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Thing Theory 

Bill Brown 

Le sujet nalt de !'objet. 
-i\IICHEL SERRES 

Is there something perverse, if not archly insistent, about complicating 
things with theory? Do we really need anything like thing theory the W<l)' 

we need narrative theory or cultural theory, queer theory or discourse 
theory? Why not let things alone? Let them rest somewhere else-in the 
balmy elsewhere beyond theory. From there, they might otTer us dry 
ground above those swirling accounts of the subject, some place of origin 
unmediatecl by the sign, some stable alternative to the instabilities and 
uncertainties, the ambiguities and anxieties, forever fetishized by theory. 
Something warm, then, that relieves us from the chill of dogged ideation, 
something concrete that relieves us from unnecessary abstraction. 

The longing for just such relief is described by A. S. Byatt at the out­
set of '1 he l3wgmpher's Faie. Fed up with La can as with deconstructions of 
the \'\'olf-Man, a doctoral student loob up at a filthy window and epiphan-

For their work on the special issue of Critical Inquity on which this collection is based. I 
am indebted to my coeditors and to .Jay Williams (who manages to manage details with pro­
liltlncl equilibrium), Kristin Casady, Anne Stevens, and Thomas Kim. For their generous 
responses to this introduction, I'd like to thank Lauren lkrlant, .Jessica Bmstcin. Junes 
C:h;mdler, Frances Ferguson, W. J T l\litchell,Jancl Mueller, Joel Snyder, and Diana Young. 
And f(JI· her pan in our ongoing conversation about things, I'd like to thank l\liriam llansen. 
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ically thinks, "I must have !lungs." 1-le relinqui~hes theory to relish the 
world at hand: "A real, very dirty window, shutting out the sun. A lhing" 1 

In the last century, this longing became an especially familiar refrain. 
"Only things speak to me," Rilkc proclaimed in l90:P And in 1913 Fer­
nando Pessoa argued that only "lessons in unlearning" will enable us to 
"see without thinking" so that "what we see or things are the things.":\ 
"Ideas," Francis Ponge wrote, shortly after \Vorld War II, "give me a 
queasy f'ccling, nausea," whereas "objects in the external world, on the 
other hand, delight me."l If, more recently, some delight has been taken 
in historicism's "desire to make contact with the 'real,"' in the emergence 
of material culture studies and the vitality of material history, in accounts 
of everyday life and the material hohiltts, as in the "return of the real" in 
contemporary art, this is inseparable, surely, from the very pleasure takt'n 
in "objects of the c:xternal world," however problematic that external 
wmld may be-however phantasmatic the externality of that world may 
be theorized to be.:·· These days, you can read books on the pencil, the zip­
per, the toilt't, the banana, the chair, the potato, the bowler hat. 1

; These 

l. A. S. Byatt, T/11' l!iogm(iill'l\ liile (New York, 200 I), p. ~- . . 
2. Rainer Maria Rilke, letter to Lou Andreas-Salome, ll Aug. I ~llJ:I, !Alas nj Rrunn 

Maria Rilke, !8Y2-l 'J /0, I ram. Jane B;mnard Greene and l\1. LJ. llertcr Norton (New York, 

JD4'1), p. 122. 
3. Fernando l'cssoa, T/11' Kee(il'l' of.'ihafJ, in Femando l'e.I.\Orl 1111(/ Co.: Selninll'otlllS, trans. 

and eel. Richard Zenith (New York, I 'lilS), p. ~>7. 
4. Francis l'onge, "l'vly Creative Mel hod," Tile 1-l>ire nfTilin.~s, tr;ms. and ed. Beth Archer 

(New York, 1 ~)72), p. ~J:-1. In contrast, it wast he con frontal ion with the materiality of mattcr­

"bclow all explanation"-that occasioned a very different nausea, nol l'onr;c's hut 
Roqucntin's (Jean-Paul Sart.re, :Va11sm, trans. Lloyd Alexander [New York, I 'lG4]. p. 12'l). For 

the cmonical cxpn~ssion of the thing/theory binary in Amencan poetry, see Robert 1 bas, 

"Meditation at Laf!;nnitas," l'nwe (llopewell, N.J. I D79), pp. 4-'J. 
:J. Catherin~ Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt, l'mrlicing Nrw Hislnriri.\11/. (Chic1go, 

~!000), p. 54. For a brief account of the emergence of material cultute studies (institutionally 

111arked by thefoumal nf l\1alt:rial C:ullurr'), see Malena/ C:11ilrms: Why Sollll'. Tlung,, Malin; ed. 

Daniel Miller (Chicar;n, I <J~)il); and fr>r the U.S. trachtton, see Ll'rnlllllg(mm 1 lung1: Method and 
Tht'OJ)' ({ Aiulnial Citflun:· Sltfllil'.\, cd. D;n·id Kingery (\'V~ts!tington, P<-~-, lq~)tl) ,()n con~e!JJ­
porary art, see !Ia I Foster, '111r Re/11111 o{lhr [(('(!/:The lh'an/-(;rmle 111 the lend ofihr Cr•ni!U)' (C.alll­

hridge, Mass., 19~l6). On the concept of extcriority, see esp. Jacques lkrncla, l'rmlwns, trails. 

Alan Bass (Chicago, Hl7ll), p. ()'!, ancljudith Butler, /l()(he.l That Mat/1'/': On thr Dtsrur.mre Lun­

ils of' "Sex" (New York, 1 !l'l:l), p. :oO. 
· 6. See Henry Pclroski, Thr Penni: A Hislol)' of [)csign 111111 CnWIIISiruue (New York, I \ifl!l); 

Robel t Friedel, Ztjif/1'1': An FxfJ/malion in Nmrelly (New York, 19\H); Julie L. Horan, Thf Hme­
lain (;od: 1 1 Sor:ird Histor1' of' the '!bile/ (New York, l'l97); Virginia Scott Jenkllls, llanilllill: An 

Bill Brown, George M. Pullman Prokssor of English and the histo? 
of culture at the University uf Chicago and a coeditor of Crilim.llnquny, ts 
the author of The Material Uncmtscious ( 1996) and A Sense oj711ings: "1111: Ob­
jecl Mailer ofAmeriwn Lilemlure (2003). 
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d<tys, history Glll unabashedly begin with things and with the senses by 
which we apprcltcnd them; like a modernist poem, it begins in the street. 
with the smell "of frying oil, shag tobacco and unwashed beer glasses."' 
Can't we learn !'rom this materialism instead of taking the trouble to 
trouble it? Can't we remain content with the "real, very dirty window"­
a "thing"-as the answer to what ails us without turning it into an ail­
ment ol' its own? 

Fat chance. For even the mm;t coarse and cummonsensical things, mere 
things, perpetually pose a problem because of the specific unspccificity that 
things denotes. Mind you, !lJr l'onge, objects may seem substitutable li>r 
things, and by "siding with things" (le jHirli jHis des rhost's) he meant to take the 
patt o!'specified objects-doorknobs, figs, crates, blackberries, sto\'es, water.K 
But the very semantic mlw:ihility oUhings to olyl'cls, coupled with the seman­
tic irmlw:ihility oflhings to ohjt'cts, would seem to mark one way of recognizing 
how, although objects typically arrest a poet's attention, and although the oh­
jet:l was asked tojoin philosophy's dance, things may still lurk in the shadows 
or the ballroom and continue to lurk there after the subject and object ha\'l' 
done their thing, long after the party is over. When it comes to Pongt', in bet, 
the matter isn't so simple as it seems. Michael RifE1terre has argued that the 
poems, growing solely out of a "word-kernel" (111ot-rw_ww), defy rc!crent iality;~1 

Jacques Derrida has argued that, throughout the poet's elfort "to make the 
thing sign," the "thing is not an object [and] cannot become one." 10 Ttking the 
side or things hardly put a stop to that thing called theory. 

.·lmniran lli.llo;y (\\'ashington, D.C., 2000): G;den Cran1., '111t Chair: Rdhinl!ing Cnl/nre, liodv, 

11111/ !Jesign (New York, ~WOO); Larry Zuckerman. '1111' Folalo: How the H11mblr' Sfnrd llrsl'lll'rllhr· 
111•,/em Worlrl (S;m Francisco, 1999); and Fred Miller Robinson, The Man in the flow/a llal: IIi.' 
ffi.,lorv 11111/ kunugu1(Jin· (C:hapcll-lill. \1 .C., 199:1). Fur a n:cem and important contribution to 

whtu one IHight call object sLudies, ~ce Thing,~ Thai J(i/h: Objeci Ln.\Otnjrom Art uno' ,\cir'IICt', t'd. 
l.orrai;;c llaston (Nt'w York, ~004). 

i. Simon Sckuna. The Fmbrnlll.\.\l/11'111 of Hu·hts: ;In lnlnjnl'ialion o( D11trh (.'ufluti' iu the 
Golrlr•n, lgr' (New York, 191\7), p. 15. 

H. I lis "dcli~ltt" in these objects was pro1npted not by any l~uniliarity but by the sud­
denly recogni1cd peculiarity oft he everyday. the fact th;ll W<lter "lies fbt on its stomach" in'' 

"hysterical urge to submit to ~ra\·ity," f(>r instance, sacrificin~ "all sense of decency to this irlit 
fixe, this pathological scruple" ("ce scrupule malaclif") (l'onge, "Of Water," trans. C:. K. 

Williams, Srlerlr·rl /'ol'!ns, trans. \\'illiau1s, John i\lontague, and 1\largaret Cuiton. eel. ( ;uiton 

l \l'inslon-Salt•m, N.C., I \)~1,1), pp. 57, 5:-l: Lt l'ruli Jn is ill',' rholl'.l is the title of the \'olume of po­
etry in which "Of Water" lirst appeared). 

~J. Michael RiiLtterrc, "l'onge tautologiquc, ou le l!mctionnemcnt du textc." l'ungt 111-

l'l'lllr•llr r'l cla.mque, cd. Philippe Bonnclis and Pierre Oster (Paris. 1977), p. (i(i. See abo Ril~ 
Ltlerrc, "The Primacy of Words: Francis l'onr;c's Rcification," Figuring 'll1ings: Chru; l'ongr.o/11/ 
l'or·ltyinlhr· 'lir'l'lllirlh Cm/ury, cd. Charles D. Minahen (Lexington, Ky.. 1\Jl/4), pp. :>7-:IS. 

IO.Ikrrida, Sl~~·nipongi'/Signspongr, trans. Richard Rand (New York. I 'IS4). pp. l :'li, 1-l. 
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"Things are what we encounter, ideas arc what we project." That's how 
Leo Stein schematically put it. 11 Although the experience ofan encounter 
depends, of course, on the projection of an idea (the idea of encotmter), 
Stein's scheme helps to explain the suddenness \Vith which things ~eem to 
assert their presence and power: you cut your finger on a sheet of paper, 
you trip over some toy, you get bopped on the head by a fitlling nut. These 
are occasions outside the scene of phenomenological attention that none­
theless teach you that you're "caught up in things" and that the "body is 
a thing among things." I~ They are occasions of cont.ingency-the chance 
interruption-that disclose a physicality of things. In Hyatt's novel, the in­
terruption of the habit of looking thmugh windows as transparencies 
enables the protagonist to look at a window itself in its opacity. As they 
circulate through our lives, we look through objects (to see what they dis­
close about history, society, nature, or culture-above all, what they dis­
close about 11.1), but we only catch a glimpse ofthings. 1:1 We look through 
objects because there arc code~ by which our interpretive attention makes 
them meaningful, because there is a discourse of objectivity that allows us 
to use them as f~tcts. A thing, in contrast, can hardly function as a window. 
We begin to confront the thingness of objects when they stop working f(Jr 
us: when the drill breaks, when the car stalls, when the windows get filthy, 
when their flow within the circuits of production and distribution, con­
sumption and exhibition, has been arrested, however n:omcntarily. The 
story of objects asserting themselves as things, then, IS the story o.f a 
changed relation to the human subject and thus .the story of hm\: the tlung 
really names less an object than a particular subject-objeCt .relation._ . 

And, yet, the word things holds within it a more audauous ambiglll.ty. 
It denotes a massive generality as well as particularities, even your parllc­
ularly prized possessions: "'Things' were of course the sum of the world; 
only, for Mrs. Gcreth, the sum ofthe world was rare French ~urmture. ;u~d 
oriental china." I·! The word designates the concrete yet alllbtguous w1thm 
the everyday: "Put it by that green thing in the hall." It fimctions to over-

II. Leo Stein, Thr il-li-C ojAI'.,thl'llrs (New York, 19~7), P- 44. 
12. l'vlaurice Merlcau-l'onty. "Eye and Mind," trans. Carleton Dallery, Till' Pmnary ojl'n­

tl'jJtion 11 nr/ Othn- ~c·_,_,r/ys on l'hmmnmologirrii Fsyt!wlogy. the P/}}/osojJhy of Art, History anrll'olitirs, 
trans. James M. Edie et al.. cd. Edie (E\'anston,lll., 19G4), p. 111:1. . , _ 

]3. The window scene in Hyatt's no\'el should be read Ill rclauon to Nabokov s potnt 
about how things become multiply transparent and read in the context of a dialectic oflooh­
ing t/nmrgh and /oohing at: "\\'hen we concentrate on a material object, whatever tis sttuauon.: 
the very act ofallcntion may le<td to our involtttllanly smkmg tn!o the lustory of that object 
(Vladimir Nabokov, '/i-rm.ljHIII'Ilt Things [New York, 1972], p. I). We don't apprehend tlnngs 
except panially nr obliquely (as what's beyond our apprehension). In L;ct, by looking at thtngs 

we render them objects. _ _ _ 
]4. Jlcmy James, Tht .\j111ils of l'oyotoJJ (I~<)(); New York, I \)~7), p. 4!1. In IllS preface !01 

the New York edition oft he novel (reprinted in this Penguin edition, pp. 23<13),Jamcs plays 
with a h.tll range of the word's denotations (for example: "The thing is to lodge somewhere, 

at the heart of one's complexity an irrepressible (}jljnni(}tioo" lP- :11 ]). 

I/1/il" Ffti'UI\' "' -
.I 

COllie the loss of othn words or as a pbce holder for son1e future specify­
ing operation: "I need that thing you use to get at things between your 
teeth." lt designates an amorphous characteristic or a frankly irresolvable 
enigma: "There's a thing about that poem that l'llncver get." For Byatt's 
protagonist, the quest for things may be a quest f(Jr a kind of" certainty, but 
things is a word that tends, especially at its tnost banal, to index a certain 
limit or liminality, to hover overt he threshold between the nameable and 
unnameable, the flgurable and unfigurable, the identifiable <mel uniden­
tifiable: Dr. Seuss's Thing One and Thing T\vu. 1-, 

On the one hand, then, the thing baldly encountered. On the other, 
some thing not quite apprehended. Could you clarify this matter of things by 
starting again and imagining them, first, as the amorphousness out or which 
objects are materialized by the (ap )perceiving subject, the anterior physical­
ity or the physical world emerging, perhaps, as an afterelkct or the mutual 
constitution of subject and object, a retroprojec:tion? You could imagine 
things, second, as what is excessive in objects, as what exceeds their mere ma­
terialization as objects or their mere utilization as objects-their force as a 
sensuous presence or as a metaphysical presence, the magic by which objects 
become values, fetishes, idols, and totems. 1emporalizecl as the before and af~ 
ter oft he object, thingness amounts to a latency (the not yet t(lnned or the not 
yet f(mnablc) and to an excess (what remains physically or metaphysically ir­
reducible to objects). But this temporality obscures the all-at-onceness, the si­
multaneity, of the objecl)thing dialectic and the bet that, all at once, the thing 
see111s to name the object, just as it is, e<JC/1. as it naiiiCS some thing else. 

If thing theory sounds like an oxymoron, then, it may not be because 
things reside in some balmy elsewhere beyond theory but because they lie 
both at hand and somewhere outside the theoretical field, beyond a cer­
tain limit, as a recognizable yet illegible remainder or as the entifiable that 
is unspccifiablc. Thiugs lie beyoud the grid of intelligibility the way mere 
things lie outside the grid of museal exhibition, outside the order of ob­
jects. If this is why things appear iu 1 he name of relief from ideas (what's 
encotintered ;t~ onno.~ed tn wh;tt\ tlHltwhtt it i~ ;J!~n whv tlw Thitw· lw-. - 11 -- ·- -- - - o -~, - ··- ; - - ·-o --

l!l. By hastily tracking some or the ways \IT liS(' things to horh mark ;111d m:lllage tiiKl'l­

tainty, I :un spccific:1lly not deploying an etymological inquiry to delimit and vi\'il\- the nwaning 
or things. But sec, most Ltmously, Marcel 1\[aiiSS, who finds in the "best" etymology or 1!'.\ ,] 

tncatts or clainting that II'S "need not have been the crude, merely tangible thing. the simple, 
passive object of transaction that it has becmne" (Marcel Mauss, lhe CJ/1: The l-imo IIHrl HI'IISO}} 

jin· F'rhrwgl' iH ;l!ch11ic Societie.1, trans. W D. Halls [ l !l!lO: New York, l !l\JO]. p. !lO): and 1\!artin 
I lcidcggcr, who finds in the Old German diHr the dcnotaLion of a gathering of people 1 hat t'n­
ablcs him to conn·ntrate on how "thinging" gathers: see Martin 1-!eiclcgger. "The Thing,'' inl'o­
l'li)'. l.onguage. Thought, trans. Albert Hofq:tdter (New York, EJ7l ). pp. 174~~~- I should add 
thatllcidegger helien~s that it is the English word thing that has prcscrn~d the "semantic po11-cr" 
of' the original Roman word Jts, which is to say its capacity to designate a case, an afbir. an cn~nl 
(p. 175). In tum, Michel Serres compl:tim that such etymology-wherein objects exist "only :tc­
cording to assembly debatcs"-shows how "language wishes the whole world to derive from lan­
guage" (Michel Serres, Statlu'.': Lr Second Lil•11' tfpsji/}}dation; [Paris, I !187]. p. Ill). 
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comes the most compelling name f(H· that enign1a that can only be en­
circled and which the ohjcu (by its presence) necessarily negates. 11; In 
Lacan, the Thing is all(l it isn't. It exists, but in no phenomenal fonn. 

The real, of course, is no more phenomenal in physics than it is in psy­
choa!Jalysis-or, as in psychoanalysis, it is phenomenal only in its dkcts. 
Somewhere beyond or beneath 1 he pheno1uena we see and touch there 
lurks some other lil'e and law ol' things, the swarm of electrons. Nonethe­
less, even objects squarely within the field of pheuomenality are often less 
clear (that is, less opaque) the closer you look. As Georg Simmcl said of tel­
escopic and microscopic technology, "coming closer to things often only 
shows us how Etr away they still are ti·mn us." 17 Sidney Nagel brings the i(mn 
of the drop into optical consciousness (pp. 23-39) and thus demonstrates 
(like l'onge) how the most l~uniliar t(Jrms, once we look, seem unpredictable 
and inexplicable, to poets and physicists both. I r, as D<miel Tili~my argues 
(pp. 72-9t3), humanistic criticism should assert its explanatory power 
when it comes to the problem of matter, this is because the problem can't be 
sequestered from the tropes that make matter make sense.IK 

Only by turning away from the problem of matter, and away li,om the 
object/thing dialectic, have historians, sociologists, and anthropologists 
been able to turn their attention to things (to the "social life of things" or the 
"sex ol'things" or the "evolution of things"). As Arjun Appaclurai has put it, 
such work depends on a certain "methodological fetishism" that refuses to 
begin with a l(mnal "truth" that cannot, despite its truth, "illuminate the 
concrete, historical circulation of things." In T/u: Social Li{e of' Thin [is, hear­
gues that "even though fi,om a therm:lir:al point of' view human actors encode 
things with significance, fi·om a mel!wdologiral point ofview it is the things­
in-motion that illuminate their human and social context." I!! Such method­
ological fetishism-what Appadurai calls the effort to "f(Jliow the things 

I()_ Sec Jacques Lacan, 'Jl11' Uhirs of l'syclwrmalysis 1959-1%0, volume 7 ofl71e Sl'lninm of 
Jru:ques fjm/11, trans. Dennis Porter, cd . .Jacqucs-Alain Milkr (New York, llJlJ2). p. I :19. The 
Thing Gill only be "represented by emptiness, precisely because it cannot be represented by 
anything else" (p. 129). For a useful comment;n·y, sec Slavoj Zizck, "Much Ado about a Thing," 
h1r 1!11'}' Know Not What 'lhn Dn: Fnjormrnt as a Political NJr/or (London, I'll) I), pp. 22'J-7R. 
Dou rit.Jaire Lacanians may tell you t h;tt the Thing names only one I hing in Lacan, but in fact 
it has di!Icrcnt meanings and dini:rent valences in different texis and within single texts. 

17. Georg Simmcl, 'Jhe l'hilosoj!hy of i\Jonl!y, trans. ·nlln Botlomore, David Frisby, and 
Kaethc Mengcllwrg, 2d cd. (1')07; New York, llJ~JO), p. 475. 

I 8. For a fitrther elabmation of this point, see Daniel Tilbny, 'lbv MNiium: Matnialis111 
and Modnn Lyrir (Berkeley, 2000) and 1\-/otnia/ Fvmts: l'a11i de 1\lon and the /ljtn!Jfe ofThfOI)', 
cd. Timt Cohen eta!. (1\linncapolis, ;>()()I). 

19. Arjun Appadurai, "Introduction: ComnHHlitics and the Politics of Value," itt '17u• So­
cial Ujt o(-/hing.1: Commoditits in Cu!tumi f'nsj!l'ltiot, cd. Appadurai (Cambridge, I ~lR<i), p. 5. 

1 ltemseh e:i' -disannvs, no less, the trupolugical work, the psy d lO!ogictl 
work, and the phenomenological work entailed in the human production of 
materiality as such. It docs so, however, in the n~Uill' ol'tmowing the ltH'Cl' or 
questions that have been too readily l(Jreclosed by more bmiliar f(:tishi;,a­
tions: the fetishization of the subject, the image, the word. These are ques­
t ions that ask less about 1 he material clfects of ideas aud ideology than about 
the ideological and ideational ellects of the material world and transforma­
tions of it. They are questions that ask not whether things are but what work 
they perf(mn-questions, in bet, not about things themselves but about the 
subject-object relation in particular temporal and spatial contexts. These 
may be the first questions, if only the first, that precipitate a new tnatnial­
ism that takes ol~jects lrlr granted only in order to grant them their [JO­

!cncy-to show how they organize our private and public atlccticHL~0 

l\lethodological fetishism, then, is not att error so much as it is a con­
dition l(Jr thought, new thoughts about how inanimate objects constitute 
human subjects, how they move them, how they threaten them, how they 
Ltcilitate or threaten their relation to other subjects. What are I he condi­
tiom, _lonathan Lamb asks (pp. 193-226), fi..1r sympathizing with animals 
and artibcts, and how does such sympathy threaten Locke's "thinking 
thing," the self? Why, Michael 'Etussig asks as he reads Sylvia Plath's last po­
ems, docs death have the capacity both to turn people into things and to 
bring inanimate objects to life (pp. :Hll-~12)? How is it, Rey Chow asks, that 
an individual's collecting passion threatens the state (pp. ~\G2-SO)? (And why, 
1n: might ask, did the emotional response to the loss ofbuilt space, alter ~)/ll, 
Ulllll' to exceed the response to the loss ofhumanlives, the towers having be­
rome something like the lost object as such?) These are questions that hardly 
abandon the subject, even when they do not begin there. When it comes tu 
the Subject as such-th~n Cartesian subject which becomes the abstract sub­
_jl'ct of democracy and psychoanalysis-Matthew Jones points to its emer­
gence within the spiritual exercise of concrete work, work with rulers and 
cotnpasses.~l Ile shows how "a simple mathematical instrument [the pro­
portional compass] became the model and exemplar of Descartes's ttcw sub­
ject," the sul~jcct "supposedly so rctnovcd front the n1atcrial" (pp. -10-71). 

What habits have prevented readers of Descartes from recognizing 
this material complication? What habits have prevellled us-prevented 
you-from thinking about objects, let alone things? Or, more precisely, 
perhaps: what habits have prevented you from sharing your thoughts? In 

:'0. Thl' ltH>st influential books to introduce such questions have undoubiedly been 
Caslonl\;u·hcbrrl, '/he l'ol'lirs ofSjmo', trans. i'>lariaJolas (Boston, 19()9), and Susan Stewan. 
On /,onging: Normti1•ts oftht Minialun', thl' (;J!!,'IIIItic, thr Soili'l'llil; thl' CollertJon (Baltimorl', 
l!lK·l). For I he most thorough recent representation of how objects organize In"""" lik, sec 
the costarring role of I he volley ball, \Yilson, in Cmta11'1n. dir. Rob en Zemeckis. prod. Dream­
Works/Image illovns/l'laytone, 2000. 

21. ( ln the Cartl'sian .subject within democracy and psychoanalysis, see Joan Copjcc, 
liead Aly /Jt•sin•: l.lllanagainsttlu' 1/istorirists (Cambridge, ~lass., 19\)4). pp. Hl--li2. 
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one of his neglected, slightly mad maniksto~,Jean Haudrillard sanely de­
clares that "we have always lived off the splendor of the subject and the 
poverty of the object." "It is the subject," he goes on to write, "that makes 
history, it's the subject tktt totalizes the world," whereas the object "is 
shamed, obscene, passive." The object has been intelligible only as the 
"alienated, accursed part of the subject"-the "individual subject or col­
lective subject, the subject of consciousness or the unconscious." "The bte 
of the object," to Baudrillarcl's knowledge, "has been claimed by no <me."~~ 
And yet the very grandiosity of 13audrillarcl's claim about the object (and 
the "potency or the object") threatens the sul~jcct no more than it threat­
ens (by absorbing) both objects and things.~:\ 

In a response buth to perceptual phenomenology and to the ontologi­
cal quest for being, Cornelius Castoriadis pronounced the need to abandon 
our image of' representation as "a projection screen which, unfortunately, 
separates the 'subject' and the 'thing."'~4 Representation does not provide 
"impoverished 'images' of things"; rather, "certain segments" of represen­
tation "take on the weight of an 'index of reality' and become 'stabilized', as 
well as they might, without this stabilization ever being assured once and 
for all, as 'perceptions of things'"(/, pp. 331, 332). Tl1e argument shares the 
more recent emphasis on understanding materiality as a materiality­
effect,~" but it most pointedly seeks to recast thingness and its apprehension 
within, and as, the domain ofthc social: the "'thing' and the 'individual', the 
individual as 'thing' and as the one f(Jr whom there arc indubitably 'things' 
are [ali], to begin with ... dimensions of the institution or society" (/, 

22. jean B<nlurillard, hila/ S!mltgir.l, trans. Philip Beitdnnan and W. C. J. Nicsluchowski, 
ed . .Jim Fieming- (New York, 1990),p. It I. For a more sober <KCOllllt of this history, sec Serres, 
Sla!llt.l, pp. 20H -I~. For 1\audriltanl's own account of his manifesto in the context of his earlier 
thought:; .:lLoul ubjccb (uiidci Lhc 2'1pcll, a:-, it \\'ei\:, of ~L1us~ .1nd Bctidillc), ~cc Bdutli illcu d, "Fro111 
the System to the Destiny of Objects," Tilt Fo!asy !if Cm!llnllnimtwn, trans. Bernard and Caroline 
Schutze, eel. Sylvcre Lot ringer (New York, I ~JHH). pp. 77-95 and "Revenge of the Crystal: An In­
terview by Guy Bellavance," Rtvmg1• of tile Cr)'.lial: Si'lrr!NI Writing\ Oil lilt flifllllem 0/Jjnl and Its Dl'.l­

tin)', /968-I'J83, trans. and eel. Paul Foss andjuli<~nl'efanis (Loudon, 1990), pp. 15-34. 
. 2'1. I've made this point at greater length in Bill Brown, "The Secret Life ofThings: Vir-

ginia Woolf and the MattCF of Modernism," 1\!odtmillll I 1\Jodrmity (i (Apr. 19~19): 1-28. 
24. Cornelius Castoriadis, ·thr !magimny fll.llillllionofSorirlJ', trans. Kathleen Blamcy (1975; 

Cambridge, Mass., t 987), p. c\29; hereafter abbreviated I. C :astoriadis is a theorist of plent.itude 
and thus complains abo lit desire being defined by the lack of a desired object, when in fact the 
object Ill liSt be present to the psyche as desirable, which means that the psyche has in bet already 
fashioned it; sec/, pp. 288-90. Still, there is what you might call a dialectic ofinsulliciency that 
proves more troubling; crudely put, deconstruction teaches that the word is never as good as the 
re!ercnt, but pychoanalysis teaches that the actual object is never as good as the sign. 

~5. Thus, lor instance, Judith Butler writes, in a frlOtnote emphasizing the "temporal­
ity of matter," and thinking through Marx's first thesis on Fcucrbach, "if materialism were to 

') 

p. :13:!). By nwans oLt particular "socialization of the psyche," then, '·c~tch 
socil'ly" inqJOscs itself on the subject's senses, on the "nnj)()Jl'lt! llllttgiunliou" 
by which materiality as such is apprehended(/, p. ~\:H). 

Though he is willing to grant (grudgingly) that there is some "trans­
cultural pole of the institution of the things," one that "leans on the natu­
ral stratum," Castoriadis maintains, quite rightly, that this "still says nothing 
aiJOut what a thing is and what things are hn a given society"(/, p. :1:\4 ). The 
"perception of' things" f(n· an individual fi·om one society, h>r instance, will 
IJ(' the perception of things "inhabited" and "animated"; for an indi,·idual 
from another society things will instead be "inert instruments, objects of 
possession" (/, pp. ;);)4-:)5 ). This discrepancy between percepts (and thus 
notjust the meaning but the very being of objects) has been a central topic 
of anthropology at least since the work of Marcel Mauss: however materi­
ally stable objects may seem, they are, let us say, different things in different 
scenes.~li But. when you ask "what things are for a given society" (noticing, 
by the way, how societies have taken the place of things as the given), surely 
the inquiry should include attention to those artistic and philosophical 
t('Xls that would become sources, then, for discovering not epistemological 
or phenomenological truth, but the truth about what force things or the 
quest ion oft hings might have in each society. I ndced, such attention would 
help to preclude the homogenization of each society in its insular each ness. 
For, on the one hand, differences bdwfell. societies can be overdrawn; as 
Peter Stallybrass and Ann Rosalind Jones make dear (pp. l7cl-!J:Z), the 
\\'('stern Renaissance may have witnessed "fetishism" elsewhere, but it ll'~ts 
s;tturatcd by a fetishism ofits own. On the other, differences with ill each so­
ciety can be overlooked: to call a woman in Soweto a '"slave of things'" is to 
charge her with being '"a white black woman.'"n 

The question is less about "what things arc for a given society" than 
about what claims on your attention and on your action are made on bc­
ltalf' of things. lf society seems to impose itself on the "corporeal imagi­
nation," when and how docs that imagination struggle against the 
illlpo~ition, and what role do thing~, physically or conceptually, play in the 
struggle? How does the effort to rethink things become an effort to rein­
stitute society? '1<> declare that the character of things as things has been 

take account ol'praxis as that which constitutes the very 111atter of objects, and pr.1:-..is is un­
dtTstood as socially traus[(Jrmativc activity, then such acti1·itv is understood as constitutive of 
lll.lteriality itself" (Butler, li011i1's 7'/wt Malin; p. 250 n. S). 

:.!!i. Thus Nicholas Thomas writes: "As socially and culturally salient entities. objects 
ch.1ngc in defiance oft heir material stability. -!.he category to which a thing belongs, the emo­
tion andjndgment it pr01npts, and narrative it recalls, arc all historically refigured" (~ichoL" 
Thonws. billlnglr'd Objl'tls: Fxchange, i\lllil'l'ial Cullim', and Co/oniali.11n in fill' l'onjir [Cam­
bridge, ~lass., 1\l\ltj, p. !~5). See also. for instance, "fJ1" Social UJi' of Things. and /!on/1'1 
h·ti.'/11'111': Mall'l'ial Objtrls in Unstabll' 1'/il(!'S, ed. Patricia Spycr (New York. t 9\li:i). 

:.!7. Njabulo S. Ndcbclc. "The i\lusic of the Violin," "Fools" and Other Si<Hin (.Johaul\es­
bmg. t !lH:l). p. J.IG. 
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extinguished, or that objects have lil'ell struck dlllnb, or that the idea of re­
specting things no longer makes sense because they are vanishing-this is 
to find in the Ltte of things a symptom of a pathological condition mo't {~t­
miliarly known as modernity.~.~ In "Everyday Life ancl'the Culture of the 
Thing" (l ~)~.') ), f(n inst a nee, !',oris Anatov recognized that the revolution 
had yet to efl'cct a runclamcntal change in the most quotidian interactiom 
with the physical object world, tl1e step ofovercotning the "rupture between 
Things and people that characterized bourgeois society," the step ofachiev­
ing a newly "acti\·e contact" with the things in Soviet society. If achieving 
that change nte<lllt both encouraging the "psyche" to become "more thing­
like" and "dyn<tmiz[ing]" the thing into something "connected like a co­

worker with lnnnan pr<tctice," then Arvatov was i111agining a nmd 
reification of people and a new personiJication or things that did not result 
(as it does in the Marxian script) fl·orn society's saturation with the com­

modity f(JJTII.~!I Constructivist materialism sought to recognize ol~jects 

as particip<tnts in the reshaping of the world: "Our things in om hands," 
Alcksanclr Rodchenko claimed, "must be equals, comrades.":HI The women 
of the Constructivist movement, designing and manuEtcturing post­
revolutionary clothes, came as close as anyone, Christina Kiaer argues 
[pp. ~45-30:)], lo integrating "socialist objects" within the world of consum­
able goods. In the Italian "romance" that .Jefli-ey Schn<tpp reconstructs (pp. 
:Hl4-~9), this politicization of things is inverted into the materialization o!' 
politics, the efT(Jrt to li1se n<ttional and physical {(mn. The call to "organize 
aluminum" on behalf'oftlte fascist state accompanies the declaration that alu­
minum is the "autarchic metal of'clwice," the "Italian metal" par excellence. 
'lixlay, in what Charity Scribner calls the "race to curate the soci;tlist past;' 
communist commodities achieve their final value as memorializing tokens 
of daily lik in the CDR (pp. ~-rW-45). Materialism may persist in appearing 
in the name of-or as the name of--politics, but these Gtses exhibit. a more 
intense efhnt to deploy material goods on behalf of a political agenda. 

Beyond the boundaries of Soviet Russia, the conscious effort to 
achieve greater intimacy with things, and to exert a different determina­
tion for them, iook place, most bnwusly and at times comically, within the 
surrealist avant -garcle. Among the various experimental "novelties" that 

28. See Ceorg Lllk{rcs, J/i,l/rny oil!! U11.1s C:on,lliOII.I!Ii'sl: Stud!i'.l 111 J\f{ln:ist Dialntirs, trans. 
Rodney Livingstone (Cambridg-e, !\lass., 197! ), p. 'l2; Siegfried Kraca11er, "Farewell to the Lin­
den Arcade," Tllf Mm.1 O!nmlll'lli: nl·in/(/r Fssa)'s, tr<llls. and eel. Thomas Y. Le\'in (Cambridge, 
Mass., l fJ95), p. :H2; anclllans-(;eorg Gada iller, "The Nat11re of Things and the Lang11age of 
Things," t>hiiosophirol Ifnmr•nrutirs, tram. ami eel. llavid E. Ling-c (lkrkelcy, I <J7G), p. 71. 

2~l. Boris Arvatov, "Everyday LiCe and tire Ci!lturc of the Thing (Tilward the Formula­
timr of the Question)," trans. Christina Kiaer, Ortol!n; no. ill (Stlnllncr I9<J7): 121, 124, 126. 
See Kiac:r's inrpnrtalll introd11ction to the piece, "Boris Arv:1tov's Socialist Objects," Orio/Jn; 

no. KI (Summer ID'l7): 105-IS. 
:10. Quoted in Kiaer, "Roddrcnko in l'<rris," Octo/!1'1; no. 75 (\Vi111er l'mG): :1. I want to 
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mou~ essay on "The 'I hing" to a~k if it i~n't the othering of people that the 
thingness of things discloses (pp. 151-7:1). In the past, he has forcefully 
and repeatedly insisted that "things do not exist without being full of' 
people" and that considering humans necessarily involves the considera­
tion of things. The subject/object dialectic itself (with which he simply has 
no truck) has obscured patterns or circulation' t rans/Crence' translation, 
and displacement.:l-, Latour has ar,guecl that modernity artificially made an 
ontological distinction between inanimate objects and human subjects, 
whereas in bet the world is Iidl of "<JIIasi-objccts" and "<Juasi-subj~cts," 
terms he borrows !i-om Michel Serre.'i.:Hi Whereas the eiglitcenth-century 
auto111ata described by Jessica Riskin were meant t.o test the boundaries be­
tween synthetic and nalurallift:, between mechanism and vitality, between 
people ancltl1ings (pp. SJSJ-1 :33), modernism's resistance to modernity lay 
not least in its effort to deny such distinctions. Yet modernism's own "dis­
course ofthings," as john Flow calls it (pp. 34()-hl), is br from consistent 
in what it reveals as the source ofthc tiling's animation. 

If modernism, when struggling to integrate the animate and the in:m­
imate, humans and things, always knew that we have never been modern, 
this hardly means that you should accept such knowledge as aj(Jil acclllll­

jJ!i. Indeed, Theodor Adorno, arguing against epistemology's and phe­
nomenology's subordination of the object and the somatic moment to a 
htct of consciousness, understood the alterity of things as an essentially 
ethical bet. Most simply put, his point is that accepting the othcmess of 
things is the condition for accepting otherness as suc!J.Ti 

When, shortly after the millennium turned, I told an art historian 
that I was working on things and editing the special issue of Critical in­
quiry on which this book is based, she responded by saying: "Ah, wdl: it's 

and IIerman Sclllveppcnh;iuscJ; 7 in 14 \'Oh. [Frankfl1n anll'vfain. I 97~-il~J], G: I il7; trans. Dar­
ren llctt. See also Benjamin, "Surrc;Jlism: The Last Snapshot of the Emopean Intelligentsia," 
trans. EclmundJephcott, Stlnlerl Wn1111gs. ~:207-21 ), In all these essays, Benjamin is developing 
an im:1ge of"innenation," a term he uses to describe the mime1ic intemalizalion ofilw physical 
worlrl-cveutually the iulerualiLation of technological :q>paratuses. Sec Miriamlhalu Hausen, 
"Benjamin and Cine111a: Not a One-Way Street,'' Criliml Jnquil)' ~5 (\\'inter I\)()~)): 306-4:>. 

:15. Bruno Latour, "The Berlin Key or I low lo Do Words with Things,'' trans. Lydia Davis, 
in Malin; Malaia/ily, and Modnn Cullillf, ed. I~ M. Graves-Brown (London, 2000), pp. I 0, 20. 

:Hi. Sec I .at our, ~Ye Jla<'l' Nnwr !ietn!Hndnn, lrans, Catherine Porter (Cambridge, I\ lass,, 
l!Hl:l), pp. 10-11. For a hislory outside the realm of sociology, sec Miguel Tamcn, fiil'llds of 
Inli'ljmlable Objects (Cambridge, 1'-.lass., 2000). and Tilhmy, Toy 1\ltdiiiiiL 

37. See Thcodor W. Adomo, NI'Wlliw f)lrilerlics, lrans, E. II. Ashton (New York, !997), 
pp. lil~l-')4; sec: alsop. Hi. Unlikely as i1 seems, it would be possible to relate this claim to the 
way that, for Lwan, the Thing proves 10 be the center around which tl1e drive achieves its 
ethical f())"(:e. 
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the topic olthe I DSJOs the way it was oft he I ~l:!Os, isn't it?" 1 ~ This first !cit 
like an unwitting accusation of belatedness (in the year :!000), <ltlci it did 
so becaust: the <tcademic psyche has internalilcd the fashion system (a 
syslelll meant to accelerate the obsolescence ol"thinp,s). Still, if Benjamin 
was able 10 out step the avant-g<trde in the I ~J:!Os by conceptu<tliling the 
"rc\'olutionary energies" of surrealism's materialist bricolagc? 1 this was 
in part because ol" tLe sociological ground cleared by Simmel's earlier 
account of the gap between the "culture of things'' and modernity's hu­
man subject, and because of his insistence that the subject's desire, and 
not productive labor, is the source of an object's value:111 Benjamin rec­
ogniled that the gap between the !"unction or objects and the desires 
congealed there became clear only when those objects became ottt­
llHH\ed. Things seems like a topic oft he nineties as it was of the twenties 
because the outmoded insights of the twenties (insights or Benjamin, ol 
Bataille, of O'Keefe, among others) were reinvigorated. 11 Among those 
insights, we learn that history is exactly the CUITeiH:y that things trade 
in a';ld that obsolescence as an accusation, whenever it represses its own 
history, is utterly passe. Things seems like a topic of the l ~)~lOs no less 
because, as the twentieth century drew to a close, it became clear that 
cntain ohjccts-Duchamp's hillnlaill, Man Ray's Ohfert to Be Dn/JO_)'I'rl, 

joseph Lleuys's Fat Chair-kept achieving new novelty, and that modes 
.of artistic production that foreground object culture more than image 
cultme (mixed media collage, the readymade, the obfet li'OWII;) would 
perse\'ere.·1 ~ 

But what decade oft he century didn't have its own thing about things? 
Ci\'en I Icidegger's lecture "The Thing" in 1950 and Lac an's location oft he 
Thing at ami 111 the absent center of the real in 1959; given Frank 0' Ilara's 
decLtration that "the eagerness of objects to I be what we are afraid to do I 

:IH. :\lrhough 1hings mav seemlu have achieved a new prominence. I w,utllo poinl o111 
thai ,\/or/1'1"11 S/rll:ls,' 1'1"11/'/, •• 1'1!/a,l, Thing.\, ed. John Eldcrficld et al. (exhibi1ion calalog. i\lu­
sculll oll\!odcrn ,\rl, New York, 7 OCI, 1999-1,1 1\lar. ~000) symptomalicall) diu1inishcd 
1hings in rcLtlion to place and to people. In the cxhibi1ion catalogue, things receive only,-,::; 

(ol:ii)O) pages ofa11cntio11. 
3\L Beujami11, "Surrealism,'' :':~10. 
·111, Sim.Jnel, "The Fulure of Our (:uhurc" (1909). Siountl on Cullilli', lr:uls, i\tar" Ri11cr 

;1nd llal'id FrisiJI', cd. Frisbv and Mike Fc:Jihcrslune (London, I ~!97). p. I 01. By cumplicatillt( 
IIJc idc:Js he f(,n;wLtted in 'the I ilqos. Simmcl's best students- Luk{tcs, Bloch. 1\enpmin. :!lld 
1\racatH-r-achieved insights about the "cull nrc ol"things" thai continue 10 inspire some of 

loday's most ;nnbilious cultur;tl analysis. 
·II, Sec, for instance, 1\lichacl -l~tussig. Mimesis and .1/lnitv: .'1 E'lulicular!/illon o( tlu' 

Sm11'.1 (New York, I 9\rl), pp. ~:~~-:n; Yvc-Alain Bois and Krauss, Fonnltsl: J U11'1:1 (;nidt' 
(C,unbridgc. i\lass .. I <J97); and \Van cia 1\L Corn, T/11: Cmll Amnimn 'lhing: J1ludnn .lrl and Na­
lwnalidl'llli()•, J!J/5-1935 (Berkeley, 1\l\J'I), 

4:!. Se,<·.h>r inslance, Benjamin ll. ll, Buchluh's account of:\rman's work of1hc l~F->lls 
in rcl,llionl(lthc p<~radigm oft he rcadynJ:tcle, Neo-.·hwil-giildc a11d Cnllim' Jndnslr\'.' F-.',1.11'.\'S 011 

1-."ll!iljll'llll 1111d <lllll'limn Arl(lum19551o f!J75 (Cambridge. i\lass., ~000). pp, :>GtJ-7<). 
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cannot help but mm·c tts" in I <J5l, 11 Rauschcnberg's aggn:ssiv<: interru p­
tion of" abstract expressionism with the combine, amJ the cfwsiSI/11? of the 
dectck's 11.mwmu mtllllll, the postwar era looks like an era both over­
whelmed by the proliferation or things and singularly attentive to them. 
Only belateclly, in the l9HOs, die\ Baudrillarcl declare that just as mod~T­
nity was the historical scene of the sul~ject's emergence, so postmodernlly 
is the scene oft he object's preponderance. If a genealogy ofthings has yet 
to be written, there'~ still a patent conceptual geology where simple de­
ments appear in multiple layers-the scandal o1"the surrealist veneration 
of detritus reasserted in Claes Oldenburg's claim that a "rcfus<: lot in the 
city is worth all the art stores in the world" ami the scandal o1" th~ ready­
made resurbcing as the very clilferent scandal ol pop art, 111 work_ hke Old­
enberg's best-known oversized and understulTecl everyday ob.J~Cts: the 
mixer, the cheeseburger, the light bulb, the telephone, the wall switch, the 

ice-cream cone:H 
Since his exhibition at the Green (;allery in New York, I ~JG2, through 

which he transformed himself from a dramaturg of happenings to the 
most noteworthy pop sculptor (as the stage sets f(n· the happenings were 
disassembled into distinct works), Olclenberg has re-created, with relent­
less consistency, the iconic objects o1" everyday life. Donald J udcl called 
Oldenburg's objects "grossly anthropomorphized." I'• Indeed,_ they are In­
variably and teasingly mammary, ocular, phallic, facial, vagmal: scrotal. 
But the very "blatancy," as Judd went on to argue, seems to nchculc an­
thropomorphism as such.11i ln the same way, the grossly mime.ti~: character 
of the work draws attention to the discrepancy between objectlvlt y and ma­
teriality, perception and sensation, objective presence (a fa_n, a Fu:lgsicle, 
a sink) ami material presence (the canvas, the plaster ol pans, the vmyl), as 
though to thcatricalize the point that all objects (not things) are, first off, 

iconic signs. (A sink looks like a sink.) . 
Despite the enormousness and enormity of ol~jective cult me 1~1 Olden­

burg's world, it has somehow lost its potency. In the presence olllls mmm­
mentally flaccid ol~jects, it is difficult not to suffer some vague feelmg ol loss, 

• • ., , £~ 1 1 11 1. . . . 1 1 11 . - '-

as though they were 11aJI-tle11ated IJalloons, Jmgenng 111 Ule U<llll uu1u twu 

4:1. Frank O'llara, "Interior (With Jane)," "lht C:o!ltc/1'!/ Potlll.\ o(Fmnk O'Jfam, ed. llon­

ald Allen (New York, 1971 ), II. I <l, p. 55. For the material context of such attention in post­

war France-th<tt is, the sudden proliferation of Americ<tn objects-see Kristin Ross, i'iisl 
Con, C/mnllodits: f)ao/oniwtion ond the N!'OJdnin~; ojl0ench Cultun• (Cambridge, M<tss., I 99ti). 

Ceorges Perce's l.I'S C:hosl'.\: Unr' Hislmre des lllllliessoi.wm/e (Paris, l~IG5) mayhavc restored a 
Balzacian mise-en-scene to the novel, but decor became the scene o[ depletron, an arrange­
ment of empty signs, which is why the arrangement was such <lit inspiration f(H·IIauclrillanl's 

Svs/r!/11 uf Obrrls, trailS . .James lkneclict (I 9G8; New York, l 'J~l6). 
· 44. Quoted by Barbara Rose, Clru'.\ 0/den/nup; (New York, 1970), p. 4ti. 

45. Donald Judd, "Specific Objects" (1%5), Collljilele Wriling.1, l'J5Y-l<J75 (New York, 

197f",), p. IH'J. 
4ti.Ibid. 
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days ;dtcr the p<trt y, huvning <tt eye level, now, ami r<tther worn out. Fin;tlly 
allowed to rebx, tojust be themselves, objects sink into themseln's, weary ol 
l(mn; they consider sinking into an amorphous heap, submitting to the irli;e 
jiX1' ol gravity. Oldenburg's work may be melodramatic and sentimental, as 
i\lichacl Fried declared in 19()2, but it is also about melodrama and senti­
ment, 1neant to pose some question about, by physically manifesting, the aJ~ 
fl·ctive investme111 Americans have in the hamburger, the ice-cream cone, 
chocolate cake. 1' Why have wet urned the cheeseburger into a totemic t!JOd, 
;r n:rit<tblc member of the bmily, a symbol oft he national dan? Though art 
lnay seem to be, most fundamentally, "a projection of our mental images 
upon the world ofthings," this is an that instead shows how weary that world 
has become oLtll our projections . .JH Iflhese objects are tired, they are tired 
of our perpetual reconstitution or them as objects of our desire and of our 
atl(:ction. They are tired of our longing. They are tired of us. 

But a recent work of Oldenburg's, 'J_vpewritn t'm.sn; gleams in the new 

sculpture garden outside the National Gallery in Washington D.C. Unlike 
his myriad soft objects, the eraser is pert, it is rigid, it is full of lit"e and 
stands at attention, if slightly askew, its chrome as bright as the typical type­
writer eraser was always dirty and dull. The pleasure of looking at the 
pl'ople looking at the 7)1jJCZoriter Fr(/.\n; amused by its monumentality, is in­
separable from the pleasure of listening to the child who, befuddled by an 
anachronistic object she never knew, pleads: "\Vhat is that thing supposed 
to be(" What is this disk with the brush sticking out of it? What was a type­
ll'literr liow did that form ever function? The plea expresses the power of 
this p~lrticular work to dramatize a generational divide and to stage (to 
mclodramatize, even) the question of obsolescence. \Vhile the "timeless" 
objects in the Oldenburg Glnon (Ems and sinks) have gone limp, this aban­
doned object att;1ins a new stature precisely because it has no life outside 
the boundary of art-no life, that is, within our everyday lives. Released 
from the bond of being equipment, sustained outside the irreversibility of 
technological history, the object becomes something else . .J!I 

If, to the student of Oldenburg, the eraser ironically comments on the 
;trtist's own obsession with typewriters, It more simply transforms a dead 
commodity into a living work and thus shows how inanimate objects or­
ganill~ the temporality ot"the animate world. W. J. T Mitchell makes it clear 

·17. Sec ~lichael Fried, "1'\ew York Letter," in Pup,·!!/: .·1 Criliml History, eel. Stnenllemy 

~Ltdofl" (1\erkclcy, I \1~!7), p. 216; Oldcnbm~'s <~ggn·ssiYe consciousness of his sentiment<tlity 

is suggested by the "nougat" in the [(Jilowing statement from his manifesto: "I am for the an 

11frust <tnd mold.! am for the an ofhearls, funeral hearts or sweetheart hearls, full ofrwugat. 
I allliCn·tlte <trl ofwornmeathooks, and singing barrels of reel, "·hite, blue and yellow tllL'at"" 

(CI.resOidenbmg, "Statement" [1%1]. in l'ojJ.-111, p. 21:)). 
·ltl. Rudol!"Arnheim, "Art amon~ the Objects," Cnliml fnlj/111~\' 13 (Summer I '187): li7\J. 
:J\l. lleide~gcr taxonomi1cs things into mere things (such ;rs pebbles), equipnrent, and 

Will k (such as art). Much of pop art, of course, works to elide such distinctions. See Ileide~­
ger, "Tire Origin oft he \\'ork oL\rt," Por'ii}, l.an.~uage, Though/, pp. I !"1-ilS. 
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(pp. ~~7-44) that the discovery of a new kind of object in the eighteenth 
century, tlw fCJssil, enabk·d romanticism to recognize and to refigure its rL"­
Iation to the mortal limits ofthL" natural world. In tht' case of the Oldenburg 
eraser, the IRL"sent, which is the future that turned this object into a thing 
of the past, is the discourse network ~WOO, where the typewriter eraser has 
disappeared, not just into the self~correcting Selectric, but into the delete 
function. flow, Oldenburg's object seems to ask, will the future ofyour pres­
ent ever understand your rhetoric of inscription, L"r<tsure, and the trace?" 11 

As a souvenir fi·om the museum of twentieth-century history, the 1_)'JH!­
writer Eraser reminds us that if the topic of things attained a new urgency in 
the closing decades of that century, this may have been a response to the dig­
itization of our world-just as, perhaps, the urgency in the !9~ 0s was are­
sponse to film. But in the twenties the cinema provided a projection screen 
that didn't separate people ancl things but brought them closer, granting 
props the status of individuals, enabling neglected objects to assume their 
rightful value.'>~ A-; Lesley Stern puts it (pp. ;)9~1-·130), things can grab our 
attention on film; am! they do so because they have become notjust objects 
but actions. Even at rest, in the photographs of Wright Morris that Alan 
Ti-achtenberg studies (pp. 431-56), objects, caught however slightly off 
guard, begin to achieve the status of things. New media-perspectival paint­
ing, printing, telegraphy--each in its way newly mediates the relation be­
tween people and objects, each precipitates distance and proximity 

You could say that today's children were born too late to understand 
this memorial to another mode of writing, or you could say that Oldenberg 
(cleverly) re-created the object too late for it to be generally understood. It 
is an object that helps to dramatize a basic disjunction, a human condition 
in which things inevitably seem too late-belated, in [tct, because we want 
things to come before ideas, before theory, before the word, whereas they 
seem to persist in coming after: as the alternative to ideas, the limit to the­
ory, victims of the word. If thinking the thing, to borrow Heiclegger's 
phrase, feels like an exercise in belatedness, the feeling is provoked by our 
very capacity to imagine that thinking and thingness are utterly distinct. 

;,o. On the new tropes provided by new media, sec the clo,ing chapter of Eric Jager, Tltc 
/Jool! of lite Htrul (Chicago, 2000). 

51. Sec Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of 1\lechanical Reproduction," 11/wni-
1/(//iow, trans. Harry Zohn, eel. Hannah Arendt (New York, 1909), pp. 217-51; .Jean Epstein, 
"JJmUrnn Cinl11rt1 and Other Writings by Jean Epstein," trans. Tom Milne, A(terinlflgr' I 0 (Au­
tuum 1 9H I): 19: ;md Fern and Leger, l'imrlions o{Pointing, trans. Alexandra Anderson (New 
York, !D(i5), p. !'JO. For an account ol'how assessments of early cinema obsess about the new 
magical powers bestowed on objects, see Rad1el 0. Moore, S<wagr 'IIII'OI:>'-' Cillf'/11(/ (IS Modern 
Magic (Durham, N.C., ~:'000). 
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