment), Pol-Pot (knowledge as a form of erasing/extermination of the actors for
the sake of the scene) are pure and simple transcriptions, horror vacuf transiated intg
horror written on the flesh.’?? G.W. Bush is a virus, Saddam Hussein is a virus, and bin
Laden is a virus, Room for one more inside, Sir

On 3 November 1983, the first ‘official’ computer virus is conceived of as an experi
ment to be presented at a weekly serainar on computer security. Fred Cohen first
introduced the concept in this seminaz, and hie doctoral supervisor, Len Adleman
proposes the name ‘virus.” In his presentation, Cohen defines a computer virus as'
computer prograrn. that can affect other computer programs by modifying them in
such a way as to Include a {possibly evolved) copy of itself,” 2 definitior he would stic
to in his subsequent paper, and one that would become the official definition of :
‘computer virus.” Cohen produces such an ‘infection’ within a Unix directory-listin
utility, proving that identifying and isolating computer viruses is 2 non-computabl
problem. This latter result, maybe the most crucial point in Cohen’s work, meant that -
fighting the infection is therefore impossible to achieve using an algorithm, and one .
is left with the same aporia that philosophers have diagnosed. '

According to Cohen, the first use of the term virus to refer to an unwanted comn- :
puter code oceurred in David Gerrold’s 1972 science fiction novel, When Harley Was One.
In an interview, Len Adleman concurred with Cohen: The term “computer virus”™
existed in science fiction well before Fred Cohen and I came along. Several authors
actually used that temmn in science fiction prior to 1983, I don't recall ever having seen
it, perhaps it was just a term whose time had come. So I did not invent the term. T just
named what we now consider computer viruses “computer viruses."?* Indeed, it was
a term whose time had come! And the convergence was not fortuitous:

A few years later, while reading about the AIDS virus and its effect on T-cells, Adleman
thought about a mathematical description of immunitary deficiency. As certain celis
were depleted, he realized, other cells - similar in type but not in function - increased
proportionately. Adleman’s hypothesis offered not only an explanation for how AIDS
destroys the immune system, but pointed toward a method of treatment. If the popula-
tion of the unaffected cell type {T-8s) could be artificially reduced, he reasoned, the
homeostatic forces at work in the immune system would cause an increase in T-45 - the
depleted cell types.®

In 1986 the d
" the hypervira
" 1ep
designe
- foppies had
- running MS-D
. detection. If a computer user tried o

display the 0

ida anticipate sence. bSO 7 ‘ '
;ﬂance artist Laurie Anderson turns William Burroughs’s original insight rainstream:
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iffusion curve of the hypervirus passes its first order inflexion point, and
s thus becomes mainstream, That year, two Paldstani programmers
lace the executable code in the boot sector of 2 flappy disk with th.eir own vzzal code
d to mfect 360 kb floppies accessed on any drive, Their Brain veus (infected
‘@ Brain’ for a volume label) becomes the first recorded virus to infect PCs
8. 1t is also the first ‘stealth’ virus, meaning it attempts o hide itself from
view the infected space on the disk, ‘Brain’ would
riginal, uninfected boot sector. Clearly, writers such as Burroughs and Derr-
A this form of dialectics of presence/absence. Also in 1986, the perfor-

Paradise
Is exactly like

#here you are right now

Only rmuch much Better.

1 gaw this guy on the tain

And be seemed to have gotten seuck

Tn one of those abstract trances,

And he was going: ‘Ugh .., Ugh ... Ugh..”
And Fred said:

1 think he's in some kind of pain. I thinkit's apain ¢ry.
And [ said: Pain ay?

Then language is a virus.’

Language! It's a virus!

Language! It's a virust®

One year later, AIDS turns mainstrears o, thanks to a ‘hit’ from Prince:

Oh yeah
In France 2 skinny man
Died of 2 big disease with a Jittle name
. By chance his girlfriend came across a needle
and soon she did the same
At home there are seventeen-year-okl boys
And their idea of fun
Is being in 2 gang called the disciples
High on crack, totin’ 2 machine gun.”

As in this song, the syndrome, however, is still restricted to certain stigmatized groups
(homosexuals, junkies, etc.). At first, indeed, the syndrome is dubbed ‘the gay cancer.
Contrary to the other three diseases associated with prior phases of capitalism, it is
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highly significant that the main mode of AIDS transmission occurs by sexual conaeg

In 1988 Susan Sontag already understands this, as she follows her original essay on cg}
cet and ‘lllness and Metaphor’ with an update focusing on AIDS. She writes, The sex
ual transmission of this illness, considered by most people as a calamity one brings ¢
oneself, s judged more harshly than other means - especially since AIDS is undey
stoed as a disease not only of sexual excess but of perversity. ™ This notion is qQuit,
well expressed in a song by the Pet 8hop Boys, which is also released in 1087:

Now it aimost seems impossible

We've drunk too much, 2nd woke up everyone
I'may be wrong, T thought we said

le couldn't happen here

Tdon't expect to tatk in terms of sense

Our dignity and injured innocence

It contzadicts your battle-scars

Stifl healed, so far.2

And the Boss {Bruce Springsteen) concurs, some years later (in 1993), when the time is

ripe for 2 cinematographic representation of an AIDS patient (as a white lawyer); ‘Op

brother are you gonna leave me / Wastin’ away / On the streets of Philadelphia,®® The

year before, 1,300 computer viruses were recorded, an increase of 420% from December ©
1990, By Novernber 1990, one new virus was discovered each week, Today, between ten
and fifteen new computer viruses appear every day. In fact, from December 1908 to ;
October 1999, the total virus count jumped from 20,500 to 42,000. Perhaps soon we will :
stop counting; we have spyware now, and that too was anticipated by Burroughs: ‘Ttis

worth noting that if a virus were to attain 3 state of whelly benign equilibrium with #s
host cell it is unlikely that its presence would be readily detected or that #t would necessar-
ily be recognized as a virus. 1 suggest that the word is just such z virus,®

it is worth noting that the ambiguity that surrounds the hypervirus is essential to
its functioning as the master trope of the postmodern condition, If AIDS is the syn-
drome of choice to concretize the hypervirus i postmodern culture, it should be
noted that, contrary to the three diseases associated with prior kinds of capitalism,
AIDS is not a disease, but a syndrone, AIDS is the name of a medical condition associ-
ated with 2 wide spectrum of diseases that are usually assumed to be the conse-
quences of the HIV infection, However, this very point is still the subject of
controversy, Even if most of the medical and scientific corumumity accepts today that
AIDS results from the HIV infection, this is not 4 proven fact, and some say {eg., the
group of Perth; Kary Mullis, winner of the 1993 Nobel Prize for Cheristry) that it is
only still 2 hypothesis, and a bad one at that.” To borrow a term from computer sci-
ence, AIDS/HIV is a stealth vires. Rather than 2 mere epiphenomenon of big science, 1
consider this point to be 2 crucial characteristic of the hypervirus,

ke ‘Embrace your
Shavito,
h to
approac
strategies such as swar

that 0
- questd
Ones ... 1830
pNA.3* Deleuse an
has been termed ‘lateral”:
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ostmodern has turned ambiguity upside-down withl }'.D]L‘:IJ.CHOIIS
viruses!’ or, even more, ‘Embrace yourself as a vm{s.. Ste\(re;;1
in his ‘Two Lessons from Burroughs,’ pr‘oposeé ‘suc'h. a bz)i?gicct
postmodernism,” and offered violent viral retphcatzcnls and inse :
ming as models.¥ In a Deleuzian fashion, Shaviro Sﬂgg€§t;

e learn about the other by becoming other; fz.uthezmore, bg'r posmig f:c :1

£ radical otherness in biological terms, instead of eplsi?emo ogi

e tving such a problemn would involve the transfer, not of minds, but c?f
ae d Guattar refer to this transfer as ‘aparallel’; more recently it

oday, the p

No moribund Iramanist ideologies will release us from this c?i}ez:nma.‘ Pre'cisely ?:::}:3:
of their obsolescence, calls to subjective agency, or o c‘ﬁl‘lectwe unagmalﬂcfn eu:msEi o
sation, merely reinforce the feedback loops of nomﬂmmg powex, .For it ;s p oo g;n '
regulating and punishing curselves, internalizing the social Eaflcuons of po i i and
control, that we arrive at the strange notion that we are producing our own pdici;l L
guage, speaking for ourseives. Burreughs instead pn.}poses .a s@ger, rzo‘re r;l el set
egﬁr: ‘45 you. know inoculation is the weapon of choice fagamst virus an ﬂl;—m aion
only be effected through exposure” For all good remedxesl are homeopa ; b.e cedte

erfect our own habits of parasitism, and ever more busily frequent th{? abitatio o
Ezzr dead, in the knowledge that every self-perpetuating and seif-extenjimg ;y:::jr; :
mrately encounters its own Hmits, its own parasites. Let us becomle cia‘uz .efs ot;erEbg We
Let us stylize, enhance, and accelerate the processes of vu'al r?phcat—xon. o; < 3; .
increase the probability of mutation. In Burroughs’ vzs.;on, the virus p daigueince She
whole continents. At the same time new species arise @m t}?e sarne ).:'apl ty,swS e
temporal limits on growth bave been removed ... The biologic bank is open.

35
time to spend freely, to mortgage ourselves beyond our means.

What was formerly seen as 2 problem, or even a stigma, is now pertr?g;e;il ias ; ng;i}z 11:}:
freedom, in a highly paradoxical statement strongly re.rmmscent o iy s;; Hz.les -
gnostic theodicy. For the ambivalence, of course, remains. As I vm;e the > e ,w w
native country is agitated by the aftershocks of th.e declaxatmn§ ofa comhose L who
has proved (again) that anti-Semitism isd sn:ll pr?z:;sei ;?:tsei.;;g; meé e mame
oni into English as ‘God-given,” has zed the
iﬁﬁigﬁf Zf the hyfervims’s total diffusion in an aphorism equating Zionism
ith * daism.’ ' '

“’1?;: jeﬁ?nsdfd] 1Z’llme of the famous characterization of my own generanontlgggjugf
Pawels, in an editorial for Le Figaro in Decernber 1986, as ‘suffering from meg ﬁom.l
s we were demonstrating in the streets against one more reform ejf thfg e gcao e
system, Pawels wrote that we, ‘the children of stupid r_ock, the pupils of pe 3gs eil a
vulgarity’ had ‘lost our natural fmnmities. 3 The viruses that were suppo
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infect us were, of course, ‘mind viruses,’ as Dawkins would say. By the time Pawel;
passed his judgment on my generation, AIDS was definitely going mainstream and
‘low culture’ (i.e, rock and roll and vulgar pedagogy) had rejoined sex and drugs
complete the list of the symptoms of the hyperviral infection. Most of us shrugged:
laughing, and passed a joint - only to realize, a few years later, that the guy was one af
the bouncers at the doors of perception, French style.

Today, such metaphorical uses of AIDS are so common that nobody seems to Dotics
them anymore A little Googling generates the following instances from the Web:
AIDS a5 2 metaphor for violence, apathy, fear, loneliness, colonialism, globatizatian;
pollution, ecological collapse, homosexuality, the opposing basketball team (1), the
corruption and betrayal of the masses, chronic {llness, the social and political deterio.
ration of a fictional country, the general loss of moral standards, the condlicts tearing

why, ther, I8 there this elision of the virus in Derrida’s account of tervorism? Why

. cmae feeling that if terrorism amounts to suicide, it is a spontaneous az'lt{)yh&
s 7 with no external agent? In his first moment of autoimmunity, Derrida pro-
Homenor;};swer, the aggression comes from the inside because it comes from ‘forces

vides aﬁa parently without any force of their own but that are able to find the meansl,
3 ﬂd:tjl ; rise and the implementation of kigh-tech knowledge to get hold c?f an f}men—
 fwon® on in an American afrport,’# Nevertheless, this too is characteristic of viruses.
: cmrjﬁporcanﬁy, Derrida adds, et us not forget that the United States had in efﬁ:ect
: M;e 4 the way for and consclidated the forces of the "aaiversary” by training people like
.' Ebm Laden” ... and by first of all creating the politico-rmilitary cum.}mstance§ that would
&yor thelr ernergence.? While this may seem to be a form of engineered virus, for Der-
- fida, it is best described as doubly suicidal.

at American society at the twn of the millennium, the American condition, inequi-

ties, social decay, or merely ‘how the world works.” Room for one more inside, Sir
There is one more crucial way in which today’s troubled times are understoed
through the AIDS metaphor: terrorism as a consequence of ‘metaphysical AIDS.” This

one we owe to Jacques Derrida.” In an interview with Giovanna Borradot that took
place in the wake of 9f11, he develops this thesis: terrorism is the latest symptom of

(oecidental} suicidal autoimmunity?® Borradord notes quite interestingly that Derrida

began his reflection on the mechanism of autoimmunization during the winter of

1994, ‘in connection with a study of the concept of religion, which frames his discus-
sion of religicus fundamentalistn and its zole in global terrorsm.® And Derridy
agrees, referencing a text written during that period:

In analysing ‘this ferrifying but inescapable logic of the autoivamunity of the unscathed that
will always associate Science and Religion,’ I there proposed to extend ta life in general
the figure of an autoimmumity whose meaning or origin first seemed to be limited ta so-
called natural life o to life pure and simple, to what is believed to be the purely ‘zoolog-
ical,” ‘biological,” or ‘genetic’ ... Since we are speaking here of terrorism and, thus, of ter-
ror, the most irreducible source of absolute terror, the one that, by definidon, finds itseif
most defenseless before the worst threat would be the one that comes from ‘within,’
from this zone where the worst “cutside’ ives with or within ‘me’ My valnersbility is
thus, by definition and by stucture, by situation, without limit. Whence the terror.®°

Notably, 1994 is the same year that Derrida realized that all his prior work from On
Grammatology on could be reinterpreted as a kind of virology. Susan Sontag writes
about the same process: ‘In the description of AIDS the enemy is what causes the dis-
ease, an infectious agent that comes from the outside ... Next the mvader takes up

permanent restdence, by a form of alien takeover familiar in science-fiction narratives.

The body’s own cells become the invader ... What makes the viral assault so terrifying is
that contarnination, and therefore vulnerability, is understood as permanent.’#

£ Derrida does not see the stigmata of the hypervirus in 9/11, it might be because

this would amount o a repetition of Jean Baudrillard’s thesis. Pn?vious to /i1, ‘everz
g before Derrida understood that his work produces a kiné‘ of .wolo_gy, Baudnlia@
begins to recognize terrorism as one symptom of the hyperviral infection {cf. my epi-
: i?gjt;esis is that the system itself suicides in response to the multiple c}aailenges of
" death and suicide’# However, unlike Derrida, Baudrillard resorts to a viral explana-
: tion, even if it does nat take the face of an ‘external adversary:

Like Derrida, he recognizes it as the resut of a suicidal drive: “The texrorist

Jerrorism, like viruses, is everywhere There is a worldwide perfusion of terrorism, like the
shadow of any system of domination, ready to awake everywhere a3 a double agemf. There
is nio boundary to define it [le cerner}; it is in the very core of this culture that fights it —and
the visible schist (and hatred) that opposes, on 2 global level, the exploited and the under-
developed against the Western world, is secretly Enked to the internal fm_cnue of th.e éo.m-
inat: systemn. The latter can face any visible antagonism. But with teryorism ~ 31’1'{1-1*:5 wral
structure —, as if every domination apparatus were creating its own antibody [anﬁdzfpoﬁnf],
the chemistry of its own disappedrance; against this almost automatic reversal of its own
puissanice, the system is powertess. And terrorism is the shockwave of this sllent reversal.®

| This is exactly my point: the very core of the culture that fights the hypervirus - post-

modemn theareticians included - is infected by it. Terminally. Terrorism is but one symp-
tom - albeit a crucial symptom ~ of the infection. It reflects the vital' (a_nd morbid)
condition of postmodernity, setting the stage for the fourth phase of capitalism. Texror-
ism is the source of pain and suffering and maybe the only sign of 2 future to come, 2
junk future. Could this fature only be death, as patient o seerned to have concluded?

‘Fight tuberculosis, folks.”
Christmas Eve, an old junkie selling Christrmas seals on North Park Street.

The Priest,” they called him. ‘Fight tuberculasis, folks.” ...
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Junk is yet another name of the hypervirus: Virus and junk are connected through the
power of the image, another excluded third. From the awakening of the hypervirs iy
Nova Express, Burroughs had realized that ‘junk is concentrated image’ and that “the
image material was not dead matter, but exhibited the same life cycle as the virys '+
All the gray junk tomorrows ...
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Ther it hit him like heavy silent snow:
Al the gray junk yesterdays,

He sat there received the immaculate fix,
And since he was himself a priest,

There was no need to call one®®
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