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 Introduction: The Media Philosophy of 
Sybille Krämer
Anthony Enns

Canadian media theorist Marshall McLuhan famously argued that the 
purpose of media studies was to make visible that which normally remains 
invisible ‒ namely, the effects of media technologies rather than the mes-
sages they convey. When he originally proposed this idea in the 1960s 
McLuhan was widely celebrated as the great prophet of the media age, but 
in the decades that followed his work gradually fell into disregard. In the 
1970s, for example, Raymond Williams claimed that McLuhan’s ideas were 
‘ludicrous’1 and Hans Magnus Enzensberger dismissed him as a ‘charlatan’ 
who was ‘incapable of any theoretical construction’ and who wrote with 
‘provocative idiocy’.2 This tacit dismissal of McLuhan’s ideas was largely 
accepted until the late twentieth century, when there was renewed interest 
in his work among several German media theorists, such as Friedrich Kittler 
and Norbert Bolz. Unlike the critics associated with the Birmingham Centre 
for Contemporary Cultural Studies, who primarily focused on the content 
of media texts and the interpretive work performed by media audiences, 
these theorists applied epistemological and philosophical questions to the 
study of media, which was largely inspired by McLuhan’s famous claim 
that ‘the medium is the message’.3 Kittler even argued that ‘[w]ithout this 
formula…media studies itself would not exist as such in isolation or with 
any methodological clarity’.4 Kittler’s emphasis on the technical aspects of 
media gradually became fashionable in intellectual circles, and it is now 
widely known as ‘German media theory’. Some of the concepts and ideas 
that are common to both Canadian and German media theory include 
their focus on the materiality of communication, the notion of media as 
prosthetic technologies or ‘extensions of man’, the concept of media ecol-
ogy, the impact of media technologies on the formation of subjectivity as 
well as the military applications of media technologies. Although German 
media theory has often been criticized for ignoring questions of content 
and reception and for promoting a kind of technological determinism (as 
was McLuhan and other critics associated with the Toronto School of Com-
munication Theory), it has also been described as one of Germany’s most 
signif icant intellectual exports,5 and despite these criticisms the technical 
aspects of media have once again become a central issue in the humanities.
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Sybille Krämer is rarely mentioned in these discussions, as her work is 
not widely known outside of Germany and it does not share the technical 
emphasis that is widely seen as the hallmark of German media theory. 
Nevertheless, her early work primarily focused on developing a philosophy 
of technology and theorizing the function of the computer as a medium. 
Krämer received a Ph.D. in philosophy at the Philipp University of Marburg 
in 1980, and her doctoral thesis, Technik, Gesellschaft und Natur: Versuch 
über ihren Zusammenhang (Technology, Society and Nature: An Attempt to 
Explain their Relationship), outlined her earliest ref lections on technology. 
Beginning in 1984 she was also part of the ‘Mensch und Technik’ (Humans 
and Technology) work group as well as the ‘Artif icial Intelligence’ commis-
sion of the Verein Deutscher Ingenieure (Society of German Engineers) in 
Düsseldorf. In 1988 she published her second book, Symbolische Maschinen: 
Die Idee der Formalisierung in geschichtlichem Abriss (Symbolic Machines: 
A Historical Abstract on the Concept of Formalization), which investigated 
the use of formalization, calculization, and mechanization in mathematics. 
Krämer introduced the terms ‘symbolic machines’ and ‘operational scripts’ 
to refer to mathematical equations, as these equations are not readable 
texts but rather executable processes. If concrete numerals are replaced by 
letters, for example, it is possible to calculate using signs in a fundamentally 
more abstract manner. The introduction of algebra thus made it possible to 
use new signs for new operations, such as the introduction of differential 
calculus, which made it possible to work with inf initesimally small values. 
This book effectively expanded Krämer’s understanding of technology 
by arguing that all mathematical equations are essentially mechanical 
operations. In other words, Krämer did not attempt to provide a history of 
the computer or even to suggest that the machine should be understood 
as a manufactured object; rather, she suggested that the concept of the 
machine was a result of the mediating function of symbols or the process 
of ‘formalization’. Symbolische Maschinen thus signaled a shift from the 
study of technological history to the study of intellectual history and from 
the concept of technical operations to the concept of symbolic operations.

In 1989 Krämer became professor of theoretical philosophy at the 
Institute of Philosophy at the Free University of Berlin, and in 1991 she 
published her habilitation treatise Berechenbare Vernunft: Kalkül und 
Rationalismus im 17. Jahrhundert (Computable Reason: Calculation and 
Rationalism in the 17th Century). This book represented an extension of the 
argument presented in her previous book by elaborating on the history of 
the idea of computation, and it similarly focused on operations rather than 
technologies. Berechenbare Vernunft can thus be seen as part of a similar 
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shift away from the technological a priori that shapes or determines medial 
processes to the question of ‘mediality’ itself as a topic of philosophical 
inquiry. Kramer’s divergence from the dominant trends in German media 
theory at this time was made particularly apparent in her contribution to 
the 1998 anthology Medien, Computer, Realität: Wirklichkeitsvorstellungen 
und Neue Medien (Media, Computer, Reality: Perceptions of Reality and New 
Media), in which she articulated a very different concept of media: ‘We do 
not hear vibrations in the atmosphere but rather the sound of a bell; we do 
not read letters but rather a story.’6 In other words, the medium is supposed 
to be inaudible and invisible, and it only becomes apparent when it is not 
functioning properly.

Krämer made a similar argument in her 2001 book, Sprache, Sprechakt, 
Kommunikation: Sprachtheoretische Positionen des 20. Jahrhunderts (Lan-
guage, Speech Act, Communication: Theories of Language of the 20th Century), 
which focused on the disembodied nature of speech acts:

Not only is language dematerialized, but also the speakers themselves. 
Vocality as a trace of the body in speech is not a signif icant attribute 
for language, just as the embodiment of speakers is not a constituve 
phenomenon for their linguisticality…. Just as the vocal, written, gestural, 
and technical embodiments of language are marginal for language itself, 
so too do the bodies of speakers ‒ the physical precondition of their 
speech ‒ remain hidden.7

Krämer added, however, that language is always already embodied, and 
this embodiment takes two different forms. On the one hand, ‘language 
itself provides access to a material exteriority in the form of voice, writing, 
gesture, etc. And this materiality of language is not marginal, but rather a 
basic fact’.8 In other words, language only exists as language through the 
mediation of an intervening medium, whether it be speech, writing, or 
gestures, and therefore it is closely linked to the bodies of language users. 
Sprache, Sprechakt, Kommunikation thus not only employed speech acts in 
order to show that media are never entirely transparent, but it also shifted 
the discussion of mediality from technical operations to interpersonal 
communication as well.

This argument has been most fully developed in Krämer’s 2008 book 
Medium, Bote, Übertragung: Kleine Metaphysik der Medialität (Medium, Mes-
senger, Transmission: A Small Metaphysics of Mediality), which is her f irst 
book to be translated into English. Krämer’s primary argument is that in 
order to understand media we must go beyond the technical apparatus and 
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understand the relations of mediality upon which the apparatus depends. 
Krämer also argues that all forms of communication are actually acts of 
transmission and that all media should therefore be understood as trans-
mission media. The confluence of these two ideas results in a philosophy of 
media that def ies much of the conventional wisdom about communication, 
which is commonly understood as dialogue, understanding, self-expression, 
etc.

Krämer explains this distinction in her prologue to the book, in which 
she describes two competing approaches to media philosophy. She refers 
to the f irst approach as the ‘technical’ or ‘postal’ principle, which is based 
on the notion that all communication requires an intervening medium, 
yet communication is only successful when this medium fades into the 
background and remains unobtrusive. According to the ‘postal’ principle, 
in other words, communication is asymmetrical and unidirectional and the 
medium represents a necessary precondition for the possibility of communi-
cation, as it facilitates the connection between the sender and the receiver. 
This is essentially the technical transmission model of communication 
developed by Claude Shannon and Warren Weaver,9 and the phenomenon 
of ‘information entropy’ occurs when the medium becomes a ‘disruptive 
third’ through the generation of noise or interference. Krämer refers to the 
second approach as the ‘personal’ or ‘erotic’ principle, which is based on the 
notion of communication as social interaction or dialogue, whose goal is 
social interaction, understanding, and community. According to the ‘erotic’ 
principle, communication is a symmetrical and reciprocal process and the 
aim of communication is not connection but unif ication through direct 
and unmediated access. In other words, communication allows speakers 
to transform heterogeneity into homogeneity and difference into identity, 
thereby achieving a kind of ‘single voice’ or consensus that represents the 
fusion of separate halves. This is essentially the personal understanding 
model of communication developed by Jürgen Habermas, and it implies that 
the presence of any intervening medium constitutes a form of disturbance 
since the unif ication of these disjointed fractions depends on the annihila-
tion of the intervening space. These two approaches thus represent two 
contradictory trends in media theory, and Krämer explicitly argues that 
‘the concern of this book is…to rehabilitate the postal principle and thus 
the transmission model of communication’, as ‘most community-building 
and culture-founding forms of communication precisely do not follow the 
standards of dialogical communication’. In short, media are essential tools 
for bridging distance and difference, and they thus represent a necessary 
precondition for the possibility of culture and community, yet they also 
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preserve this distance or difference, as the presence of an intervening 
medium implies the existence of an intervening space that precludes any 
possibility of unif ication. In other words, mediality represents the negotia-
tion of radical alterity rather than the formation of a consensus reality.

Krämer explains this argument by providing a comprehensive over-
view of various philosophical theories of transmission, including Walter 
Benjamin’s theory of translation as the revelation of an unbridgeable gap 
between languages, Jean-Luc Nancy’s concept of community as founded on 
a basic divide that constitutes our very essence as communal beings, Michel 
Serres’ notion of communication as an attempt to establish a bridge between 
worlds that always remain distinct and unbridgeable, Régis Debray’s theory 
that immaterial ideas are only transmissible when they are embodied in 
material objects, and John Durham Peters’ theory of communication as 
non-reciprocal, non-dialogical dissemination, which is based on a funda-
mental separation or difference. The idea of communication as dialogue is 
problematic for each of these thinkers in their own way, and Krämer is able 
to draw a series of preliminary conclusions from these theories:

(1) A philosophy of mediality can only begin by recognizing that there 
is an unbridgeable distance between the sender and the receiver ‒ a 
distance that can never be overcome.
(2) The medium occupies the intervening space between the sender 
and the receiver, and it is able to facilitate their connection while still 
maintaining the distance that separates them.
(3) All forms of communication are reducible to acts of (non-reciprocal) 
transmission between the sender and the receiver, as unif ication and 
dialogue remain impossible.
(4) Transmission is an embodied, material process, yet it is frequently 
understood as disembodied, as the medium is supposed to be invisible 
through its (noise-free) usage.

Krämer illustrates these ideas using the f igure of the messenger as a key 
metaphor for all medial processes. The f igure of the messenger provides an 
ideal illustration of the function of transmission for three reasons:

(1) As with the classic sender-receiver model of communication, the 
concept of transmission presupposes the existence of a divide or differ-
ence between heterogeneous worlds, and the function of the messenger 
is to mediate between these worlds while simultaneously preserving the 
distance that separates them.
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(2) The messenger is able to establish this connection between heteroge-
neous worlds by making something perceptible, thereby embodying the 
immaterial in a material form. As a representative of his employer, for 
example, the messenger’s body becomes an extension of his employer’s 
body. The messenger thus transforms his employer’s absence into a form 
of presence, which shows how all transmissions function as forms of 
display.
(3) The embodiment of the message is only made possible through the 
disembodiment of the messenger, as the messenger must relinquish his 
own autonomy and agency in order to become invisible and impercep-
tible. In other words, the messenger disappears behind the content of 
his message, which makes the process of mediation appear to be direct 
and unmediated. This idea is most vividly illustrated in the trope of 
the dying messenger, who expires at the very moment his message is 
delivered.

According to Krämer, every form of mediality illustrates these aspects of 
the messenger model. For example, f ilms are not supposed to be perceived 
as celluloid strips but rather as moving pictures, and the presence of the 
material strip only becomes apparent when the transmission is disrupted, 
such as when it jams in the projector. In the same way, the messenger is 
also supposed to remain transparent in order to facilitate the transmission 
of his message.

The implications of this theory are fourfold:

(1) All forms of communication are actually forms of transmission, which 
are always unidirectional and non-dialogical. In other words, communi-
cation is a form of dissemination rather than dialogue, and it is directly 
opposed to the ‘personal’ principle of communication, which is based on 
the concept of understanding, dialogue, consensus, etc.
(2) The medium embodies the message through its own disembodiment, 
and therefore transmission depends on the separation of text and texture, 
sense and form, signal and noise.
(3) The medium is heteronomous, as it speaks with a voice that is not its 
own and therefore it is not responsible for the content of the message it 
transmits. The messenger model is thus directed against hermeneutics 
and points to a subject-free theory of communication that challenges 
the notion of media as autonomous agents or as the cause of cultural-
historical dynamics (i.e. Kittler’s famous dictum that ‘media determine 
our situation’10).
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(4) The invisibility of the messenger enables its function as a transmitter 
to be easily replaced by non-human entities, which suggests that the 
technical transmission model of communication can be used to explain 
the function of interpersonal communication and vice versa.

Medium, Bote, Übertragung thus moves beyond the history of technology 
and the study of technical operations and focuses instead on the ways in 
which the phenomenon of mediality shapes our understanding of the world 
around us. In other words, mediality is fundamentally productive because it 
represents the basis of all forms of social and material systems of exchange.

Krämer explains this argument in more detail by examining a diverse 
range of transmission events, including angelic visitations, the spread of 
infectious diseases, circulation of money, the translation of languages, 
psychoanalytic transference, the act of bearing witness, and even the 
development of cartography. Angels illustrate the concept of mediality 
because their embodied manifestations facilitate communication with God 
while at the same time implying the impossibility of direct communication 
between heaven and earth. The connection between God and humans 
thus remains unidirectional, and it is only achieved through the process 
of embodiment, as angels can only communicate with humans in so far as 
they themselves also assume human form. Viral infections also depend on 
physical contact between two heterogeneous entities, and they similarly 
illustrate the unidirectionality of transmission, as they are one-sided and 
non-reciprocal. Money also represents the transfer of ownership between 
sender and receiver, which is only possible through the establishment of an 
equivalent relationship between heterogeneous goods. Money thus enables 
the desubstantialization of goods, which makes ownership objectif iable. 
Translators also bridge the differences between languages by making these 
differences visible, yet they also maintain the divide separating languages 
by preserving different connotations. Psychoanalysts similarly function 
as media during the process of transference, as they serve to represent 
primary attachment f igures from their patients’ past, thereby enabling 
the transmission of feelings from their patients’ unconscious minds. While 
analysts make these feelings perceptible to the patient’s conscious minds, 
they must not respond to them emotionally. Psychoanalysis represents a 
dialogue not between the patient and the analyst (which is implied by the 
notion of the ‘talking cure’), but rather between the patient’s unconscious 
and conscious mind, and the analyst is only able to facilitate the transfer 
of unconscious emotions by remaining neutral and withdrawn. The act of 
bearing witness also presupposes a gap between the witnesses, who have 
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perceived a past event, and their listeners, who were not able to perceive 
the event for themselves. Like messengers, witnesses are able to make this 
event perceptible to their listeners through the process of transmission, 
which depends on their presumed neutrality and impartiality. In other 
words, witnesses are ‘data collection and retrieval instruments’, and they 
are expected to withhold their own opinions and judgments from their 
testimony. Krämer describes martyrdom as the most extreme form of wit-
nessing, as witnesses are considered to be most trustworthy when they are 
prepared to die, and the suffering of their bodies thus serves to guarantee 
the truth of their testimony (much like the dying messenger). Krämer’s 
f inal case study focuses on the use of maps, which similarly function as 
media by making perceptible something that is invisible to the eye. Like an 
incorruptible messenger, maps are also supposed to serve as a transparent 
window onto the world. In order for maps to facilitate transmission, in other 
words, users ‘must remain blind’ to their distortions. Krämer thus concludes 
that ‘cartographic distortion is a condition of possibility of representation’ 
and ‘transparency and opacity are two distinguishable dimensions of maps 
that require and include one another’. Krämer thereby rejects the debate 
between maps as neutral visualizations of reality and maps as cultural 
constructions that shape our perceptions of reality by suggesting that there 
is no point in f ighting over the truth of maps; instead, it is more important 
to understand how maps mediate our perception of the world by obscuring 
their inherent inaccuracies. More than any of her other case studies, this 
chapter most clearly illustrates the signif icance of traces, which reveal that 
the medium itself is never completely transparent or neutral. By making us-
ers aware of the map itself, in other words, cartographic distortions preclude 
the possibility of transparency, yet the illusion of transparency remains a 
necessary precondition for the possibility of transmission, as users must 
perceive the map as an accurate representation of reality in order to be able 
to orient themselves in space.

According to Krämer, all of these various forms of transmission ‒ angels, 
viruses, money, translators, psychoanalysts, witnesses, and maps ‒ can be 
seen as media in the sense that they simultaneously bridge and maintain 
differences between heterogeneous worlds. The messenger model thus 
depends on the basic insight that a community of different individuals is 
founded on the distance that separates them, which precludes the possibil-
ity of unif ication or intersubjectivity, and all attempts at communication 
are actually acts of transmission, as communication is fundamentally uni-
directional, asymmetrical, and non-reciprocal. This theory also implies that 
the technical transmission model of communication is no longer unique 
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to mass media; rather, it is an inherent dimension of all forms of human 
communication ‒ a point that is emphasized throughout Krämer’s book, 
as she repeatedly focuses on interpersonal rather than technical forms of 
communication. The emphasis of the messenger model thus allows for a 
media theory based on processes and thirdness rather than the technical 
apparatus.

In her conclusion, Krämer acknowledges that the f igure of the mes-
senger is also fundamentally ambivalent, as ‘every messenger acts as a 
reversible f igure: the angel becomes the devil, the mediator becomes the 
schemer, the circulation of money develops into greed and avarice, etc.’ In 
other words, the danger always exists that the medium might introduce a 
degree of noise or interference into the act of transmission by making his 
presence felt instead of remaining neutral and transparent, such as when 
the devil attempts to manipulate listeners, when the psychoanalyst falls 
in love with his patient, or when the user of a map becomes aware that it is 
presenting a distorted image of reality. Ambivalence is therefore inherent 
in the role of the messenger, and it is ref lected in the form of the trace, 
which exposes the mediating function of the messenger by making his 
participation perceptible and revealing the possibility that the messenger 
might also represent a sovereign being with his own individual autonomy 
and agency.

While Krämer’s messenger model may appear somewhat esoteric to 
readers who are unfamiliar with her previous work ‒ and particularly to 
English-language media scholars who are more familiar with the technical 
emphasis of most German media theory ‒ it provides several insights that 
are potentially valuable for contemporary media studies. In particular, it 
outlines a general theory of transmission that does not distinguish between 
technical and interpersonal communication or between technological 
and human agents. It thus expands our understanding of the concept and 
function of media as active agents in all systems of social and material 
exchange, which offers exciting new possibilities for other interdisciplinary 
approaches to the study of media and communication. Krämer’s conflation 
of technical and interpersonal communication also allows her to avoid the 
pitfalls of technological determinism, as it does not grant undue power 
to the technical apparatus, while still recognizing the importance of the 
materiality of communication or the interface between the medium and the 
senses. Krämer thus emphasizes the notion that communication is depend-
ent on embodiment, yet at the same time it she also preserves the idea of 
communication as non-dialogical and non-reciprocal, thus acknowledging 
the active role of the receiver, who does not necessarily interpret messages 
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in the way they were intended by the sender (i.e. Stuart Hall’s ‘encoding-
decoding’ model of communication).11 Krämer’s messenger model thus offers 
an alternative to McLuhan-style media theory, which focuses primarily on 
the impact of media technologies, and the Birmingham School approach to 
media studies, which focuses primarily on content and reception. Within 
a German context, one could also say that it carves out an original space 
in contrast to Kittler’s emphasis on the technical aspects of media and 
Habermas’ emphasis on the dialogic aspects of communication.

By reinforcing the function of perception and mediality as opposed to 
that of technology and content, Krämer’s book occupies a key position in 
contemporary debates concerning the future of media studies in Germany 
and it represents a signif icant contribution to a growing body of work that 
challenges dominant trends in German media theory, such as the work of 
Hans-Dieter Huber, Dieter Mersch, Matthias Vogel and Lambert Wiesing. 
The fact that some of these names may be unfamiliar to English-language 
media scholars clearly shows that we need to expand our understanding 
of media theory in Germany and the wide range of approaches that this 
f ield of study encompasses. This edition will hopefully encourage increased 
international visibility for these alternative approaches, many of which have 
not yet been translated into English.



 So What Does ‘Transmission’ Mean?

Making Perceptible

Up until now I have been dealing with forms of transmission in widely 
diverse f ields. I have also been dealing with forms of transmission that are 
not obviously subject to the regime of a medium, like radio or television, 
as this – albeit entirely random – selection of transmission modalities 
was designed to trace by analogy the functional logic of the messenger 
precisely where the mediality of this process was not at all obvious. And the 
discovery of these forms of transmission was bound up with the hope that 
their subtlety and diversity could assess and also expand the categorical 
abundance of the rather simple theoretical model of the messenger.

These forms reflect very different transmission strategies: hybridization, 
transcription, desubstantiation, complementarity, affective resonance, 
and f inally trustworthiness. Hardly any list could be so diverse, and every 
attempt to measure these various modalities according to the same coher-
ent theory of transmission unavoidably exercises a kind of conceptual 
violence with regard to the abundance of phenomena. This danger is real. 
Nevertheless, I want to venture a generalizing perspective, which asks: Do 
these diverse transmission processes ref lect a coherent set of attributes 
concerning transmission and mediality?

My answer includes four points, which also play a role in the messenger 
model but which have become clearer over the course of analyzing concrete 
forms of transmission: (1) Transmissions presuppose a difference that is not 
reducible to spatial or temporal distance. (2) The role of the mediator is not 
always to bridge and level this difference, but also to maintain it. Media – as 
seen in the functional logic of the messenger – thus make it possible to 
deal with difference. (3) The function of the messenger – and this is media-
theoretically generalizable – is to make something perceptible. Aistheticiza-
tion thus constitutes the very nucleus of all transmission processes, and 
transmission can be reconstructed as a form of display. (4) This is possible 
through a transformation that manifests a difference by neutralizing what 
is ‘singular’ in each case. Medial mediation thus creates the impression of 
immediacy.

Difference as Prerequisite for Transmissions
As you will recall, the original meaning of the word ‘transmission’1 was 
tantamount to ‘carry across’: A burden is taken up and carried ‘across 
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something’,2 like a bridge. It is a matter of overcoming not simply a distance, 
but rather a divide or a chasm. This image is quite revealing. Wherever 
transmissions are present, there must also be ruptures or oppositions, 
which could also be, in Thomas Mann’s words, ‘chasms of strangeness’.3 
Transmission thus acquires a fundamental dif ference-theoretical 
dimension.

This encourages a reconsideration of the various transmission phe-
nomena discussed thus far: Despite the fact that they were created ‘in the 
image of God’, humans project onto God precisely those attributes that are 
unattainable to them, such as being immortal or omnipotent; as a result, the 
monotheistic God is as distant and different from humans as conceivably 
possible. Is it possible to imagine an abyss or schism more radical than the 
one between inf inite god and f inite humans?

Or, to move on to contagion: In the transmission of diseases, the practice 
of immunization through a controlled infection with a pathogen depends 
precisely on the obliteration of the difference between the self and the 
other so that the chain of transmissions can be interrupted. And conversely, 
this ‘forced levelling’ also shows that a form of difference constitutes the 
prerequisite for medical infection, as there can be no infection without a 
difference between the self and the other.

Or consider the intermediary function of money: The role of money f irst 
emerges in situations where there is a divide between desire and possession, 
when someone wants precisely what someone else has. Using the principle 
that ‘one must give in order to be able to take’, money also contributes to 
the (relatively) peaceful equalization of this separation. Furthermore, the 
heterogeneity of goods is the motor that drives the exchange of goods, and 
the function of money is to make disparate things commensurable through 
prices. This heterogeneity applies all the more to the credit function money, 
which is central to my argument.

In psychoanalysis transference could help rather than disrupt therapy 
– as Freud originally assumed – precisely because the patient’s past, which 
was shaped by traumatic experiences, and his present, which is shaped by 
the affective resonance of ‘his’ analyst, are so clearly different that project-
ing an ‘old’ pattern of feeling onto the analyst potentially transforms rather 
than repeats that pattern.

And in the case of witnessing an irreconcilable difference obviously 
exists between, on the one hand, the perception and knowledge of the 
witness with regard to a past event and, on the other hand, the ignorance 
of the listeners before whom the witness testif ies, who do not have access 
to this event.
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In summary: A pronounced difference, an imbalance, a heterogeneity 
constitutes the ‘divide’ capable of sparking the maelstrom of a transmission 
event. The intensity of this difference can undoubtedly be modulated: It 
might simply be a separation in space and time, but in its most extreme form 
it is a reciprocal otherness and inaccessibility that can even make individu-
als afraid of one another. There is no transmission without differentiality.

Levelling or Articulation of Difference?
The fascinating question now is what happens to this difference in the 
course of transmission. As I already pointed out in my discussion of the 
messenger f igure, messengers do not just bridge differences, but rather their 
acts of transmission also serve to maintain and reinforce these differences. 
This idea offers a more multifaceted image of transmission.

The same principle can be applied to Benjamin’s ref lections on transla-
tion: Translators could certainly understand the act of translating as the 
transmission of a text from one language to another. In this perspective, 
if the meaning of the text seems to remain ‘the same’ then translatability 
implies the possibility that linguistic differences can be neutralized: The 
same thing can be said in different ways both intralingually and inter-
lingually. For Benjamin, however, this is precisely the attitude of the ‘bad 
translator’. The ‘good translator’ does not depend on the equivalence of 
meaning; rather, he leaves space for the inherent deviations in the ‘ways of 
thinking’ to unfold, which brings the differences between languages to light. 
Instead of concealing the diversity and incommensurability of languages, 
therefore, translations make them apparent.

To return to the question of whether difference is levelled or articulated: 
Following Benjamin’s concept of translation, is it possible to assume that 
transmission can be viewed from both perspectives – as the levelling and 
articulation of difference – although the more revealing philosophical 
perspective is the one in which transmission does not conceal differences 
but rather makes them apparent? To accept the normative element of 
Benjamin’s ‘good translator’: If the question of what constitutes a medium 
is situated in the context of transmission, does this reveal an ‘ethos of the 
medial’ in the form of the demand that media must always manifest the 
difference in whose ‘in-between space’ they operate?

Consider the concrete transmissions that have already been discussed: 
A virus is insidious precisely because it is able to lodge itself in the cells of 
the host’s body and reproduce like the host’s own cells by transcribing and 
participating in the host’s mechanisms of cellular reproduction. In the case 
of viral contagion, therefore, the divide between the self and the other is 
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subtly and radically suspended without ‘instances’ coming into play that 
mark this original difference.

Interestingly, however, such ‘instances’ occur in the case of personal 
messenger f igures: In the context of this bipolar function, the apparent 
double role played by both the psychoanalyst and the witness can also be 
interpreted as bridging and exposing a difference at the same time.

As a ‘neutral medium’ the psychoanalyst constitutes a projection surface 
on which unprocessed experiences from the patient’s past can be inscribed. 
This process thus opens up the possibility of repeating or re-experiencing 
problematic feelings from the past in the here and now of the psychoanalytic 
situation. As a participant, however, the analyst also establishes a personal 
relationship with his patient and becomes an affective resonant body, which 
makes it possible for a change to emerge from the repetition. A transforma-
tion of the patient’s mental and emotional life thus takes place, and as a 
result the past can be forgotten and is no longer repetitively acted out.

Like the psychoanalyst, the witness also performs a double task: He must 
prove to be an infallible recording device, a disinterested witness, a mere 
medium of a past event, but at the same time he must also appear as a person 
who is authentic, credible, and trustworthy. The dilemma of the Holocaust 
witness sheds light on precisely this situation: It is only after the survivors 
have once again become respected members of society and have situated 
themselves as people in this society – if it may be put like this – that they 
can appear (for the f irst time) as witnesses of their own depersonalized 
status as victims of the Nazis. They are only able to bear witness to their 
disintegrated past from the distance of their reintegrated present.

It is thus clear that transmissions are a way of dealing with difference; 
they make differences manageable. I now want to probe a little deeper, and 
perhaps also more radically, into the idea that transmissions can equalize 
and at the same time mark differences between worlds, f ields, or systems. 
Such a transmission strategy is ‘ideally’ realized precisely when transmis-
sion is interpreted as a process of making something perceptible.

Making Something Inaccessible Perceptible
This represents a turning point in my reflections. The idea of the messenger 
depends on the semantic f ield of communication and language use. And 
because the idea of transmission as the relaying of communication is tied 
to the origin of the word ‘transmission’ as the carrying across of a burden, 
it is also connected to the semantic f ield of transportation.

The history of words is irreversible, yet we create our concepts ourselves. 
As a thought experiment, imagine that it were possible to conceive of 
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‘transmission’ in a way that evoked entirely different associations than 
those of movement, carrying, and thus transport. Imagine that this concept 
was associated with the possibility of bridging a distance by allowing one 
side to ‘visualize’ the other and thus discover something that normally 
eludes perception because it is either strange or just distant. This thought 
experiment calls attention to the productive function that lies in the ability 
of transmission to expose and mark differences. It shows precisely the 
visualization potential of the image, whose power is based on both the 
opening and closing of the separation between the absence and presence 
of image content.

Is the connection between the role of the messenger and the act of mak-
ing something perceptible echoed in these transmission procedures?

I will begin with Benjamin: Perhaps the concept of ‘making perceptible’ 
can account for the peculiar sacred turn in Benjamin’s theory of translation 
and language, as the acknowledgment that ‘post-Babylonian’ linguistic 
diversity cannot be circumvented does not remain his f inal word on the 
matter: Benjamin actually starts from the premise that translations do not 
reveal identical meanings but rather divergent ways of thinking. However, 
because individual languages can be translated into one another they 
turn out to be different yet nevertheless compatible fragments of the ‘pure 
language’ that has been lost since the Fall of Man. This ‘pure language’ 
does not (any longer) exist, but translation can provide an image and an 
idea of it by manifesting a fundamental compatibility within the diversity 
of languages; the activity of the translator thus bears witness to the factual 
heterogeneity of languages while simultaneously revealing a universal bond 
that connects all languages in the vanishing point of the one ‘pure language’ 
that does not (any longer) exist.

Benjamin’s theory of translation thus ref lects a tension that is inherent 
to any form of imaging that consists in sensualizing (and symbolizing) 
something that was previously distant and hidden.4 This tension was already 
discussed in the chapter on angels insofar as angels bridge the distance 
between the divine and the human and through their appearance they 
bear witness to the fundamental absence of God as well as God’s real activi-
ties among humans. It is this duplicity that induced Massimo Cacciari to 
conclude that angels represent the incarnation of the principle of the image, 
which he interprets as ‘(being) one with his absence’.5

I now turn to the phenomenon of witnessing. The witness’s statement 
– ordinarily – testif ies to something the witness perceived himself; his 
speech is not supposed to make any claims about an event in the sense 
of judgements, but rather he is supposed to convey an image of what he 
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perceived as precisely as possible; and he presents this testimony in a 
situation where the perceived event is irrevocably past and hidden be-
cause it is (usually) no longer reproducible. The ‘image’ produced by the 
witness is thus made from language, and it becomes a substitute for the 
perception of a past event, which has become impossible to perceive in 
the present. The verbalized testimony should – ideally – mean the same 
thing to the jury that the original perception meant to the witness, but 
this is impossible due to the separation between the witness’s private 
experience in the past and his public verbalization of that experience 
in the present; the witness perceived something, but the listeners before 
whom he testif ies only receive a linguistic description of this perception, 
which can – intentionally or unintentionally – always be false. This is the 
origin of the paradox of witnessing, which is rooted in the fact that the 
witness must act in two different forms: as both a depersonalized recording 
instrument and at the same time as an authentic trustworthy person. 
The speech of the witness can thus be understood as the act of making 
something perceptible for others, yet at the same time it must also mark 
the impossibility of reproducing a private perception as a perception for 
others, as this making perceptible ‘only’ occurs in a linguistic form that 
opens up the possibility of false testimony.

In specifying transmission as a process of making something perceptible, 
as ‘aistheticization’,6 it is essential not to confuse this with ‘aestheticization’. 
As Martin Seel points out, aesthetic perception is a special mode of percep-
tion.7 It is directed towards the phenomenal individuality of an appearing 
object or the game of appearances in the simultaneity of that which mani-
fests in the presence of an object.8 However, transmission processes make 
something perceptible while simultaneously evoking the absence of what 
is visualized, just as the messenger who speaks for someone else reveals the 
absence of the one in whose name he speaks while simultaneously making 
the ‘aura’ of this absent person present.

If transmission must be conceived as a process of making something that 
is sensually inaccessible perceptible, then a similarity becomes apparent: 
Isn’t this principle – making something perceptible while simultaneously 
revealing is hiddenness – connected to my previous discussion of traces? The 
trace reveals not simply ‘something’, but rather the ‘absence of something’. 
Wherever a trace is encountered or something is interpreted as a trace, this 
trace is understood as a material mark that refers to something which is no 
longer there – otherwise there would be no trace.

Until now I have focused on transmission within the context of the 
messenger model; is it possible and perhaps also time to conceive of traces 
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as ‘involuntary messengers’ so that the meaning of ‘transmission’ might 
also be discussed in terms of the formation and interpretation of traces? 
Is it thus possible that what is strange about the messenger model (i.e. that 
the messenger is still a passive example of someone who has been commis-
sioned for an assignment) could lose its potential for irritation to a certain 
extent if it is associated with the concept of the trace? Before pursuing this 
line of inquiry, I would like to explore a further attribute related to the 
‘material of transmission’: What does it mean to reveal something precisely 
by withdrawing oneself?

Articulating Difference through Self-Neutralization
The messenger’s characteristic gesture, which is based on the heteronomy 
of the messenger’s errand, is self-neutralization. It is only by suppressing 
his own senses and structures that the messenger is able to manifest other 
senses and structures medially. The medium thus presents its message by 
withdrawing at the same time. There is an inherent connection between, 
on the one hand, the ‘immediacy’ of mediation, which is immanent in the 
medium itself, and, on the other hand, the suppression of the medium’s 
own logic. I will explain this more concretely:

Money reveals this process of self-neutralization in an exemplary way 
because its intermediary role is based on desubstantiation. There is only talk of 
‘money’ when the means of circulation is no longer a concrete good, like wheat, 
pearls, or clams. In the conventional sense money can neither be ‘used’ nor can 
it be subject to any physical changes at all over time. Due to its mobility and its 
lack of qualities, which reinforces its ‘pure countability’ (discreteness), money 
thus embodies – whether as coins, paper, or electronic money – the function 
of providing a standard measure of value for relations of economic exchange.9 
Money provides a standard measure for the exchange for goods precisely 
because of its ‘desubstantiated substance’ and its ‘indifferent non-content’, 
which enable the homogenizing quantif ication of qualitative differences.

Or consider viral infections. Aren’t viruses able to make themselves 
‘unrecognizable’ to the host precisely by transcribing the DNA of the host’s 
cells and reproducing themselves in the host, thus becoming part of the af-
flicted organism itself? It is also possible to describe the viral transcription 
of cell DNA metaphorically as follows: Viruses neutralize their otherness by 
converting to the host’s mechanism of cellular reproduction and thereby 
donning the ‘mask’ of the host cell.

The interplay of depersonalization and personality is fundamental to the 
f igure of the ‘personal messenger’. For Freud – unlike many proponents of 
the ‘interactive turn’ in psychoanalysis – the self-withdrawal of the analyst 
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in the sense of the suppressing of his own personality is precisely a conditio 
sine qua non of psychoanalysis. Various strategies of ‘anonymization’ – like 
sitting outside of the patient’s f ield of vision – are supposed to enable the 
physician to function as a suitable projection surface for the transmissions 
from the patient. However, the analyst is not supposed to consider himself 
and behave as a receiver of these transmissions, but rather he is supposed 
to act as a mediator between the (unprocessed) emotions of the patient’s 
past and his present emotions.

The f igure of the witness also presupposes a seismographic potential 
(which is paradoxical, like all such unrealizable assumptions) in that the 
witness is an observer of rather than a participant in a past event and he 
must withhold his own judgement and commentary when describing this 
event.

And aren’t word-for-word translations, which Benjamin prefers because 
they manifest the differences between languages better than ‘creative’ ad-
aptations, also a form in which the translator is considered ‘good’ precisely 
because he relinquishes his own personal ingenuity?

Various approaches to the self-withdrawal and self-neutralization of the 
medium have already been thematized – as pointed out earlier10 – such 
as Aristotle’s ‘diaphanous medium’,11 Fritz Heider’s ‘extra-conditionality’ 
of media,12 Niklas Luhmann’s ‘loose coupling’ by virtue of which the me-
dium remains invisible in the visibility of the form itself,13 Dieter Mersch’s 
withdrawal of media in their implementation,14 and Boris Groys’s notion of 
the medium as a material sign vehicle that remains concealed behind the 
meaning of the sign and is only seen when the sign function is suspended,15 
not to mention the topos of the ‘disappearing messenger’!

This raises the question of what has actually been accomplished by 
locating the an-aistheticization and self-neutralization of the medium in 
the messenger’s errand? What is the ‘added value’ of reformulating this 
phenomenon in the context of the messenger model?

To start with, the definitional core of my media concept is that the 
medium must suppress itself in order for something to be visualized. This 
conditional relationship can be considered the ‘basic law’ of the perfor-
mance of media. The interrelationship between ‘making something appear’ 
and ‘withdrawing oneself’ provides a criterion that distinguishes media 
from related phenomena, such as signs but also technologies. To express this 
idea in a more ontologically cautious way: This criterion makes it possible to 
delineate the unique character of the media perspective from the perspective 
of signs and technologies. Moreover, this criterion represents the point at 
which medial disruptions and derailments are identif iable, as a medium 
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turns into a non-medium when it discards the neutrality of the mediator 
position in order to become a ‘party’ and actor itself. And the media of the 
arts can for the most part be understood as suspending this ‘functional law 
of mediality’, but in the process they also contribute to its illumination.

Nevertheless, the ‘added value’ of this concept exceeds the functional 
logic of mediality and the criteriological framework associated with it. It is 
related to a fundamental metaphysical intuition that the world in which we 
live is not the same as the world that appears to us. In the Western tradition, 
this intuition introduced a transcendence that was furnished with the 
index of an immateriality, which enabled it to elude localization in space 
and time. Yet regarding the medium as a messenger, who can only perform 
his task by withdrawing and suppressing himself, opens the possibility of 
reconstructing the relationship between the visible and the invisible (or: the 
audible, the palpable, etc.) as a continuum of materiality. And once again it 
is the trace – which I will address in the next chapter – that is particularly 
signif icant for this ‘grounding’ in materiality. First, however, I want to go one 
step further in answering the question of how the messenger perspective 
and the an-aistheticizing tendency of the medium provide a new dimension.

The messenger is a f igure whose performance depends not on the 
strengthening, but rather on the weakening of the ‘self’: In order to reveal 
the other, the self must thereby withdraw. It is not an ‘I’, or even a ‘you’, 
but rather a ‘he, she, it’ in their unmitigated exteriority that are (made) 
present in the messenger’s errand. The messenger is the incarnation of the 
metamorphosis in which an I becomes an other by transcending the self in 
the act and as an act of making the other perceptible. Consider once again the 
metaphysical impulse to transcend one’s immediate existence. Is it possible 
that this impulse is based not simply on our epistemological relationship to 
the (visible or invisible) world, but rather – much more – on our ethical rela-
tionship to the other? To start with, does the ‘double world’ that metaphysics 
understands as its own ref lection represent the social realm of experience 
of our personhood, which does not bear witness to the unalterable identity 
of the self but rather to the possibility of self-abandonment in order to 
render the other visible? The messenger perspective thus suggests that 
transcendence proves to be fundamentally self-transcendence: People do 
not transcend the visible world so much as the self in that they ‘speak with 
someone else’s voice’. It is no coincidence that the word ‘person’ refers to 
‘per-sonare’, or speaking through the mask. How signif icant is the cultural-
historical coincidence of theatre and metaphysics in this context?16

These thoughts anticipate the epilogue, but I will now turn to the ques-
tion of how the idea of making something perceptible appertains to traces.



174  MEDIUM, MESSENGER, TRANSMISSION

Reading Traces

This chapter will shed new light on the meaning of transmission by reflect-
ing once again on the phenomenon of the trace. I will begin by clarifying 
the meaning of the term ‘trace’.

Traces as ‘Messengers from the Past’?
The word ‘footprint’ (Old High German ‘spor’, Middle High German ‘spur’)17 
is etymologically signif icant because it provides a way of intuitively tracking 
down the conceptual origins of the trace.18 A footprint is an impression that 
reveals the presence of someone or something in the past; it crystallizes a 
movement in time as a spatial conf iguration. The presence of the trace thus 
bears witness to the absence of what caused it. While the trace is visible, 
what produced it remains withdrawn and invisible. In other words, the 
presence of the trace visualizes the non-presence of what left it behind. The 
trace embodies not the absent thing itself, but rather its absence.

The trace actually ref lects the same quasi-magical ‘real presence’ that 
I already discussed as a facet of the eff icacy of images, which similarly 
oscillate between the absence and presence of the pictured object: Because 
traces are due to the causal nexus of a past event, this event is ‘somehow’ 
projected into the present in the form of the trace. The trace thus reveals 
something that is irreversibly past yet still indirectly apparent at the time 
when the trace is recorded and interpreted.

Unlike the index, which signif ies something synchronous even if it is 
perhaps not visible – like the (functioning) weathercock that demonstrates 
the direction of the wind – the formation of the trace is based on the funda-
mental asynchrony between the time when it is made and the time when it 
is read. Smoke is an index of f ire, but ashes are its trace. Traces thus require 
a temporal break, as they always refer to a past event: traces are remnants.

This immediately suggests the question: Is it possible to conceive of 
traces as ‘messengers from the past’? Wouldn’t this provide the key to 
explain the presumably close relationship between messengers and traces, 
as messengers are understood as conveying transmissions across space 
while traces convey transmissions across time? Messengers and traces thus 
constitute different dimensions of transmission, which is understood in the 
former case as a spatial process and in the latter case as a temporal process. 
It would undoubtedly be possible to see it this way, yet this approach is 
not suff icient. From the very beginning, the basis of all transmission 
processes was described as the ‘in-between’ position of the messenger, 
which refers not only to spatial distances but to ‘difference’ in general. 
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Temporal displacements are therefore already implicitly included in the 
messenger model.

However, there is still a deeper underlying reason why it is insuff icient 
to presume that traces are simply ‘messengers from the past’ – a reason, 
moreover, whose explanation suggests that the trace is more like a reversal 
of the messenger’s errand. That is therefore my hypothesis: Messengers and 
traces are paradigmatic conf igurations of transmission insofar as they are 
related to one another f iguratively like the front and back sides of a page. 
As basic versions of transmission, messengers and traces are inseparably 
connected to each other. Nevertheless, they are connected such that – in 
keeping with the same metaphor – the ‘inscription’ that the messenger 
model leaves behind on the front side of the page is read ‘backwards’ and 
is thus inverted from the perspective of the back side – that of the trace. 
Reading traces is thus considered the inverse function of the messenger’s 
errand. This inversion suggests an expansion of the concept of transmission, 
but this expansion nevertheless reveals at the same time the borders of 
this concept.

So what does it mean to understand reading traces as an ‘inversion of 
the messenger’s errand’?

Reading Traces as an Inversion of the Messenger’s Errand
You will recall that the messenger is situated between two divergent hetero-
geneous sides and is thus associated with the postal principle. The roles of 
activity and passivity are clearly distributed: The sender tells the messenger 
to do something and the addressee receives something. The receiver is seen 
as the one to whom something is delivered; to express it in the language 
of telecommunications, he functions here only as an ‘information sink’. 
The messenger operates in the space of meaning deferral, which means 
precisely that the materiality and the meaning of the message are separate. 
The messenger’s ‘business’ thus unfolds in a continuum of materiality that 
serves its purpose when the transmitted message is received, regardless of 
the meaning that the message has for the receiver. Reception is independent 
of interpretation. That is why the postal principle is absolved of the burden 
of meaning – from the perspective of the messenger function at least.

But what happens to the distribution of activity and passivity and the 
abstraction of meaning when seen from the perspective of the trace? Can 
it be assumed that the one who left the trace behind plays the active role 
and the one who records and reads the trace more or less plays the passive 
role? Moreover, can traces also be localized in the intermediate space of 
meaning deferral, like messengers? Obviously traces cannot be reasonably 
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described in this way. And there are (at least) two interrelated reasons for 
this: The lack of motivation on the part of those who cause traces and the 
creation of traces through the act of reading them.

(1) I will begin with the lack of motivation: Traces are not produced, and 
this fundamentally distinguishes them from all other sign events – as well as 
from the messenger’s errand. Traces are unintentional remains: Only things 
left behind involuntarily, unintentionally, and uncontrollably can then be 
read as traces. If something is consciously designed as a trace, then it is not 
really a trace but rather the staging of a trace. It is not intentionality and 
conscious awareness that give rise to traces, but rather only the materiality 
and gravitational force of being; Traces are due to the ‘blind force’ of bodies 
acting on each other in the continuum of material worldly relations. This 
lack of motivation means that leaving traces behind is not a theoretical act: 
It is an effect, but it is never the intention, purpose, or goal of an action. 
Traces are phenomena that must be caused but cannot be intended. Traces 
are not ordered or commissioned.

(2) At the same time, the idea of intentionally creating traces does not 
completely disappear. In the messenger model it is the employer who ac-
tively creates, but in the case of traces this role is performed by the one who 
pursues and identif ies them. Traces are thus constructed, and this insight 
shows how they invert the postal principle: Despite the fact that traces lack 
motivation, it is not absurd to assume that traces have a ‘creator’; however, 
this creator is to be found not where traces are caused, but rather where they 
are perceived and pursued. In order to understand this idea it is necessary 
to explain more precisely what it means to ‘read traces’.

Traces are read – or at least this is what our language use implies; how-
ever, they are not written.19 The act of reading traces must therefore be 
understood as the act of ‘picking up’ and ‘reading out’. Traces are not simply 
encountered, but rather they originate in acts of securing and identifying 
traces, which in some cases are very diff icult and elaborate. Strictly speak-
ing, traces originate in the eye of the reader. Through the process of reading 
traces, ‘things’ that are the effects of something are transformed into traces for 
something. The direction of this process is shaped by the actual context of 
the search for traces or the interests that guide it. Furthermore, the search 
for traces is an activity that is only able to expose traces at all through 
intense engagement with the material that qualif ies as a possible trace. 
Nevertheless, the use of the word ‘expose’, as well as ‘f ind’ and ‘discover’, 
is thoroughly ambiguous. When traces can be conventionalized in a kind 
of ‘sign register’, such as when ideal examples of tracks are represented in 
a hunting handbook, then it is possible to speak unproblematically of a 
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‘discovery of traces’ on the forest f loor. However, this situation becomes 
much more complicated when the forest f loor is half frozen and countless 
tracks run through one another; it is then a matter of determining how 
fresh or old the tracks are.

Actually, something only becomes a trace when it occupies a well-def ined 
place in relation to a plausible story that produces a connection between 
the visible and the invisible. The formation of traces is always due to a 
disruption of order, which is then integrated into a new narrative order 
by reconstructing the trace-forming event as a story. And the story that 
corresponds to this reading – and thus the ‘semantic’ of the trace – is 
dependent on the interests of the reader, who is searching for a way to 
resolve something uncertain or unknown with the help of this practical 
and theoretical activity. Reading traces thus means ‘making things talk’, 
yet things are mute. They only become eloquent – and thus become traces 
– through the stories told by readers. And there are always many possible 
stories; traces are thus polysemic. Yet the idea of polysemy itself needs to 
be def ined more precisely.20 Traces are not strictly speaking ambiguous, but 
rather the same perceptible mark can be transformed into entirely different 
traces of something depending on the narrative contexts and the reader’s 
orientation requirements.

Traces thus emerge through the work of interpretation, which is rooted 
in the actual context of the reader and is compatible with the narrative 
creation of causal dependencies. It is therefore impossible to separate what a 
trace is from the meaning associated with it. Traces represent the formation 
of sense out of non-sense.

Perhaps it is now clear: The concept of the trace as ‘involuntary mes-
senger’ does not simply refer to traces of the past. Rather, some element of 
the material continuum, in which we are all embedded, is transformed into a 
medium insofar as something perceptible is regarded as a point of reference 
in order to reconstruct an event that is no longer perceptible. Causes have 
effects, but these effects do not have the status of traces. The transformation 
of an effect into a trace is not an act that can be attributed to those who 
caused the trace – who seldom have any interest in leaving traces behind; 
rather, it can only be attributed to those who receive what the trace medium 
can transmit. The trace is a ‘messenger’ that is ‘delegated’ – metaphorically 
speaking – by the receiver of the message.

In the context of the postal principle, this idea can also be expressed as 
follows: The reader of the trace acts as an addressee of something whose 
unintentional sender must f irst be reconstructed.21 It is precisely because 
of this role reversal that the trace is an inversion of the messenger concept.
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Messenger and Trace, or On the ‘Sign’ as the Basis of Communication 
and Cognition
But what has been gained by this inversion? In other words, if the messenger 
and the trace are viewed as inverse media-theoretical f igures that embody 
the ‘front and back sides’ of the postal principle, how does a consideration 
of this inversion expand the messenger perspective?

An answer immediately suggests itself: What the trace opens and adds 
is an epistemological expansion. Even though the transmission event is 
fundamentally about making something perceptible, the messenger is 
still an instance of communication. But the trace is part of the domain of 
cognition. The acts of identif ication associated with the reading of traces 
can provide a sense of guidance and transform uncertainty into certainty; 
the reading of traces is thus a cultural technique of knowledge produc-
tion. When viewed from this perspective, ref lecting on the trace expands 
the messenger model precisely by adding a dimension that is marked as a 
constraint in the transmission aspect of messages: namely, the idea that 
something new emerges and is discovered through transmission.

Carlo Ginzburg’s ‘paradigm of signs’ established a connection between, 
on the one hand, the ‘wild knowledge’ of reading traces as an archaic 
technique of orientation and, on the other hand, cognition through signs 
and symptoms as a humanities methodology.22 Even in the natural sciences 
– as Jörg Rheinberger already emphatically pointed out23 – the bulk of the 
investigations of what are often ‘invisible phenomena’ are due to the cultural 
technique of reading traces. Ludwig Jäger showed with his ‘transcription’24 
approach that our ability to refer back to what we do as a trace, and thus to 
be able to maintain a distanced, observing, and ref lecting relation to what 
we voluntarily and involuntarily create, is a if not the culture-endowing 
act. The aspects of this epistemology of the trace have been well examined 
elsewhere, so I won’t go into it here.25

A preliminary answer has now been found to the question of what is 
gained by shifting from the messenger to the trace. Our communication and 
our episteme are dependent on transmission conditions that are embodied 
in the f igures of the messenger and the trace, which make something 
perceptible. When seen in the light of this concept of transmission, ‘signs’ 
prove to be the root of understanding (communication) and cognition.

However, as remarkable and momentous as the cultural and episte-
mological technique of reading traces is, this expansion of the messenger 
model is not yet enough. For the joke of the inversion of the messenger 
f igure does not lie simply in the fact that it compensates for the def icits of 
the messenger model and thus expands it such that the act of ‘making the 
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imperceptible perceptible’ through transmission is not only fundamental 
to communication but also to cognition; even though this expansion is of 
considerable value. Rather, in the course of ref lecting on traces the idea of 
transmission and medial mediation itself can become to a certain extent 
problematic and thus its borders can be made apparent. These borders 
emerge when the ‘reconstruction of the sender through the addressee’, 
which constitutes the nucleus of reading traces – up until now at least – is 
visualized as a ‘non-thing’, as something virtually impossible. And this 
dimension is revealed through Emmanuel Levinas’s ref lections on the 
trace.26

Transmission as ‘Transition’: Mediality beyond Transmission
Levinas also leaves no doubt that traces can function as a kind of sign. 
While the mark lies in plain view, something concealed behind it can be 
deduced. In the process of interpreting this appearance as a trace, what is 
presently veiled can at the same time be unveiled. This is how a detective 
examines traces at a crime scene, how a hunter pursues tracks in the wild, 
how an archaeologist digs for the remains of past civilizations. Levinas 
actually distinguishes between signs and traces in terms of intentionality/
unintentionality, but the trace always ‘also plays the role of a sign; it can be 
taken for a sign’.27 So, as my epistemology of the trace already shows, the 
trace is part of the universal referential context of the world, in which every 
effect can at the same time be considered a sign of its cause. When seen 
from this semiological perspective, the trace represents the possibility that 
the past is still available in the present through remains and the future can 
already be deduced in the present through signs. When the trace is viewed 
as a sign, according to Levinas, the world of the present merges with the 
past and the future in a more or less unif ied order. It is a ‘strategy’ that 
forces everything imperceptible back into the immanence of a discernible 
and manageable present, that reveals its transcendental character, and 
that integrates it more or less seamlessly into the familiar world. Through 
the semiology of the trace, the inaccessible beyond becomes part of the 
accessible world.

Yet this epistemological positivity obscures the specif ic meaning of the 
trace, which cannot be reduced to denotation and identif ication or revealing 
and unveiling. The authentic trace actually ‘disturbs the order of the world’28 
insofar as it asserts an irresolvable unfamiliarity, an incomprehensible 
otherness, an irreversible pastness, a constitutive withdrawal. And it is this 
‘disturbing’ function of the trace that reveals a mediality beyond transmis-
sion. I will address these points one by one.
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First, visualize the philosophical motive that moves Levinas to un-
derstand the trace in the context of an ungraspable otherness. Western 
philosophy assumes that everything external, unfamiliar, transcendent, 
and otherworldly can be subsumed and absorbed into one’s own under-
standing by virtue of the egological function of consciousness. Odysseus, 
whose journey is ultimately a return to the self, thus becomes a symbolic 
f igure: ‘This experience would still remain a movement of the same, a 
movement of an I.’29 This defence against the unfamiliar is an inherent 
part of human relationships, the fundamental aim of which is (usually) to 
unveil and understand the other and thus deprive the other of precisely his 
otherness.30 By understanding and assimilating the other according to the 
standards set by one’s own consciousness, the ‘I’ becomes absolute and the 
other becomes an ‘alter ego’.

But is this egological absorption the only possible way? What would 
it mean if the other actually remained ‘absolutely exterior’,31 if the ‘I’ 
experienced the other as something entirely external to the self – what 
Levinas calls a ‘heteronomous experience’32 – or, more precisely, if the ‘I’ 
was subjected to this experience of heteronomy? This would initiate a 
movement that does not return to its own starting point – like Odysseus; 
it would reveal a transcendence that no longer bends to the immanence of 
the self’s own familiar world.

This emergence of something other than the self occurs when the other 
is encountered as a trace – an ‘authentic trace’ that cannot function as a 
sign for something. Of course the other always remains a decipherable sign 
that can be deduced through ‘hermeneutics and exegesis’. But that is not 
the extent of its meaning. And this surplus of meaning, which is inherently 
beyond understanding, revealing, and unveiling, becomes apparent for 
Levinas in the ‘face’: ‘The phenomenon which is the apparition of the other 
is also a face.’33 Levinas’s concept of the ‘face’ must be understood as the 
manifestation of an inaccessible world whose essence cannot be found 
through the conscious interpretation of an appearance. This approach 
conceives of the face as an expression, but what manifests in the face cannot 
be understood as a sign. It is a sign that no longer refers to anything, and 
such a sign is precisely that of the ‘authentic trace’.

The face does not reveal a hidden world behind the visible surface, which 
emerges through the act of reading traces. The face is a kind of trace that is 
beyond our world; it transcends sign-mediated cognition. It is the trace of 
an absence that does not manifest in the present. ‘Such is the signifyingness 
of a trace.’34 The face reveals a transcendence that is opposed to the order 
of immanence insofar as time is experienced in the trace as absolutely 
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irreversible, as an irreversible past. It is therefore no longer a trace that 
is ‘created’ through interpretation, but rather it is a trace of the ‘weight of 
being itself’.35

So long as the trace is conceived as an index, it is always still committed 
to a model of simultaneity insofar as a past event becomes part of the present 
of a trace reader and this present can be successfully overcome through 
reference to the trace. In Levinas’s interpretation however, the inimitability 
of the trace lies in the irreversible pastness of something; it testif ies to 
a movement that is not (any longer) an Odysseian return and cannot be 
def ined merely as ‘passing toward a past’.36 Levinas does not say that time 
is spatialized in the trace or that time is thus inscribed in space, but rather 
that the spatial itself becomes temporal: ‘A trace is the insertion of space 
in time, the point at which the world inclines toward a past and a time.’37

Traces are usually spatial conf igurations that accommodate our prefer-
ence for representing and understanding temporality as spatial order (time 
frame, arrow of time, point in time…). Yet Levinas radically interprets traces 
as a temporal phenomenon, to which everything spatial must ‘defer’: As a 
result, the irreversible temporality that is encountered in the trace can no 
longer be converted into a simultaneity.

When the other is encountered as a face – Levinas emphasizes – he 
moves into the position of a third, which is outside the bipolarity of ap-
pearance and essence or ‘I’ and ‘you’. He becomes the ‘possibility of that 
third direction’ beyond the game of immanence and transcendence, which 
immanence always won. He is no longer subordinated to the ‘I’ and yet 
also escapes the familiarity of the ‘you’. He (‘il’) is the third person and is 
actually understood as ‘ille’ or ‘that’: Thirdness is encountered in the other 
as ‘illéité’.38 This inconceivability of the other permanently disrupts the 
egotism and autonomy involved in thinking of others as projections of the 
self. The face disarms the ‘I’. Levinas describes it as an ‘expulsion’ of the ‘I’ 
and his consciousness.39

Yet for Levinas this ‘putting into question of the self’ is then transformed 
into a receiving of the other.40 And this reception of the incomprehensible 
other must be imagined as a call to be answered by the ego. The ‘I’ is virtu-
ally compelled to answer and the only thing that makes him unique is 
the fact that no one else can answer in his place. What emerges in the 
encounter with the inexplicable other is therefore responsibility as the 
nucleus of morality and ethics, which depends on this ‘practical turn’. Let 
it be understood: How this answer turns out, whether it results in solidarity 
or violence, is not at all certain. That is what makes the situation ethical: It 
can be ‘good’ or ‘bad’ and it is thus characterized by the either-or of a moral 
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decision. With the ‘via negativa’41 of the trace it becomes the starting point 
for exiting the self and entering into personal responsibility for the other. 
For Levinas, the ‘negative epistemology of the trace’ is transformed into a 
‘positive ethics of the trace’, which can only be achieved as practical activity 
and practiced intersubjectivity.

‘Authentic Trace’ and Presence
How does Levinas’s idea of the ‘authentic trace’ contribute to these ref lec-
tions on the theory of transmission?

(1) The authentic trace as opaque medium. To start with, it is a remarkable 
coincidence that Levinas’s concepts – summa summarum and taken literally 
– are reminiscent of the messenger model, as they involve a heteronomy, an 
exteriority that cannot be converted into an interiority, a thirdness beyond 
the relationship of ‘I’ and ‘you’, a passivity and a receiving, the spiriting 
away of interpretation and meaning, and even the material ‘weight of being’, 
which manifests itself instead of consciousness. The concept of reading 
traces provides a new perspective that expands the concept of the mes-
senger by altering the distribution pattern of passivity and activity; instead 
of the sender, it is the interpreting and reconstructing reader and thus 
the ‘receiver’ who performs the active role. Although Levinas has good 
epistemological reasons for emphasizing this interpretative aspect of the 
trace as a sign, it is not philosophically appropriate for his concept of the 
trace, as everything there is to say about traces-used-as-signs has (already) 
been best explored and analyzed in semiotic discourse.

No, Levinas describes the reader of traces – the ‘I’ who encounters the face 
as a trace – as someone who receives and is even ‘afflicted’ but who precisely 
cannot seek refuge from this passivity in the activity of interpretation. 
What occurs here is a pole reversal of activity and passivity, if you will, as 
the ego loses the power of construction and interpretation granted to him 
as a reader of traces.

What the ‘I’ encounters in the trace is a form of mediacy that cannot 
dissolve into immediacy; it is not a transparent medium for another world, 
from which it bears witness to a message. The ‘authentic trace’ is a medium 
in its opacity: It is the appearance of the indissolubly unfamiliar, which does 
not belong to the world of the ego.

Until now the foundation of mediality has been characterized as ‘mak-
ing the imperceptible perceptible’, which assumes that there is something 
beyond the medium that manifests in the medium itself, but this view must 
now be amended or to a certain extent revised: When the trace becomes 
an opaque medium for the ‘I’ rather than a referential sign, the result of its 
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refusal to ‘make something perceptible’ is that it elicits a response from 
the ‘I’ – no: it compels the ‘I’ to respond. But this response cannot be an 
epistemological-interpretative gesture, as Levinas rejects the notion that 
the medium mediates between the ‘I’ and a distant world. This response 
thus proves to be the elementary form of an ‘ethical act’ insofar as it initiates 
a relationship to the other – whether sympathetic or antipathetic. The 
‘authentic trace’ of the other thus constitutes a medium, and the opacity of 
this medium precludes the possibility of semiological interpretation, which 
becomes the seed of (moral) action. For Levinas the difference between the 
sign and the trace, which can also be read as the difference between the 
sign and the medium, manifests as the difference between interpretation 
and action: Traces compel people to act. Does this relationship between 
mediality and action echo Benjamin’s claim that media have a performative 
dimension, as the immediacy of the medium reflects an agency that is most 
clearly expressed in the creative power of the word of God?

(2) The ‘authentic trace’ as the embodiment of a presence. Levinas’s 
considerations assume that by ‘using’ the trace as a sign for something, 
the reconstructed past as well as the predicted future are adapted to the 
regime of the familiar present. For the purpose of formulating a theory of 
transmission, this can also be understood as follows: The spatial implica-
tions of ‘carrying across’ – the etymological origin of transmission – ensure 
that references to time are based on simultaneity rather than asynchrony, 
which is inescapably tied to the idea of time as a continuous succession of 
events. Simultaneity is a spatially inspired notion of time that negates its 
irreversibility or its simple pastness.

Interestingly, this corresponds to an aspect of media that Friedrich 
Kittler saw more incisively than anyone else42: It is the fact that all media 
have an inherent tendency towards time axis manipulation; the reversal 
of temporal orders is central to media technologies. There is no doubt that 
the mediality of the trace – inspired by Levinas – is to be understood as 
a break with this tendency to negate the irreversibility of time. It directly 
ushers in the irreversibility of time. For Levinas, therefore, ‘being other’ is 
actually ‘becoming other’, as it is contingent on the passage of time, and 
as a result the concept of ‘transmission’ is replaced by ‘transition’, which is 
embodied in the pastness of the trace. ‘Pastness’ should not be understood 
here as referring to a past event or to someone passing by who leaves 
behind a footprint that – potentially – allows him to be identif ied and 
recognized in the present. Rather, ‘pastness’ acknowledges the irreversible 
and ungraspable absence of these past events, which no media technology 
or interpretation is capable of bringing back.
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While ‘transmission’ depends on and bears witness to the possibility of 
interrelating different things through simultaneity, the opaque trace is based 
on irreducible asynchrony. Yet this is precisely why the trace demands a 
response. The opaque mediality encountered in the face as a trace of the 
other at the same time proves to be the seed of an intersubjectivity that 
does not integrate the other into the subject’s horizon of understanding by 
transforming him into a sign, but rather allows him to ‘stand on his own’. 
The other is no longer a condensation of descriptions and designations, 
but rather he is ‘beyond representation’. For the f irst time, the other is 
truly present. The encounter with the other thus embodies a subversion of 
representation, which enables the experience of presence.

To return once again to the beginning of this study: From the outset it 
emphasized the difference between a medium and a sign – a difference, 
nevertheless, that should not be understood as disjointed ontological sort-
ing, but rather as a methodological difference in the perspective that can be 
adopted with respect to one and the same fact. A medium is precisely not 
a material signif ier. Indeed, what distinguishes a metaphysical approach, 
which attempts to unveil a hidden reality ‘behind the appearance’, is that 
the medium and the sign deviate from each other.

Material sign carriers must be perceptible, as their appearance to the 
senses promises an immateriality and transparency of the sensual that al-
lows the meaning of the sign to be deduced (not through the senses). Media, 
on the other hand, convey meaning by virtue of their ability to conceal 
their own materiality and make themselves invisible. The relationship 
between mediacy and immediacy, between ‘depth’ and ‘surface’, is therefore 
transposed for the sign and the medium: The immediacy of the material 
sign carrier requires penetrating the surface and reaching the meaning 
of the sign, which is no longer visible but rather only interpretable. The 
immediacy of medially conveyed meaning, on the other hand, requires 
leaving the surface behind in order to expose the hidden materiality of 
the medium in its ‘depths’. This materiality has just been explicated in the 
context of the transmission functions of the messenger.

Yet in the transition to the trace, which is considered an inverted form 
of the messenger model, a constellation emerges that is similar to the one 
between the sign and the medium. As a positive technique of orientation 
and cognition, the trace makes identif ication possible and thus proves 
to be semiological. The cause of the trace is therefore determined by the 
reader who interprets it, and it is only explicable as a narrative connection 
of transformations in the continuum of materiality of interrelated events. 
A posteriori, it could then be said of ‘successful’ interpretations that the 
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materiality of the perceptible trace represents their no longer perceptible 
and thus absent cause.

However, the materiality and exteriority of the authentic trace presents a 
presence that cannot be def ined by relating it to something ideal or material 
or to causal relationships at all. And it is precisely for this reason that the 
authentic trace embodies a presence and (not only) a representation.

Understanding traces as modalities of the messenger serves to ref ine 
the distinction between the sign perspective and the media perspective, 
as this methodological distinction appears once again within the media 
perspective itself – namely, in the difference between the semiological 
and authentic trace.

Is it possible to conclude this discussion with a very general observation 
that signs are to media as representing is to presenting? Do media therefore 
create experiences of presence? Is this the source of their eff icacy and fascina-
tion? The paradoxical ‘joke’ of this presence lies in the fact that – and this is 
precisely what is implied by the non-semiological dimension of the trace – it 
is the presence of an absence that cannot be converted into a presence 
but that still ‘draws in’ and involves the subject. (One example is Levinas’s 
‘response’ but another is ‘immersion’, a tendency inscribed in all media that 
does not begin with the virtual reality of the computer but rather already 
takes effect in the reading of a book, which grips and transf ixes the reader.) 
Media produce an immediacy of the mediated. Does this involvement in 
something immediately at hand yet at the same time withdrawn constitute 
the nucleus of cultural practices? Is ‘unmediated mediation’ the term for 
this, and isn’t this precisely what Benjamin understood by ‘medium’ (in 
contrast to ‘instrument’)?

The telos of the Enlightenment project seemed to be the discovery of 
symbolic difference, the categorical distinction between signif iers and 
signif ieds, but in the late twentieth century this became problematic to 
a certain extent due to the discovery of the ‘quasi-magical power’ of the 
performative (Searle). ‘Performativity’ was thereby reconstructed as an 
attribute of semiotic processes insofar as these processes also perform and 
carry out what they signify.

It could also be said that in the performative representation changes into 
presence. From the perspective of the performative, the ingrained borders 
between ‘sign’ and ‘thing’ prove to be permeable. Can it be assumed that 
from the perspective of media theory presence is made possible through 
transmissions precisely because the imperceptible is made perceptible (as 
in the messenger’s errand)? Can it also be assumed that the perceptible 
appears as the irreducible and indissoluble presence of an absence (as in the 
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experience of the trace), which is no longer def ined in relation to something 
imperceptible because medial presence is its only form of perceptibility and 
givenness? The complexity of the interplay between the messenger and the 
trace consists in the fact that both assumptions can be conf irmed.
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ABSTRACT:	Following	World	War	II,	around	2000	metric	tonnes	of	chemical	weapons,	mostly	
mustard	gas,	were	dumped	in	the	Gotland	Basin	of	the	Baltic	Sea.	This	article	explores	these	
dumps	as	a	dense	transfer	point	for	many	different,	sometimes	incommensurable	
temporalities.	Guided	by	queer	theories	of	non-linear	temporality,	I	describe	these	sulphur	
mustard	times	as	both	making	and	being	made	by	the	materialities	of	the	chemicals,	their	
containers,	the	bodies	with	which	they	come	into	contact,	and	the	sea.	These	knots	of	
temporalities	articulate	militarisms	and	environmentalisms	in	a	tangle	of	multiple	pasts	and	
possible	futures.	
	
Key	words:	chemical	weapons,	temporality,	queer	time,	Baltic	Sea,	mustard	gas.	
	
	
	
1. At	first,	you	will	notice	nothing.	Perhaps	a	slightly	pungent	smell	in	the	air.	Chemical	

damage	begins	several	minutes	after	contact,	but	pain	only	comes	two	to	twenty-four	
hours	later.	Your	eyes	water,	burn-like	lesions	appear	on	your	skin.	You	follow	procedure:	
rinse,	clean,	decontaminate	(ciprofloxacillin,	petroleum	jelly,	Fuller’s	Earth).	But	still	you	
may	find	you	cannot	breathe.	Fatigue,	vomiting,	and	cardiac	abnormalities	might	ensue.	
Recuperation	will	take	months.	Symptoms	may	persist	for	decades.	You	might	die,	but	
probably	not	from	this.	The	effectiveness	of	these	weapons	follow	from	the	lag—the	drag	
of	their	effects,	first	entering	you	without	you	knowing,	then	demanding	time,	resources,	
and	more	time,	to	make	you	whole	again.		

	
2. At	first,	you	will	notice	nothing.	You	are	only	looking	for	food	after	all,	nuzzling	around	

on	the	bottom.	Down	here,	the	water	and	the	cool	act	as	literal	containment	devices.	The	
clay-like	substance	on	your	whiskers	seems	benign.	But	as	you	move	up	through	the	
water	column,	the	temperature	changes,	and	so	does	the	stuff	sticking	to	your	snout.	
You	come	to	the	surface;	you	descend.	You	come	to	the	surface;	you	descend.	Some	time	
later—is	it	weeks?	is	it	months?	even	years?—you	are	found	dead,	pulled	up	in	the	nets	
of	fishers.	Time	and	water	again	work	to	suspend	any	definitive	conclusions	about	your	
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death,	but	there	are	lesions	around	your	mouth	and	your	eyes.	They	are	consistent	with	
human	injuries	from	sulphur	mustard.		

	
3. At	first	you	will	notice	nothing.	And	you	continue	to	notice	little.	In	this	deep	water,	

nothing	much	lives.	Hypoxia	is	almost	total;	life	mostly	caught	between	an	exhale,	and	
the	next	breath	in.	Some	of	the	mustard	gas	might	have	managed	a	breach	–	a	breach	of	
both	the	steel	drums	that	hold	these	chemical	secrets,	and	of	the	time	that	has	abetted	
their	keeping—but	biological	tests	on	benthic	communities	again	remain	inconclusive.	
When	nothing	much	can	breathe,	there	isn’t	much	to	notice.		

	
Suspended	In	The	Gotland	Deep	

	
From	the	end	of	World	War	I	but	particularly	following	World	War	II,	major	global	powers	
engaged	in	massive	dumping	of	several	hundreds	of	thousands	of	tons	of	chemical	warfare	
agents	(CWA)	such	as	mustard	gas,	tabun,	and	Lewisite	in	the	planet’s	oceans.	One	
particular	site	for	the	dumping	of	European	stocks	was	the	Gotland	Deep,	off	the	east	coast	
of	Sweden	in	the	middle	of	the	Baltic	Sea.	Accurate	records	of	the	operations	are	hard	to	
come	by,	but	estimates	suggest	between	two	and	ten	thousand	metric	tons	of	munitions	
were	dumped	in	and	en	route	to	the	Gotland	basin	(Greenberg	et	al	2015).	The	majority	of	
these	stocks	comprise	sulphur	mustard,	also	known	as	mustard	gas.		
	
While	the	occasional	resurfacing	of	these	chemical	agents	(in	fishers’	nets,	on	the	smooth	
skin	of	seals,	on	white	sandy	beaches	camouflaged	as	amber)	poses	a	toxic	threat	to	human	
and	non-human	bodies,	the	dominant	(environmental,	scientific)	opinion	has	been	to	let	
these	chemicals	lie	in	situ	(CHEMSEA	2013;	Beldowski	et	al	2016).	Even	if	removal	were	
simple	or	cost-effective	(which	it	is	not),	any	deliberate	resurfacing	would	risk	further	
contamination.	In	the	depths	of	the	Baltic,	the	seawater	significantly	slows	hydrolysis	of	the	
gas,	but	the	cold	water	also	keeps	it	stable.	Gradually,	a	hard	shell	builds	up	around	the	
chemical	agents,	even	as	the	metal	canisters	are	slowly	erased	by	the	sea.	For	the	time	
being,	the	threat	is	mostly	contained.	Indeed,	it	would	likely	be	an	interruption	in	this	
caesura	of	existence—pulling	the	CWA	out	of	their	aqueous	milieu—that	would	speed	
everything	up	again.	Disaster	reactivated.			
	
Today,	then,	these	chemical	weapons	hang	mostly	in	a	state	of	suspension—that	is,	
seemingly	“out	of	time.”	They	hover	between	an	imagined	pristine	past	of	uncontaminated	
seas,	and	an	apocalyptic	future,	waiting	to	explode.	On	point,	The	Economist	(2013)	
describes	these	caches	as	“a	ticking	time	bomb.”	But	of	course,	these	shells	and	canisters,	
and	their	toxic	innards,	are	hardly	out	of	time.	My	proposition	is	rather	that	they	become	a	
gathering	point	for	many	different,	and	sometimes	incommensurable	times;	any	ostensible	
timelessness	is	betrayed	by	a	vibrancy	of	times	that	rub	against	each	other	in	and	as	the	
materiality	of	the	chemicals,	their	containers,	their	contact	bodies,	and	the	sea.		
	
In	other	words,	while	the	caches	of	mustard	gas	are	material	artefacts	in	themselves,	by	
thinking	with	their	tangled	stories	we	glimpse	the	way	they	also	suture	disparate	times	
together.	I	thus	describe	mustard	gas	dumped	at	sea	as	a	dense	transfer	point	of	
temporalities.	2	At	this	transfer	point,	the	spectacular	time	of	the	infrequent	reactivation	of	

																																																								
2	My	inspiration	for	narrating	the	time	of	the	weapons	in	this	way	comes	from	the	work	of	Michel	
Foucault	(1990),	who	describes	sexuality	neither	as	a	thing	nor	a	drive,	but	as	an	“especially	dense	
transfer	point	for	relations	of	power”	(103).	For	Foucault,	this	helps	him	explain	sexuality’s	
instrumentality	within	power	struggles.	For	me,	this	specific	wording	opens	up	fecund	possibilities	for	
thinking	about	phenomena	(including	material	artefacts)	not	in	terms	of	their	essence	or	even	their	



	 3	

toxic	effects	almost	a	century	later	is	held	alongside	the	chemical	times	of	sulphur	mustard	
itself,	made	and	remade	in	contact	with	different	bodies	and	different	milieus.	The	progress-
time	of	industrial	chemistry	chafes	against	the	punctum	of	a	singular,	unmourned	death	of	a	
seal,	while	the	slow	violence	of	the	poisoned	sea	serves	as	the	anoxic,	smothering	backdrop	
to	these	more	eventful	stories	of	war	and	gruesome	death.	These	temporalities	both	
confirm	and	challenge	the	eternal	time	of	the	sea	itself,	and	the	various	futures	such	thick	
past-presents	already	anticipate,	but	cannot	guarantee.		
	
As	relational	operators	between	temporalities—forward	and	back,	folding	and	
palimpsestic—	these	chemical	weapons	complicate	any	single	or	definitive	tale	of	the	time	
of	chemical	weapons	in	the	Gotland	Deep.	Importantly,	though,	the	weapons	caches	should	
not	be	understood	as	“simply”	an	empty	place	of	transfer.	The	weapons	themselves,	and	
their	materiality,	are	reciprocally	made	by	the	temporalities	they	traffic.	This	is	to	say,	they	
are	not	forms	filled	up	by	times;	they	are	formed	by	times.	Suspension	here	is	not	a	non-
happening,	but	a	lively,	temporal	collision,	where	times	make	matters	just	as	much	as	
matters	make	times.3	The	chemical	weapons	dumps	become	textured	knots	of	multivalent	
temporalities.	Even	as	they	lie	in	a	suspended	state,	they	are	hardly	still.	Even	if,	at	first,	you	
will	notice	nothing.			
	
	
From	Straight	Time	to	Queer	Temporal	Lag		

	
One	way	to	narrate	the	time	of	these	sunken	artefacts	is	as	a	relatively	straight	historical	
tale.	It	could	begin	with	the	birth	of	the	military	techno-industrial	complex	alongside	the	rise	
of	industrial	chemistry	of	the	19th	century,	one	result	of	which	is	modern	chemical	warfare.	
Weaponised	by	German	chemist	Fritz	Haber,	mustard	gas	was	first	deployed	by	the	Germans	
in	1917	on	the	fields	of	Ypres:	surprised	by	a	shimmering	cloud	at	their	feet,	soon	followed	
by	uncontrollable	itching,	blisters,	soars	and	coughed	up	blood,	around	ten	thousand	
soldiers	were	left	dead	from	the	after	effects	of	this	one	attack	alone.	In	this	narrative	of	
progress,	the	folly	of	“the	chemists’	war”	(as	World	War	I	is	sometimes	known)	leads	to	a	
restrained	use	of	CWA	when	war	breaks	out	again,	a	couple	of	decades	later.	An	attempt	to	
figure	out	what	to	do	with	all	of	those	stockpiled	munitions,	answered	by	our	too-hasty	
efforts	to	“bury	the	bodies”	at	sea,	is	followed	by	a	push	to	atone—first	with	the	1993	
Chemical	Weapons	Convention,	then	with	transnational	research	and	cooperation,	and	
culminating	in	private	sector	development	of	“off-the-shelf	technology”	to	save	our	seas,	
“dying	from	more	than	50	years	of	global	dumping	of	chemical	and	conventional	munitions	
in	our	waters,”	so	described	by	the	International	Dialogue	on	Underwater	Munitions	(IDUM	
n.d.).	In	this	version	of	mustard	gas	time,	these	ticking	time	bombs	urge	us	to	us	push	the	
narrative	through	to	its	destined	conclusion:	we	recognise	the	errors	of	our	ways	and	we	fix	
them.	We	do	not	want	to	be	held	in	suspense.		
	

																																																																																																																																																															
performativity,	but	in	terms	of	what	they	bring	into	relation—what	bodies	and	times	they	can	
articulate	and	put	in	contact	with	each	other,	despite	any	incommensurability	or	chafing	between	the	
terms	of	those	relations.		
3	Consider	this	in	light	of	claims	about	non-linear	time	as	a	challenge	to	dominant	modes	of	
chronology	in	archaeology.	As	Gavin	Lucas	(2005)	suggests,	non-linear	systems	in	archaeology	stress	
that	“time,	rather	than	being	simply	an	independent,	homogenous	measure	or	container	for	events,	is	
actually	inextricable	from	events”	(19).	Similarly,	James	McGlade	(1999)	critiques	an	archaeological	
view	of	time	as	“objective	and	quantifiable”	where	it	is	“seen	as	an	abstract	container	of	events	
supported	by	chronometric	props”	(142).		
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But	perhaps	the	first	thing	we	notice	about	mustard	gas	time	is	that	it	is	neither	straight,	nor	
singular.	This	is	not	an	easily	resolved	tale	of	progress.	How,	we	might	ask,	does	the	material	
progeny	of	nineteenth	century	industrial	chemists	(shored	up	with	the	hopes	and	dreams	
begat	by	the	Industrial	Revolution)	come	back	to	haunt	them	in	the	broken	bodies	of	their	
sons,	returning	from	war,	eyes	and	skins	marked	by	the	uncanny	offspring	of	their	fathers’	
creations?4	How	do	we	reconcile	this	uncanny	echo	of	damage	with	Fritz	Haber’s	winning	of	
the	Nobel	Prize	for	chemistry	in	1919—not	for	the	weaponisation	of	mustard	gas	
specifically,	but	for	developing	the	so-called	Haber-Bosch	process,	essential	to	the	large-
scale	synthesis	of	fertilisers,	and	credited	for	enabling	food	production	on	unprecented	
scales?	And	how	do	the	times	of	sulphur	mustard	turn	and	tangle	again,	when	even	as	the	
weapons	caches	lie	in	suspense	on	the	Baltic	seabed,	that	same	sea	now	struggles	against	
the	significantly	more	impactful	effects	of	agricultural	run-off	from	its	coastal	lands?		
	
Nor	can	we	narrate	the	militarisation	of	this	sea	as	a	linear	story	of	progress.	The	island	of	
Gotland–the	closest	terrestrial	zone	to	the	dumpsites—has	been	a	battleground	for	near	a	
thousand	years.	From	the	Battle	of	Visby	in	1361,	to	the	recent	reinstatement	of	military	
presence	on	the	island	under	increasing	tensions	in	Europe	between	east	and	west,	these	
weapons	caches	as	an	index	of	a	militarisation	“already	past”	in	fact	remind	us	that	the	past	
is	always	revisiting	the	future.	
	
Put	otherwise,	these	weapons	materialise	a	non-linear	temporality.	Feminist	and	queer	
cultural	theorists	have	generated	key	conceptual	resources	for	understanding	such	temporal	
queerness.5	These	include	Elizabeth	Freeman’s	critique	of	“chrononormativity”	(Freeman	
2010,	3)	where	social	institutions	(such	as	the	nuclear	family)	lead	us	to	believe	our	lives	are	
“bound”	by	such	normative	temporalities;	Heather	Love’s	description	of	“feeling	backward”	
(Love	2007)	as	a	lived	temporality	of	reclaiming	bad	feelings	that	still	work	on	the	present;	
as	well	as	Anne	Cvetkovich’s	offering	up	to	us	the	idea	of	a	queer	“archive	of	feelings”		
(Cvetkovich	2003)–	that	is,	repositories	of	material	culture	that	interrupt	the	normative	
human	histories	of	our	times.	These	and	other	scholars	remind	us	that	time	works,	and	is	
worked,	in	queer	ways.	Things	(human	bodies,	but	also	artefacts	of	all	kinds)	often	live	out	
of	step	with	their	assumed	chronology.	This	temporal	queerness	insists	that	we	find	new	
ways	to	tell	the	stories	of	these	bodies	and	these	things.		
	
Researchers	interested	in	queer	approaches	to	archaeology	note	that	a	suspension	of	our	
assumptions	about	the	“proper”	function	of	things	and	organisation	of	social	worlds	can	
lead	precisely	to	these	new	stories;	indeed	“queering	archaeology	empowers	us	to	think	
what	is	often	the	unthinkable	to	produce	unthought-of	pasts”	(Dowson	2000:	165).	While	
queer	archaeology	may	be	for	the	most	part	interested	in	narrating	non-normative	
sexualities	and	gender	categories	as	part	of	archaeological	inquiry,	as	Chelsea	Blackmore	
points	out,	queering	archaeology	has	the	“potential	to	disrupt		ALL	normative	archaeological	
practice,	not	just	those	related	to	sex,	sexuality,	and	gender”	(2011:	79).6	One	such	practice	
is	how	we	understand	the	relation	of	time,	bodies	and	things.	Similarly,	while	queer	feminist	
theories	of	time	may	be	more	interested	in	subjectivities	of	humans	than	in	an	archaeology	

																																																								
4	My	thanks	to	Denis	Byrne	for	suggesting	this	poetic	and	troubling	connection.		
5	Here,	I	use	“queerness”	to	invoke	both	the	field	of	theory	and	scholarship	concerned	with	how	
sexuality	structures	and	is	structured	by	social,	economic,	psychic,	and	other	forces,	as	well	as	a	more	
old-fashioned	definition	of	the	word	to	invoke	what	is	strange	or	uncanny.	Holding	on	to	both	of	
these	meanings	allows	me	to	underline	the	nonlinear	and	thus	strange	temporalities	of	these	
weapons	caches,	while	also	acknowledging	the	feminist	and	queer	scholarly	resources	that	spurred	
me	to	examine	these	caches	in	this	way.		
6	See	also	Croucher	2005,	Dowson	2000,	and	Schofield	and	Anderton	2000.		
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of	things,	they	nonetheless	give	us	compelling	resources	for	coming	to	grips	with	the	
nonlinear	temporalities	aswim	in	these	weapons	caches	in	the	Gotland	Deep.	For	example,	
Freeman	contends	that	nonsequential	forms	of	time	have	the	capacity	to	generate	
“structures	of	belonging	and	duration	that	may	be	invisible	to	the	historicist	eye”(xi).	We	
might	consider	how	the	nonsequential	times	of	mustard	gas	invite	a	reconsideration	of	
which	bodies	actually	“belong”	to	those	times	of	war,	and	reintegrate	chemist	bodies,	fisher	
bodies,	and	seal	bodies,	in	both	anticipatory	and	backward-feeling	modes.	When	Freeman	
suggests	that	she	is	interested	in	a	politics	of	“delay,	detour,	and	deferral”	that	can	“mine	
the	present	for	signs	of	undetonated	energy,”	we	cannot	help	but	literalise	her	metaphor.	
We	understand	the	suspended	effect	of	the	chemical	weapons	as	still	working	on	the	
present,	just	as	the	unexploded	canisters	pull	us	into	the	past.	In	other	words,	by	fusing	a	
queer	archaeological	commitment	to	uncovering	different	kinds	of	stories	with	a	queer	
feminist	understanding	of	time	as	uncanny,	folded,	and	far	from	straight,	we	appreciate	not	
only	different	histories,	but	the	ways	these	shifting	temporalities	continue	to	remake	the	
times	we	are	in	and	the	futures	we	anticipate.	
	
We	find	an	example	of	how	queer	times	unfold	in	tangles	of	bodies	and	things	in	the	work	of	
feminist	historian	Michelle	Murphy,	who	articulates	queer	feminist	sensibilities	more	
directly	with	a	more-than-human	and	material	register.	In	her	examination	of	chemical	
afterlives	of	industrial	pollutants	in	the	St	Clair	river	in	northern	Michigan,	Murphy	seeks	a	
way	to	talk	about	industries	mostly	gone,	but	whose	effects	still	saturate	the	human	and	
non-human	bodies	of	those	lands	and	waters.	She	acknowledges	both	the	damage	and	
potential	of	the	queer	kinships	that	this	toxic	legacy	has	borne.	This	is	also	a	situation	where	
the	precise	effects	to	be	revealed	cannot	be	fully	known	in	advance.	“To	be	latent,”	she	
writes,	“is	to	be	‘not	yet:’	a	potential	not	yet	manifest,	a	past	not	yet	felt”	(Murphy	2013,	
n.p.).		Latency,	or	lag,	becomes	a	key	concept	for	narrating	the	nonlinear	temporality	of	
chemical	effects:		
		

latency	names	the	wait	for	the	effects	of	the	past	to	arrive	in	the	present.	As	such,	
latency	is	a	movement	from	past	to	present	or	even	future	…	Latency	names	how	
the	past	becomes	reactivated.	Through	latency,	the	future	is	already	altered.	
(Murphy	2013	n.p.)	

	
Latency	might	also	be	the	most	apt	figure	to	help	us	understand	how	time	makes	and	is	
made	by	stockpiles	of	mustard	gas	at	the	bottom	of	the	Baltic	Sea.	Latency	evokes	not	only	
the	held-in	breath	of	the	ticking	time	bomb,	but	also	the	suspension	of	times,	literally,	in	
these	waters.	Latency	reminds	us	that	we	cannot	fully	predict	what	these	mustard	gas	
futures	will	bring.	Latency,	as	a	mode	of	suspension	and	caesura,	is	also	importantly	an	
opening.	Indeed,	the	queer	latency	of	suspension	is	what	pries	open	these	dumps	just	
enough	to	understand	them	as	these	dense	transfer	points	for	multiple	temporalities.	We	
might	turn,	now,	to	examining	some	of	these	multivalent	times	aswim	in	this	latency,	and	to	
gathering	the	various	relations	that	are	activated	in	and	by	these	chemical	weapons	dumped	
at	sea.		
	

Sulphur	Mustard	Temporalities		
	
Sulphur	mustard	is	a	blistering	agent,	also	known	as	a	vesicant.	It	is	often	characterised	by	
its	“insidiousness”	(Hoenig	2007)	–that	is,	the	lag	that	connects	the	time	of	contact	to	the	
time	of	noticeable	effects.	Mustard	gas	is	also	classified	as	persistent,	insofar	as	its	relatively	
low	level	of	volatility	means	it	does	not	quickly	evaporate	or	disperse.	Negative	residues	
hang	around	in	environments,	and	in	bodies,	long	after	release.	Unlike	certain	persistent	
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organic	pollutants	(POPs),	however,	sulphur	mustard	does	not	significantly	biomagnify	
through	the	food	chain.	And,	unlike	other	military	signatures	such	as	those	caused	by	
nuclear	detonations,	the	effects	of	mustard	gas	are	more	closely	scaled	to	our	own	human	
temporality–which	means	that	although	persistent,	we	might	still	witness	eventual	
dissolution.	Persistence,	in	chemical	times,	is	not	absolute.	It	is	rather	materialised	in	the	
relations	between	specific	chemicals	the	temporal	scales	of	bodies	that	they	effect.		
	
Moreover,	when	set	adrift	into	the	elemental	world	of	the	non-human	sea,	the	solidity	of	
what	we	know	about	and	how	we	measure	mustard	gas	time	starts	to	dissolve.	Some	
sulphur	mustard	times	begin	as	calculable.	We	know	that	sulphur	mustard	is	about	twice	as	
persistent	in	seawater	than	in	the	open	air,	and	thus	slower	to	dissipate.	We	also	know	the	
corrosion	rate	of	the	steel	that	serves	as	a	container	for	mustard	gas	is	about	0.1	mm	per	
year	in	seawater.	But	the	Baltic	is	a	special	kind	of	sea.	The	exchange	of	water	through	the	
straits	that	choreograph	its	basins	is	quite	limited.	This	results	in	a	rather	brackish	soup,	only	
one	fifth	the	salinity	of	normal	ocean	waters	(Lepparanta	and	Myrberg	2009:	1).	What	is	the	
time	of	mustard	gas	in	seawater,	we	might	ask,	when	the	sea	is	not	very	salty	at	all?	
Corrosion	is	moreover	a	multispecies	affair—aided	by	the	appetites	of	hungry	microbes.	Yet	
again,	in	the	anoxic	depths	of	the	Baltic,	there	is	very	little	bacterial	activity.	And	in	part	
thanks	to	a	permanent	halocline,	and	the	topography	of	the	seafloor	itself,	the	water	is	
much	colder	in	the	Gotland	Deep	than	elsewhere	in	this	otherwise	shallow	sea.	As	noted	
above,	these	cold	temperatures	mean	that	the	sulphur	mustard	becomes	encapsulated	in	a	
shell	of	itself—and	with	time	might	solidify	altogether.					
	
In	other	words,	the	time	of	mustard	gas	“itself”	cannot	be	reduced	to	the	temporality	that	
materialises	in	the	anthropocentrically	comfortable	conditions	of	laboratory	or	land.7	Its	
times	shift	according	to	the	materialities	that	condition	it.	Knowledge	of	mustard	gas	thus	
also	inhabits	a	sort	of	queer	time,	where	we	can	only	know	retrospectively	(Freeman	xiii),	
upon	examination	of	the	specific	bodies,	contexts,	and	elementalities	that	bring	its	time	into	
being.	The	time	of	mustard	gas	is	made	only	from	this	congeries	of	matters	and	times.	
Mustard	gas	temporality	is	itself	volatile,	and	variously	persistent.			
	
A	suspension	of	certainty	can	be	epistemologically	productive,	even	ethical.	As	Stacy	Alaimo	
argues,	suspension	of	certainty	can	place	a	demand	on	humans	to	exercise	more	care	and	
concern,	to	suspend	their	anthropocentric	privilege,	and	deploy	a	precautionary	approach	to	
actions	that	affect	non-human	worlds	(Alaimo	2012).	But	as	fishers	burn	their	fingers	hauling	
up	clumps	of	mustard	gas	in	their	nets,	suspension	as	an	opening	for	precaution	floods	shut	
just	as	quickly.	In	Italy,	fishers	who	expressed	concerns	about	chemical	weapons	similarly	
dumped	off	the	coast	of	Molfetta	were	simply	told	to	“wear	a	full-protection	suit	and	a	gas	
mask”	while	at	work—that	is,	on	a	fishing	boat	in	the	Mediterranean	Sea	(Euronews	2014).	
In	2013,	seals	with	strange	lesions	on	their	faces	were	hauled,	already	dead,	to	the	surface	
of	the	Baltic	(Moreaus	et	al	2015/2016).	For	none	of	these	singular	bodies,	damaged	or	
killed,	is	sulphur	mustard’s	refusal	of	chemico-temporal	certainty	much	of	a	comfort.	What	
is	sacrificed	in	such	epistemological	latency?			
	
	
Into	Deep	Water	

	

																																																								
7	“Dissipation	of	chemical	warfare	agents	has	been	described	under	laboratory	conditions,	but	little	is	
known	about	the	dissipation	of	these	chemicals	in	the	deep	sea”	(Hellstrom	and	Odalen	2013:	13).		
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And	what	is	the	time	of	the	sea	itself?	The	Baltic	basin	is	described	as	“a	very	old	depression	
in	the	bedrock”	(Lepparanta	and	Myrberg	2009:4).	The	present	day	Baltic,	around	7000	
years	old,	is	a	citation	of	a	much	older	sea.	Prior	to	the	Weichselian	ice	age—the	most	recent	
glacial	period—the	Eem	Sea	extended	from	the	North	Sea	to	the	Barents	Sea,	gripping	
Fennoscandinavia	as	an	island	in	a	watery	embrace.	As	the	Weichselian	ice	thawed,	ushering	
the	region	into	the	Holocene	(Lepparanta	and	Myrberg	2009:	4),	the	Baltic	flooded	into	its	
more-or-less	current	figuration.	This	deep	time	storytelling	may	seem	irrelevant	to	the	far	
more	immediate	time	of	sulphur	mustard,	threatening	fishers	and	seals	to	whom	such	a	long	
duree	would	surely	be	indifferent,	but	it	was	of	course	this	material	imaginary	of	the	eternal	
sea	that	precipitated	the	dumping	of	the	weapons	in	the	first	place.	Vast	and	unknown,	
uninhabitable	(by	us),	our	planetary	seas	have	a	temporality	that	also	makes	and	is	made	by	
chemical	weapons	dumped	at	sea.		
	
A	longstanding	mythology	of	oceans	in	the	West	understands	the	sea	as	Other—as	pure	
alterity	(Mentz	2009).	This	otherness	has	worn	various	watery	guises:	barren	emptiness,	
chaos	and	instability	(Mentz	2009),	meaninglessness	(Barthes	1984),	that	of	a	terrifyingly	
alien	realm	(Alaimo	2012)	inhabited	by	strange	creatures	and	extremophilic	evolutions	
(Helmreich	2009).	In	these	different	ways,	it	becomes	imaginatively	distanced	from	our	own	
landlubbing	habitats.	As	a	medium	that	we	humans	can	only	dwell	in	temporarily,	deep	
waters	are	sited	“at	the	thresholds	of	experience	and	uncomprehensibility”	(Chen	2013:	
282);	they	materialise	otherness	and	unknowability	as	depths	we	cannot	fathom—neither	
epistemologically	nor	nautically.		
	
Such	understandings	of	oceanic	alterity	focus	on	the	deep	blue	as	place	(or	non-place,	as	the	
case	may	be),	but	the	understanding	of	time	that	this	deep	blue	imaginary	concomitantly	
conjures	is	caught	in	the	same	currents.	As	cultural	theorist	Janine	MacLeod,	following	
phenomenologist	Gaston	Bachelard,	argues,	“it	may	be	impossible	to	describe	the	past	
without	drawing	on	images	of	deep	water”	(MacLeod	2013,	48).	The	oceans	were	here	long	
before	we	humans;	the	sea	becomes	both	a	symbol	and	a	material	repository	for	a	past	
without	definite	origin—a	past	swimming	backwards	beyond	our	grasp.		
	
This	temporal	dimension	that	saturates	our	oceanic	imaginary	also	circulates	in	and	is	
remade	by	these	chemical	weapons	dumps;	the	timeless	depths	of	the	sea	occasioned	the	
notion,	some	70	years	ago,	that	the	ocean	might	reasonably	wash	away	our	toxic	sins.	The	
capacity	of	the	oceans	to	absorb	our	anthropogenic	messes	was	seen	at	the	time	to	be	
‘limitless’	(Greenberg	et	al	80).8	Dumping	at	sea	was	thus	considered	“the	best	and	most	
practical	solution”	for	disposing	of	unused	munitions	(Missiaen	and	Henriet	2002:2).	While	
some	lament	that	this	approach	“completely	ignor[ed]	the	consequences	for	the	
environment,”	(Missiaen	and	Henriet	2002:	2)	we	shouldn’t	understand	this	as	wilful	
ignorance.	Dumping	our	military	detritus	in	the	oceans	was	rather	a	material	enactment	of	a	
time-beyond-time	imaginary	of	the	sea—eternal	and	unfathomable.	Damage,	it	was	
imagined,	would	never	arrive.		
	
Time’s	Watery	Folds	(Retention	And	Dissolution)	

	
In	a	more	specific	materialisation	of	these	limitless	oceanic	depths,	Macleod,	reading	Marcel	
Proust,	underscores	the	temporal	imaginary	of	the	“sea	of	the	temps	perdu”	(MacLeod	

																																																								
8	Stacy	Alaimo	also	notes	this	“persistent	(and	convenient)	conception	of	the	ocean	as	so	vast	and	
powerful	that	anything	dumped	into	it	will	be	dispersed	into	oblivion”	(Alaimo	2012,	477)	
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2013).9	Against	the	quick	floods	and	solvencies	of	capitalist	time,	MacLeod	argues	that	the	
material-metaphoric	seas	of	the	temps	perdu	are	about	retention,	deep	memory,	and	the	
absorption	of	“everything	that	happens”	(46);	they	are	Henri	Bergson’s	duree	materialised.		
	
Yet	the	very	name—temps	perdu,	or	lost	time—signals	a	paradox,	for	what	is	retained	is	also	
lost.	MacLeod	reminds	us	that	the	seas	of	the	temps	perdu	have	an	important	“dual	quality”:		
	

In	them,	Lethe,	the	waters	of	forgetfulness	that	consign	histories	to	oblivion,	and	
Mnemosyne,	the	waters	of	remembrance,	seem	to	form	the	same	substance.	The	
histories	that	Lethe	washes	away	are	always	retained.	They	are	thus	potentially	
accessible	to	recovery.	(MacLeod	2013,	48)	

	
Isn’t	this	precisely	what	we	encounter	in	the	Gotland	basin?	Here,	water’s	solvent	capacity	
allows	us	to	imagine	that	the	harm	of	the	chemical	weapons	will	be	simply	swallowed	up	by	
the	maritime	belly,	yet	the	sea’s	propensity	to	remember,	to	archive,	and	to	endure	is	what	
brings	the	weapons	floating	to	the	surface—imaginatively,	but	sometimes	also	physically—
almost	a	century	later.		
	
This	is	the	very	anticipatory	horror	of	CWA	in	the	Baltic	Sea:	these	chemical	castaways	are	at	
once	dissolved	into	an	eternal	oceanic	past,	but	they	are	also	still	there.	Lag	and	latency	
work	at	the	chemical	and	physical	level	of	the	warfare	agents	themselves,	but	suspension	
also	enlivens	an	imaginative	aspect—which	is	no	less	real.	Of	course,	as	testimonies	of	
fishers	who	haul	up	coagulated	mustard	gas	in	their	nets	can	attest,	as	does	the	grey	seal	in	
her	incompletely	explainable	death,	the	risk	is	not	only	imaginary.	To	draw	on	the	
imaginative	dimension	of	mustard	gas	temporalities	is	rather	to	underline	how	the	
materiality	of	water	works	to	frame	how	we	understand	this	deep	sea	danger,	and	perhaps	
can	help	explain	why	it	is	so	difficult	to	narrate	the	time	of	these	events.	In	these	transfer	
points,	and	eternal,	deep	time	also	circulates.	
	
How	do	we	come	to	terms	with	a	disaster	both	deeply	submerged	and	ready-to-surface?	
How	do	we	think	the	time	of	mustard	gas,	when	it	seems	to	be	both	a	problem	that	is	
apparently	(dis)solving	itself,	yet	also	a	“ticking	time	bomb”?	While	latency,	or	suspension,	
helps	us	understand	the	gathering	of	temporalities	at	work,	this	concept	may	do	little	to	
help	us	with	the	ethics	and	politics	that	the	vulnerable	bodies	and	environments,	brought	
into	relation	with	the	mustard	gas,	demand.	Suspension	here	might	tip—perhaps	
unhelpfully—into	uncertainty	as	inaction,	lag	as	paralytic	apathy.	These	dumps	also	hold	
onto	the	torpor	of	not	responding	much	at	all.		
	
Slow	Violence,	Distracting	Times			

	
Studies	of	the	sediment	in	the	Gotland	dumping	zones	reveal	some	changes	in	microbial	
communities.	Testing	done	with	blue	mussels	in	both	control	sites	and	dumping	areas	also	
show	various	toxic	anomalies,	indexing	something	happening	where	the	chemical	weapons	
now	lie.	Cod	health	research	indicates	no	significant	generic	ill	effects	in	the	fish	sampled	at	
the	dumpsites,	but	some	changed	biomarkers	at	tissue,	cellular	and	subcellular	levels	are	
noted	(CHEMSEA	2013,	52).	At	the	same	time,	the	anoxic	conditions	of	the	water	
surrounding	the	dumped	weapons	mean	common	biological	monitoring	approaches	in	the	
field	are	fraught.	Nothing	much	lives	in	water	that	can’t	breathe.	With	what,	then,	can	the	
biomarkers	of	species	studied	in	the	dumping	zones	be	reasonably	compared?			
																																																								
9	MacLeod	draws	these	waters	from	the	modernist	novels	of	Virginia	Woolf	and	Marcel	Proust,	but	
argues	they	they	are	sustained	by	the	materiality	of	the	deep	ocean.	
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This	is	not	to	say	that	the	biological	impacts	of	mustard	gas	persistence	are	not	worthy	of	
consideration.	Even	though	these	studies	seem	to	indicate	that	time	and	cold	water	have	
worked	at	some	level	to	contain	the	chemical	threat,	this	still	does	not	account	for	the	death	
of	the	seal,	the	burn	of	the	fisher.	The	puncture	of	time	enacted	by	a	mustard	gas	death	is	
also	a	mode	of	temporality	gathered	up	in	the	lag.	We	might	think	of	these	punctures	of	
time	as	the	resurfacing	of	the	spectacular	times	of	chemical	warfare,	scuppered	ships,	and	
clandestine	dumpings,	this	time,	perhaps,	on	the	snout	of	a	seal.	But	while	such	times	might	
jar	us,	we	might	also	ask	what	such	temporalities	cover	over?	For	many	scientists,	the	real	
danger	lurking	in	the	Baltic	is	the	slow	smother	that	has	been	accruing	for	decades	
(Carstensen	et	al	2014).	Eutrophication	(with	climate	change	as	its	most	recently	
acknowledged	handmaiden),	not	chemical	weapons,	is	what	we	should	be	talking	about.	
Quotidian	fertilizer,	every	day	industry—not	half-submerged	bombs.		
	
In	Slow	Violence	and	Environmentalism	of	the	Poor,	Rob	Nixon	reminds	us	that	the	time	of	
environmental	damage	is	not,	primarily,	that	of	the	spectacle.	We	perceive	violence—even	
environmental	violence—as	“a	highly	visible	act	that	is	newsworthy	because	it	is	event	
focused,	time	bound,	and	body	bound”	(Nixon	2011,	3).	Our	difficulty	in	addressing	slow-
moving	catastrophes	such	as	toxic	pollution,	climate	change,	ocean	acidification	and	
biodiversity	loss	may	rest	precisely	in	the	fact	that	they	are	unspectacular.		
	
We	might	say	the	same	thing	of	anthropogenic	hypoxia	in	the	Baltic.	Might	both	the	deep	
time	of	an	oceanic	imaginary,	and	surface	time	of	mustard	gas	suddenly	(and	spectacularly)	
reactivated,	be	distractions	from	a	more	persistent	slow	violence	from	which	it	is	difficult	to	
swim	away?	The	science	tells	us	that	“there	are	dangerous	objects	in	the	Baltic	Sea	inside	
and	outside	known	locations”	(CHEMSEA	2013,	21)—but	can	we	be	so	sure	about	what	
those	dangers	are,	or	what	the	time	of	those	dangers	might	be?	Spectacular	new	reports	
refer	to	the	sunken	bombs,	the	melting	skin;	fertiliser	is	not	so	glamorous.	Even	as	the	
latency	of	mustard	gas	temporality	is	also	an	opening	of	an	entanglement	of	multivalent	
times,	this	does	not	mean	all	temporalities	grip	us	in	the	same	way;	they	do	not	all	call	
equally	for	response.	Here,	it	might	be	worth	remembering	that	Fritz	Haber’s	chemistry	
weaponised	mustard	gas	bus	also	enabled	industrial-scale	farming.	Even	as	slow	violence	
and	spectacle	may	be	incommensurable,	these	military	dumps	still	suture	them	queerly.		
	
Chemical	Futures		

	
Michelle	Murphy	averred	that	“through	latency,	the	future	is	already	altered”	(Murphy	2013	
n.p.).	In	these	mustard	gas	times,	the	future	is	already	latent	in	the	present,	already	
uncertainly	anticipated	in	the	past.	Any	underwater	futures	that	might	follow	these	chemical	
currents	will	not	come	to	us	unannounced,	unimagined.	These	futures	are	already	growing,	
gestating	in	the	half-corroded	canisters	at	the	bottom	of	the	sea.		
	
Acknowledging	this	future-already-in-the-making	is	not	the	same	as	saying	that	we	know	
what	will	happen.	While	reporters	(invested	in	newsworthiness)	and	the	International	
Dialogue	on	Underwater	Munitions	(IDUM)	(invested	in	technology	development)	
repeatedly	alert	us	to	these	“ticking	time	bombs,”	this	explosive	future	is	not	guaranteed.		
	
We	cannot	rule	out	a	future	of	chemical	burns	and	contaminated	food	chains.	The	
anachronistic	crumbs	of	this	future	are	already	scattered	in	trails	leading	into	and	out	of	the	
deep.	The	threat	to	the	benthic	habitat	itself,	in	the	long-term,	might	also	mean	more	
damage	whose	contours	are	not	yet	clear.	Arsenic	concentrations,	shifts	in	microbial	
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speciation	and	chronic	toxicity	to	vertebrates	and	invertebrates,	cannot	be	modelled	
confidently.	While	life	at	the	bottom	is	relatively	sedate	(highly	anoxic	conditions	don’t	make	
for	much	of	a	party),	increased	gas	pipeline	building,	deep	seabed	mining,	cable	burying,	
drilling,	scuba	diving,	and	underwater	research	itself	all	suggest	that	future	waters	may	get	
more	stirring;	“the	risk	to	the	environment	of	massive	release	[of	sunken	chemical	weapons]	
via	disturbance	remains	a	distinct	possibility”	(Greenberg	et	al	2016).	And	while	the	future	is	
tethered	to	the	present	through	the	latency	of	these	chemical	times,	the	times	of	war	also	
continue	to	swim	between	past,	present,	and	future:	we	recall	that	troops	restationed	
themselves	on	Gotland	island	this	year	after	decades	of	demilitarisation,	while	scientists	also	
admit	the	remote	possibility	of	‘terrorist	recovery	and	reweaponisation	of	chemical	agents’	
(Greenberg	et	al	2016)	in	the	Baltic.	Such	anticipatory	futures	are	also	gathered	in	the	
materiality	of	mustard	gas.	
	
Are	there	any	more	joyful	futures	latent	in	these	sediments?	Because	of	the	risk	of	
contamination,	the	Gotland	Deep	and	other	known	dumping	sites	in	the	Baltic	have	long	
been	declared	no-fishing	zones.	While	this	certainly	has	not	stopped	all	vessels	from	trawling	
these	waters,	some	decrease	in	fishing	has	likely	spurred	an	enlivened	underwater	
community.	Where	caches	of	chemical	weapons	lie	off	of	the	coasts	of	Hawaii	in	the	Pacific	
Ocean,	the	detritus	has	inadvertently	formed	an	artificial	reef	where	deep	sea	creatures	
settle,	and	thrive	(Barrat	2015).10	Is	it	possible	that	similar	brave	new	worlds	might	grow	in	
the	Baltic	Deep,	despite	anoxic	conditions	that	make	for	a	tough	existence?	Post-
anthropogenic	futures11	already	in	the	making	signal	that	queer	progeny	are	born	from	
strange	entanglements.12		
	
In	the	meantime,	following	the	entangled	underwater	currents	of	mustard	gas	times	
reminds	us	that	these	times	are	made	by	the	matters	that	stitch	them	into	relation.	Perhaps	
less	a	time	bomb	than	a	time-maker	and	time-relator,	chemical	weapons	in	the	Gotland	
Deep	ask	that	we	become	adept	at	living	at	both	the	depths	and	the	surface,	in	between	the	
inhale	and	exhale.	In	this	caesura	of	suspension,	at	first	you	will	notice	nothing.	But	hovering	
with	these	matters	long	enough,	you	may	come	to	understand	suspension	not	as	out	of	time	
at	all,	but	rather	as	a	transfer	point	of	times	and	possibilities	that	gather,	grow,	dissolve.		
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