Stuart McLean

Department of Anthropology

University of Minnesota

MUDSLIDES AND CIRCUSES

First, the mud.  Mile upon mile of it, churned up and deposited along Japan’s northeast coastline by waves of tsunami following in the wake of the Great Northern Earthquake of 11/3/’11 – the largest in the country’s recorded history. Bodies, buildings, cars and boats mashed together and swept away, along with the breakwaters of Fukushima’s nuclear reactors, unleashing radiation uncontainably across the surrounding area.  If the quake and the giant waves appeared to strike without warning, they were also prefigured in a more pervasive, viscerally sensed precarity attendant upon more than a decade of economic decline – rising unemployment, a proliferation of irregular, low-waged employment, without benefits or job security, the emergence of a newly designated sector of the urban poor – the “precariat.” Gone were what had once seemed the assurances of uninterrupted economic growth, ever-increasing productivity, lifelong employment, material wellbeing and financial security.  All that had appeared solid was melting not so much into air as into something akin to the stinking, corpse-strewn mud under which the northeast shoreline was soon to be buried – “the country was becoming liquidy as well.”  One feature of the aftermath of earthquake and tsunami was a state-endorsed rallying of the population in a collective effort toward national recovery, involving, amongst other things, mass energy conservation and the rapid building of alternative energy sources in a collective affirmation that Japan was not, in fact, about to sink into the ocean.  At the same time, deaths from heat exhaustion, particularly among the elderly and evacuees in shelters attested to the uneven exposure of the population to the risks and costs of such collective ascesis.  Yet responses to the disaster could also engender more optimistic visions of new solidarities, as among the volunteers, many of them representatives of the precariat, who traveled north to don rubber suits and shovel the ubiquitous mud.  Was a new politics of belonging emerging out of the precarity of a moment?

I want to reflect on the relationship between the anxiety, uncertainty and unease attendant upon Japan’s worsening economic situation and the destruction unleashed by the events of 3/11.   How is it that the disaster came both to clarify and make manifest a much longer standing sense of social precarity and, at the same time, to suggest, however tentatively, the possibility of new forms of mutuality and relatedness?  Perhaps precarity involves both the experience and the anticipation of an officially proclaimed crisis.  This, certainly has been a key strategy of the austerity state’s orchestration of crisis, whereby cutbacks are justified both on the basis of present insolvency and in order to avert a worse crisis looming on the horizon.  It is then, in no small degree, by maintaining the gap between actualized and impending crisis that the state seeks to preserve a residual attachment to collective aspirations and fantasies of belonging and thus at least the appearance of consent on the part of a population from whom resources have been increasingly withdrawn.   In this sense, I would suggest, the devastation wrought by earthquake and tsunami can be understood both as extending and amplifying the effects of Japan’s economic misfortunes and as disrupting the normativity of crisis precisely by consummating and completing it.  No longer is dissolution – becoming liquidy – an ongoing process or an anxiously awaited prospect.  As waves smash on the shore, buildings are pulverized, masonry, animal and human remains thrown together, the gap between impending and present crisis is momentarily abolished – when the tsunami hits, all bets are off.  It is worth asking too whether the attested if transitory efficacy of such a (multiply scare-quoted) “natural” disaster in affording an opening to new relational possibilities might not consist too in its forced rending of our present and limited social imaginaries, reminding us that human projects are always embedded within more expansive ecologies of material world forming processes that are always in excess of any given set of humanly contrived social arrangements.  If – in Fredric Jameson’s much-quoted formulation - it has become easier to imagine the end of the planet than the end of capitalism, then perhaps when planetary forces breach the spaces of human habitation the latter task becomes, for a moment, just a little easier.

Perhaps then one of the most urgent tasks facing all of us is that of identifying possible resources to guide or inspire the project of imagining something different – “to float infrastructures for a time of transition” – a phrase that to me suggests the speculative launching of an exploratory vessel upon an uncharted fluid medium. Let’s shift scenes from the tsunami-battered coast of northeast Japan to a post-industrial town in the Midwestern United States – empty streets and buildings, a junkyard, a few bars, an adult population eking out their time drinking and arguing.  But the film – Liza Johnson’s film In the Air (2009) – is more concerned with the kids.  Something is happening with the kids.  The circus has come to town – more precisely a circus school where, in the absence of their parents, a teacher instructs the students in working in synch, spinning, sliding, leaning on and leaping over each other.  Later the kids encounter one of the parents – a mother, employed as a cleaner, sweeping an empty building.  They surround her and force her to flip over them.  Then, suddenly, in a magical realist transfiguration of setting and action, everyone is doing circus movements to the accompaniment of Alice Deejay’s dance floor hit “Better off Alone” with its call and response refrain – “Do you think you’re better off alone? – Talk to me.”    

What’s going on here at the epicenter of a zone of social abandonment is nothing less than the reinvention of the bases of relationality though the being-in-proximity of bodies, a process of “revisceralization” that involves a certain inescapable awkwardness attendant upon any process of discovery (or rediscovery).  It is, I think, worth underscoring the fact that this performance interrupts a scene of work, albeit of work diminished to near pointlessness, the sweeping of an empty building that is likely to remain so.  What unfolds is, in one sense, a manifestation of the capacity of proximately grouped bodies to do something other than labor on behalf of capital.  Certainly what happens is productive, but it is productive not of any determinate object but of an open-ended collective relational potentiality more capacious than any given configuration of sociality even as it is the latter’s indispensable precondition. This then is one version of what Peter Linebaugh, Paolo Virno, Sylvia Federici and others have theorized as “the commons” - a performatively co-created set of resources, capacities and potentialities that will always exceed the logic and demands of capital, or indeed those of any extant social, political or economic formation.  It is also, I would add, a creative power of difference that pertains not only to our capacity as humans to fashion and refashion social worlds, not only to the variety of relations we enter into with a range of other than human entities (animals, plants, technologies etc.), but also to our participation in material processes that both constitute us as organisms and subjects and forever surpass us, affirming that things could always be otherwise and are, indeed, usually on the way to becoming so, material processes that have the capacity to blast open our received visions of how the world is or should be precisely to the degree that they are, finally, indifferent to us.  This is one way, I think, to understand the claims that “There can be no change in life without revisceralization” and “there’s pleasure and wonder in breakdown too.”  It is also one way to connect the bodily kinetic explorations of a group of teenagers in a decaying midwestern town with the elemental violence unleashed upon Japan’s northeastern coastline.  Perhaps then we stand most to learn from precarity not as a term of social description, nor as an identifiable set of affects, nor yet as an idiom of mass mobilization but as a reminder that our efforts to imagine and enact new infrastructures, new modes of relatedness need to affirm and keep open the space of dissolution and charged potentiality toward which the notion of precarity directs us and, further, to facilitate occasions for its collective presencing.  In relinquishing now discredited boom time aspirations to the good life – aspirations that were themselves, arguably, never than phantasmal – the challenge and opportunity presents itself not only to invent new forms of sociality but also to re-conceive the invention of sociality itself as an infinitely open ended process of collective self-elaboration undertaken without reference to model, telos or any notion of historical necessity, a process willing to acknowledge imperatives and desires that cannot be reduced to a logic of functionality or social utility.   Whatever emerges then from our time of transition, if it is not to recapitulate the injustices, disenfranchisements, failed promises and false securities of the past and present, will demand, not only its modes of care, reciprocity and mutual dependence but also its excesses, its extravagances and derangements, its cataclysmic or orgiastic lettings go, its mudslides and its circuses.
