Biopolitics, Biomedia and Monsters
In this paper, I wish to argue for a recent development in horror and science fiction, where the state of life - as understood through the lens of biopolitics and biomedia - has been placed under erasure. Seeing life as merely a form of embodied information, our bodies have become increasingly suspect and terrifying, taking on a life of their own outside our control. The monsters in these fictions are therefore volatile and uncontrollable bodies; always human bodies at their core but human bodies which have undergone some substantial and horrifying alteration. My argument is that these monstrous bodies reflect the state of the body politic and the affective state of living in a time of Empire. These fictions are not, I believe, revolutionary texts or texts that provide any overt hope for getting out of our current condition. Instead, they are expressions of anxiety - aware of the terrible pressures of Empire but nihilistic in their worldview.

Firstly, I will clarify what I mean by Empire and the concepts of biopolitics and biomedia. Secondly, I will turn to the films themselves and read them as providing two different views of the state of the human - the abhuman as the polluted human and the inhuman as the human-machine hybrid. Finally, I will speculate on how these fictions provide us with an insight into the state of Empire.
Life During Wartime (Empire)
Empire is a term introduced by Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri in their book of the same name. Here, they argue that the nation-state has collapsed under globalization and instead we are left with is “permanent state of emergency and exception justified by the appeal to essential values of justice” (Hardt and Negri 2001, 18) Their primary argument comes from the introduction of ideals of just wars, which were refused absolutely under the nation-state but under Empire both makes these wars banal while also celebrating them as ethical instruments - we can use them for the purpose of good. In this way, their phrase ‘just wars’ become multistable and means both fair wars as in ethical wars that are necessary for the common good (of Empire) and only wars as in trivial wars that are hardly worth lifting an eyebrow over.

While this is the brutal side of Empire, it works more insidiously through the production of commodities and subjectivities, through which we are all subsumed under the mass process of globlization which happens everywhere but cannot really be defined or located. We are all, apparently, global subjects - we lose our jobs to globalization, we educate ourselves to better fit into globalization. While much of their book paints a rather bleak picture of our current state, Hardt and Negri do present a hopeful solution - the nomadic subject of the immigrant worker. The immigrant who relocates to better his or her life cannot be contained by the disciplinary regime of Empire, which is why, they argue, immigration is regarded with such fears and animosities today. It is this nomadic subject which brings us to the concept of biopolitics.
Biopolitics as a concept comes from Michel Foulcault’s work and is at its heart the concerned with the control of bodies - our bodies as subjects in a capitalist society. The traditional view of the worker under industrial capitalism is that he is simply another cog in the machine - the Fordist production line not only requires the line to move along but also someone to tighten the bolts and weld the chassis. As workers, we go into the factory, due our job and go back home. The institutions of a disciplinary society are thus primed to ensure two things. The first is the docility of the human body, that we do not cause trouble in the city but all move along efficiently and go home to consume our entertainments. The other is the longevity of the human body because once the worker has become trained to perform his job (through docility), the disciplinary society needs that body to stay alive for as long as it is efficient. Therefore, do not smoke, do not get fat and do not get sick.

We may now start to see, I suppose, how the immigrant body becomes problematic already under the disciplinary society, for by becoming a nomand the docile body becomes volatile and threatening. Not only does the immigrant leave a ‘hole’ in the production line at home but also threatens to take over a place in the immigrant’s new home, thus threatening the docile bodies who have merely done what their disciplinary regime has demanded of them. Under societies of control (that is, under the state of Empire), we see this movement intensified rather than substituted. But rather than being disciplined by the nation-state, we are now being controlled by Empire which moves us away from an industrial capitalism into an information society where our labor becomes increasingly immaterial. Most of us today will become information workers and the structure of the production line is no longer as effective. Instead, Empire works through an increase and intensification of networks over structures and our bodies are asked to become flexible and adaptive. The separation of work and pleasure becomes nigh impossible, as we are asked to check emails in the evenings, come in Saturdays all in the name of globalization.

The immigrant also intensifies as a threat because they may take our places by being more docile than us - accepting the rigors of flexible accumulation. Volatile bodies, networked bodies, are threatening as I will pick up on in my discussion of the abhuman. But there is another threat to our docility which comes from the biotechniologies of Empire or better yet - our biomedia.
Biomedia is, according to Eugene Thacker, simply the question “what can a body do?” (Thacker 2004, 6) and the related and perhaps even more important question - how can we improve the body. Thacker rejects any form of human-machine hybrids, such as glasses, prosthetic limbs, plastic surgery and similar devices that have often been the rallying cry of cyborg theorists for the breakdown of the body. Instead, Thacker locates biomedia in many places but also in the everyday use of vitamin supplements and over-the-counter drugs. This immediately connects with the biopolitics of Empire because not only is it expected that our docile bodies are kept fit through gyms and exercise (what Thacker calls technological extensions of the body) but we must also be sure to eat our vitamins and take our Prozac to keep us happy.

The anxiety which accompanies certain representations of biomedia is thus the anxiety that the human body is no longer good enough, that we are need to enhance and improve our bodies, while at the same time many fictions of biomedia express anxieties that such improvements represent a kind of invasion or reconfiguration of the human which will lead us down a path where we no longer control our own bodies. The state of Empire, therefore, reveals the inadequacy of the human body and the underlying fear that we will simply become obsolete.
Monsters
Let us turn, now, finally, to the monsters themselves. I regard monsters are embodiments of our fears and anxieties, created both to articulate these concerns and thereby bringing them into a meaningful context but also in the vain hope that we will be able to domesticate these fears and anxieties by domesticating the monsters. Horror and science fiction often work by bringing to light the disorder and non-meaning which order in itself attempts to repress but also at the same time needs to construct order in the first place. Such fictions may therefore be seen as oppositional and productive in the way these texts give voice to the marginal.
 The primary way that these fictions may work as disruptions is through lack of closure, which allows alternate meanings to emerge. It is therefore worth noting that all the works I discuss here do in fact lack closure.

Empire constructs order, we have seen, through a high degree of biopolitical control, disciplining any who are not simultaneously docile and healthy. Little wonder, then, that the monsters which emerge under Empire are human-like but either less or more than human, in the sense that they represent something which transcends the human or ruins the human. I wish to start with the ruination of the human and to return later to what might be said to transcend the human.
My use of the term abhuman comes from Kelly Hurley’s The Gothic Body where she discusses the abhuman body as a fin-de-siecle symptom at the end of the nineteenth century. I emphasize instead the beginning-of-the-century anxiety of the 21st century, where the human body also exists precariously. If the order of things under Empire is that of the fit, docile body, the abhuman is one version of the rupture of order - the abhuman reveals the limits of the human and turns it monstrous. One way of revealing this monstrosity is by drawing on the idea of pollution. Mary Douglas, an anthropologist, has shown how we use the concept of pollution as a synonym for danger and that the corresponding concept of purity thus asserts a way of holding the chaos of the world at bay.

Disease, especially in the form of easily contracted viruses, is one way to think of pollution and one particular way that the virus has manifested in recent fictions is that of the zombie virus. We find that in the 21st century almost every single zombie fiction identities the spread of the zombie with that of a virus spreading. While Danny Boyle’s 28 Days Later has become the ur-text of all these zombie fictions, we find it across so many texts that it no longer holds special privilege anywhere. Consider World War Z, The Devil’s Playground, Feed, The Walking Dead, Carriers and I could continue endlessly to enumerate the places where we find this motif.

However, if we stay with 28 Days Later as the first place - alongside Resident Evil - where we find the idea of the zombie apocalypse occuring as a virus, we find that the onset of the zombie virus takes place precisely at the intersection of biopolitics and biomedia. Animal rights activists break into a laboratory experimenting with what they call rage, which is subsequently released into a human - to make a perfect soldier, one understands, presumably to fight in all our just wars. This is the onset of the zombie virus and the movie cuts to a post-apocalyptic London. Our band of survivors must manage as best they can, while the virus ravages the globe. It becomes evident that the UK, as an island, has been quarantined and cut off from the mainland, simply because this is the best way to contain the spread of the infection.

The zombie is thereby cast as a pollution of the clean human subject and so falls into the category of the abhuman - an abominable destruction of the human, but an abomination which Boyle is smart enough to use to deconstruct the human as pure. There are several scenes where we may easily question whether one of the protagonists - especially Cillian Murphy - has succumbed to the rage virus. Which he never does but he certainly succumbs to rage in several key scenes. Boyle thereby questions the need for a rage virus in the first place and so disturbs the easy categorization of pure human and polluted zombie.

From the point of view of Empire, we see that the zombie virus becomes yet another reason to claim a state of emergency, something especially interrogated in the sequel 28 Weeks Later where the protagonists must escape the fire bombing of London. But 28 Days Later is not the only movie to take this idea of biomedia virus. We also find this idea in Quarantine 2: Terminal which diverges radically from the original sequel REC 2. If Quarantine was in essence a complete remake of REC then the American sequel provides us with a totally different origin of the zombie outbreak - as a bioweapon for terrorists.

It is here, I believe, that the fear and hopeful domestication of the zombie makes itself evident, which Imperial fear do we find at the heart of the zombie mythology of the 21st century? On the one hand, we know that this must be the disgusting, unhealthy and volatile immigrant and what better image of this body than that of the zombie? Clearly unhealthy, obviously infectious and completely volatile, the zombie is the dehumanization of the terrorist. The terrorist who we find in the media and the vitriolic rhetoric of the war on terror is precisely a degenerate, a subhuman or in the words of Hurley, the not-quite-human. We fear the zombies as a revulsion of the disorder of theior bodies which will disrupt our bodies and turn the volatile, disgusting and abject. We fear the terrorists as a revulsion of the disorder their terror brings.

Yet the paradox and grim irony for both the zombies of the 21st century and the terrorists, is that we have created them ourselves. We fear to become what we have created, yet we fail to recognize that it is our own categorization which creates the very problem it is meant to solve. With the zombies, we create rage to fight the just wars we know we must fight, to make better soldiers to make better wars - better in the sense of more efficient. But by creating these soldiers, we create the zombies as what at first seems to be a byproduct but which we have to accept is the very point of creating rage in the first place. It is exactly the same with terrorists. By creating the category, by designating people as degenerate, as less-than-human, as abhuman not even part of the same race as us, we create their behaviors and so order inevitably creates the disorder it desires to desperately to avoid.

Zombies and terrorists infect the networks of Empire, using the system against itself which is why people have referred to terrorists as a kind of atuoimmune reaction in the body politic. What is the political hope of Hardt and Negri - the immigrant - is embodied as the terror of Empire in the figures of the zombie and the terrorist, the abhuman subjects who can undermine the control society. It is no coincidence that Quarantine 2: Terminal takes place in an airport; Empire’s weakness comes from being a fully distributed network and an infection anywhere will reach everywhere else. Of course, neither zombies nor terrorists are exactly randomly occurring diseases but rather human-made.
The human-made but still-not-human is also found in the figure of the inhuman, a concept introduced by Jean-Francois Lyotard to designate the horror of human-machine hybrids. Lyotard speaks out directly against the cyborg theories of critics such as Donna Haraway. These cyborg theories rejoice in the destabilization that the figure of the cyborg articulates. Gender has been the most prominent dichotomy to be destabilized by Haraway, as we begin to realize that the line between nature and culture is highly ambiguous and completely contingent on cultural norms. Lyotard attempts to reclaim sexual difference as productive, by claiming that machines can never have the desire which sexual difference generates in humans. Contrary to digital thinking which is binary, human thinking is capable of ambiguity and depends on ambiguity for sexual desire.

The inhuman, thus, stands as the dream of cyborg theorists as getting rid of the male-centric worldview which has been in place for far too long, and as the nightmare for Lyotard who sees sexual difference as a necessity for sexual desire. In terms of Empire and the need for affective labor and libidinal economies, the inhuman cyborg stands as a destructive and uncontrollable figure because it (the cyborg) refuses to fit into larger framework of docile, healthy bodies. On the other hand, we do see a certain Imperial attraction in the figure of the biomediated body because it can this body can be fitter, healthier and more productive. Here, in the fictions of biomedia monsters we begin to see the edges of Empire slightly flaying as we slowly realize that maybe we are fast approaching our expiration date.

I wish to propose three different biomedia monsters, one from Pandorum, one from Prometheus and finally one from Splice. The hunters of Pandorum are interesting because they are monsters of evolution brought on by an enzyme which will make their bodies more adaptable to hostile environments - in this case a starship caught in interstellar space. The beginning narrative of Pandorum articulates the concern that we will no longer be able to survive on Earth and must find an alternate home but the further the story develops, the more we turn to an anxiety of being obsolete, outgamed by a fitter species. The movie ends, disappointingly, on a new planet too much like a fresh start to convince the viewer. But the idea that we ourselves could create something better suited to life than ourselves is at the root of the inhuman as nightmare.

More ambiguous is the case in Prometheus where it turns out that we humans are the result of biomedia experiments of a strange race known only as the Engineers. There is no suggestion that we as a species are more successful or fitter than the Engineers but there is certainly an ambiguity about the status of the human, especially as the alien creature is introduced a also possibly a result of the Engineers’ biomedia experiments. We have, therefore, a triangle - if not exactly a trinity - of beings through which we may read our self-understanding of what it means to be human. On the one hand, we are capable beings since we are able to vanquish the alien (at least for a time), while on the other we are not as capable as the Engineers. We therefore recognize that we are not at the pinnacle of evolution, and so we must go confront our makers, an ending with no closure - at least until the sequel.
Prometheus thus posits a trajectory of the human - the gross and dangerous animality of the alien is what we must leave behind, while the deeper scientific understanding of the Engineers is what we must strive towards if we are to reach the pinnacle of our human destiny. This is a typical science fiction motif, but what maybe makes it slightly different in Prometheus is the way in which this transcendence seems to be more of a material transcendence. We are told that the Engineers are us, rather than us them, which means that maybe there are potentials as yet unlocked within the human genome. There is inhumanity on both sides of us, then, but only one leads to transcendence. Interestingly, of course, there is no mention of gender in relation to the Engineers.

Gender, however, is at the very crux of Splice where we see how terrible things can go when we play at redesigning our genome. If Prometheus at least allows us to entertain the notion that there is a positive side to the inhuman, Splice paints the nightmare side of this equation. At core a Frankenstein myth, with the doctor being a woman and the resulting creature lacking the eloquence, gentleness and philosophical disposition of Shelley’s creation. Clearly superior to us humans, Dren is painted as inhuman of the worst kind, lacking in ethics and committing disgraceful acts, although we may argue that nurture (or lack of) at least explains some of her behavior rater than only nature.

Again, however, we see that the monster arrives as a result of trying to improve the human and although the corporation at first protests against the use of human DNA in the experiments, we find in the end that they are quite happy to accept the profits from the venture and continue it. The disturbing lack of closure of Splice not only suggests a sequel but also a certain fall from grace of the human scientist-hipster-genius which we can maybe read more broadly as the ethical failure of the biomedia division of the corporation. Splice thus fully articulates our anxiety of fitter, healthier and more productive because of the terrible yet continuing experiments with human genomes. We know that in vitro stem cell research will happen, if it has not already and so we find it hard to believe that there won’t soon be a new version of the human, which might not be able to change gender, but might simply be fitter, healthier and more produtive, after which we will be the pig in the cage on antibiotics.
Empire of Dirt
None of the texts I have deal with here fully fit the category of revolutionary or subversive, yet it occurs to me that their general lack of closure and revelation of the disorder behind the order of Empire do result in them picking away at the corners of Empire. Maybe they do no fully tear away the curtain to reveal the oppressive structures in place but at least they seem to hint at the fact that not everything is as it should be in our current condition. Maybe the monsters suggested by the combined forces of biopolitics and biomedia begin to reveal enough of the anxieties underlying Empire that we might start to question these structures and find alternatives to them. The fictions I have discussed give no models, present no alternatives and are generally not optimistic but rather cynical, bordering on the nihilistic but maybe that is the abyss we need to gaze into in order to decide if we want to remains on the side of monsters.
Here at the end, let me reflect a bit on what I’ve done in terms of reading these monsters as ciphers of meaning. My primary aim has been to do an ideological reading of these monster fictions, attempting to tease out some of the contradictory messages they contain. A relatively classical cultural studies reading, I have employed a primarily poststructuralist toolbox, adding parts of post-Marxist ideas - Hardt and Negri - and media studies - Eugene Thacker. As far as the monsters go, I have read them in the same way that Stephen T. Asma does as a cultural category which works on the level of metaphor. The bodies and actions of the monsters work as translator for our experience of everyday life. Terrorists and unstable, uncontrollable bodies are cast in categories which defy logic and intelligibility, because on the one hand we do not want to understan the actions of others and casting them as monsters create a form of cultural barrier - they are not like us - which some of the fictions, such as 28 Days Later attempt to break down. On the other hand, we fear that we are losing control of our biomedia technologies and our bodies - that we becoome monstrous to ourselves and that we end up at the losing end of the posthuman stick.

Given more space, I would emphasize the affective dimensions of these fictions, to bring them into closer contact with what Hardt and Negri call affective labor. I would also investigate the bodies and embodiments of the monsters closer, especially 28 Days Later and Splice in order to unfold more fully the anxieties we feel about volatile and uncontrollable bodies. In case I was more interested in ethics, I would have included a discussion of Giorgio Agamben’s deconstruction of the human in The Open. As it stands, I have performed a critique of Empire but not yet found a way out. The only answer to this is more research.
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�	 I am here drawing on both Rosemary Jackson and Kelly Hurley’s understanding of fantastic texts.
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