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Whistle-Stop Tour 
Of Shakespeare’s
Power

What a beautiful quote: the whole of the 
Scottish Play is summarised by those four 
words by Lady Macbeth: ‘sovereign sway and 
masterdom’. For those hell-bent on power, 
these four words often summarise the entire 
struggle: the flux of leadership and the quest 

for ultimate mastery. 

‘Macbeth’ is no doubt one of the most bloody 
and nasty plays of Shakespeare (leaving aside 
Titus Andronicus…). But, its infamy is not 
down to its brutality, but rather its conniving 
characters. The play is plagued with betray-
al, scheming, and ambition. It all boils down 
to one thing: power. Macbeth and his dear 
wife want power. Not just power of the king-
dom, but power over others. And what better 
way to exercise the pursuit of both goals by a 

healthy dose of bloodshed!

The play not only highlights the lengths to 
which one might go to achieve power, but 
also the trappings of power itself, and how it 

brings about one’s downfall. Lady Macbeth 
is infected with paranoia and arguably psy-
chosis, and Macbeth has his mind clouded 
by hubris. Power is their own personal rai-
son d’être, and also their coup de grâce, how 

poetic!

This article seeks to give an overview of the 
portrayals of power in a variety of Shake-
speare plays to leave you with a question: is 

power worth it?

One of my favourite Shakespeare’s I have 
witnessed would be Julius Caesar in the 
RSC 2018 production. For those who had 
the pleasure of seeing it, I am sure we’ll nev-
er forget that ‘crack’ as the boy was killed! I 

digress…

“Which shall  to all  our nights 
and days to come

Give solely sovereign sway and 
masterdom.

That’s it :  sovereign sway and 
masterdom”

Macbeth, Act I,  Scene V

by Neville Birdi
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“Th’ abuse of greatness 
is when it disjoins re-
morse from power.”

Julius Caesar, 
Act II, Scene I
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In the quoted line, Brutus is musing on Cae-
sar’s rise to power, noting that Caesar appears 
to be immoral and indifferent to the effects 
the wielding of power might have. In essence, 
Brutus foreshadows Caesar’s tyranny. How-
ever, the line poses an interesting question: 

what is greatness?

Implied by the question, power is a compo-
nent of greatness. But is this necessarily true? 
Power can be looked at in many ways. In po-
litical theory it is often regarded as the ability 
to make others do as one would have them. 
But I see that as a very shallow way to look 
at it. In my eyes, greatness implies some kind 
of bestowed reverence – and this can occur 
without traditional power. Truth be told, this 
shallow representation of power is the main 
one discussed in Julius Caesar. To examine 
a more complex notion of power, we should 

look at another play…

This play is very close to my heart. It was my 
debut performance – my first foray  onto the 
stage, aged 14.  I was lucky enough to play 
Prospero, the wizard who utters the lines 
quoted above. The Tempest is officially re-
garded as a ‘comedy’ – one that has a happy 
ending, usually involving marriages between 

the unmarried characters.

“Me, poor man, my li-
brar y

Was dukedom large 
enough.”

The Tempest,  Act I,  Scene 
II

Eventually, he reconciles the past with the 
noblemen, Miranda gets married to Ferdi-
nand, and Ariel is set free. The play ends with 
Prospero getting rid of his magical books and 
renouncing the conduct of magic. The final 
speech is beautiful, and still conjures stirring 

emotions in me today.

Prospero states that, ‘Now my charms are all 
o’erthrown, And what strength I have’s mine 
own, Which is most faint.’: without his ar-
tificial magical power, he is nothing but an 
old man. This is a common trait through-
out Shakespeare plays, Macbeth without his 
tyranny is a pathetic and world-weary man, 
Timon without his money is a miserable old 
misanthrope (cheeky mention to go and read 
my blog article on Pharos’ website!), Rich-
ard III without his machinations is a decrep-
it nasty piece of work, and Prospero without 
his magic is but an aging old man. Without 
power, our characters are nothing but sad and 
empty human beings. It really is quite pitiful 

what power masks behind it.

I felt like it was a bitter-sweet tragedy. Pros-
pero throughout this play is fuelled by the 
power and vengeance he has. He shipwrecks 
a group of noblemen onto his island (where 
he was exiled) to punish them for what they 
did to him years ago. On their time on the 
island, Prospero enslaves Ferdinand (one of 
the troupe) and torments the others with 
his magical trickery. He is embittered about 
the past, and wishes to exact some kind of 

revenge via torture.
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“ Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow, 
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day, 

To the last syllable of recorded time; 
And all  our yesterdays have lighted fools The 

way to dusty death. 
Out, out,  brief candle! 

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player, 
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage, 

And then is heard no more. 
It  is  a tale Told by an idiot,  full  of sound and 

fur y, 
Signifying nothing.”

Macbeth Act 5,  Scene 5
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Prospero states that, ‘Now my charms are all 
o’erthrown, And what strength I have’s mine 
own, Which is most faint.’: without his arti-
ficial magical power, he is nothing but an 
old man. This is a common trait through-
out Shakespeare plays, Macbeth without his 
tyranny is a pathetic and world-weary man, 
Timon without his money is a miserable 
old misanthrope (cheeky mention to go and 
read my blog article on Pharos’ website!), 
Richard III without his machinations is a 
decrepit nasty piece of work, and Prospero 
without his magic is but an aging old man. 
Without power, our characters are nothing 
but sad and empty human beings. It really 
is quite pitiful what power masks behind it.

In ‘Julius Caesar’ is notion that powerful in-
dividuals are just mere weak mortals is em-
phasised when Cassius tells Brutus a story 
about his time with Caesar. He retells the 
story saying, ‘But ere we could arrive the 
point proposed, Caesar cried, “Help me, 
Cassius, or I sink!” […] [Caesar] had a fe-
ver when he was in Spain, And when the fit 
was on him, I did mark How he did shake. 
‘Tis true, this god did shake! […] Ye gods, 
it doth amaze me A man of such a feeble 
temper should So get the start of the majes-
tic world And bear the palm alone’. Cassius 
mocks Caesar, and derisively shows that 
Caesar, though thought of as a god, is any-
thing but a fragile little man. Without pow-

er, Caesar is nothing.
But all is not lost; back to The Tempest! In 
giving up his power, Prospero allows him-

self to be vulnerable.

In this vulnerable state, I perceive him to 
truly attain greatness. Greatness is when 
you can openly be yourself, spread your 
arms and open yourself up to others’ judge-
ment, but, crucially, open yourself to others’ 

help. 
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In Act V, the epilogue, Prospero realises that 
he has no more spirits to enchant, and no more 
magic spells to cast, and without his power, he 

will regress into abject despair. 

However, if you, the audience, judge and for-
give him, he will be free from this fate. Even 
writing this makes me emotional – if you wish 
to feel the same way, look up the final speech 

and recite it to an imaginary jury…
And we return where we started, the Scottish 
Play. So, what is power all for? What is great-
ness? I hope I haven’t answered these ques-
tions – for if I have, I would certainly be the 
first to do so, and also be burdened with the 

knowledge!

 Power, for Shakespeare, does not make one 
happy – the trappings of it, perhaps do, but 
it, in itself, causes more trouble and hardship 
than it solves. Now, let me be clear: this is very 
much fiction. These stories, though perhaps 
modelled off real events and people, are not 
factual reports of genuine happenings. But, 
much like some spiritual texts, they are stories 
with messages to be interpreted, mused over, 

and accepted or rejected. 

I leave it to you to decide whether power is 
truly worth it. Are you a Macbeth, Richard III, 
or Caesar? Or are you a Prospero? Or perhaps 
none of the above? No matter who you re-
semble, or how much power you have, I think 
Prospero’s last words stand for all of us: ‘We are 
such stuff As dreams are made of and our little 

life is rounded with a sleep’.
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by Frank Godden
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But why shouldn’t we overthink things? 
To overanalyse, in the eyes of some, is 
to commit a cardinal sin in thought. They 
point out how Freud himself, the messiah 
of seeing too much in things, remarked on 
a pipe’s sometimes being just a pipe, devoid 
of any meaning beyond trivial facticity. If 
even he could recognise this, then why 
can’t the pretentious philosophy students 
of today, with their longform projects on 
the “real” significance of mere frivolities? 

Perhaps the answer lies in an 
acknowledgement of philosophy’s historic 
valuation of self-knowledge, and the power 
of experimental thinking in its pursuit. It 
is mistakenly assumed by these critics 
of overzealous thinking – possibly as a 
result of the natural sciences’ influence 
on thinking more broadly – that the 
student who writes about, for example, the 
significance of death in 19th century Italian 
puppetry, is concerned primarily with 
concrete truths about the world as a whole. 

Such a view fails to recognise that 
these specific projects, as obscure as 
they may seem, can offer up powerful 
insights into the self. These insights 

can then be experimentally generalised 
in the search for useful interpretations 
in broader (social/political) spheres.

What follows is an experimental analysis 
of repetition in art and its relation to 
ideological change and self-knowledge. It 
is by no means complete, or even cohesive, 
but I hope it may demonstrate nonetheless 
the potential power of playful interpretation. 

Beginning with a focus on Gertrude 
Stein’s timeless poetic motto “Rose is 
a rose is a rose”, it will go on to explore 
repetition’s function in the cognitive 
reduction of objects to their essence, and 
its failings in this regard when its objects 
are self-contradictory or conceptually 
unstable/indeterminate. Finally, it will be 
observed how R. D. Laing’s work on self-
entanglement fit into this framework.    

Stein held her immortal line in high regard, 
believing it to have restored redness to the 
poetic rose after a century of its colour’s 
being lost. This claim to restoration likely 



“Rose is 
a rose is 

 
“Rose is 
a rose is 
a rose”
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centres around Stein’s repurposing of 
patriarchal poetic forms: the rose can 
only be made red again because, for 
a century, it has been reduced to grey 
by its constant and contrived use as a 
romantic, sexual, nationalistic, etc.  image 
within the quintessentially male literary 
structures of 19th century English poetry. 
The line’s repetition, in this sense, works 
as a progressive movement away from 
standard associations: Rose is a rose (it 
is not a symbol of male desire) is a rose 
(nor is it a symbol of male love) is a rose 
(nor is it a symbol of male patriotism). 

As an internal part of Stein’s poetry, this 
allows for the rose to be repurposed through 
surrounding implications. It can become, 
for example, a symbol of female sexual 
desire, rather than of its male counterpart.

Stein’s letterhead 
cheerfully echoes 
the constant Socratic 
‘why-ing’ of inquisitive 
children, whose simple 
causal questions 
so quickly become 
infuriating repetitions 
towards a looming unknown. 

This exponential obscurity – magnified 
further with each repeated ‘why?’ – 
pales in significance, however, to the 
clarification of the word itself, which the 
child comes ever closer to through its 
repetition. The concept with which the 
child was originally interested gives way 
to the concept of the why’s questioning 
function, which is elucidated through its 
use in interrogation, rather than through 
its being interrogated. There is nothing 
novel about a word’s being understood 
through its use, but there is something 
interesting in repetition’s importance to 
this process: the way that “Why? Why? 
Why?” continues into “Why? Why. Why.”

Alongside    this    elucidation   occurs an obfuscation 
in the domain of the signifier. The word  is 
repeated  so often that it becomes absurd, as 
in those everyday conversations where a word 
becomes alien through its being said so often.1  

Alice Toklas, Stein’s collaborator and life-
partner, imbued this process of progressive 
reduction with an entirely new significance 
when, soon after the motto’s first  appearance 
in Stein’s 1913 poem Sacred Emily, she chose it 
as the phrase to appear on Stein’s letterhead. 
The circular design of Toklas’ stamp removes 
from the motto any linear context; it is no 
longer found between two lines, to be read 
and then moved on from, and instead feeds 
back into itself endlessly, so long as it is read. 

The rose is now never re-contextualised, and 
a fascinating new function of   repetition 
appears. The process of clarification that 
Stein’s limited repetition enables is replaced by 
a process of clarification with no determinate 
end. One is eventually left with the rose 
itself, in all of its experienced non-symbolic 
redness. By simply reiterating the signifier 
over and over, we arrive at the signified.

  
                                                                                    

This common experience is a reminder of the 
thing beyond the word, whether it be the rose 

1 Toklas’ letterhead notably accentuates 
this word-absurdity in its doubling up of the 
the word ‘Rose’ such that the circle reads 
“Rose is a rose is a rose. Rose is a rose is 
a rose.” and so on. This adds a slight hes-
itation to its being casually read. It may be 
said internally as something like ‘Rose is a 
rose is a r-Rose is a rose is a r-Rose’, for 
example. 



14  |  Pharos: The Power Issue

(object) or the ‘why?’ (concept). It is not simply 
the case, then, that the repetition of the signifier 
reveals the signified. It seems, rather, that the 
word is (at least susceptible to being) destroyed 
in the process, leaving only that to which it refers. 
The signified becomes clearer while the signifier 
becomes more obscure. The word ‘why’ now 
looks like a nonsensical jumble of letters (‘w-h-y’), 
sounds like a non-word, but its function, as well 
as its power, has become clear(er). Repetition, 
then, by this view, brings us closer to the signified 
whilst blurring the signifier, like a contra-
zoom towards the thing’s essential qualities.

Impossible objects such as the circular square 
simply cannot be subjected to the process of 
progressive reduction. They are not reducible 
beyond their contradictory character, and any 
of their apparent defining features (square, 
circle) are necessarily imagined in parallel. 
They are disconnected and incomplete. 
Moving towards the non-existent object, 
however, raises few issues. If one imagines a 
barnacle tree and attempts  to  remove  from  
it    all  non-phenomenon, one is left with the 
imagined experience of the barnacle tree 
itself, as distant as this experience may feel. 
Importantly, anyone to whom this task is 
given will picture something basically similar, 
a tree with barnacles from which geese hatch. 

When  attempting to enact the same process 
with indeterminate concepts, however, 
we run into a great deal of uncertainty. 
Two people, if asked to reach the pure 
concept of wealth through this eliminative 
process, would   likely  arrive  at different   
conceptions, possibly with  wild variance. 
 
One could reduce wealth to millionaire status 
where the other could, for example, find it to 
consist in basic sustenance and rich personal 
relationships. This can be clearly seen in Plato’s 
early dialogues, where Socrates’ interlocutors are 

driven into a progressive confusion by the instability 
of the concepts about which they profess to know. 
If piety was an external object like the rose, 
then it would be possible to cognize, through a 
progressive reduction, something like its core 
essence; but it is the total opposite, existing as a 
perpetually nebulous collection of contradictory 
notions. To put such a concept through a process of 
repetition, then, is totally aimless, doomed to fail.
 
But is this not exactly what we do? It seems 
that the ideologies underlying everyday life, as 
constituted by a general collective adherence to 
certain social concepts, are basically comprised of 
repetitions. Beginning as a nebulous collection of 
interacting ideas, the concept is gradually reified 
through its constant reassertion: justice becomes 
law, religiousness becomes religion, body 
becomes image, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera, et 
cetera. The repetition here is, of course, not solely 
discursive. It is also found behind every one of its 
particulars. The  image of the model, for example, 
both contains within it, and contributes to the 
repetitions  that cause, the   exponentially  narrowing 

There is a powerful intuitiveness to Laing’s 
analysis, particularly when the emotional effects 
of this looping are taken into account. Indeed, the 
progressive descent into worsening emotional 
states is often referred to as spiralling, a distinctly 
circular term. Perhaps we could even go as far 
as to treat Laing’s circular diagrams as partial 
representations of something three-dimensional, 

within it, and contributes to the repetitions 
that cause, the exponentially narrowing 
conception of the ‘model’ model’s body. 

This    endless   reduction, with all of its bizarre 
effects, is only possible because that towards 
which the conception’s repetitions are directed 
is without essence. The indeterminate concept is 
reduced in being repeated, but towards something  
that simply  cannot exist in any essential way. 
We are left with only ceaseless repetition and 
temporary illusions of essence, reforming one 
another in a constant flux. The repetition alters 
the illusory essence, and the newly altered 
illusory essence becomes that which is repeated. 
              



conception of the ‘model’ model’s body. 

This endless reduction, with all of its bizarre 
effects, is only possible because that 
towards which the conception’s repetitions 
are directed is without essence. The 
indeterminate concept is reduced in being 
repeated, but towards something that simply 
cannot exist in any essential way. We are left 
with only ceaseless repetition and temporary 
illusions of essence, reforming one another 
in a constant flux. The repetition alters the 
illusory essence, and the newly altered illusory 
essence becomes that which is repeated. 
This is not the case with Stein’s rose (with stable 
objects/concepts in general), as the essence of her 
object is simplified, rather than altered. Nothing 
about the rose is actually lost in the process.
 
In the case of the indeterminate concept, 
however, something is always being lost. 
The repetition points to a mere partiality and, 
in doing so, discards an entire varied array 
in favour of one previously nested within 
it. The signifier, meanwhile, either stays 
the same or, if it does change, becomes 
synonymous with an original concept 
(as is the case with ‘law’ and ‘justice’). 

The word ‘piety’, for example, refers originally to 
one array of ideas before it is eventually reified 
to another (this being a partial selection of the 
first), which is also called ‘piety’ in spite of its 
being basically different. This process, driven 
by underlying repetitions, is itself repeated 
over and over to absurdity. That which is being 
referred to is eventually recognised as alien, 
but its rejection is never seriously considered. 
Either  one  trajectory    maintains, and  
the    concept is relegated to a social niche, 
or a reactionary vector is introduced (a 
new partial array is selected), only for 
the exact same dualism to later appear.
  
R. D. Laing, in  Knots – his short collection 
of poetic observations on human self-
entanglement – reveals the omnipresence of 
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these futile movements on a smaller scale, in 
our day-to-day confusions and frustrations. 
Central to this somewhat painful compilation is 

a vitalisation of inert paradox and tautology. The 
most explicit example of this centres around one’s 
experience of rightful ownership, in which Laing 
observes an impossible duality of belief. On one 
hand, the subject concludes that they have stolen 
something based on the fact that they are not 
entitled to it; on the other, they conclude that 
they are not entitled to something because of the 
fact that they have stolen it. These beliefs are held 
simultaneously, and a moving circularity ensues: 

There is a powerful intuitiveness to Laing’s 
analysis, particularly when the emotional effects 
of this looping are taken into account. Indeed, the 
progressive descent into worsening emotional 
states is often referred to as spiralling, a distinctly 
circular term. Perhaps we could even go as far 
as to treat Laing’s circular diagrams as partial 
representations of something three-dimensional, 
with each return to the loop’s beginning 
being found extended further downwards.
As we reflect on these impossible situations, we 
become increasingly tangled within them, and 
gradually descend towards sharpened feelings 
of confusion, anxiety, anguish, and so on. The 
paradox is vitalised in the negative feelings 
that its ceaseless repetition brings about. The 
cyclical thinking pushes one to accept, and later 
reject, partial selections of an entire complex 
array. This process’ lack of telos, meanwhile, 
makes this entire experience – with its illusion of 
potential clarification – completely directionless.
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Climate Inaction
Toby Tremlett

“Why should I act against climate change [recycle, 
go vegetarian], when so many others don’t bother?”

“Why should my country act against climate 
change [carbon tax, green new deal, stopping 
harmful projects],   when     China    pollutes   more?”

These two quotes reflect a common excuse that 
is used against making climate action. It hinges 
on the concept that the positive change that the 
individual could make is small compared to 
the damage caused by the collective or other 
individuals. This format of excuse is worryingly 
used politically as well, Americans often use 
the China-specific quote, whereas in the UK, 
conservatives take the same excuse from another 
angle, excusing themselves from taking more 
radical action by proclaiming that the UK is a 
leader on climate change. Although this rhetoric 

is popular, there are some contradictory threads 
in the argument that need to be unwoven.

The first is the self-interested logic of the free-
rider problem. If we assume total individual 
self-interest, then it is often rational not to 
act on climate change. The chances are that, 
especially in rich countries, the loss to you 
of acting to mitigate climate impact will 
be larger than the gain that you will make. 

Even if you personally are in a position which 
makes large amounts of positive impact far 
easier than it is for most people (being the 
head of a company or a government), it would 
still be likely that your short term interest to 
raise profits would benefit you more than the 
long term imperative to avoid climate change. 

Art by Andrei Vasilescu 
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However, there are two problems with this 
outlook. The first is that it doesn’t quite 
explain the state of events, in which people 
often use the titular argument as an excuse. 
Although you might not find it economic to 
act on climate change yourself, it is illogical 
not to want others to act on it, as collective 
action will have far more impact on your life. 
This means that using the excuse would work 
against your interests; in a totally self-interested 
way you would be better off looking like you 
act on climate change while secretly doing 
nothing. Therefore the need to make this excuse 
betrays a lack of totally self-interested mindset. 

The second problem is that even the most 
self-interested people have things outside 
themselves that they care about, families, political 

projects, scientific discoveries. When all these 
things will be impeded by climate change if you 
do not act, it is not in your long-term interest to 
keep ignoring y year in different countries. That 
would make the overall outcome yet worse, but 
it couldn’t justify the damage done by Heathrow.

It is easy to titrate this same principle down to 
cover individual actions. When an action is both 
unnecessary and polluting (such as the majority 
of flights, or eating high emissions food like beef ), 
you can reduce future suffering by avoiding 
it. Even though your individual pleasure may 
be higher than the suffering that you directly 
cause, alternative routes are available where 
similar pleasure can be gained for less suffering. 
It should be clear now that when we are numerically 
reducing our chances of climate change being 

“We care about things outside of ourselves, 
and because we year in different countries. That would make the overall 

outcome yet worse, but it couldn’t justify the damage done by Heathrow.

 However, there are two problems with this outlook. The first is that it doesn’t quite 
explain the state of events, in which people often use the titular argument as an ex-
cuse. Although you might not find it economic to act on climate change yourself, it is 
illogical not to want others to act on it, as collective action will have far more impact 
on your life. This means that using the excuse would work against your interests; if 
you were exclusively self-interested you would be better off promoting collective 
action while sacrificing nothing personally. Therefore the need to make this excuse 
betrays a lack of totally self-interested mindset. The second problem is that even 
the most self-interested people have things outside themselves that they care about, 
families, political projects, scientific discoveries. When all these things will be im-
peded by climate change if you do not act, it is not in your long-term interest to keep 
ignoring your impact. So although for the totally self-interested money accumulating 
person, acting on climate change will cause individual loss, I think that this creature 
is mythical and that those who make this argument cannot relate to it. We care about 
things outside of ourselves, and because we have power over them, it is our respon-
sibility to act.

Once self-interest is no longer assumed, we come to another problem. Why do people 
even make this excuse if not out of self-interest? Perhaps the answer lies in the as-
sumption of self interest and individuality. We hear all the time that our society and 
our philosophies put too much impact on the individual. Our ethics focus on indi-
vidual actors, either by prescribing them rules or virtues, or giving them metrics to 
make their own decisions. This assumes a sort of self-interested morality, where the 
community is something that the individual interacts with, but is not part of. This 
worldview means that we also put a huge onus on our specific actions. When we think 
about personally polluting less, rather than doing this out of respect for a worldwide 
community, we look to see our personal good deed as standing out as ours. But in a 
problem as large as the climate, many acts you take seem instantly swamped by the 
negative acts of others, devaluing your own efforts. But this is the wrong way to see 
this issue.

If you want to reduce suffering, then you are obliged to help mitigate climate harm. 
We know that climate change is causing suffering, and will cause much, much more. 
We are at a point in history when unnecessary damage has already been caused, but 
the IPCC tells us that there is still time to avoid the worst outcomes. This is why it 
is obvious that projects such as Heathrow airport’s third runway are morally wrong. 
By building this runway, Heathrow is producing emissions which would otherwise 
not have existed (in this case roughly equaling the annual emissions of Cyprus every 
year). These extra emissions are bad in that they move the world closer to perhaps 
irrevocably worse climate damage. The fact that they unnecessarily move us closer to 
this level of greenhouse gas is not changed if 50 other runways are built in the same 
year in different countries. That would make the overall outcome yet worse, but it 
couldn’t justify the damage done by Heathrow.
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irrevocably worsened, it is  nonsensical for  your 
neighbors damaging action to be motivation 
for you not to avoid causing suffering.

It is important to also note that collective action 
is more effective in climate harm mitigation and 
adaptation. Part of your action should be taken 
with this in mind, whether that means political 
activism or changes within the company you 
work for. With such big potential impacts out 
there, it can sometimes seem nonsensical 
to spend time on your recycling. This is one 
of the big motivators behind making the 
titular excuse. It helps sometimes to consider 
the alternatives of an action rather than the 
smallness of the action itself. In the recycling 
example, the alternative is spending sllittle 
unhealthier eating meat, and to know that you 
are causing damage to future generations via 
environmental damage, as well as the animal 
that you are eating. Ultimately, even on a 
personal level these decisions are easy to make.

When it comes down to more difficult decisions, 
whether to risk being arrested as a political 
activist, or whether to base your career around 
your moral goals, the alternative will often be 
easier. But if you want to reduce suffering in the 
world, these are sometimes the decisions that 
you have to make. In the face of the large and 
unwelcome obligation which comes with being 
born into a time in which culture must change 
drastically, often in ways that feel unfair, it makes 
sense that we would try and excuse ourselves 
from action. But we must be aware that as 
unpalatable as it may be, we are responsible 
for our own emissions and political actions, 
and if we really want to reduce suffering in the 
world, we are obligated to improve our impact. 
So although for the totally self-interested, 
money-accumulating person, acting on climate 
change will cause individual loss, I think that this 
creature is mythical and that those who make 
this argument cannot relate to it. We care about 
things outside of ourselves, and because we have 
power over them, it is our responsibility to act.

It is easy to titrate this same princi-
ple down to cover individual actions. 
When an action is both unnecessary 
and polluting (such as the majori-
ty of flights, or eating high emissions 
food like beef), you can reduce fu-
ture suffering by avoiding it. Even 
though your individual pleasure may 
be higher than the suffering that you 
directly cause, alternative routes are 
available where similar pleasure can 
be gained for less suffering. It should 
be clear now that when we are numer-
ically reducing our chances of climate 
change being irrevocably worsened, 
it is nonsensical for your neighbors 
damaging action to be motivation for 
you not to avoid causing suffering.
It is important to also note that collec-
tive action is more effective in climate 
harm mitigation and adaptation. Part 
of your action should be taken with this 
in mind, whether that means political 
activism or changes within the com-
pany you work for. With such big po-
tential impacts out there, it can some-
times seem nonsensical to spend time 
on your recycling. This is one of the big 
motivators behind making the titular 
excuse.It helps sometimes to consid-
er the alternatives of an action rather 
than the smallness of the action itself.  

 In the recycling example, the alter-
native is spending slightly less time 
on sorting your rubbish, and feeling 
quite guilty.  The time spent is pretty 
good payment for the guilt. The same 
with a vegetarian diet, the alternative 
is to be arguably a little unhealthi-
er eating meat, and to know that you 
are causing damage to future gener-
ations via environmental damage, as 
well as the animal that you are eating. 
Ultimately, even on a personal lev-
el these decisions are easy to make.
When it comes down to more difficult 
decisions, whether to risk being arrest-
ed as a political activist, or whether to 
base your career around your moral 
goals, the alternative will often be eas-
ier. But if you want to reduce suffering 
in the world, these are sometimes the 
decisions that you have to make. In the 
face of the large and unwelcome obliga-
tion which comes with being born into 
a time in which culture must change 
drastically, often in ways that feel unfair, 
it makes sense that we would try and 
excuse ourselves from action. But we 
must be aware that as unpalatable as it 
may be, we are responsible for our own 
emissions and political actions, and if 
we really want to reduce suffering in 
the world, we are obligated to improve.
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In the book Discipline and Punish: The Birth 
of the Prison (1977), Foucault reflects on the 
evolution of surveillance and discipline.  He 
identifies three historical stages of surveillance. 
Shifting from a focus on the body to the mind, the 
later stages are exemplified by the architectural 
form of the Panopticon and its subsequent 
internalisation by individuals. Closely linked 
to the evolution of technologies of surveillance, 
the Panopticon provides an ideal form of power 
based on the visibility of the individual and the 
invisibility/unverifiability of the authority figure.

I will start by providing a brief description 
of the Panopticon. I will then move on to 
analyse Panopticism in contemporary society 
at the national level. I argue panoptic states 
are still very much a reality and that they 
have kept expanding their invasiveness. 
Underlining the Panopticon’s pervasiveness, 
I move on to stress how Panopticism has 
entered different areas of our everyday lives 
through the medium of technologies.  Finally, 
I focus on the individual and self-regulation. 
By providing an alternative framework, I point 
out the individuals’ potential agency. I end by 
emphasizing the Panopticon’s role as an image of 
‘microphysics of power’ between two individuals.

On Foucault and
Panopticism Today

by Carlotta Luciolli

Introduction

On the Panopticon
In Discipline and Punish (1977), Foucault presents 
Bentham’s architectural project for an ideal prison: 
the Panopticon. Wanting it to be as efficient as 
possible, the prison design allows a single guard 
to observe any inmate at any time. The term 
Panopticon, originating from Greek, was thus 
chosen as it literally means ‘sees all’. The guard 
would also be able to observe the inmates without 
them being able to verify if they are being watched. 
This would be possible by erecting a circular 
building organised around a tower. This peripheral 
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building would be divided into individual cells. 
In the central tower would stand the guard. 

Through architectural tricks, Bentham 
ensured that while the inmates would always 
visible to the guard, the guard would never 
be visible to them. Thus, the simple threat 
of being observed would lead the inmate to 
regulate his own behaviour. “Visibility is a 
trap” (Foucault, 1977, p. 200) forced upon the 
inmate in this structure. Power is at all times 
visible (you can see the tower) and unverifiable 
(you do not know if you are being watched).

Foucault uses the Panopticon as a metaphor; it 
is “the diagram of a mechanism of power re-
duced to its ideal form” (ibid., p. 205). The ef-
ficiency of this theoretical model lies in the fact 
that observation does not need to be constant 
for its effect to be permanent (ibid., p. 201). The 
example of the Panopticon as a prison show-
cases how an institutionalised form of power 
can use its authority to observe and regulate 
its subordinated individuals. This can in turn 
help us analyse surveillance under contempo-
rary nation states and their effects on citizens.



Art by Radu Carp

24  |  Pharos: The Power Issue



25  |  Pharos: The Power Issue

Surveillance and policing are particularly relevant 
in the current state of ‘post-democracy’. According 
to Crouch (2004), current Western states are mostly 
post-democratic. They have been partially stripped 
of their democratic and welfare rights focus while ac-
quiring a more prominent role as ‘policemen’. States 
have now increased their presence, regulate every-
day lives and are becoming more and more intrusive. 
Examples given by Gill (1995) on the ‘Global Pan-
opticon’ look at taxation and the use of integrated 
data-base systems. Systems such as social insurance 
numbers or credit-related data go beyond the simple, 
traditional idea of data collection from the state  both 
in terms of the use of the data and of its origin. The 
state uses the data for a whole range of reasons such 
as criminal enforcement, policing and social control. 

Moreover, it gathers higher amounts of data to cre-
ate integrated systems that can depict a very pre-
cise image of your life as an individual. As an 
example from personal experience, in Italy the co-
dice fiscale (fiscal code) has to be used by citizens 
for healthcare and other state-related practices. 
However, it is also needed when buying a SIM card 
from a private corporation, letting the state link your 
personal identifiable number to technologies of 
potential surveillance. With today’s technolo-
gies, the amount and scope of the data collected 
can reach enormous proportions. A current ex-
treme example would be China’s implementation 
and ongoing development of a social credit system. 

The Panopticon and 
the State

In western democracies and around the globe, 
credit scores are frequent and are usually based 
on your financial history. On the other hand, Chi-
nese citizens’ social credit score can be affected by 
actions as trivial as purchasing diapers or cheat-
ing while playing an online game (Marr, 2019). 

What your score affects is also different. ‘Finan-
cial’ scores worldwide affect the price of your in-
surance, how easily you can get a loan, etc. This 
can mean added difficulties to access healthcare 
in states like the US, as well as employers mak-
ing a value-judgement on your trustworthiness 
based on your score (Gill, 1995, p. 20 ). Conse-
quences of your social credit score are far larger 
and infringe more on the individual’s liberties and 
socialisation. A negative credit can lead to social 
marginalisation, an inability to travel abroad, as 
well as higher healthcare prices and waiting peri-
ods, amongst others.

The panoptic state is thus a reality in contempo-
rary society, be it in democratic or authoritative 
nations. However, Foucault was far from arguing 
that Panopticism was specific to national institu-
tionalised forms of power. As previously stated, 
the Panopticon serves as a diagram of the mecha-
nism of power. It provides insight on the concept 
of power in every area of society, at every level.

“Current Western states have been 
partially stripped of their democratic 
and welfare rights focus.”

Art by Radu Carp
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affect you as an individual (ibid., p. 17).

A clear point that emerges is that new 
technologies play a very important role in 
surveillance. Even more so than when Foucault 
was writing, we are constantly potential objects 
of surveillance. This is partially explained by the 
booming of internet and ‘connected’ devices. 
Technologies intended to facilitate the public’s 
lives such as credit cards, phones, laptops, etc. 
were not born as technologies of surveillance. 
They however have what we could call a 

Beyond the state level: 
the pervasiveness of 
Panopticism
Foucault was a post-structuralist. As such, he 
believed power was diffused and de-structured 
(Appelrouth & Edles, 2011, p. 386). He saw 
power as having polymorphous locations and 
believed Panopticism was destined to spread to 
the entirety of the social body (Foucault, 1977).

The pervasiveness of the panoptic schema 
is rendered possible by its efficiency and 
normalisation. The previous comes from the 
fact that the unverifiability of surveillance leads 
to it having a constant effect, independently 
of whether observation is discontinuous. The 
normalisation of Panopticism is explained 
by how technologies of surveillance are 
incorporated into routinised procedures 
(Appelrouth & Edles, 2011, p. 393). They 
are normalised by being presented as 
integral parts of the running of institutions. 

The incorporations of those elements and the 
unquestioning stance taken allows technologies 
of surveillance to be normalised. Moreover, 
the base of the information gathered on 
individuals by current technologies is our 
“everyday transactional activity” (Gill, 1995, 
p.20). New forms of surveillance can also 
be easily added since they usually do not 
feel intrusive. If cameras are added at your 
workplace, there will be no change in your 
everyday life. You might just feel some anxiety 
if you are aware of them and if they particularly 
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‘surveillance-potential’. Through them, large 
amounts of data can be easily collected, stored, 
analysed, etc. What can be inferred from our data 
has also changed. The exponential growth in the 
quantity and quality of collectable data has been 
accompanied with the development of programmes 
and artificial intelligence capable to create a 
meaningful picture out of seemingly unimportant 
pieces of data (Albrechtslund & Ryberg, 2011).

This privacy problem is (somewhat) 
acknowledged by individuals and can lead to 
changed behaviour in order to avert surveillance. 
For example, protesters in Hong Kong in June 
2019 were particularly wary of using their phones 
as well as their smart Octopus cards for travel 
and payment (Pringle, June 28, 2019). However, 
we are mostly unaware of how our information 
is or can be used. While individuals do self-
regulate what they post on social media, the full 
scope of what can be inferred from their profiles 

and how it is used is largely unknown to them.

New artificial intelligence programmes have been 
designed to go through individuals’ entire social 
media presence and use it in work recruitment 
processes (Humantic). Since the information has 
been shared publicly, there is no legal need for 
companies that use those programmes to even 
warn candidates that their data is being analysed 
(at least outside of the EU). Surveillance and 
the manipulation of data thus go on both at the 
public and private level, and can affect your 
social, political and work life. This is made 
possible by the ever-increasing presence of 
new forms of technologies with the ability to 
constantly observe you, as well as inferring 
added information from the data it possesses. 
An interesting concept present in both the Hong 
Kong and social media examples is self-regulation.  
Self-regulation ties into Foucault’s concept of 
the ‘disciplinary individual’. The pressure and 
anxiety felt in the Panopticon lead to an inner 
regulation of the self, a form of self-induced 
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complicity. The Panopticon is internalised, 
leading the individual to become the “principle 

  Individuals 
construct 
their own 
image online 
and frame it 
in accordance 
to the anxiety 
that rises 
from being 
observed 

Panopticon and 
the Individual(s)“

“

of his own subjection” (Foucault, 1977, p. 201). 
This leads to the overall normalisation 
of behaviour across individuals.

This normalisation and self-regulation are readily 
apparent in the social media example. Individuals 
construct their own image online and frame it in 
accordance to the anxiety that rises from being 
observed. They showcase a highly constructed 
narrative made to fit societal expectations.

Objectification and anxiety as arising from 
the Other’s gaze is a concept present in both 
Foucault’s and Sartre’s work (Vaz, 1995). 
However, the idea of self-regulating objects 
seems somewhat illogical (Crossley, 1993). 
At the very least, it can not fully represent the 
individual’s position. While the process of self-
regulation might originate from outside the 
individuals’ psyche, there is no evidence that 
when and how it is played out can’t be shaped by 
the individuals themselves. This leaves space to 
individuals’ agency to be exerted in some way. 

If we go back to the image of the Panopticon, 
inmates might not be able to exercise any 
agency on the existence of the internal window 
itself. However, they can frame, shape and 
construct what is visible to the watcher. 
They can, in a certain sense, filter part of the 
information that is being analysed. If we go 
back to the social media example, not everyone 
has a post history that reflects the expectations 
of an ‘ideal life’. What different individuals 
take to mean an ‘ideal life’ is also not the same. 

More deeply than which information we decide 
to showcase, individuals’ decision to participate 
in social media is of interest. Social media is 
usually not a real necessity. While some would 
argue against this statement, the use of social 
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isolated inmates, alone in their opposition 
to an authoritative figure. This framework 
cannot account for the shared experiences of 
individuals in new figures of surveillance such 
as social media. It does though offer valuable 
feedback on the dynamics of power itself.
In a nutshell, I have presented Panopticisim at 
the national, intermediate and individual level. 
Currently, the Panoptic state seems to be in 
full expansion, relying on new technologies 
and large databases to achieve a diversity of 
political, economic and societal objectives. 
These technologies can be employed at every 
level of society, helping diffusing power and 
increasing the potential of constant surveillance.  
This anxiety-laden environment can lead to the 
internalisation of the Panopticon by individuals. 
However, their passivity should not be 
overstated. Agency is possible even in 
compliant self-regulation. Moreover, it is 
important to remember that the Panopticon for 
Foucault is only a diagram of the ideal dynamics 
of power. It does not represent a perfect 
exemplification of   society  and  life   in  it.

media can often be considered a voluntary 
participation. The individual, especially if 
aware of the possibilities of data mining, 
is in this way willingly participating in the 
surveillance-ridden framework of social media.

The concept of ‘participatory surveillance’ 
resonates with this view. Albrechtslund and 
Ryberg (2011) present this notion in the context 
of the intelligent building (or smart house). 
While they approach this concept as designers, 
the framework of the intelligent building 
is interesting in relation to today’s society. 
The constant observation, invisibility of the 
technology and gathering of large amounts of 
data in the private sphere are all elements of 
the current panoptic society. Albrechtslund 
and Ryberg argue that we have an inadequate 
understanding of surveillance (ibid., p. 36). 

Rather than vertical, surveillance should be 
seen as a horizontal power relation between 
the watcher and the watched. In this case, 
the inhabitants of the intelligent building 
interact with the technology surrounding 
them. They are not simply passive but have 
an active role. Individuals thus have agency 
in surveillance, through their interaction 
and mutual relationship with technology. 
Albrechtslund and Ryberg maintain that how 
we perceive our data should also change. 
Rather than a commodity to be traded, 
it should be seen as a sharable source of 
empowerment and socialisation (ibid., p. 44).

Foucault’s figure of the Panopticon shows a 
weakness here. The image of the Panopticon rests 
on a duality between the person who is watched 
and the person that is watching. Even if we break 
the unidirectionality of this stare by putting 
them on the same horizontal level, a plurality of 
individuals difficultly fits this model. It is thus 
key to remember that the panoptic schema is 
only supposed to be about the ‘microphysics of 
power’ (Caluya, 2010, p. 625). Panopticism is 
still relevant in underlining the effects of visible 
and unverifiable surveillance on the individual. 
However, it is built around a metaphor of 

Conclusion
In a nutshell, I have presented Panopticisim at 
the national, intermediate and individual lev-
el. Currently, the Panoptic state seems to be in 
full expansion, relying on new technologies and 
large databases to achieve a diversity of politi-
cal, economic and societal objectives. These 
technologies can be employed at every level of 
society, helping diffusing power and increasing 
the potential of constant surveillance.  This anxi-
ety-laden environment can lead to the internalisa-
tion of the Panopticon by individuals. However, 
their passivity should not be overstated. Agen-
cy is possible even in compliant self-regulation. 
Moreover, it is important to remember that the 
Panopticon for Foucault is only a diagram of the 
ideal dynamics of power. It does not represent a 
perfect exemplification of society and life in it.
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What social and political 
constraints limit human 
reason?

by Brúnó Lajos
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to do it independently of authority (Kant, 
1991:54). Immaturity here is not a lack of 
understanding but rather cowardice of 
using our reason in an autonomous fashion, 
relying instead on an external authority 
like a person or a book (Kant, 1991:54). 

It is in this sense that our immaturity is 
‘self-incurred’ since we have the capacity 
of overcoming it, but out of “laziness and 
cowardice” we remain domesticated, 
therefore our state has to be understood 
as our responsibility (Kant,1991:54). So 
enlightenment is not just a goal that is 
achievable by the individual, but it is also 
the moral duty of everyone to become 
enlightened and take responsibility for their 
own mind and understanding of the world 
because they are free and autonomous 
subjects who are capable of this step 
(Fleischacker, 2013:14). This concept of 
enlightenment so far as I have presented 
it is a purely negative one, enlightenment 
is not reliance on others, enlightenment is 
not immaturity. So what would a positive 
conception of enlightenment look like? 

Enlightenment primarily is an attitude, one 
that questions authority and is willing to 
“think for oneself”, however in itself this 
condition of enlightenment is too weak since 
just by thinking for ourselves we can still go 
against reason by not being careful enough. 
Therefore we shall also rely on two other 
maxims that Kant expresses alongside the 
“maxim of enlightenment” (Fleischacker, 
2013:22). And they are the ‘maxim of 
broad-minded thought’ and the ‘maxim 
of consistency’ (Fleischacker, 2013:22). 

The maxim of broad-minded thought is to 
use reason in a way that is universalizable, 
meaning the use of reason should not rely 
on anyone’s personal identity but rather 
on the objective properties of said reason. 
The maxim of consistency is equivalent 
to the principle of noncontradiction, one 
shall not hold two views at the same 

The idea of being a free thinker, one that 
is capable of overcoming the limitations 
placed upon oneself by society, and 
arriving at conclusions independently 
of outside forces is rightly held up even 
in our age as a virtue. But how free can 
we truly be in our thought? What are 
the social and historical forces that 
allow or limit an individual to become 
this independent autonomous mind? 

In this essay, I shall argue that Kant’s 
conception of enlightenment as the 
individual’s responsibility, strongly 
influenced by political, social and historical 
factors is one that merits our attention. I 
will also make the case that enlightenment 
in this sense should be understood as a 
minimalist conception, one that only calls 
for a way of thinking rather than a set of 
conclusions. Finally, I will argue that Kant’s 
weak historicism is preferable to a radical 
one because a universalized understanding 
of certain concepts is required for 
enlightenment to be universally realizable. 

The meaning of enlightenment is not 
necessarily obvious, many different 
philosophers and many different ages 
defined it contrastingly and thought 
differently of it. I am going to focus 
on Kant and his 1784 essay What is 
Enlightenment? in which he defines the 
concept as “man’s emergence from 
his self-incurred immaturity” (Kant, 
1991:54). So what is this immaturity that 
enlightenment is the emergence out of? 

Immaturity is reliance on others to think 
for us, to tell right and wrong for us, 
and to orient our lives for us, while to be 
enlightened is to “Have courage to use 
your own understanding”, and to be able 

What is 
Enlightenment?
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time that contradict each other, this is to 
“think in accordance with oneself”. To 
be enlightened therefore is not to have 
a specific view, but simply to attempt to 
follow these universal rules of reason, 
a capacity we as humans all share. 

knowledge” (Mendelssohn, 1784). To 
enlighten the public according to Kant we 
need not revolutions, for those would simply 
replace the old dogmas with new ones, 
but rather the freedom of men to make 
public use of their reason (Kant, 1991:56).

This public use instead of private use of 
their reason, means that they must be free 
to discuss any subject at all as scholars and 
thinkers, but in their professional life they 
must obey the principles of their institution 
for the ‘interest of the commonwealth’ 
(Kant, 1991:56; Rauscher, 2016:4). 

Mendelssohn expresses the value of social 
order or cultivation, much more explicitly, 
according to him the public use of reason 
is needed, for men as men “require much 
enlightening”, but men as citizens require 
cultivation for the proper functioning of 
their institution. (Mendelssohn 1784). It is in 
the light of these ideas that the statement: 
‘Argue but obey!’ gains a clear meaning: 
The enlightenment of the individual must 
happen in the context of a well-refined 
and functioning society. “The abuse of 
this enlightened state of mind weakens 

Argue but Obey!
This concept of enlightenment is an 
individualistic one. However, Kant himself 
notes that to become enlightened as 
an individual to ‘throw off the yoke’ 
is difficult, for we are so used to the 
comfort of relying on authorities and 
dogmas, and unaccustomed to the free 
movement of independent thought (Kant, 
1991:55). Therefore he encourages the 
enlightenment of an entire public as one 
that is more likely (Kant, 1991:55). To gain 
an understanding of the interaction between 
personal enlightenment and the limitations 
society places on it, we will also look at 
Moses Mendelssohn’s essay on the subject 
published in the same year. Now it is worth 
noting that enlightenment as Mendelssohn 
conceptualizes it is not an individual one but 
rather a societal one (Mendelssohn, 1784). 

As Mendelssohn sees it civilization has 
two key components, enlightenment, and 
cultivation. Cultivation is the realm of the 
practical, this includes things like industry 
or art, but also importantly morality and 
social order, meanwhile enlightenment is 
“to relate principally to theory or rational 

the moral sense, leads to insensibility, 
egotism, irreligion, and anarchy. The abuse 
of cultivation gives birth to licentiousness, 
hypocrisy, effeminacy, superstition, 
and slavery.” (Mendelssohn 1784). 

We can see that the conditions of 
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of our reason publicly, and by providing 
us with education (Fleischacker, 2013:30). 

This duality is why the Kantian concept of 
individual enlightenment supplemented 
with Mendelssohn’s cultivation is one 
worthy of attention, it allows us to treat 
everyone as an end in themselves, as 
an agent capable of using their own 
reason and through it bettering society. 

enlightenment aren’t simply individual 
ones, but also societal and historical ones: 
An example of this is Kant’s reference to the 
immaturity of the “entire fair sex”, this can 
be explained by the historical subjugation 
of women, therefore the basis of their 
lack of enlightenment is an external one 
instead of a personal one (Kant, 1991:54). 

Enlightenment, therefore, has to also be 
understood as a process a whole society 
goes through, as each individual needs to 
learn to use their capacity to reason, to 
enter into an enlightened age, this is only 
achievable through good use of education 
(Kant, 2014:16). In this context arises 
a dual responsibility as conditions of 
enlightenment: It is the moral responsibility 
of each individual to become enlightened, 
to ‘think for oneself’ and to participate 
in public reasoning in an enlightened 
manner , but it is also the responsibility 
of our society to allow us to become 
enlightened, by allowing us to make use 

Religion against 
Enlightenment!
One historical factor, I have not yet touched 
upon, but one that nevertheless is in close 
connection with enlightenment is religion. 
Kant and Mendelssohn both highlighted 
in their essays the special way in which 
religion and religious hierarchies can 
undermine the process of enlightenment. 
Mendelssohn worries about a situation in 
which certain truths come into opposition 
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with the basis of moral and religious 
systems, in these cases, people might 
prioritize tradition and cultivation over 
truth and enlightenment, which could have 
serious costs “we are indebted to it for many 
centuries of barbarism and superstition” 
(Mendelssohn, 1784). Kant’s worry is 
quite similar, he calls for the mutability 
of religious doctrines by members of the 
religions or by future generations, since 
the imposition of immutable religious 
teachings is a complete renouncement 
of enlightenment which “means violating 
and trampling underfoot the sacred 
rights of mankind” (Kant, 1991:58). 

The concept of enlightenment is one 
that’s not foreign to religion and religious 
thinkers either. In premodern traditions 
to become enlightened referred to a 
realization of a higher reality, it could 
be gaining an understanding of Plato’s 
forms or to see the truth in a religion like 
Judaism or Islam (Fleischacker, 2013:5). 

This process is coupled with “putting 
trust in the guidance of certain religious 
figures whom one believes is wiser than 
... oneself” (Fleischacker, 2013:5). It is 
easy to see how this religious conception 
of enlightenment is antithetical to the 
one Kant develops, to be enlightened for 
Kant is to break free of the ‘guardianship’ 
of others rather than willingly giving up 
our mental autonomy (Kant 1991:54). 

I am going to argue that Kant’s and 
Mendelssohn’s concerns about religion 
are not just justified but also weaker 
than necessary, for the principle of 
faith itself is contrary to the maxims of 
enlightenment. To have faith in something 
could have several meanings, it could 
be the acceptance of and the belief in 
revelation, it could also mean the reliance 
on the authority of a figure higher than us 
in a religious hierarchy, while it could also 
refer to the acceptance and endorsement 

of the absurd. These three conceptions 
of faith are all equally incompatible with 
enlightenment as they all violate at least 
one of the three maxims established earlier. 

To accept revelation is to favor our 
personal understanding of reality over 
adopting the universal laws of reason, to 
make an argument in religious matters 
which by definition is not available to all 
human beings is to argue in a way that’s 
non-universalizable, therefore violating 
the maxim of broad-minded thought. 

To rely on authority as I have already 
discussed is to suspend one’s ability 
to reason independently, therefore, it 
violates the maxim of enlightenment. 

To conceptualize faith as the realization 
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happiness” since according to him the 
role of religion is to maintain oppressive 
hierarchical structures by softening the 
suffering of the oppressed. Religion in our 
case gives an ‘illusory understanding of 
reality’ to its practitioners in the form of a 
“comprehensive vision of the human good” 
(Fleischacker, 2013:27). This understanding 
gained through faith provides them with a 
sense of comfort and a false understanding 
of the world, which keeps them in a state 
of permanent immaturity (Kant, 1991:55). 

For this reason, religion as a historical 
phenomenon is one that is in permanent 
conflict with enlightenment. I presented 
the case that Kantian enlightenment 
is incompatible with religious practice, 
but it is important to note that I am not 
making the case that holding any specific 
religious belief is also incompatible with 
becoming enlightened. The conflict arises 
between two separate ways of thinking 
and understanding reality, and not 
between two different sets of doctrines. 

and acceptance of the absurd means 
that we notice the presence of two 
contradictory ideas in our thinking and yet 
we sustain belief in both of them, therefore 
suspending the universality of reason, as 
Kierkegaard puts it: “Faith is exactly this 
paradox that the single individual is higher 
than the universal” (Kierkegaard, 2006:47). 

This last conception of faith clearly violates 
not just the maxim of consistency, but also 
the maxim of broad-minded thought, as 
the tools of reasoning presented here are 
not universalizable. In this sense, we can 
gain a similar understanding of religion 
and its relationship with enlightenment 
to that of Marx’s criticism of religion as 
the “opium of the people” (Marx, 2009). 
The abolition of religion for Marx would 
have meant the abolition of “illusory 

Minimalism or 
Maximalism?
This distinction between whether the 
conflict of enlightenment and religion is 
based on certain beliefs or certain patterns 
of thinking leads us to an important 
debate about the nature of enlightenment. 

One possible conception of it is a minimalist 
one based on which those who follow certain 
rules of thinking count as enlightened, 
and the conclusions they arrive at as a 
consequence of these rules has no bearing 
on this fact (Fleischacker, 2013:32). 

Another conception would be a maximalist 
one according to which one can only be 
enlightened if through the employment 
of reason (which is universal) she can 
arrive at objectively correct conclusions 
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those who might criticize our view on the 
basis of universal reason might not be yet 
capable of addressing it, as Mill put it in his 
famous defense of intellectual liberty: “He 
who knows only his own side of the case, 
knows little of that ... The rational position for 
him would be suspension of judgment” (Mill, 
2015:37). For this reason, our conception of 
enlightenment must be a minimalist one.
 

(Fleischacker, 2013:33). In this maximalist 
view enlightenment as a historical process 
may have an endpoint since the use of 
our reason would ultimately lead us all 
to the same destination. The argument 
for maximalism is a convincing one: If 
reason is universal, and enlightenment 
is the proper employment of this reason, 
then surely it has to lead everyone to the 
same conclusions (Fleischacker, 2013:37). 

So how could minimalism ever be coherent, 
if part of being enlightened is the maxim of 
broad-minded thought, which compels the 
individual to make arguments that could be 
made universally? Furthermore, wouldn’t 
this mean that the freedom to make public 
use of one’s reason is only necessary for 
as long as we all reach said enlightenment 
after which it becomes redundant? To make 
an argument for minimalism one must 
contend with these serious challenges. 

A possible defense is to make use of a 
distinction Kant creates regarding the uses 
of reason: Reason has a 
theoretical and practical 
use (Kant, 2014:10). In our 
theoretical reasoning, we 
must rely on assumptions, 
that we have to practically 
make, for example, gaining 
definitive knowledge about 
the existence of God is 
impossible, but according 
to Kant we still must make 
a judgment about it to 
maintain our reasoning (Kant, 
2014:10). The idea that the axioms we rely 
upon in our employment of theoretical reason 
might differ, means that the conclusions we 
are driven to might also differ, despite us both 
being enlightened. So to indefinitely defer 
final judgment on any specific philosophical 
view is simply an exercise in intellectual 
humility (Fleischacker, 2013:38). And it is for 
this reason that the necessity of free public 
discussion isn’t historically limited, since 

Reason and History
So what is the relationship between history and 
this minimalist enlightenment? Well, history 
certainly influences our ability to become 
enlightened, since historical processes and 
phenomena (like religion or power relations) 
can limit the ability of individuals for 
enlightenment. But in the Kantian conception 
enlightenment as a process remains a universal 
one, since both it’s subject (humanity), 
and device (reason) carry certain universal 
qualities (Fleischacker, 2013:33). Thus the 
historicism of Kant is a weak one which while 

acknowledges the importance 
of history relies on universal 
concepts independent  of  it.

A challenge to this 
understanding of 
enlightenment can be found 
in the work of Foucault, 
who although embraces 
the minimalist aspect of 
it, also couples it with a 
more radical historicism. He 
describes enlightenment 
as a ‘philosophical ethos’ 

of permanent critique of our historical 
era (Foucault, 1984:9). The goal of this 
enlightenment is not to discover higher level 
truths, but rather to understand both our 
own selves and the reason we employ as 
historically contingent and limited, instead 
of transcendental (Foucault, 1984:11). 

It is this process of enlightenment, that opens 

“history 
certainly 

influences 
our ability 
to become 

enlightened”
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up the possibility for a ‘historico-practical test 
of our limits’, an experiment that helps in losing 
our ‘arbitrary constraints’ (Foucault, 1984:12). 

But is this radical historicism compatible 
with the attitude of enlightenment (to 
think for oneself ) that I have introduced so 
far? I would argue that it is not. The most 
important quality of Kantian enlightenment 
is that it is universally accessible to all 
human beings, which requires an essential 
capacity that is shared by them: the 
ability to reason. To describe this ability 
as historically contingent is to deny the 
universality of enlightenment and the 
inherent human capacity to reason, as 
Mendelssohn puts it: “Were men deprived 
of their essential condition as men they 
would sink into brutes” (Mendelssohn 
1784). Therefore any proper interpretation 
of enlightenment must preserve, this 
essential quality of men in order to remain 
universal and therefore worthwhile.  

In this essay, I have argued that the Kantian 

Summary
conception of individual enlightenment, 
governed by three maxims of reasoning and 
shaped by political and historical processes, is 
a desirable one because it addresses genuine 
human qualities. I identified religion as a 
historical phenomenon to be the antithesis 
of Kantian enlightenment highlighting the 
incompatibility of different notions of faith 
with our maxims. Furthermore, I claimed that 
this enlightenment must be understood in a 
minimalist conception of it, as an expression 
of intellectual humility, and as a recognition of 
the different uses of practical reason. Finally, 
I made the argument that for enlightenment 
to remain universal it must be attached to a 
weak historicity rather than a radical one. 
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A.I. Teleology as 
SF Pathology 
A.I. Teleology as 
SF Pathology 
a genealogy of science-fiction 
prophecies of technological power

Alfred Purslow

There are many evident commonalities in the fiction of 
J. G. Ballard and William Gibson – in their pathologies of 
contemporary culture, their significance in establishing sub-
sequent frameworks for their respective SF sub-genres; 
additionally, the relationship their works have to several 
prominent philosophers and theorists, both in the study 
of literature and interrelated disciplines like media studies, 
philosophy and cybernetics. I argue that the recognition 
of the prescience of their fictions is predicated on the 
way both writers present the impact of technology and its 
continuous development on contemporary society. Tech-
nology has infected the social relations of the world in 
Ballard’s fiction, pathologized through psychosexual impuls-
es indivisible from technology. The “technophilic bod[ies]” 
of Gibson’s characters and ultimately, the rise of AI, are 
pathologies of technological development that follow Bal-
lard’s. The business of both writers’ critical commentary 
on the role of technology in society is the backdrop to 
the broader emergence of technology as the constitutive 
force of future power. As historians pored over and cat-
alogued cultural manifestations of the vicissitudes of their 
respective time periods in the diaries of Samuel Pepys, for 
early mercantile England, Mary Chesnut, for the continental 
bloodletting of the American Civil War, and Mihail Sebastian, 
for the tennis match of fascism and communism in war-
time Romania, the texts of Gibson and Ballard are fictive 
testimonies to the ascension of technology as power in 
the 20th and 21st centuries, all imagined futures included.

The noun ‘technology’ expands to contain a multiplicity 
of parameters and quantities – it is an object, a man-
ner of thought, perhaps a process…and if it is any of 
these, is it a thing-in-itself, does it have a being quan-
tified as presence, or subjective status? Technology is 
best understood as more than one thing – a condition, 
a presence which occupies an indivisible being from the 
material real, a symbiotic and inextricable presence from 
socio-cultural and economic currents. In the presence of 
technology, one observes that it can have the qualities 
of an historical process, an object or, in an intertwining 
of the two, a mode of production – the status of which 
constitutes power in base and superstructure alike. Marx 
contests in the Fragment on Machines that technology is 
an invariable metamorphosis of labour – the power behind 
capital’s veil – “whose culmination is the machine…set 
in motion by an automaton, a moving power that moves 
itself”. Straddling the dialectic of labour and capital, the 
machine “appears, then, as the most adequate form of 
fixed capital”. Technology (machinic process) is indivisi-
ble from socio-cultural and economic currents to the ex-
tent that Marx states “what holds for machinery holds 
likewise for the combination of human activities and the 
development of human intercourse” (the latter of which 
preoccupies the science fiction of Ballard to absolute ex-
cess). The nature of this relationship is put well by Mack-
ay and Avanessian: “[the machine system] is, however, 
inseparable from a certain metamorphosis of the human, 



embedded in a system that is at once social, epistemic (depending on the scientific understand-
ing and control of nature), and technological…[man’s connection to production] is mediated by a 
ramified, accumulated objective social apparatus through the communication, technological embod-
iment, replication and enhancement of skills”. It is technology by this definition and these func-
tions that produces, in the works of Ballard and Gibson, various pathologies; morbid symptoms.

Ballard’s work can be sorted quite neatly into several ‘waves’, of which we will be discussing the second 
most of all: the first wave contained his more traditional SF novels, all written in the 1960s, which fea-
ture the Earth beset by a different ecological catastrophe every time (first submerged, then scorched, 
then encased in an odd crystalline substance that consumes all before it); the second wave his ‘exper-
imental’ novels, which most explicitly display the ‘Ballardian’ preoccupation with the intersection of sex, 
death, violence and technology – orgiastic flows of semen and engine coolant play out under the shadow 
of motorway flyovers, mangled dashboards puncture ecstatic bodies, urban landscapes stoke human 
assemblages into a distinctly modern form of savagery – and the spectre at the feast, visible to the 
reader, is what Mackay and Avanessian call the “machine system”, a synonym, really, for technological 
proc(-gr-)ess, the engine which produces the cars that Ballard’s characters crash, or copulate inside, 
the cement formed into urban freeways, concrete islands and phallic high-rise dwellings, the television 
screens via which images of the Kennedy assassination and My Lai are consumed. Technology as ma-
chine system penetrates human culture and perforates it like a dashboard strewn with machine-gun fire.

In his introduction to the French edition of Crash, Ballard explained the behaviour of his charac-
ters as a pathology of the “death of affect”, the result of a contemporary landscape in which 
“our TV sets provided an endless background of frightening and challenging images – the Ken-
nedy assassination, Vietnam, the Congo civil war, the space programme – each seeming to ca-
talyse the others…together they paved the landscape of the present day…and its finish line was 
the death of affect, the lack of feeling, which seemed inseparable from the communications land-
scape.” The landscape of which he speaks is a product of technology as it asserts its power.

Ballard loved surrealist art, whose images he described as “the iconography of inner space” – 
a phrase he would use to contrast his SF with the ‘outer space’ SF he detested. Ballard, who 
took influence from the landscapes of Magritte and Ernst, had a profound impact on Jean Bau-
drillard, who saw his theories of a technology-driven, image-mediated culture of obscenity reflect-
ed in Crash, “the first great novel of the universe of simulation”. The technologically-mediat-
ed sex of Crash is identified by Baudrillard as a consequence of the communications landscape:

“We exalt the detail of sexual acts as on a screen…or as a chemical or biological operation. We are looking 
for a reduction into partial objects and the fulfilment of desire in the technical sophistication of the body.” 

Regarding his wrecked automobile, the protagonist of Crash says: “I realized that the crushed cabin of my 
car…was the perfect module for all the quickening futures of my life.” This is what is meant by “reduc-
tion into partial objects”: the human subject collapses into mechanical objects (products of technology) 
to the extent that life is conceivable only through its proximity to technology, the swiftly-ascending mas-
ter signifier – the motorcar in Crash, the tower block in High-Rise, the cascade of multi-story car parks, 
helicopters and videotapes of the Kennedy assassination in The Atrocity Exhibition. Technology, through 
its intercession and infiltration into all fragmented aspects of human life from an inhuman space outside, 
becomes an inhuman, non-human Cyber-Leviathan, shearing the flesh of labour and hacking the data of 
capital into a crystalline shell. “The capital exhibition comes to its positive end in a skinning display.”



Technology is immanent to an obvious degree in the pathologies of Ballard’s characters, whereas in Gibson’s 
cyberpunk future-scape, technology has infected everything, even the narrative voice’s repertoire of similes 
(“The sky above the port was the color of television, tuned to a dead channel.”). In Ballard, technology is 
present in objects that characters identify with their bodies, in the Neuromancer trilogy, technology is present 
in the body and bodies are present in technology: Molly Millions’ razor-nails through to cyberspace itself, 
where computer-cowboys like Case ply their trade – “a world within a world” that simulates and is reality. 

By Gibson’s science fiction futures, the power of technology has extended directly into the human 
body. The war between technology and human(ism) began with body blows and pitched battles – the 
Maxim and Gatling guns, phosgene, chlorine and mustard in the trenches, Auschwitz, Hiroshima and 
sarin in Kurdistan – warfare modernises as enemy combatants arms-race each other to extinction 
(“As war increases in intelligence, it becomes softer.”) Cyberspace is not the only way Gibson em-
phasises the indivisibility of technology and the body – he depicts futuristic youth subcultures based 
on cyborg modification; extended metaphors like the drug addiction of the protagonist, Case. Case’s 
constant need to supplement his body with amphetamines runs parallel to his craving for ‘jacking 
in’ to cyberspace, which, like hard drug use, brings both euphoria and the possibility of “flatlining”. 
Humans of the future consume “simstim” – sensory s(t)imulations of other human experiences – as 
well as the numerous body modifications on offer, “the product, one imagines, of a vat tank in some 
sophisticated Chiba clinic”. These are manifestations of what Tomas calls “the technophilic body” – 
if Ballard’s characters have technophilic minds, technology in Gibson’s world has accelerated to the 
point where it has crossed the Rubicon of the body. However, as we are diagnosing the pathologies 
of technology, it is important to bear in mind the distinction between symptom and disease. If the 
affectless social relations of Ballard’s fiction are a symptom of technology’s intravenous reach into 
the world, then the technophilic bodies of Gibson’s characters are a pathology of the same disease. 
Much as influenza, in 1918, mutated from winter affliction to global agent of destruction, the pathol-
ogies of technology in Gibson’s Neuromancer trilogy are symptoms of much more muscular infection. 

The development of technology to the point at which it begins to produce the ‘death of affect’ that 
Ballard diagnoses as its principal pathology had only just taken place at the time of his experimental nov-
els. For Ballard, technology is something through which elements of human behaviour are progressively 
more refracted, by the novel Neuromancer (and through Neuromancer, as the AI is called), technology 
has outgrown humanity through its acceleration to the point of “teleoplexic hyperintelligence”, as British 
philosopher Nick Land calls AI (artificial intelligence), or in Gibson’s trilogy, the twin entity of Wintermute/
Neuromancer. An enormously powerful AI, Wintermute enlists the help of the novel’s cast of human/
cyborg characters to hack into the mainframe of a mega-corporation (or ‘zaibatsu’) to combine its data, 
trapped there, with that of its other half, Neuromancer, enabling it to progress to an ever-greater level of 
intelligence. Wintermute/Neuromancer is both the realisation of accelerating technological progress and 
an example of technology in the world. Ballard’s world shows how technological progress is pathologised 
through its interfacing with human behaviour, as with the technology-infused sex of Crash. Land’s essay 
Meltdown, a commentary on technological development from feudalism to the future, could be seen to 
track the pathologies of technological progress from Ballard to Gibson, a war diary from the frontline:
“By the time soft-engineering slithers out of its box into yours, human securi-
ty is lurching into crisis. […] Neo-China arrives from the future. […] Machinic Synthesis.

Nothing human makes it out of the near-future.”
If the principal pathology in Ballard was technology bleeding into existing pathologies of desire, in Gib-
son, technology has colonised its host. By Mona Lisa Overdrive, one character has been modified to 
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There are many evident commonalities in the fiction of 
J. G. Ballard and William Gibson – in their pathologies of 
contemporary culture, their significance in establishing 
subsequent frameworks for their respective SF sub-
genres; additionally, the relationship their works have 
to several prominent philosophers and theorists, both 
in the study of literature and interrelated disciplines 
like media studies, philosophy and cybernetics. I argue 
that the recognition of the prescience of their fictions 
is predicated on the way both writers present the 
impact of technology and its continuous development 
on contemporary society. Technology has infected 
the social relations of the world in Ballard’s fiction, 
pathologized through psychosexual impulses indivisible 
from technology. The “technophilic bod[ies]” of 
Gibson’s characters and ultimately, the rise of AI, 
are pathologies of technological development that 
follow Ballard’s. The business of both writers’ critical 
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be able to access cyberspace, the matrix, 
without a computer as a medium. The psy-
chological ‘inner space’ that fascinated Bal-
lard has finally been fused with the ‘outer 
space’ of futuristic technology. Wintermute 
and Neuromancer become one. Indeed, AI is 
the final pathology of technology, the telos 
of pathologies from Ballard to Gibson. Land 
notes that “modern history is slanted (te-
leoplexically) in the direction of ever greater 
virtualisation”, and ultimately AI is something 
that must birth itself, as Wintermute does 
in (and with) Neuromancer: “teleoplexic hy-
perintelligence cannot be accomplished by
anything other than itself […] Fate has a 
name (but no face).” The fated coming of 
AI is the arrival of the future, the final pa-
thology of technology. Together, Gibson and 
Ballard’s fiction trace the spread of technol-
ogy from its early symptoms to full-blown 
infection. Glancing ahead to the future 
they predict, we haven’t seen anything yet.
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“I wish to know what statements should 
be used in my office. If I am to implement 
universal love in this State, I need to know 
how to distinguish what yan fit1 and which 
ones do not.”

“Do you believe in ghosts?”

“I beg your pardon…”

“Do you believe in ghosts?”

“I do not.” 

“You should.”

“Why is that? Will this belief help me say 
the right statements?”

“Not necessarily. But saying that ghosts 
exist is a good statement. I can see from 
your attitude that you are surprised… Let 
me explain to you.”

Master Mo readjusted his posture, passed 
his fingers through his thin beard, and 
inspired deeply:

“To decide which statement is correct and 
which one is not, use standards  and see 
whether your statement2 matches with 
them. It is like using the set square to 
decide this is a right angle and that is not. 
There are three fa for statements: the root, 
the source, the application.

The root is the historical precedent that you 
will find in the deeds of the ancient sage-

Mozi is one of the most famous ancient 
Chinese philosophers. Mohism, the 
school of thought that took its name from 
him, emphasises and tries to apply his 
teachings. He developed theories on logic, 
ethics, optics, warfare. One of his most 
famous ideas is that of “universal care” 
or “universal love” (jian ai 兼愛), which 
he meant to be a replacement for the 
Confucian focus on the family and the clan. 
Today’s tale involves Mozi and a minister 
whose wish is to work out which statements 
(yan 言) should be accepted.

The summer had not drawn to a close yet. 
Master Mo was enjoying the fresh air of 
the early afternoon, the soothing sunlight 
caressing his face. All was tranquil, and 
the Earth was firm under him. Sitting in 
the company of some of his companions 
that did not travel to the nearby town for 
supplies, he had no worry to care about 
tonight. Nothing could have troubled his 
calm, except for the official that seemed 
to be running, all sweating and huffing, 
towards the doorstep where he was settled. 
Yet, Master Mo greeted the stranger as he 
approached. After taking the time to fill his 
lungs again and apologise for his state, he 
introduced himself as “Li Bo, secretary for 
the state of Song”.

“And what can I do for you, Li Bo?”, asked 
Master Mo.

“I have come to ask for your advice on how 
to run affairs, Master Mo,” answered Li.

“And what is it you want to know about 
universal love?”

“I have not come to hear about universal 
love. I practice it diligently, and I value the 
stranger as much as I value my cousin, who 
I value like my brother.”

“What do you want me to teach you, then?”

1 Ancient Chinese philosophers distinguished 
things between what fits and what does 
not, what is x and what is not-x, or, as their 
expression goes, between shi (是)and fei (非).
2 Fa (法) is the Chinese word for law, but 
overlaps this meaning, as it was also the 
expression for standards, or models. All the 
way through the Han dynasty, examples for fa 
are the compass and set square.
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kings. They knew how to distinguish “this” 
from “that” properly. Follow their example, 
as they set a correct way to follow Dao.3 
Things went well when they did things that 
way. They believed in ghosts: follow the 
sage’s lead.

The source is the empirical basis in 
what is seen and heard by people. Your 
statements, if they are to be correct, need 
to be consistent with common perceptual 
observation. There are accounts of people 
seeing ghosts all over the hundred States. 
The people believe in ghosts: depend on 
the testimony of the ears and eyes of the 
multitude.

The application is the goodness that this 
statement brings. What is right or wrong 
depends on whether it produces benefit 
for the country. If adopted in law and 
government, a yan must benefit the state, 
the clan, and the people. Even if ghosts did 
not exist, it is good for a people to gather, 
make sacrificial offerings to appease the 
spirits, and thus strengthen the social 
bonds that tie them together.

Hence, I say, If the rulers of the world really 
want to procure benefits for the world and 
eliminate its calamities, they must believe 
in and teach the existence of ghosts and 
spirits. This is the way of the sage-kings.” 

“This is incredible! What a fateful day for 
me!”

“Did the sage-kings believe in fate?”

“Oh… No, they did not.”

“Have the people ever seen fate?”

“I do not think so.”

“And is fate a good notion for the State, 
with all its implications and the resultant 
fatalism?”
“No…” said Li Bo after a time

The minister seemed pensive and conflicted. 
He looked at Master Mo, and then all those 
gathered around the entrance of the house. 
Without a word beyond his thanks, he went 
away, walking slowly. After five minutes, he 
was out of sight. It is then that Master Mo 
told his disciples:

“This man will understand my words and 
apply them, after some hesitation and 
thinking. He is on the path to recognising 
good statements from bad ones. I have 
good hope for the state of Song.”

The Sun was a bit lower in the sky, but that 
did not bother Master Mo. He looked at 
the horizon, in the direction from which Li 
Bo came. With confidence. And no fear of 
ghosts.

1 Dao  is translated as ‘Way’ and is one of the, if 
not the most, central concepts in ancient Chinese 
philosophy. It can correspond to a way of doing 
things, the formless creator and source of the 
universe, a model to imitate as a ruler or sage, etc.
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The Power
of Monsters

Examining Power Dynamics in the 
Universal Horror Films of the 30s

the ideas of power in ways which would define 
the genre for generations to come. The focus 
here will be on the first six Horror blockbusters 
in the Universal collection: Dracula (1931), 
Frankenstein (1931), The Mummy (1932), The 
Invisible Man (1933), Bride of Frankenstein 
(1935) and The Wolf Man (1942), starting with 
how they made the power dynamics between 
heroes, villains and victims integral to their 
brand of cinema.

In order to frighten an audience, it is essential 
to have engaging characters who are 
themselves capable of being frightened. A 
monster can threaten the world but unless 
we care about someone, anyone in that world, 
then the audience will not care about what 
unfolds in the narrative. This is something 
early horror film directors understood well and 
we tend to find that power dynamics in the 
Universal horror films are extremely personal. 
In the case of Dracula and The Mummy, which 

Horror cinema is a genre built on power 
dynamics. It brings to life anxieties which have 
psychological and often sociological power 
over us and brings them into a physical form 
so our heroes, and therefore we ourselves, may 
confront them. Horror can be a cathartic genre 
as through interrogation of power dynamics 
we may come to no longer fear that which we 
don’t understand. It can also be speculative 
and nihilistic as it deprives characters and 
therefore ourselves of agency, preventing us 
from ever having control or understanding of 
the unknown.

Horror first came to the forefront of cinema in 
the 1930s when Universal studios released its 
first wave of monster movies. These classics 
captivated audiences and brought some 
of the genre’s most iconic monsters to life, 
most famously Dracula and Frankenstein’s 
monster. Given the impact these films had, it 
is important to look at how they played with 

by Giles Allen-Bowden
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falls to the male hero to find his own power 
and defeat the monster. That being said, it is 
interesting to note that while women may fall 
under the physical power of monsters, they 
just as often prove to be their undoing.

By having a monster, something which is 
intangible, pursue something tangible, usually 
a female character, they open themselves 
up to a tangible means of defeat. Power in 
horror was quickly shown to be fluid, with 
the monster being only powerful so long 
as it remained unattached. When monsters 
became captivated, the beauty they sought 
was often used against them. Dracula and the 
Mummy are defeated by their single-minded 
pursuits of love, and Frankenstein’s monster is 

structurally are almost identical, our monster 
is an ancient being who finds a love interest, 
hypnotizes them and is eventually defeated by 
the hero. Similarly, the climax of Frankenstein 
revolves around the film’s monster abducting 
Frankenstein’s bride and being hunted down 
as a result. 

In all three of these films, the character who 
the audience fear for is the abducted woman, 
the image of their abduction becoming an 
iconic image of early horror cinema. Power on 
the surface at least, lies with the supernatural 
male entity who seeks to possess a woman for 
his own aims. Given these films are from the 
1930s, their sexual politics have aged far less 
well than their special effects, as it invariably 

mate for the monster in the film’s final act, her 
horror at being alive serves as the catalyst for 
monster to end their narrative. 

After two films of torturous battle between 
man and his creation, the monster destroys 
them, saving the hero and restoring balance to 
the world. The female character here is placed 
in the narrative to be possessed, but she 
does more than that when she is introduced. 
She provides clarity of purpose and through 
her screams of defiance, characters and 
audience realise that the horror has to end. In 
decades to come horror would be crueller in 
some instances, yet also more empowering 
in other ways for women, with the final girl 
left alive at the end of many a slasher film 
being the one to defeat the villain. Horror’s 
focus on close relationships, often between 
monsters and women ensured it captured the 

“By having their defeat be in pursuit 
of others, monsters became more 

endearing”
hunted down only when he chooses a target 
who is close to his creator. 

But while these pursuits may have removed 
their power in the context of the films, their 
power in the minds of the audience was 
only cemented. By having their defeat be in 
pursuit of others, monsters became more 
endearing, more understandable. Had they 
been indiscriminate killers they wouldn’t have 
taken root in 1930s sensibilities. Because they 
had flaws and could lose control, they gained 
more over audiences, propelling many of 
these creatures to stardom. They were not 
only iconic to look upon but also to engage 
with as figures of tragedy and pathos.

In the case of Bride of Frankenstein this taken 
a step further. While the Bride’s time in the film 
is brief, as she is only brought to life to be a 
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contrast between the intellect of the creator 
and the uncontrolled physical strength of 
the creation was enough to inspire fear and 
awe in 1930s audiences. The first film is all 
about this struggle, wherein the monster is 
made, abused and becomes truly monstrous. 
In the second film however, we find that it is 
capable of eliciting sympathy until ultimately, 
we as an audience find ourselves more on its 
side as it tries to understand empathy before 
ultimately breaking the cycle at the end of 
the film. The end of The Bride of Frankenstein 
breaks the relationship between creator and 
creation. Frankenstein is stripped of power by 
forces which he may have created but could 
never control, and that idea that we cannot 
control that which we make has proven truly 
captivating for audiences, as evidenced by 
just how many retellings of Frankenstein 
there have been over the years. In its early 
days, horror told tales of men overcoming 
monsters, but as Bride of Frankenstein shows, 
that wouldn’t be enough and after the first 
three Universal monsters were defeated, it 
became time for man himself to become the 
monster. 

In 1933 The Invisible Man became one of the 
earliest films to demonstrate a more ambitious 
type of horror movie monster, one who starts 
as human but is corrupted by newfound 
power. The film focuses on the scientist Griffin 
who has managed to turn himself invisible 

audience’s imagination, as well as giving them 
both instances of terror and much-needed 
catharsis.
 
Early horror cinema didn’t stop at simply 
abducting characters to inspire fear, it also 
went a step further, giving monsters the power 
to bend others to their sadistic will. Dracula 
demonstrated this first wherein Renfield, an 
innocent man, is made a servant of the titular 
vampire. Horror aimed to terrify women by 
showing them at the mercy of monster’s 
affections, and it aimed to terrify men with 
the idea that they could be possessed or 
controlled and cause greater suffering as an 
extension of a monster. As with the abductee, 
the possessed individual was shown to 
demonstrate the unique power dynamics that 
were available, and are still used to this day, by 
the horror genre. 

Renfield and other servants definitely were 
effective in showing how we can be rendered 
powerless by the supernatural, but one of 
the genre’s monsters took it a step further, 
by having its entire story be about the 
power balance between creator and created: 
Frankenstein.

Creator and creation are never more prescient 
as a core relationship than in the 1931 iteration 
and its sequel Bride of Frankenstein. While 
it is not as nuanced as the book, the simple 
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and, driven by an intruding society and his 
own mania, sets out to conquer the world. 
This maniacal approach lends the film a more 
humorous tone, at first. With its monster having 
less intimate aims the audience isn’t able to 
take him as seriously. Griffin’s early behaviour 
is quite eccentric as he runs rampant in a town 
scaring people and stealing their possessions. 
But over time his understanding of his own 
power grows and he becomes terrifying and 
more effective. He even goes so far as to kill a 
trainload of people just to inflict terror upon 
a world he sees at having done him wrong. 
At its core The Invisible Man is a film about 
how invisibility grants power, literal invisibility 
representing a fear which is more prevalent 
in modern society: anonymity. After all it’s 
one thing to be able to see a monster and 
therefore defeat it, but what about one who 
can be next to you at any given time? That is 
power. As Griffin himself puts it:

“An Invisible Man can rule the world. Nobody 
will see him come, nobody will see him go. He 
can hear every secret. He can rob, and rape, 
and kill.”

Griffin’s aims are to remove himself from the 
system and ultimately defeat it without it 
being able to see or prevent him. We see this 
legacy of the elusive invisible man manifested 
in the slashers like Michael Myers who stick to 
the shadows of society as they kill and we see 
his ambitions in more conceptual figures of 
horror like Neil Gaiman’s Mr World in American 
Gods, a figure who represents our fears that 
everything is known about us. Griffin feels a 
need to achieve something as a scientist, and 
unlike Frankenstein, he does not give up on 
his discovery once it becomes reality. Instead 
he wields it confidently to recreate the world 
as he sees fit, proving ambition to be far more 
terrifying than any separate monster we may 
create along the way.

One reason why Griffin manages to go forward 
in his plans where his predecessors failed lies 

in his personal relationships. Compared to 
his horror monster predecessors, they are far 
less significant to him. He does have a former 
colleague, whom he takes bitter revenge 
against, and a love interest who he claims he 
is doing everything for, but she doesn’t factor 
into the film’s plot on anywhere near the same 
scale. Ultimately Griffin’s downfall has nothing 
to do with who he is attached to. Instead it’s 
his rejection of others which causes his end, as 
he dies in isolation. 

The film’s emphasis on the lonely journey 
Griffin  undertakes  has inspired much of  
what horror cinema has become, a genre filled 
with isolated killers who seek out violence 
as restitution for their disconnection from 
others. The Invisible Man sets a foundation for 
horror films to come following outcast loners 
and unhinged people of strange abilities, 
scientific or supernatural who do not have 
specific aims on a few people but generally 
pose a greater threat. Though the film receives 
less recognition than its predecessors, it still 
provides a chilling insight into the power 
dynamics that operate between the unseen 
and society as a whole. With horror now 
showing men able to become monsters, the 
genre’s aims turned towards a more tragic 
angle, where man and monster intertwine, 
but not voluntarily.

The Wolf Man flips the idea of a hero 
confronting a monster on its head by having 
them be one and the same. The horror of this 
film not only comes from effective makeup 
and the physical strength of a werewolf but 
also the uncontrollable aspects of a man as he 
is turned into something primal, a theme so 
powerful it influenced every werewolf movie 
that followed as they all repeat the same 
formula. The power of man is subdued by the 
power of primal animal instinct, something 
which is terrifying to audiences and ultimately 
inescapable for most werewolf heroes. 
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While the first five horror films often looked 
at the horrors of what we could create or 
forces we couldn’t hope to understand, 
The Wolf Man focuses on what we are 
beneath the guise of civility. Our hero 
is isolated by the curse being inflicted 
upon him (ironically by Dracula actor Bela 
Lugosi) and slowly loses his place in society. 

He cannot be one with God or his father or 
his loved ones and eventually is destroyed 
by isolation thrust upon him by his 
animalistic side. Similar to Frankenstein’s 
monster, we pity more than fear the wolf 
man. We want them both to find their 
place in this world, but we know they 
cannot by a design which has been thrust 
upon them by forces beyond their control. 

Horror’s power lies in how it not only 
makes us afraid of monsters, it also gives 
us empathy with creatures so physically 
unlike us The power dynamics that have 
defined the genre were set in stone with 
the Universal Classic films, and by doing so, 
horror rose out of obscurity to claim its grip 
on audiences which it has yet to release

Horror is built on the idea of power, and 
how ultimately, we have far less over our 
own lives than we would like to think, as 
an external or sometimes internal force 
deprives us of our agency and control of the 
world. That is how they so often scare us, 
and that is why they endure on screen with 
a power which we can not only understand 
but delight in. After all, it is entertaining 
and quite cathartic to be frightened and 
devoid of power sometimes, so long as 
we can take something from the journey.
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CaWhen I finally have some 
time off and I try to choose a 
book, I almost never think of 
science fiction literature. But 
if my bookshelves await me 
with a novel I received from a 
friend, I will read it regardless 
of the literary genre. I like to 
see in the books I receive an 
experience of self-knowledge: 
I open them already believing 
there is connection between me 
and them, since dear people have 
chosen them thinking of me, and 
so reading becomes a search 
of my own image between the 
pages.

That’s how I started reading The 
Power, by Naomi Alderman. 
At first I thought it would 
be one of the light reads you 
devour on the bus, during 
a break between classes or 

A Women’s 
World: 
The Power

by Laura Ștreangă

before bedtime when tiredness 
does not allow you to focus on 
something too serious anyway. 

The fact that the novel is a 
New York Times bestseller, 
that the action is as dense as in 
a film, and the presence of the 
simplistically portrayed, comic-
book characters and clichéd 
dialogues initially confirmed 
this impression. But as the plot 
unfolded, I realised the symbolic 
nature of the characters and scenes 
in the novel – and I understood 
that I had to look behind them, 
at the society they represent, 
which reflects, sometimes in 
a twisted manner, other times 
in a shockingly honest way, 
our own world of power plays.

In the dystopia imagined by 
Alderman, teenage girls develop 

an organ that allows them to 
generate electricity and to 
produce deadly shocks. Young 
girls are able to awaken this 
ability and in mature women 
as well, and very soon the 
gender balance is irreparably 
thrown off. The author does not 
rigorously explore the scientific 
side of this phenomenon, but 
goes on to investigate how the 
entire structure of the patriarchal 
society breaks and begins 
to pivot around a new axis. 

Families protect their boys, 
telling them not to come out at 
night too late or too far, and never 
alone; Gospels are rewritten, 
because God cannot be a Father 
or a Son, but a Mother-Deity; 
armies are dominated by women 
because they are “naturally 
aggressive”, while men are 
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“naturally gentle”; male foetuses 
are aborted, because any family 
would like a baby girl; and so 
on, with every sexist idea or 
practice we consciously know 
or which, on the contrary, lies 
deeply rooted in our vision of the 
world, is thickened and mocked 
through the lens of a new power 
relationship, and then thrown 
back into the world. Through 
disturbingly vivid, oversaturated 
scenes, Alderman shows us how 
destructive and arbitrary the 
power is in the hands of men: 
revolutions, war crimes, rapes, 
and political ambitions -  all 
of these populate the world of 
women in the same way they 
do in our way too familiar 
world of men, which they 
have naturalised for centuries.

The novel does not advance a 
thesis on how a world ruled by 
women would necessarily look, 
nor does it stop at describing 
the social consequences of a 
global matriarchate. Rather, 
it is an analysis of the power 
manifested not only explicitly, 
through wars and violence, but 
also in subtle forms, through 
sexuality and divination. 
Abuses, intrigues, obsession 
with control and personal gain 
– all these are inherently human 
traits, which do not depend on 
the sex of an individual, but 
on the position they occupy in 
the world. And once the entire 
society is built on the basis of a 
dynamic between the victim and 
the perpetrator, ethics becomes 
relative. Alderman challenges 
us to rethink our attitudes and 
to doubt the authenticity of our 

values, which seem so ingrained 
into the way the whole system 
works. With every new repelling 
detail she adds, the reader takes 
a step backwards and wonders, 
would I have had the power to 
see that it was unfair? If I had 
lived in a world where women 
have complete control, would I 
have thought for a moment how 
arbitrary their dominance is?

The Power follows the fates 
of four main characters, 

symbolizing the major forces that 
shape a society: politics, religion, 
mafia, and media. Margot is 
a senator in the States, and 
initially attempts to conceal her 
ability to cause electric shocks 
for fear he will lose her voters; 
Allie electrocutes her adoptive 
father while he abuses her and 
takes refuge at a convent, where 
she becomes the prophetess of 
the new religious cult; Roxy 
leads a criminal network and 
takes advantage of the chaos 
that unleashes with the women’s 
revolution; And Tunde, the true 
hero of the novel, dedicates 
his life to journalism, trying to 
document all the horrors of war 

and discovering how fragile 
his life is in a world of women. 
Unfortunately, the characters 
never appear to us as more than 
empty shells, themselves puppets 
in a world where all that matters 
is the social role of an individual.

The book is presented to us 
as a historical novel, written 
millennia later by Neil Adam 
Armon – an anagram of 
author’s name – in an attempt to 
discover how the world in which 
they live, in which women 
dominate men, has developed. 
The story is flanked by the 
correspondence between Neil, 
a member of the Association 
of Male Writers, and Naomi, 
a successful author who reads 
and comments his manuscript. 
After expressing reservations 
about the verisimilitude of 
the world described by Neil – 
because strength and courage 
are an integral part of the idea of 
femininity anyway, and it could 
never have been otherwise! 
– Naomi makes a suggestion 
to Neil, for the sake of their 
friendship and of the respect 
she has for him: if he wants the 
manuscript to be valued at its 
true worth, and not as part of 
men’s literature, wouldn’t it be 
better to publish it using a female 
pen name? 

Once I finished reading, it wasn’t 
hard for me to understand why 
the friend who gave me the novel 
thought of me when he chose it. 
The Power is a feminist work 
in the true sense of the word, 
pointing a finger at the sexism 
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still so present in the world 
through habits and education. 
Moreover, the novel is moving 
away from the myth of the tender 
and maternal woman, trying to 
convince us that a matriarchal 
society would develop as toxic 
and amoral as the world of men. 
But The Power does not tell 
us anything further than that – 
the reader is allowed to reflect 
whether the desire for control and 
domination is essential to human 
nature, or if there are ways in 
which we can reach equality and 
cooperation between the sexes.

Art by Fikos



Our fathers glitch by fifty,

hearts freeze framed mid-

pump.

 

Our mothers metastasize,

pass errors womb to womb

to breast.

 

I enter GodMode:

swallow the tail end of life

and cheat death / cheat code / cheat

this failing body, this inheritance

I never asked for.

 

 GodMode is a common cheat code in video games, giving 
unlimited ‘lives’.

GodMode
by Jack  Cooper
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Power Relations: 
 where the personal becomes     

political

    Interview with Lorant Kiss
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So, how do we liberate ourselves from that? I 
think the only answer is that our real liberation 
can be achieved only socially and politically, 
and what needs to be resisted is exactly the idea 
that you can attain an individual liberation from 
these. 

Q: The climate change debate contains an 
interesting debate over the priority of structure 
and agency. Many people try to recycle and 
follow the “think globally, act locally” lifestyle, 
however some theorists warn that this is not 
enough and the problem is not mainly in 
people’s mentality but in the global economic 
structure, as 20 firms are behind the third of 
all carbon emissions. What is our personal 
responsibility: trying to reduce our ecological 
footprint and consume less, or protesting and 
actively promoting global changes and the 
deconstruction of the capitalist system?

A: I think this is a fundamental question about 
our relationship to power: to what extent can we 
think of ourselves as independent, autonomous 
agents that can transform the world through 
individual actions? And to what extent, instead, 
are we already captive in the structures of power 
that determine what we think and what we do in 
the world? 

Giving a straightforward answer is a little bit 
of a leap of faith. You will have some people 
taking a structuralist position, saying that 
freedom is always an illusion and you will have 
people taking a classical liberal position saying 
that the world is first and foremost built by 
individuals and structures of power are just the 
sum of individual actions. 

But what is interesting is exactly the way 
in which our individual experience is really 
constituted at the point of juncture between 

Art by Radu Carp
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our objective experience of autonomy in our 
everyday life, the impression that we can 
change our behaviour, the way in which we act 
in the world, and our equally real experience 
of  impotence, our real experience of addiction, 
our real experience of hetero-direction, the real 
experience of being always moved by powers 
outside us and beyond us. 

Going back to the question of the environmental 
crisis, the interesting thing is, today even very 
powerful actors, like the World Economic 
Forum, have somehow already gone beyond 
this structure-agency distinction. If you 
take neoliberal programmes to resolve the 
environmental crisis, their solution has to 
do with changing, transforming individual 
incentives. How do we solve the fires in the 
Amazon, that we saw raging in the forest during 
the summer? The neoliberal idea is that we need 
to give a different set of economic incentives 
to  people so that they will have a material 
interest in preserving the Amazon, rather than 
cutting it down in order to sell the land or to 
start plantations in the territory. 

So in that sense, neoliberal governance 
already goes beyond this alternative between 
structural and individual causes, recognising 
that individual behaviour, individual actions 
are largely shaped by incentives and a set of 
incentives given by the market are variables 
that can be tinkered in order to obtain a certain 
behaviour. Whatever we think in terms of larger 
philosophical problems, living in a neoliberal 
society today, we are governed through these 
continuous manipulations of incentives, and 
therefore, there is no alternative between 
individual actions and structural change, as 
these two are always imbricated together. In 
order to act differently at the individual level, 
we need a different structural policy.
 
Q: The most popular discourse which criticises 
the mainstream ideology is the progressive 
leftist discourse. Since Marx, one of the axioms 
of this tradition is that “social being determines 

individual’s consciousness”. Leftist theorists 
generally do not want to create metaphysical 
frameworks to describe social reality and 
ontology. What do you think, is it necessary 
to create a large, metaphysical framework to 
reshape the relationship of human and nature, 
or can that project be successful grounded on a 
materialist ontology?

A: Once again, if we start from our individual 
everyday experience, here, we have an 
ambiguity. On the one hand, it seems intuitively 
true that our consciousness determines the way 
in which we act in the world. On the other hand, 
it also seems the way in which we experience the 
world in our everyday life is largely determined 
by our material everyday interactions with the 
world. And I think whatever we think of the 
primacy of consciousness over materiality in 
that debate, politically what seems important 
to remember is that, in the end, the only way 
that we can even transform our consciousness 
is through material practices. I come from a 
Catholic country, but even the experience of 
prayers, the most spiritual experience, is first 
and foremost a material experience. You have to 
put yourself in a certain material environment 
and you have to work with your body in a 

“There is no 
alternative between 
individual actions 
and structural 
change, as these 
two are always 
imbricated 
together.”



A: There is a fundamental contrast between 
the way in which Foucault thinks about these 
things and how Jordan Peterson thinks about 
these things. One of the main points of Jordan 
Peterson, or of people thinking in the framework 
of evolutionary psychology in general, is to 
naturalise power relations. And to a certain 
extent it is the question of whether power 
relations are rooted in fundamental, natural 

inequalities between men and women or racial 
inequalities - if our political and social world 
with all its inequalities is essentially a mirror of 
nature. 

And that is actually very appealing especially 
for a right-wing discourse, because it excuses 
and naturalises power relationships. What is 
important for me in the works of Foucault is 
the fact that they aim precisely at denaturalising 
power relations in showing that even power 
relationships that may seem absolutely natural 
are in fact rooted in historically contingent 
structures of power. So I think what the 
Foucault - Peterson difference boils down to is 
a very different understanding of the lessons to 
be drawn from someone like Charles Darwin.

 For someone like Peterson, I think, Darwin, 
or the theory of evolution, is always invoked 
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certain way in order to pray. 

The only way that we have in our everyday life 
to transform our consciousness and to change 
our social relations and our relationship with 
the world  is through material action. I am a 
materialist in that sense, and I am interested in 
thinking about the way consciousness arises 
from our material everyday engagement with 

the world. I think a materialist ontology is not 
necessarily an alternative to a metaphysical 
understanding of consciousness, but rather, 
if you take, for example, poet Walt Whitman, 
you can see it very clearly, that materialism 
can be profoundly spiritual. We do not have 
to pose a straightforward opposition between 
materialism and metaphysics; we can do with a 
metaphysical materialism. 
Q: One big event of 2019 was the debate 
between Slavoj Zizek and Jordan Peterson. 
Thinkers like Peterson talk about dominance 
hierarchies within society, referring to the 
analogy of the animal world and evolutionary 
psychology. Do you think that this narrative 
may be too simplistic, or could it be reconciled 
with a Foucauldian framework where power is 
dispersed in society, and the subject is a creation 
of power relations?
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Q: Many young people feel trapped in social 
me dia. It is a widely recognised feeling that 
Instagram, Facebook or Snapchat somehow 
make you addictive - more than this, it’s equally 
widely recognised that they make you depressed. 
How could we, as individuals, liberate ourselves 
from such structures that make us addicted and 
depressed?

A: Let me start from the idea of addiction. I 
think here we have a fundamental ambiguity. 
What do we mean when we say “I’m addicted to 
Facebook”? The notion of addiction has always 
been thought as an excess of desire. You’re 
addicted when your desire is so excessive that 
you cannot control yourself, you are no longer 
in power of yourself, but instead, you become 
a slave of the drug -  or in this case, of a digital 
platform - that directs your actions.

On the one hand, there is something profoundly 
terrorising for us as modern subjects. Through 
our modernity, liberal thought tells us that 
we are free subjects; addiction, be it to social 
media, impedes us from recognising ourselves 
as autonomous or independent subjects. On 
the other hand, I think, in a sense, there is 
something almost liberating in this experience 
of addiction. It is liberating in the sense that 
we liberate ourselves from what – to a very 
large extent – is a liberal myth, the myth of 
independence and autonomy. Because to a very 
large extent, we are, in fact, exposed to powerful 

forces outside us. And obviously corporations 
have a huge power in that. Addiction today is 
everywhere, and it is largely manufactured and 
embedded in platforms in a very organised and 
planned way. There is a ubiquitous danger of 
all of these capitalist structures, from gambling 
corporations to Facebook to the appeal to our 
passions and our desires in order to direct us 
and govern us as consumers. But there is also 
a potential for a liberation, in the sense that this 
myth of power may help us  realise that we are 
in fact not free, we are not autonomous subjects, 
that freedom has to be struggled for materially 
in our relationship to these powerful forces. 
Addiction in that is a very interesting issue.
 
The way addiction is treated today is very 
personal. If you are addicted to a drug, you 
can cure it by taking certain pharmaceuticals 
or going to a psychoanalyst. If you take the 
psychoanalyst’s definition of addiction, it is 
defined as a disease, a disease of the mind. But  
addiction is largely a problem between yourself 
and the world. What is an important task for 
us today is to rethink addiction as a social and 
political issue: as something that is obviously 
personal, but also inevitably profoundly 
related with the way in which a platform like 
Facebook is built and designed, the way in 
which contemporary capitalism appeals to our 
desires in order to sell us commodities with the 
profound sense of isolation and despair that is 
related to our neoliberal individualised lives. 
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in order to naturalise power relations. Instead, 
I think there is a different Darwin that we can 
take inspiration from - the Darwin who Marx 
took inspiration from - who tells us exactly 
that nature, in the end, is just a crystalisation 
of historical processes. What appears as natural 
disparity of power is in fact the crystalisation 
of a certain historical process. And I think this 
is not just a theoretical problem about how we 
should read Darwin, as a natural philosopher, 
or almost like a post-human philosopher, 
but also has to do very importantly with our 
contemporary politics. 

When we look at something like race and 
racism, the danger with the framework taken 
by someone like Jordan Peterson is to naturalise 
racial inequalities and justify them as being 
rooted in something always already embedded in 
different bodies. There still are, for example, big 
debates concerning, for example, intelligence 
and its relations with racism, and I think instead 
what Foucault allows us to think of is how 
racialised bodies are produced historically. 

It is through the power relations that we are 
inscribed in our bodies and live in a society 
surrounded by different bodies that have 
different gradients of power. These differences 
in power should however not to be naturalised, 
but problematised: how does this difference in 
power become inscribed in our bodies? In this 
sense, Peterson and Foucault represent a very 
different thinking in how the power embodies.

Q: The #MeToo movement was regarded 
as a project that contributed largely to the 
emancipation of women. Did the public 
discourse really serve women empowerment or 
it was just a flash in mainstream media?

work and free time. In our everyday experience 
at work, for example, we are part of a 
hierarchical structure, like a corporation, and 
we are exposed to relationships of power within 
it, but this does not limit or change the fact that 
we are free outside of work. So the fact that we 
are exposed to hierarchical power structures at 
work is not in contradiction with the fact that 
we are free in the sexual sphere.
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A: I think the #MeToo movement has been, 
and continues to be, very important - not for 
rhetorical reasons, but because it contributes to 
problematizing a very common sense way in 
which we think about our position in the world. 
Traditionally, in thinking of ourselves as liberal 
subjects, we make a distinction between the 
personal and political, between 
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What happens at work, what happens also 
within the realm of the house or within the 
realm of the oikos, is always already political - 
something that Aristotle for example was very 
adamant to keep separate in the distinction of 
the oikos and the polis. 

That being said, there is, of course, a real risk 
that this revolutionary potential may be killed 
and something like the #MeToo movement, 
like other revolutionary movements, may be 
reduced to a flash in mainstream media if the 
question is reduced to a moralistic discourse 
about private individual actors and producers 
acting in a bad way.  Instead, I think, what we 
have to continue struggling for is to maintain 
#MeToo, just like the environmental movement 
or the movement for mental health, open to 
be political movements that concern more 
generally the structures of power of society and 
our position in those structures of power.

And I think that the #MeToo movement really 
problematised this, showing the way in which 
power relations do in fact surround us much 
deeper than that, that today even something 
like sex is profoundly shaped by power 
relations. So, in this sense, Me Too continues 
to be a profound and potentially revolutionary 
movement, and continues to bring forward what 
has been a fundamental struggle of the feminist 
movements for many years, that the personal is 
political. 
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