Transnationalities:

Embedded, Imagined, and Engineered

Communities

Timothy W. Luke

Department of Political Science

Virginia Polytechnic Institute

and State University

Blacksburg, VA

Presented at Rethinking Spaces: Transnational Representations/Repenser les espaces: Les représentations transnationales, McGill University, February 10, 2006


O.
The Point of Departure


This study is a speculative venture in technocritique.  It appraises the constructs of “space” as a key contemporary economic and cultural asset.  More specifically, it looks at the space of “transnationality.”  It switches it against the alternating currents of ontic stability, epistemic certainty, and axiological normality about nationality that others now routinely channel through spatially inattentive cultural, political, or social criticism.  Indeed, it re-routes notions about the politics and economics of “transnations” and “transnationals” to bring this criticism closer to peak output.  Transnationality perhaps shows that many of our analytical tools in cultural studies are not adequate to the task of interpreting ontopolitical realities in today’s global system.  In fact, existing conceptual tools often occlude what terms need to be analyzed, who needs to be criticized, and what must be done to overcome deeply embedded trends of powerlessness and inequality in transnationality.   In response, it advances a technocritique of the transnational. 

Lefebvre claims the analysis of space must examine “spatial practice,” because it “secretes that society’s space; it propounds and presupposes it, in a dialectical interaction,” and, in today’s neocapitalist order spatial practice “embodies a close association, within perceived space, between daily reality (daily routine) and urban reality (the routes and networks that which link up the spaces set aside for work, ‘private’ life and leisure” (1991: 38).  Arguably, these materialities are foundational, but Lefebvre also asks that these perceived spatial practices must acknowledge the “representations of space,” which are the dominant order of society and production, because here is where one finds “conceptualized space, the space of scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers and social engineers…all of whom identify what is lived and what is perceived with what is conceived” (1991: 38).  Finally, Lefebvre also suggests spatiality must delve into “representational spaces,” or “space as directly lived through its associated images and symbols, and hence the space of ‘inhabitants’ and users…this is the dominated -- and hence passively experienced -- space which the imagination seeks to change and appropriate” (1991: 39).  With transnationality as spatiality, then, this paper begins to explore the interplay of practice, thought, and activity “which exists within the triad of the perceived, the conceived, and the lived” (Lefebvre, 1991: 39).

To further excavate the roots of transnationality, some semantic genealogy is helpful.  Nation comes from Latin, natio, or “nation,” which derives, in turn, from natus, the past participle of nasci, “to be born.”  Nationals are each “a being born” to a nation, in place, or among many spaces.  In turn, trans also comes from Latin, meaning “across” or “over.”  Today it also implies “beyond,” “through,” “on,” or “on the other side.”  Transnationality, then, is full of pluriversal meanings.  Depending upon how the nation gets construed, a transnationality could be an embedded community of beings born without their own place in many spaces of a diaspora, a migration or a colony interposed in the places of beings born somehow otherwise with their own national places.  Similarly, a transnationality could be imagined as beings born in many places and spaces who create communities of conduct, consciousness or conscience across, over, and beyond many other competing codes for the same cultural practices.  More importantly here, however, are what forces and functions operate across, over, and through many beings born to many nations?

These means of running to and fro across, over, and through nations are concurrent regimes of transnationality that all too often become reified as vague terms, like technology, economy, or environment.  Whether as surroundings or infrastructures, many now opaque formations operate transnationally across, over, and through nationals in ways yet to be full understood.  As he studied how “mechanicization takes command” with capitalism, Giedion (1948) argued all of these events possess a very real but quite “anonymous history.”  Theorizing how technic, machinic, and logistic forces might constitute much of the acrossness, overness, or throughness of transnationality could perhaps, if only haltingly, begin to name these historical developments.

To deepen such curiousities about “the transnational,” one also could take Jameson’s point about “the postmodern condition” as an initial point of departure.  That is, it is what you have “when the modernization process is complete and nature is gone for good.  It is a more fully human world than the older one, but one in which “culture” has become a veritable “second nature”” (1991: ix).  Ironically, however, when whatever is meant by “culture” as representational space becomes something as vast as “a second nature” in spatial practice, it scrambles together human subjects and non-human objects as quasi-subjects and quasi-objects in representational spaces tied to complex systems of systems.  Hence, as Latour suggests, this human world of transnationalization rests simultaneously upon the creation, maintenance, and suppression of a corresponding more fully transnational nonhuman world.  It is both urban and rural, but now it also is more deruralizing as it transnationalizes metropolitan forms.  Although many supporters of transnationality celebrate humanism,

this habit itself is modern, because it remains asymmetrical.  It overlooks the simultaneous birth of “nonhumanity”--things, or objects, or beasts--and the equally strange beginning of a crossed-out God, relegated to the sidelines (1993: 13).

These corresponding domains of nonhumanity might be what are known as the environment, economy, or technology.  Nonetheless, sitting on the sidelines, hiding in the midst of the action, working behind the scenes with “modern man,” there are things, places, systems, and spaces that sustain “modernity” for “man.”  While powering up more modernized human inequalities in skewed spatial structures of social opportunity, these forces and factors seem to swamp everybody and everything in their transnational workings.  The national order of human actors--male and female--seeking liberty, equality, and fraternity is paralleled by many asymmetrical networks and niches of transnational nonhumanity that advance or retard those struggles.  Here perhaps is where anonymous histories for the “transnation” and “transnational” behind transnationality subsist.

     Nature, which also is ironically a truly transnational force in its own organic right, in its supercession leaves a second nature, a processed world, or a postmodern condition of transnationality.  Its spatial practices with humans also mix together quasi-objects and quasi-subjects.  In its representational spaces, those who own and control the material and mental means of enforcing order amidst hybridizing transnations can concretize new inequalities on a global scale in many landscapes, places, and spaces –- urban, rural, suburban, and exurban –- which are neither metropolitan nor peripheral.  The transnational order, then, is global and local, industrial and agricultural, urban and rural, built and unbuilt, as it knits together quasi-objects and quasi-subjects into systems, networks, and regimes of urbanized technicultural practice.  A perfect example of such forces and factors in urban reality is “the grid” –- or the system of systems that generate, distribute, and use electricity.

In his highly influential work, The Informational City, Manuel Castells sketched his visions of the new information society as one marked by “the space of flows.”  While his observation is not necessarily wrong, it clearly is not remarkably new, strikingly insightful, or even essentially right.  Any close reading of the Second Industrial Revolution, however, shows that the mechanization, electrification, and the motorization of society in the nineteenth century already has created its own wired “space of flows” for many decades.  With electricity’s embedded energy, if not embedded intelligence, and with its “ubiquitous motoring” that anticipates today’s dreams of “ubiquitous computing,” many social practices and representational spaces were reshaped radically by electricity when moving assembly lines, buzzing telephone lines, and humming electrical lines crackled to life as ordinary background features in the representations of space for transnationalizing industrial society.


In fact, the electrification of society is, in many ways, a profound change in the social order as the machinic mediations of systematization, mechanicization, and informationalization sweep through the machinic environments of second nature.  Moreover, the electrified city, factory, home, and marketplace are predicated upon organizing activities and structures around a commodity.  This energy must be generated continuously at base load levels, pushed up at intermittent spikes for peak use surges, moved constantly to sustain service, linked seamlessly in a grid of grids to assure redundant back-up capacity, but it also cannot be stored, sold outside of the grid, or substantively transformed as a commodity.  All of these concurrences, in turn, secrete spaces and propound places in material practices.


The flows of electrical energy, then, have shaped the spaces and sites of urban-industrial life quite significantly since Thomas Edison opened the first municipal electricity plant on Pearl Street in Manhattan during September 4, 1882 (Nye, 1990).  Flows and forms already come together during the Gilded Age to congeal in a new “local service” as capacitors for an “energetic transnation,” which both structures agency and activates structures in the countries that can deploy systems of systems —- water, sewer, gas, electricity, telegraph, telephone, road, and rail —- to organize the conduct of their subjects and objects of conduction around electric energies.  As the process unfolds, nation-building as spatial practice basically becomes entwined transnationally with machination-building, or the hybridizations of machinic systems, human populations, and territorial spaces, in the unfolding of world capitalist markets as what might be regarded as a concrete material transnationality.  Yet, technocritique must ask how is this space is secreted, as Lefebvre indicates, socially, economically, culturally?


Charles Perrow in Normal Accidents: Living with High-Risk Technologies makes some valid observations about how new, unfixed technologies, like electricity, inherently involve high-risk applications in their use, but he also finds most of their risk lying on the doorstep of their applied systemicity.  That is, as the machination-building process unfolds,


we create systems –- organizations, and organizations of 

organizations –- that increase risk for the operators, passengers, innocent bystanders, and for future generations (1984:3).

Most importantly, the ordinary material actuality of daily operations as risk-ridden enterprises carry with their operational practices a “catastrophic potential,” and, yet “every year there are more such systems” (Perrow, 1984:3).  Events that he labels as “normal accidents” occur because they are simply so many innumerable conjunctures of contingency needed by the system to work.  Inevitably, there are moments where such work fails, exceeds, lags, or otherwise deviates from ordinary parameters just enough to transmogrify acceptable ordinary actuality into unacceptable catastrophic potentiality.  The “normal accident,” then, occurs.  It is arresting and awful, because it, in part, reveals the raw secretions of space, or the “accidental normality” of risk-ridden system-building behind the many “normal accidents” embedded in the machinations of second nature.  Systems are built, but their construction usually is fitful, irrational, unsystematic, and improvisional.  Hence, their normality -– for all of its apparent elegance, power or order –- remains as much accidental as it is intentional.  One only can, as Perrow argues, calculate their probabilities, manage their risks, and contain their damage to the best of one’s systemic, albeit often equally improvisional and ready-made, abilities.  Nonetheless, this accidental normality also propounds and presupposes the spatial materiality of transnationality.  


As its "anonymous history" discloses, the accidental normality of mechanization also transnationally delivers human nations into nonhuman acrossness, overness, and throughness in new machinational grids.  Transnations of humans and nonhumans survive in unstable states of coevolution with the machineries they need to make and manage their networks’ powers.  Machines quickly wear out, become outmoded, and easily break down, which constantly transposes the energies and information they make possible into new machinic avatars.  Many machines are made to be replaced rapidly with newer, better ones, so they and the many goods and services that they produce are always repositioning the conditions of conducting conduct via machinic media in everyday life.  As Mumford concludes, "no part of the environment, no social conventions, could be taken for granted, once the machine had shown how far order and system and intelligence might prevail over the raw nature of things....   In projecting one side of the human personality into the concrete forms of the machine, we have created an independent environment that has reacted upon every other side of the personality (1963: 323-324).  Thus, nonhumanity always already shapes what humanity can be, and do, in spatial practices by generating new systems of representational space that permit humanity to quasify nonhumanity within new representational space. 


To anticipate the unusual incidence of “normal accidents” in large complex systems, as many risk assessment exercises have done, is, at the same time, to participate in the generation, and then naturalization, of the ordinary “accidental normality” at the core of systematized large complexity.  Transnationality becomes “the perceived, the conceived, and the lived” (Lefebvre, 1991: 39).  Seeing each new machination as “deep technology” underscores this reality.  In some ways, the intrinsic physical, operational, mechanical, chemical or biological qualities of many technologies direct engineering down particular paths of creation.  Yet, in many other ways, there are always contingent cultural, economic, political or social choices in engineered communities that must be made at peculiar points of decision-making whose boundaries are set more by aesthetics, cost, power or status.  Such outcomes basically are accidental, but their attainment is normalized as frequently and easily as mathematical constants or biophysical regularities.  Yet, behind their normalized constancy, contingent accidental irregularities congeal only as long as the same cultural, economic, political or social conditions hold in socially engineering the community as machinic media.  Often even minor perturbations or marginal slippages in their cycles of reproduction will cause instabilities, interruptions or inconsistencies, which can quickly cascade into events that will then be recast as “normal accidents,” like power failures, train wrecks, airplane crashes, network denials, or broadcast blackouts. To live with normal accidents then, one cannot ignore the perpetuation of that accidental normality anchoring their catastrophic eventuation from operational interstices of urbanized everyday life.


I. A Point of Retrospection
Like “power,” “exchange” or “culture,” transnationality is an essentially contested concept.  There is no general agreement on any one single definition of transnationality, but there is considerable agreement on arguing over almost every last effort to define it in spatial practices.  Those arguments also concur that transnationality features a number of complex aspects, but this study can explore only a small cluster of its systemic, machinic, or logistic characteristics because they seem quite significant. 


At the same time, in choosing this focus, one must acknowledge transnationality also entails numerous other dimensions.  Many religions, ideologies, and ethnicities are transnational phenomena with long histories and deep roots in many different societies and states.  Ethnic and racial diasporas as well as individual and group migrations create transnationalities of movement and settlement apart from the economy (Ong, 1999).  Similarly, both empire-building and anticolonial resisting are transnational events, which can leave in their wake either shared systems of governance or common modes of rebellion (Appadurai, 1996).  Consequently, one sees few, if any, nations, states, or cities where one language, one people, one culture dominate their territories with a complete homogeneous hegemony (Kaplan, 1996). 

     Transnationalities of race, gender, class, language, science, culture, religion, ethnicity as well as production, consumption, accumulation, communication, administration, transportation, circulation, education coexist intranationally, multinationally, and internationally (Robertson, 1992).  Yet, accepting all of this variety alone cannot fully account for transnationality.  One might label all of these coincident realities as transnationalities, but other concurrent crystallizations of community are unfolding along with these diverse conditions.  While all of these important transnationalities exist, their transnationalizing qualities do not exhaust or exclude other equally significant, if not more essential, machinic transnations unfolding among many sites, structures, and systems around the world.  Plainly, the push and pull of these many diverse transnationalities influence how technic, machinic, or logistic operations occur, but their operational concurrence merits analysis on this own to identify their characteristics as well as illustrate how they affect other transnationalities (Hannerz, 1996).

Transnationality in one sense then is a spatial imbrication of communities imagining, embedding, and engineering themselves as they occupy the same spaces, keep common times, run parallel lives, and experience comparable normalities.  Anderson suggests that these syntopic, synchronic, synbiotic, and synethic moments also evolve as part of the endless innovation of capitalist globality.  Continuous novelty, and normalization by “the endlessly new,” however, “could arise historically only when substantial groups of people where in a position to think of themselves as living lives parallel to those of other substantial groups of people -- if never meeting, yet certainly proceeding along the same trajectory.  Between 1500 and 1800 an accumulation of technological innovations in the fields of shipbuilding, navigation, horology, and cartography, mediated through print capitalism, was making this type of imagining possible” (1991: 188).  The representations of space as well as representational space in capitalist spatial practice advances these urbanizing changes.

Appadurai (1996: 178-179) asserts that “locality” is a socially produced reality that always must reassert in thought and action itself against “globality” to maintain its particularity, guard against impermanence, and secure its contextuality before much more universal world-wide forces.  All of this is true.  Yet, Appadurai’s arguments about localizing strategies also hold true for grounding large transnational corporate and/or foreign cultural artifacts and activities in equally stable relations of continuity and change.  Hence, transnationality also would appear to thrive as another socially produced reality to the degree that it continuously infiltrates and infuses localities -- sometimes with and other times without globalist economic interests beside it -- to sustain its constantly universalizing, endlessly innovating, and densely networking changes.

This study tugs at several strings of questions to pull out answers knotted around the quiddities of productive power embedded in everyday life.  Too little of what is defined as transnationality can be accounted for convincingly through national realist analysis of what allegedly is global anarchy among states.  Something is missing in conventional discourses of divided but disruptive sovereignty spred across transnationality: emergent regularities, fixed practices, hybrid agencies, intelligent materials, embedded intelligence, smart structures all colonize local, national and transnational life in a manner that is neither chaotic nor anarchical, but orderly and settled in the spatial practices of huge metropolitan spaces.  

II. Points of Concursivity

Contemporary everyday life mostly unfolds for those with even a minimal money income within a modernized lifeworld, and these spaces depend upon a dense network of complex, interlinked urban technostructures.  Whether it is communication, nutrition, and transportation, or finance, housing, and medicine, or education, leisure, and organization, numerous systems of objects are needed to sustain everyday life.  Rarely theorized normatively, rarely articulated axiologically, this missing variable of transnational spatial practice is that measure of dark matter which actually gives much of the meaning and value to a world that often asserts it lacks meaning and value.

Words, deeds, and values--past, present, and future--often congeal in communicative, collaborative, and concurrent structures of thought and practice that simultaneously constrain and enable further interaction.  Complementary, if cloaked, "discursive formations" always already presume "concursive formations" in their production, consumption, reproduction, circulation, and accumulation of meaning, value or work.  Concursivity taps at what unfolds spatially together--machinic formations, common traditions, linked networks, cooperative institutions or combined effects.  To concur is to run together, to meet, to converge, to coincide, to combine in action, sometimes by accident, sometime by design, sometimes by habit.  

In a world shaped by technoscience, however, concursivity cannot be ignored.  Subjects need objects, but objects can no longer be neglected, repressed or forgotten by subjects (Latour, 1999).  Concursivity should be recognized as a countervailing parallel process of spatial practices alongside the booming/buzzing (con)fusion of action and interpretation that shapes discursive understanding and behavior.  Like studies of discursivity, any examination of concursivity must focus upon the paradoxes of structure and agency.  Cities are a good set of sites, structures, and systems to explore these realities.  

The basis of concursivity is the embedded intelligence, order, and work represented by large sociotechnical systems, global markets, embedded machineries, and transnational cultures (Luke, 1994).  At this moment, the inhabitants of hundreds of large and small cities in nearly two hundred political jurisdictions all over the world are relentlessly reshaping the traditional and modern economies of every continent simply by living as they ordinarily do everyday within the vast logistical networks tied to global exchanges mediated by over 55,000 transnational firms (French, 2000: 5).  As they exert their global and local demands in such “glocalized” spaces (Luke, 1994: 613-628) for energy, foodstuff, information, labor, and materiale, something greater than anarchy, even if it is not statalized, is taking hold in everyday life.  Perhaps it is the concursive pull of coincident choices exerted by these forces, rather than the threat of conflictual action amidst anarchical despoilation, that so often orders everyday existence?  The greater these concurrences become, the more one finds more dense cloaking containments that occlude these larger concursive operations of transnationality’s accidental normality. 

This technocritique recognizes that answers are not discovered solely in the world; instead, discursive work-ups of what the work of the world is taken to be are always already used to help decide something to say about the world in words about those works.  The utility of discursive approaches to explaining international politics is quite significant.  Language is a form of action.  Speaking organizes activity, and listening, interpreting, or understanding are integral elements of all political events.  Yet, once being said, do ways of saying and doing gel into recursive patterns that force concourse out of discourse?  These queries are meant to unsettle the certainties blindly shared by many in the realist realm.  And, once unsettled, new approaches propose alternative means for interpreting how international affairs are experienced, and understood, at this juncture in history.


Can discourse occur without concourse?  Indeed, is concursivity an integral part of discourse, and discursivity an inseparable part of concourse?  Running to-and-fro for the original root meaning of "discourse," requires some running together, which is the original meaning of "concourse," and running together entails measures of tacking to-and-fro.  Re-examining many international incidents may reveal much about transocial and transnational concursiveness; indeed, the breadth and depth of ordinary events needs to be more carefully explained to show how eventuation occurs, concurs, recurs.

One wonders then if discursive analysis often slips into its own metaphysics of presence, forgetting the anchor points to institutionalized structures of action that enable discursive engagements to unfold as the proponents of discursive analysis have proclaimed.  A concern with discursivity, textuality, and language must not ignore how these forces occlude extradiscursivity, subtextuality or the prelinguistic, which are equally vital in accounting for world affairs.  Often these matters are presumed away in structures and systems help in the background.  The discourses of danger that generate today's security problematics, for example, also throw forth signs of concourses for conduct.  Even conflict requires collaboration to eventuate how security and insecurity are experienced, effected or effaced in practices.

Discursive approaches to explaining transnational events are quite important in accounting for who dominates whom around the globe (Shapiro, 1988).  Language is a type of action.  Speaking organizes activity.  And, listening, interpreting, comprehending are all critically significant forms of behavior in shaping how countries and corporations interact worldwide.  Yet, discursive interrelations usually presume many on-going work relations that make words of discourse inescapable, natural or routine.  And, it is these occluded connections of interdependent practice which need to be brought out into the open with more complete theoretical articulations of the concursivity that ordinarily underpins discursivity.  Such dark matter can be detected in capitalist materiale: the darkness of naturalized black boxes into which inputs flow and from which outputs come are the embedded practices, big sociotechnical systems, and collaborative regimes (Luke, 1989).  

Foucault's vision of discursive formations suggests that "truth values" are unstable entities, and they rebound more completely in the realm of operationality rather than veracity per se.  That is, "to analyze a discursive formation is to weigh the 'value' of statements, a value that is not defined by their truth, that is not gauged by a secret content but which characterizes their place, their capacity for circulation and exchange, their possibility for or transformation, not only in the economy of discourse, but more generally in the administration of scarce resources" (1972: 120).  Once fixed in this fashion, however, discursive formations also frame crucial forms of concourse in which places are found, circulation and exchange become practiced, transformations take hold, and scarcities managed.  Running to-and-fro implies running together, and concursivities channel the dark energy or contain the dark matter of transnational relations unaccounted for in economic exchange.  The epistemic regime coincides with a regime of praxes.  In the beginning, there is the word, and the deed; yet, because words are deeds, deeds also are words.  Human beings fashion their worlds out of words in discursive structures, texts.  Still, once fashioned as such, concursivities come into operation out of the quotidian quiddities framed in and around such discursivities.  

III. Points on the Inside, Outside, and the Coincide

Once the concursivity of relating as transnations is recognized, it seems more apparent that transnational relations are, at worst, commotion, or perhaps, at best, interoperationality, cooperativity or coperformativity, and not the random motion of conflicting and colliding bodies.  Concursive constructs confound the Cartesian predicates of modern agency.  That is, a reasoning self spatializes cognition and action around an "inside" and an "outside."  With this maneuver, many impose the expectation that there shall be an absolute boundary between 'inside' and 'outside,' where the former term is privileged.  Concursivity, however, implicitly implodes this spatialization practice with what coincides at their elisions and congruencies.  The facts of inside and identity with outside and otherness are increasingly infested by the artifacts of the coincide.

Cooperativity assumes boundaries are fused, ordered or broken as selves and other interact, often without privilege, hierarchy or differentiation between the internal and external.  Onsidedness, offsidedness, residedness easily mingle centers and boundaries beyond clear demarcations at the "coincided-ness" of insidedness/outsidedness.  How different and discontinuous is an "other" that watches the same CNN feeds, drives the same Toyota trucks, eats the same Con-Agra grains, plans the same Euro-Disney vacation, fears the same ozone holes, and worries about the same bio-engineered clones?  Likewise, how identifiable and continuous is "a self" whose sharp boundaries and hierarchical order of its decisionistic ego must calculate its desires in euros, yen or US dollars; calories, BTUs or kilojoules; M.D., J.D., or Ph.D.; beef, pork or chicken?  Such stark divisions continuously confuse many spatial phenomena in their common modes of interpretation.  

When one hears these “ready-made phrases all day,” as Bourdieu worries, the precepts of realism can easily become a “doxosophy,” or “a whole philosophy and a whole worldview which engender fatalism and submission” (1998: 57).  Few moves can be more disarming than the discursive reduction of the world into such pre-processed categories, because those confusions then circulate widely in political rhetorics, economic arguments, and cultural controversies as mystifying ideologies.  Alone this turns such concepts into key strategic assets for anyone who is intent upon prevailing in these cultural struggles, and their doxic effects on politics must not be discounted.

Of course, there are a handful of truly major states, like Great Britain, Germany, France, China, Japan, or the United States, where the command, control, communication, and intelligence functions of transnational commerce are highly concentrated.  In many other ways, however, focusing upon such extraordinary peaks of statalized power only would perpetuate shopworn realist codes that center sovereignty and anarchy at the heart of all international relations thinking for the two hundred or so weak minor states.  Such frameworks miss another qualitative transformation unfolding behind the quantitative growth of world trade, global migration, transnational culture, and international technoscience in all of the world's supposedly separate and independent countries.  Is this where the metropolitanizing conditions of global life emerge from the concursive formations underpinning the planet’s human and nonhuman life?

Certainly, "the international" is also an essentially contested concept, and this analysis obviously expresses yet another instance of continuously contesting its characteristics.  Nonetheless, several unprecedented waves of change, usually lumped together under the heading of "globalization," are still sweeping over, around, and through the cities of all countries.  Mumford in The City of History, affirms a thesis first advanced in Aristotle’s Politics: “men come together in the city to live; they remain there in order to live the good life" (Mumford: 1961: 111).  Aristotle would push this observation further, and ask “good” in what ways, for what, and how, but “the good life” today most people implies “the life of goods” by which the urbanizing codes, collectives, and commodities of global commerce define goods for what, goods how, and goods in what ways as “transnationals.” 

The codes of desire, collectives for desire generation and commodities for desire satisfaction (Bourdieu, 1984; Baudrillard, 1981; and, Fukuyama, 1992) now reticulate concursively through most of the world’s logistical networks of production and consumption as vast concursive formations.  These desires vary locally in type and number, but such transnational material and symbolic forces are what pull so many into a concurrent, and sometimes, common material life in world cities from smaller towns and the country.  While many still regard countries as spatial formations with fixed locations, it makes much more sense to see their territoriality as polyfocal clusters of emerging practices, where action and thought coincide in this or that fashion, which make economic claims in-place on transnational flows of people, material, ideas, and energy in-motion.  Concursivity thereby surfaces out of these flexible translocal collectives of human and nonhuman beings in-practice.  

In these formations, codes of commodified status rest upon owning, displaying, and using valorized objects, which are produced, in turn, by immense collectives of human and nonhuman agents as commodities in accord with those same codes (Agger, 1989).  As concursivities build, the codes provide a universal system of decipherable signs for clear unencumbered communication amidst the instability of global commerce, a regime of socialization for social relations in the vast expanses of world trade, and a means of individual and group valorization tied to what people own, how these use it, and where their enjoyment of possession and use occurs.  While these codes of meaning may offer nothing but an ever-changing flux of sign value, they matter.  Meanings are always “complicitous and always opaque,” but they also are “the best means for the global social order to extend its immanent and permanent rule to all individuals” (Baudrillard, 1996: 196).

Under the guiding influence of such concursivity, the ontic conditions of associating humans and nonhumans in collectives of theoretical self-understanding and practical joint-action are policed (Latour, 1993: 4).  Through concursivity, the mediations of markets and technologies are continuously rendered “invisible, unthinkable, and unrepresentable” (Latour, 1993: 34) in the complicities of commodification.  Indeed, the occlusion of who made what, where, when, and how creates an illusion of visible, thinkable, and representable relationships in global trade, world science or the latest technologies, but the real conditions of the commodity’s creation and valorization frequently remain opaque in the concurrences of global exchange.  Technocritique must track down, and then clarify, these ties

Logistics as an English term derives most recently from French words, namely, logistique, and loger, meaning “of supplies” and “to quarter.”  As the art of moving war materiale and quartering troops, logistics is about organizing and sustaining supply chains, but it also suggests the practices of lodging, accommodation, and shelter as well as moving whatever materials are needed to sustain these activities.  In most respects, the concursive formations of cities and countries clearly are concretions of logistics past, articulations for logistics present, and speculations about logistics future.  From small changes in the daily traffic of global logistics, the eventuation practices of concursivity unfold in the movement of materiale and people making up accidental normality.  These logistics also transpire beyond, beneath or behind the flows of national existence, producing the more permanent quarters of national space and fixed lodging for the quartering of national residents, which are regarded as the arts and sciences of civilization.  

One sees codes, collectives, and commodities of global commerce creating products and by-products in logistical outcomes, which are all dramatically recontouring the world’s economies and ecologies around transnationalized, but still mostly transurban, exchange.  Nationalism is, to a large extent, a vast logistics unfolding both in-place and in-motion for a specific, if often dispersed, constrained and confined, territorially-defined population in transnational spatial practices.  Cities and countries are pivotal sites in which the everyday concursive exchanges between built and unbuilt environments occur; yet, countries also are where much of what is regarded as international relations between different spatially-divided economies, governments, and societies transpire.  Consequently, any study of concursivity in a globalizing world system also is necessarily a localized study of the inter-national (between different metropolitan regions) and intra-environmental (between various machinic environments) relations that urbanized transnationalities can either sustain or disrupt.

Such abstract metropolitan space--in networks, grids, and flows--is the product and by-product of capitalist relations of production (Lefebrve, 1991).  While national variations recur in its concrete materiality, cities concretize the abstract social labor required by concursivity’s globalizing systems of markets, technics, and logistics.  Gradually, concursive regimes also have melded historical spaces with abstract space.  Here Lefebvre maintains,

Capitalism and neocapitalism have produced abstract space, which includes the ‘world of commodities,’ its ‘logic’ and its worldwide strategies, as well as the power of money and that of the political state.  This space is founded on the cast network of banks, business centres and major productive entities, as also on motorways, airports, and information lattices.  Within this space the town--once the forcing-house of accumulation, fountainhead of wealth and centre of historical space--has disintegrated (1991:53).

Fully enmeshed within governmentality and its triadic assemblies of population, territority, and sovererignty for production, abstract city space is immanently repressive, antisensual, and decontextualized.  This social space is an intrinsic product of the economy’s and society’s on-going commodification, which is required by the circuits of accumulation to link knowledge, technology, money, and power.  Absolute and historical spaces persist, but they are increasingly displaced substrata or underpinnings of non-places.  The systemic command, control, and communication functions of abstract urban space instead act,

‘objectally,’ as a set of things/signs and their formal relationships: glass and stone, concrete and steel, angles and curves, full and empty.  Formal and quantitative, it erases distinctions, as much those which derive from nature and (historical) time as those which originate in the body (age, sex, ethnicity).  The signification of this ensemble refers back to a sort of super-signification which escapes meaning’s net: the functioning of capitalism, which contrives to be blatant and covert at one and the same time.  The dominant form of space, that of the centres of wealth and power, endeavors to mould the spaces it dominates (i.e. peripheral spaces) and it seeks, often by violent means, to reduce the obstacles and resistances it encounters there (Lefebvre, 1991: 49).

In many ways, this depiction of spatial logic defines the metropolis, as its collective inhabitations become habitualized cooperation.  If Lenin is correct about strategy being an art of making choices about where to apply force most effectively, then urban design, city planning, or land use become infiltrations through representations of space for bureaucratically-controlled consumption.  Cities are the ordinary operational sites of governmentality, where decisions about how to organize technostructures, non-places, and logistics, prove highly strategic.


Here the smooth interoperations of populations, territory and the state can be assisted, or disrupted, through contragovernmental urban interventions, which find those metropolitan services that inflict new fearsome “dyspositions” between people and things in the administration of the conduct of the conduct (Luke, 1996).  Technics are themselves “cybernetic systems,” governing normalized behaviors and instantiating their own rules allegedly to generate greater “welfare.”  Still, “mysuse” and “dysfunction” lie latent within each technology as accidental normality, and anyone can act in ways that unleash bigger “malfare” functions also embedded in technologies when and where such irrational action is possible.


As Lefebvre claims, the spatial practices of urbanizing society secrete the space its inhabitants occupy and utilize.  These connections embrace,

production and reproduction, and the particular locations and spatial sets characteristic of each social formation.  Spatial practice ensures continuity and some degree of cohesion.  In terms of social space, and of each member of a given society’s relationship to that space, this cohesion implies a guaranteed level of competence and a specific level of performance (1991: 33).

The technostructures, propounded and presupposed by the secretion of such space, will work only if people are accustomed to performing rightly or wrongly in them.  Amicable compliance derived from individual competence and collective performance at particular locations with certain spatial settings cannot be changed without remaking spatial practices.  Cities “that work” impose this regimen effectively and endlessly; those that do not also will not work as well.


Lefebvre is right about cities generating strong normative qualities of an everyday spatial code, like liberal amicality, because metropolitan life is much more than a means of interpreting space and its practices:

Rather it is a means of living in that space, of understanding it, and of producing it.  As such, it brings together verbal signs (words and sentences, along with the meaning invested in them by a significant process) and non-verbal signs (music, sounds, evocations, architectural constructions) (1991:47-48).

Every engineered system or embedded material now services transnationality’s accidental normality, whether it is leveraged daily as an element for governance actions either where it sits or when it is deployed to other sites.  This fact is also true of all materials as well as any agents that serve as their caretakers, managers, or vendors.  Whether or not this normality is accidental, it plainly is materially normative in the production and consumption circuits of everyday urban life.


Living in societies of bureaucratically-controlled consumption (Lefebvre, 1984) on a transnational scale discloses that consumption is a normative cluster of conduct that directly enables modes of bureaucratic control and control by corporate, government and technoscientific bureaucracies.  To examine “everyday life in the modern world” is to realize how much “the modern world” is an imagined, embedded and engineered community that normatively delimits, defines, and directs “everyday life” as a mode of global governance ignored by far too many.  Industrial products, industrial processes, and industrial production are a system of conducting conduct by managing fear, insecurity, and desire.  Second nature is far from natural, but it is not yet wholly artificial.  Rather it is a manifold of engineered, embedded and imagined spaces in which the quality, pace, substance, and opportunity that define material and mental life derive from decisions made elsewhere by unknown others without popular participation, deliberation or even awareness.

The accidental normality of concursive regimes now encompass virtually everything in the human never-built, the built, and the yet-to-be-built environments.  What humans and nonhumans array in and around themselves are the imagination, embeddedness, and engineering spun up from for discursivity and concursivity.  The tangles of such logistical spaces are what surround everybody and everything with working concurrences for thinking and doing.  Thus, the urban and rural national spaces occupied by humans are cross-cut by many asymmetrically collectivized transnational networks of nonhumanity--both artificial and autochthonous--that advance or retard those struggles.  Nature, however, recedes as transnationality expands.  “Certainly we continue to have,” as Hardt and Negri argue, “crickets and thunderstorms...and we continue to understand our psyches as driven by natural instincts and passions; but we have no nature in the sense that these forces and phenomena are no longer understood as outside, that is, they are not seen as original and independent of the civil order” (2000: 187).  Technocritique must make the normative disclosures of these material forces in metropolitan spatial practice.  They are important in understanding how fully the reticulations of power and knowledge work in most capitalist spaces through what Baudrillard has identified as “the system of objects” in local, national or global markets.  All of these terms, however, are mutable in their meanings, and they constantly are evolving everyday in new objectified acts and artifacts of the systems at play -- capitalism, nationalism, technology, and urbanization.

Immense collectives of concursive activity underpin everyday life by paralleling the discursive formations also unfolding under contemporary conditions of world power.  As agent/structure assemblies in motion, most events are difficult, if not entirely impossible, to divide with infinite declensions of cause and effect, from and substance, act and actor, although the ontologies of realism declare things to be otherwise.  Nonetheless, these methodological presumptions impair one's ability to understand what actually seems to happen in the realms of foreign and domestic affairs.  All too often, the sovereign "we" does not choose to act decisively in this or that manner.  Rather concursive networks of indecisive, unchosen action and reaction emerge everywhere all the time as “intermestic” events, or transnationalities.  Global warming as “second nature” is a good case in point.  The need for notions of concursivity becomes more pressing with this “modernity.”  Becoming modern means coexisting with many complex nonhuman objects, processes, and structures at the coincidence of inside and outside (Latour, 1999).  These structures, process, and objects, in turn, situate individuals and groups amidst on-going activities with their own unique meanings and goals, which usually occur without reflection.  This recognition is significant inasmuch as conincidedness weaves other regimes of control over agents and structures counting as a product of prediscursive habituation, subrational routine, and subconscious practice.  Rather than seeking out crises to account for these networks of interaction, it makes more sense to dive into ordinary events of metropolitan life.  The quotidian dimension of materiale, system, and artifact is where webs of transnationality really gel.

This brief paper has examined the material and mental underpinnings of transnationality, which clearly cannot be reduced easily to “local” versus “global” contradictions.  The nation is a meaningful structure that continues to influence individual and collective life -- both up close and at a distance.  And, the spaces of each metropolis is a useful site to examine how nations operate as closed containers, flexible conductors, and open connectors for behaviors and beliefs in specific material settings.

     Many activities could be used to illustrate these patterns; one might focus, for example, upon representations of ecological events that reposition the heterogeneity and homogeneity of transnationality as environmental transactionality.  While national spaces are where the effects of environmental degradation or protection are usually registered as “inside of” costs or benefits, their conditions and causes often arise “outside of” those sites in the transnational spaces occluded by property relations, technological formations, and commodity markets.  Again, urban revolutionization, as it marks “second nature” with ozone holes, global warming, artic melting, global cooling, or marine stress, are all useful cases in point.  So too are the Internet, global media transmissions, or WWW communities.  The materialities of transnationality also can be seen working at all of these sites.  The sidedness of these chains of reasoning needs to be rethought at “the coincide” of accidental normality, so this technocritique has puzzled its way through such complex interrelations to reevaluate the spaces of inside/outside that are tied conventionally to nationality and transnationality.  In turn, it asks if simply seeing both sides is ever enough to understand the problems at hand -- the concursive regimes of an accidental normality with a strong normativity that now conducts human and nonhuman conduct in many nations across and over a core of engineered, embedded, and imagined communities as transnationality.
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