
KAREN BARAD 

What Flashes Up: 
Theological-Political-Scientific 
Fragments 

Nature is Messiallic by reaSOH of its etenlal and total passing away. 
-WA LTER BI!NJAMIN, "Theological-Polirical Fragments" 

I set fortllltow lItis projeet-lIs in tltt: met1tod of smaslting an atom- releases rll e 
enormous ellergy oI llistory lhat lies bound ÜI ehe "ouce upon a time" of clllssical 
Itistorienl narrative. 
-WALTER BENJAM I N 

TH EO LO GY-PO LlTI CS-SCI E N C E 

Even if the profound economic, sodal, and ecological crises of the rwenry-
first cenrury are nQ[ the same as those of the first half of the previous cenrury. 
the global polirical armosphere is highly charged and fascism is on the rise 
ence again. Conditions of grass economic disparity, war, 10ss of habitat and 
homeland, demonization and racialization of the dispossessed and most pre-
cariously positioned, and the militarization of national police forces designed 
to crush the seeds cf revolutionary change that persist in pushing up through 
the cracks in the seeming rotality of neoliberal capitalism. are at hand. At 
this moment, Walter Benjamin's electrifying insights intensUy in relevance, 
crackle with energy, with the potential ro break down the ambiem ideology 
of perceived progress and break through the continuum of hisrory, forming 
conducting paths arcing across spacetimes, constellations of glowing images 
condensed and crystallized inside the truck-now of the present. For Benjamin, 
questions of time and justice are inseparable. If the messianic played a role in 
Benjamin's later rhinking, perhaps it was because of his political commitment 
to justice. A key insight of Benjamin's that continues [Q flash up before us is 
that the potential for justice exists in the thick-now of (he presenr moment-
what Benjamin calls "now-time" (Jetztuit5"=and nOt in pinning political ) 
on so me furure time.1 How can we understand (his (hick-now (hat is shot 

aus: Catherine Keller; Mary-Jane Rubenstein, 
Entangled worlds (2017) 





24 I KAREN BARAD 

awaken the dead, much like the legendary Messiah of traditionalJudaism, but 
a storm caUed "progress" propels him into the future, preventing hirn from 
making reparations. (Benjamin's story is reminiscent of the Talmudic story 
about the baby messiah-who was born immediately after the Temple was 
destroyed and it lay in ruins- being blown away in a storm.)U The ruins of the 
past, what progress leaves in its wake, pile up in this crystallization of history 
into nO\\l-timl!-a "Messianic cessation of happening" that has "a revolutionary 
chance in the fight for the oppressed past."1l The storm that is propelling the 
angel into the future is so violent the angel can't dose its wings and stay where 
it is and attend to the past. Bur the angel, even as it is driven into ehe furure, 
nonetheless continues to face the past, which continues to lay claim on the 
present: "The past carries with it a temporal index by which it is referred to 
redemption."L( But where is redemption-a term traditionally associated with 
the messianic endpoint, reflecring the beginning pOint labeled "Paradise"- to 
be found in this scene of the past's wreckage? 

Butler begins her explanation of the destructive nature of the storm with a 
question-"If something is being destroyed, is it perhaps forward movement 
itseln"- that she ultimarely answers in the affirmative. "Indeed, if the figure 
of the storrn is rhe means through which Benjamin introduces a particular 
norion of the messianic, we will be right to think rhat the messianic is not the 
same as progress, and whatever destruction it wreaks will be of something that 
is itself destnlctiou."LS A critique of the notion of progress is a central therne 
of Benjamin's "Theses," induding a certain faith in progress among those 
on the Left who would invoke it in the fight against faseism. Bur for Ben-
jamin, progress is powerless to act against the destructive force of fascism: 
"No unfolding historical development will overcome fascism, only astate of 
emergency that breaks wirh a cerrain faith in historical development."L6 As 
Benjamin says, "One reason why faseism has a chance is that in the name of 
progress its opponents treat ir as a historical norm."L7 If borh faseism and pro-
tests against it function not according to some exceptional mode of operation, 
but through the usual way things get done, through "democratic" eleC[ions 
and state-sanctioned forms of violence, then resisrance to fascism requires a 
ruprure of the eonrinuum of history, the bringing about of a "real state of 
emergeney."L8 Butler writes: "Ir is this belief [in progress] that is now wreeked, 
and that wreekage is what the angel dearly sees."L9 Crucially then, as Butler 
reads it. redemption for Benjamin is "a disruption of teleological history and 
an opening to a eonvergent and interruptive set of temporalities. This is a 
messianism. perhaps secularized, that affirms ehe scattering of light. the exilic 
eondirion, as the nonteleological form that redemption now takes. This is a 
redemption frOnt teleological hisrory." lo Similarly, when Benjamin urges: "It is 
our rask to bring about areal state of emergency" in the face of the perperua-
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rion of state-sanctioned violence. it is not that he is advocating violence, a kind 
of violence that perpetrates bodily harm, but on the contrary, he i5 caUing for 
a disrupl'iou oJ elll! ongoing viole11et of tll l! stau. 11 The messianic is therefore not 
figured in human form, as Butler compellingly argues, but rather, elle messiallic 
is a break in elle co"ti11ltllnt oIlIiseory. 

Importantly, this break in the continuum of hisrory is a highly energeric 
event. As Benjamin writes in describing the Project to Ernst Bloch in 
1935: "[ set Jortl! /10\\1 this projeCl-as itt Llrl! metIIod of smaslling an atom- releasl!s 
die enorttiOIfS etlergy of lIiscory that lil!s bOlltld in tlle 'O'let upon a tinte' of classi-
cai/listorical narrative. " 21 The enormous energy released from the eore of rhe 
atom. its nucleus, a mere speck of matter, made headlines around the globe in 
1933, based on discoveries by the physicist Ernest Rutherford and his srudents 
at the Cavendish Laboratory: From a transformation of elements ro the trans-
formation of the world, the highly energetic possibiliries were described by 
Rutherford as an "explosive violence" unleashed from a mere "fragment of an 
atom" leaving in its wake a profound transformation-the transformation of 
that very narure of namre that was believed to be fixed and given. From such 
events new elements are born our of old onesY linie did the world know in 
1935, when Benjamin wrote this Hne, the magnirude of rhe explosive force that 
would be unleashed from these discoveries a decade later. Bur even before 
the world would be shaken off its axis by the massive des truetive forces un-
leashed on the eities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, something abour immensity 
or even infinity being contained in the smallest bits had spoken to Benjamin, 
one might say [hat this point was at the very eore of rus theological-political 
theory, if nOt his being or, for that matter, all being. Bound up in this tiniest bit 
of matter, this mere fragment of an atom, is a material force so enormaus that 
its release could reconfigure the material conditions of possibilicy, the very 
fabric of spacetintemattering, producing a revolutionary chance in the present, 
in this moment of now-time.14 

As Benjamin writes in the "Theses on the Philosophy of History": "Thus 
[the hisrorical materialist] establishes a conception of the present as the 'rime 
of the now' which is shot through with chips of Messianic time."H The "time 
of now" is not an infinitely thin slice of time caUed rhe present moment, but 
rather a thick-now that is a crystallization of the past diffracted through the 
present. Henee, reading against the grain of a rusroricist aceount of history 
in homogeneous empty time, Benjamin's historieal materialist aceoum en-
[ails a break in the continuum of his tory in speeific material forms that are 
exotllerntic-that is, entail rhe release of energy, whether in the form of the 
reconfiguring of the nucleus of an atom, the discharge of a massive buildup 
of electrical potential through lightning flashes, or the reeonfiguring of a con-
stellarion of atoms through a sudden process of crystallization. References 



tO these kinds of physical phenomena occur at key moments in Benjamin's 
writing, and the release of energy sufficient to effect transformation marks 
the enormous revolutionary potential condensed into a single point: the thick· 
now of the presenc 

In an importam sense, then, Benjamin's work is already shot through with 
the sciemific, and the conjunction theological-politicaI-scientific does not 
mark the addition of the third term so much as give it an explicit place in the 
convcrsation. In any case, questions of the nature of narure, time, and causal-
iry, are surely scientific, as well as political. ones. The point of making science 
an explicit part of the conversation is not tO provide a scientmc foundation 
that validates political and theological frameworks; on the contrary, the point 
is: to explode the temporality of the modernist conception of science, under· 
srood as a progressive process of knowledge accumulation, one embraced not 
ooly as the epitome of progress but as its very ideal; [Q blast apart the nation 
that science is an independent field of thought driven onIy by empirical find-
ings devoid of any metaphysical, theological, or political commitments; and to 
destabilize the high authority accorded to science over all ather ways of know-
ing. The point is also to understand how science deconstructs its own author-
ity: how its own findings undermine the very modernist eonceptions on whieh 
this progressive narrative rests, such as the seientrnc belief in the immutability 
of matter, the Newtonian conception of time as an ex ternal parameter that 
marches fonvard without interruption, determinism, the narure / eulrure dual-
ism, and human exceptionalism. (The deconstruction of human exceptional. 
ism is not about not cating about humans but rather about induding within 
the analysis an understanding of how the "human" is constiruted and againsr 
what constirutive outside.)26 What is at stake, among other things, is a political 
commitment to undo the inflated authoriry of Wes tern science, to put scienee 
explicitly in thc loop of Benjamin's critique of progress and st3te-sanctioned 
violence, to rework the praetices of technosciences in ways that hold them 
accountahle and responsible for thinking about questions of justice "at the 
lab bench" (that is, within the very practiees of science) while leaving open 
questions about what constirutes justice and for whom, tO decolonize main-
stream teehnoscientific practices while acknowleclging and granting author· 
ity to alternative and indigenous practices for their sciemific contributions, to 

understand the specific narure of the entanglements of potitical, economic, 
teehnoscientific, and ecological displacements and injustices, m think more 
carefully ahout the mera / physical understandings of naru re that are always 
already built into our thinking about the theological-political, and, like Ben-
jamin, to allow critique its constructive element.17 In this essay, I highlight an 
important ßenjaminian fcarure of critique (thar is strucrurally reflexive or, 

rather, diffractive, of his ontoepistemology), by attending to (ar at least hint-
ing at) not only the "destructive" and "consrructive" dimensions of quanrum 
phys ics, one of the sciences fearured herein, bur also the very dynamics of 
annihilation-creation written inm the core of the theory itself: In parricular, 
what is at stake is blasting open the continuum of hismry, making evident 
sta te-sanctioned forms of violence that quantum theory-especially (but not 
exclusive ly) in üs specific entanglements with the making of the amm bomb-
has been apart of, wh ile also breaking open its C0re tO release the encrgy of its 
radical political potential. 21 This is not [0 say that all these issues will be fu Uy 
addressed in this essay, far from ir (indeed, this is but a fragment of my ongo-
ing work on this larger project), but ra lhc::r, the modest comribution here is to 
begin to open up for furcher investigation so me of the imporrant eleme·nts of 
Benjamin's work in relation to science. 29 

Making the scientific explicit in the conjunction "theological-political" also 
provides an opporruniry for asking questions about whether new insights 
mighr thus be gained eoncerning long.standing questions rcgarding the na. 
rure of the relarionship berween the political and the rheological. In other 
words, does working with this theological·political-scientific "mixrure" open 
up rhinking not only about the scientific in (imra-acrive) relationship to the 
political and thcological but also the other elemems- political and theological 
and their conjunction-in new ways? We might ask, for example, given the 
ongoing debate among Benjamin scholars as to wherher the Kabbalistic and 
Marxist elements of his theory do, or could even possibly, cohere, wh ether 
rughlighring the scientific dimensions of Benjaffiin's work lends any furrhcr 
insights. Ta take one specific tack, we might ask abour the foUowing: Given 
the profound troubling of the tradirional nation of time and causality that 
quanrum theory offers, do these shifts in thinking produce a reconstellating of 
theological-political-cosmological patternings that enable a reassessment o f 
the configurations as previously understood? Which also raises questions 
of methodology and whether the scientific terms Benjamin calls on might be 
reconstellated and diffracted back through his methodology.JO 

rurthermore, in alliance with Butler's radical rec1amation and resiruating 
of the jewish tradition in a way that provides resources from within Juda-
ism for opposing Israeli state-sanctioned violence against Palestinians in all its 
various forms, while refusing claims of exceprionalism (thai onIy Judaism can 
provide the ethical and polirical theory needed to imerrupt such violence), this 
essay seeks to open up further possibiliries for rethinking judaism and in par-
licular reaHgning it with its stated commitment to justiee. Jl Sciemific issues are 
surely relevant here as well , not only with respect to metaphysieal questions 
but also pracrical issues, induding those of ecological injustice (for example, 
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water injustice-induding issues of differential access, pollution, and diver-
sion of water sources in the region), and other issues, which are not separable 
from political, economic, and sodal forms of injustice.JZ 

ON METHODOLOGY: CRYSTALS, 
CONSTELLATIONS, AND LIGHTNING 

Walter Benjamin was a philosopher of fragments and constellations. Disconti-
nuity and juxtaposition played strongly in his works, over and against continu· 
ity and linear succession. This was not an arbitrary, nor particularly aesthetic, 
choice. As Benjamin underscood it, crucial to the pursuit of justice is the dis-
ruption of the temporality of progress- the continuous flow of time that 
leaves the past behind while moving inexorably toward ehe furure. In other 
words, it is the very notion of time ieself as a progression-as a continuous 
flow of homogeneous, empty moments- that must be interrupted. In Thesis 
XIII of "Theses on the Philosophy of History" he makes rhis point directly: 

The concept of historical progress of mankind cannot be sundered from 
the concept of its progression through homogeneous, empty time. A cri-
tique of the concept of such a progression must be the basis of any criti-
cisrn of the concepr of progress itselPl 

Accerding to Benjamin, it is the "srubbern faith in progress" (Thesis X) that 
is undermining Marx.isrn's revolutionary potential: "Nothing has corrupted 
the German working dass so much as the notion that it was moving with the 
current" (Thesis XI). For Benjamin, the notion of progress, together wirh irs 
affiliates-determinism, teleology, deve1opment, evolution, and positivism-
stands in the way of urgently needed hisrorical materialist analyses that "brush 
history against the grain" of historidst accounts (Thesis VII), which have wrir-
ten into thern a certain faith in a brighter furure that has yet to unfold. In the 
"Theses," Benjamin's passionare plea to the political Left is to purge irself of 
the idea of progress and the developmental conception of history that was 
inherent in German Idealism and interpolated into Marxisrn through Marx's 
"inversion of HegeI." 

In the "Theses," Benjamin identifies this progressivist temporaliry as "ho-
mogeneous, empty time," the continuous flow of time as it marches forward 
without regard to any external forces. 01' as Newton w[Qte in the Principia: 

true and marhemarical time, of itself, and from its own narure 
flows equably without regard to anything external, and by another name is 
called duration."14 "Homogeneous, empty time" is dock time, the time of 
modernity, capiealism, colonialism, imperialism, indusrrialism, milüarism. 

Train lines, assembly lines, communication lines, time lines. "Now" is the 
thinnest slice of time: an empty speck. Each moment is the same as all athers. 
Moments Iinecl up like so m.ny be.cls of • ros.ry (Thesis XVlll A), forming 
an unbroken COntinuous chain of bits of momentariness-an infinitely long 
chain of infinitesimals. On the assembly line of moments each now is the 
same as all others, tao thin to be of any substance. History is what happens in 
time, bur time jrself is independent of history. Time is universal, cominuous, 
and unsroppable, moving relentlessly imo the future. The past has passed, the 
furure has yet to arrive, and aIl we have before us is the trunnest slice of a con-
tinuum, an ungraspable undifferentiated empty tick of rhe dock. There is no 
break; there are no breaks in this COntinuum of time. Moments slip through 
our fingers, bur progress-the unilinear advance of time-is our 
assurance: The next moment, a new moment, will always arrive Uust in time) 
co the lasc' Inevitability drives the assembly Hne of time. The passage 
of tIme unhaltingly moves into the furure. Time advances; ir progresses; it is 
whar progress iso 

Benjamin's efforts to inspire and comribute to fo rrning a robust historical 
materialism are directly tied to a reconceprualization of the nation of his tory, 
not as something that happens in (the passive flow of) time, but rather as 
sometrung rhe materialisr is charged to do in making time iesdf materialize in 

that have "a revolutionary chance in ehe fight for the oppressed pasc,"n Ir 
IS worrh quoting Benjamin at lengrh on trus imporrant point: 

Historicism rightly culminates in universal history. Materialistic his tori-
ography differs from it as to method mOre clearly than any other kind. 
Universal history has no theoretical armarure. Its method is additive' it 
musters a mass of data to fill the homogeneous, empty time. Material-
istic hisCOriography, on the other hand, is based on a constfuctive prin. 
dple. Thinking involves not only [he flow of thoughts, but their arrest as 
weIl. Wllere elt inking sllddenly stops in a conjiguratiotl pregnant wiell ten.sions, 
ie gives tllat conjiguration a sllock, by wllicll it cryseallizes ineo a monad. A 
historical materialist approaches a hiscorical subject only where he en-
Counters it as a monad. In this structllre Ite recogm'us the sign of a Messiallic 
cessation of happening, or, put differrotly, a Tf'\'olutiotlary c1tat/ce in ehe jight for 
the OppTf'ssed pase. He takes cogllizance of it in ordn- to blast a specijic era out 
of the I10mogetleous course of history---blaseing a specijic Ufo out of tlte n-a or a 
specijic work out of elle lifework . As a result of [his method the lifework is 
preserved in this work and at the same time canceled; in the lifework, the 
era; and in the era, [he entire course of history. The nourishing fruit of 
ehe historicaUy understood contains time as a preciolu hut tßStdess sud. J 6 
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In this passage on methodology, Benjamin's materialist ontoepistemology 
shines through. The task of the historical materialist- much like a bench 
scientist-is not merely to rewrite history; but rather to do something mate· 
rial to history and time itself. The imagery here is packed with laborarory 
effects like crystaUization, explosions, strucrures, configurations, extractions, 
and condensations. 

Let's unpack some of what is going on in this dense thesis. There is, first of 
all, the matter of shocking a configuration pregnant with tensions by which 
it crystallizes into a monad. It is this very strucrure of the crystal/ monad in 
which the historical materialist can recognize a revolutionary chance in the 
fight for the oppressed past. Hence, something of the past seems to be imma-
nent in the crystaL Indeed, at the core of "the nourishing fruit of the hisrori-
cally understood" is time "as a precious but tasteless seed"-that is, revolution-
ary potential is immanent in this crystallization of time, blas ted out of the 
continuum of history. As Benjamin repeatedly conjures monads and crystals 
as primary facets of his materialist methodology, [Wo more quotes could be 
usefully juxtaposed here as we delve into this further: 

If the object of history is to be blasted out of the continuum of historical 
succession, that is because its monadological strucrurc demands it. Tltis 
stmcture first comes ro ligltt in rite extracted object itsdf And it does so in the 
form of the historical confrontation that makes up the interior ... of the 
historical object, and into wllicll all rIteforces and interests of history enter on 
a reduced scale. 17 

In what way is it possible to conjoin a heightened graphicness [Anschau· 
lichkeit] to the realization of the Marxist method? The first stage in this 
undertaking will be to carry over the principle of montage into history. 
That is, to assemble large·scale constructions out of the smallest and 
most precisely cut components. Indeed, to discover in the analysis of the 
sm aU individual moment tlte crystal of clle total event. And therefore, to 
break with vulgar historical naruralism. Ta grasp the construction of his-
tory as such. Ja 

Here Benjamin speaks of hisrorical forces being condensed on a reduced scale, 
making up the interior of the object. How is this crystal-like? Is there some-
thing of a monadological strucrure to crystals? How are we co understand this 
"crystal of the total event"? 

Objects are not mere metaphors for Benjamin. They are instances of sen· 
suous materiality. As such, let us take this object in hand and see if we can 
glimpse something about its strucrure. First let's recaU same basic features of 

crysraUizarion. Crystal formarion can happen rapidly, or it can rake hundreds 
cr even thousands of years. Snowflakes form quickly during their descent ro 
earth, whereas the enorm aus crystals (one as large as 39 feet in length and 
13 feet in diameter, weighing 55 tons) in the Caves of Crystals in Naica, Chi. 
huahua, Mexico, have been growing for half a million years. Whatever the 
scale, crystals are condensations of history, the frozen traces of forces acting 
through time. 

CrystalJization can also happen alm ost instantaneously, under the light cir. 
cumstances. That is, there is a way ro condense the duration of the crystall iza-
tion process inro amoment, as it were. In particular, crystaUization can Occur 
rapidly out of a "supersaturated solution"-a .solution that contains more of 
a dissolved suhstance (e.g., a mineral) than [he solution would normally·hold. 
(For example, while at a higher temperature a solution can hold more of a 
dissolved substance, as the temperarure is lowered [he solution can become 
supersarurated if crystallization has yet to begin.) A supersarurated solution 
is an unstable configuration in which the crystaUiza tion is stalled. Gne way ro 
get the process going is to "seed" the SOlution with a "seed crysta!." A seed 
crystal is a sm all bit of the crystal that has the same strucrure as the crystal 
that is to result from the process of crystallization. Adding a seed crystal to a 
supersaturated solution initiates the process of precipitating our the crystals 
:rom.solution. Once seeded, the crystallization process can proceed very rap. 
Idly; In same cases, the crystaI forms (precipitares Out of solution) in the blink 
of an eye. The emire "configuration pregnant with tensions" freezes into a 
erystal in a mere instant. (The seed crystal-the arrest of thinking-is that 
which "shocks" the configuration, crystallizing it imo a monad, much like 
seeding a supersarurated solution.) The flow-the continuous movement of 
atoms in a fluid-is arrested at once, leaving a crystal- the condensation of 
historieal forces- in its plaee. Crystallization is a discontinuous process. There 
are in fact multiple discontinuities that characterize this process, including the 
diScontinuous change in strucrure and val urne at the point of crystallization. 

What else da we know about crystals? Crystallization is a process whereby 
atoms- parts of which are positively charged and parts of which are nega-

charged-are slowed down as the temperarure decreases and find very 
specific ways of configuring themselves according to the interaromic forces 
based on the specific polarization of the charged configuration: External forces 
also comribuce to the shapes that form out of this "configuration pregnam 
with tensions." Crystals are patterned repetitions of specific organizations of 
atoms-they are specific patternings in (of) spacetime. Crystal strucrures can 
be discerned through a form of analysis called crystaUography. 

Imagine taking hold of a cry.stal and shining light through ie. You would see 
the ray of light being dispersed by the crystal strucrure. The light rays bend 
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when hitting the atoms of the crystal, and the deflected rays overlap with one 
another producing diJfraction patterns. Diffraetion is the physical phenomenon 
that is the basis of crystallogmpJ,y-the technique of using different kinds of 
waves [Q map the structure of crystals or cven of molecules (Rosalind Franklin 
discovered the structure of DNA this way).19 A range of different forces act-
ing over time are condensed inro this frazen configuration. Shining light on 
the crystal projects its internal structure ourward, producing an image of this 
strucrure. In other words, "this srructure comes to light in thc cxtractcd object 
itself," and shining light on the crystal makes a constellation of lights that illu-
minate the overall structural pattern. Some crystallographic images look just 
like a constellation of lighrs dorting the night sky (see Figure 

Crystals are distinctive spatial srructures. spccmc pattc rnings, condensa-
tions of forces acting through time. And yet we are expecting from this, as per 
Benjamin's invocation, a disruption of process, a disjuncture not merely in but 
of time. The tempration is to read crystals metaphorically. switching spatial 
patterns for temporal patterns. Bur it is in fact possible to read the crystal-

Figure J. Electron diffracrion parrern. (Used with the permission of Materials & e hem-
isrry Laboratory, loc.) 

liza tion of time-the temporal patternings interior to this monad-from the 
material crystal we are already holding in our hands. 

There's a marvelous way to think abour crystals and the kinds of tempo-
ral parrernings, condensations, and superpositions that Benjamin invokes by 
drawing on quanrum physics' radical rethinking of time. One might object 
that this move would be anachronistic and couldn't possibly have been what 
Benjamin had in mind, bur that would be to yoke time back into its usual for-
mation, just when its disruption is precisely at issue here. If you'lI permit me 
to turn the crystal in this way ro examine some fascinating parterns for a bit, 
we can return shortly ro an analysis that might seem eloser to his text (how do 
we measure such a distance in any case when disconrinuiry is at issue?) .. 

Ir was in the early years of ehe development of quantum eheory. in 1927, in 
the process of investigating the properties of a material by bombarding it with 
electrons, (hat Clinton Davisson and Lester Germer found (har the target the 
elecerons had been impinging upon had changed its strucrure inro a crystalline 
form, which had not been part of the plan of the experiment. The end result, 
seeered as much by serendipiry as human know-how, was ehat the physicisrs 
were able to demonstrate the wave nature of electrons by observing thae an 
electron diffraction pattern was produced. The fact thar elecrrons (small bits 
of matter) can (under ehe right circumstances) exhibit wave behavior is a weIl-
known feature of quantum theory. Electron diffraceion is evidence of the fact 
rhat an eleerron can be in a superposition o[ staus-that is, an dectron is not just 
in one place at a given time (like a partiele), but in fact has an onrological1y 
(llauntologically) indeterminate pOSition, and exhibits a material ghostly non / 
presence in multiple plaus at tlle same time. It is a much lesser known fact that 
diffraction can happen not juse in space but also in time. Temporal diffraction is 
indicative of a superposition of times-that is, a single dectron can be in a super-
pOSition of diffiren t times, (hat is, materially coexist (liauntologically speaking) 
at multiple times (at once?).41 Temporal diffraction would be a reaHy rich way 
ro think of Benjamin's notion of Jetztzeit, or now-time. Jetztzeit is a crystal. 
lization of times, of multiple (emporalities, blasted out of the conrinuum of 
his[Qry: a superposition of times-moments from the past-exisring in the 
thick-now of the presene moment. And in face, according tO quanrum phys-
ics the past is always open and can be reconfigured. but never in a way that 
loses track of (i.e. , erases the trace of) a11 that has happened (all the various 
reconfigurings).41 This seems key to the kind of intervention Benjamin would 
have the historical materialist make: a reconjiguring of time (spilcelünemattering) 
itself. Quantum physics has flashed up in our discussion and will now quickly 
disappear, but only for rhe time being. Let's come back ro Benjamin's discus-
sion of a key temporal element in his methodology: the arrest of time or 
"dialeerical srandstill." 
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Benjamin writes about crystallization as coinciding wirh, or being precipi-
tated out from, an arresting of time, a disruption of the flow of history, what 
he calls a "dialectical standstill." And in that standstill a crystalline consrella-
tion forms. 

Within the enlightened consciousness, political-theological categories 
arise .... And it is only within the purview of [po1itical-theological] cat-
egories, which bring the flow of events to a standstill, that hisrory forms, 
at the interior of this flow, as crystalline constellation.41 

Constellations, like crystals, seem to be purely spatial arrangements, bur Ben-
jamin uses them in a temporal modaliry: In particular, if "standstill" indicates 
the arrest of time, the crystallization of hisrory in that configuration 
an array of tirnes. How can we understand this? When we gaze up into the 
rught sky and see specific spatial configurations of stars we call "constella-
tions," the stars are not all the same distance from uso Some stars are farther 
away than others. And since the speed of light is a constant,·· when we look at 
more distant objects we are looking deeper into the past. For example, when 
we look at our dosest star, the sun, we are seeing the way it looked eight min-
utes ago-that is, we are watching in the present something that happened in 
the past. Staring at a constellation, we are witnessing multiple different pasts 
in the present, some more distant than others. Constellations are then images 
of a specific array of past events, a configuration of multiple tempora!ities, "a 
constellation in being."d 

Now. in Benjamin's account, constellations aren't simply evident; rather, 
they are awakerungs: 

It's not that the past casts its light on what is present. or what is present 
its light on what is past; rather, image is that wherein what has bcen comes 
togetltcr in a flash with the now to form a constellatio1t. In other words, im-
age is dialectics at astandstill. For while the relation of the present to the 
past is a purely temporal, continuous one, the relation of what-has-been to 
thc now is dialcctical: is not progression but image. suddenly emcrgent.-Only 
dialectical images are genuine images (that is, not archaic); and the place 
where one encounters them is language. 0 Awakening 0.46 

In the fields with which we are concerned, knowledge comes only in 
lightning flashes.· 7 

According tO Benjamin, an image is something that flashes up: "Image is that 
wherein what has been comes together in a flash with the now to form a con-

stellation." Hence, Benjamin's lightning flash is not between spatial points but 
across times. 

Let's stop here and touch on the phenomenon of lightning. Lightning is an 
energizing response co a highly charged and polarized field. Concrary ro popu-
lar belief, lightning does not proceed in a COntinuous path from sky to ground. 
We know that lightning is prone to strike some objects, such as tall buildings, 
more than others. How can we accounc for that? That is, how does Iightning 
know how co find such objeccs? Before a lighrning bolt is born, the sky and the 
ground engage in a higWy nonlinear form of communication with each other 
across large distances, vast disjuncrures. 

As I have written elsewhere, 

The lightning expert Martin Um an explains this strangely anima ted 
inanimate relating in this way: "What is importanr [0 note ... is that 
the usual stepped leader [an electrical gesrure that precedes a lightning 
strike] starts from the cloud withour any 'knowledge' of whar build-
ings Or geography are present below. In fact, it is thought ... that the 
stepped leader is 'unaware' of objects beneath jt until it is some tens of 
yards from the eventual strike pOint. When 'awareness' occurs, a travel-
ing spark is initiated from the point [Q be struck and propagates upward 
to meet the downward moving stepped leader, completing the path w 
ground."48 What mechanism is at work in trus communicarive exchange 
between sky and ground when awareness lies at the crux of (his strangely 
anima ted inanimarc relating? And how does this exchange ger ahead of 
jtself, as it were? What kind of queer communication is at work here? 
What are we [Q make of a communication that has neither sender nor 
recipient unril transmission has already occurred? That is, what are we to 
make of the fact that lhe existence of sender and receiver follows from 
this nonlocal relaring rather than preceding it? What strange causality is 
effected? 

A lightning bolt is not a straightforward resolution of the buildup of a 
charge difference berween the earth and a srorm cloud: a lightning bolt 
does not simply proceed from SWrm cloud ro the earth along a unidirec-
tional (if somewhat erratic) path; racher, flirtations alight here and there 
and now and again as stepped leaders and positive strea:mers gesture 
coward possible forms of connection ro come. The path that lightning 
takes not ooly is not predictable but does not make its way according W 

some COntinuous unidirectional path berween sky and ground. Though 
far from microscopic in scale, it seems that we are witnessing a quantum 
form of communication-a process of iterative intra-activity49 
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All cf these strangely nonlocal communicative "gesrures" happen before 
the lighcning bolt forms, and even when that visible luminous flow of energy 
takes place, it does not proceed in a continueus or progressive path: "The part 
of the ehannel nearest the ground will [flash first], then successively higher 
parts, and finally the charge from the cleud itself [drains and makes visible 
flashes of light)."sO Lightning flashes have no truck with traditional concep-
tions of causality or a unilinear progressive nation of temporality. An areing 
dis/juncture,lighrning is a connective thread, a Illminous entttnglemcnt- and, I 
would argue, the way wunderstand this eUlanglement is in the technical sense 
that quantum mechanics understands the term-not as a connection berween 
(Wo preexisting objects at different places and times, but rather an intra-action 
through which "this" and "that," "here" and "there," "now" and "then" are 
formed. Lightning 15 a jagged dis l continuotLS "moving toward" witll inl1umera,ble 
interruptions. SI 

Benjamin understands what-has-been difttacted through the now-time-
being in a "dialectical reversal"; that is, the past remains open co what jt might 
yet have been: "What has been is ro become .... The facts become something 
thatjust now first happened to US."H Rolf Tiedemann, the editor/assembler 
of the posthumously published Benjamin work, Passagen-Werk (translated as 
Tltc Arcaaes Projcct), further explains: 

The object cf history goes on changing; it becomes "rusrorical" (in this 
word's emphatic sense) oo1y when it becomes topical in a later period. 
Continuous relationships in time, with which his tory deals, are super-
seded in Benjamin's thought by constellations in which the past coincides 
with the present ro such an extent that the past achieves a "Now" of 
its "recogruzability." Benjamin developed trus "Now of Recognizability," 
which he sometimes referred to as his theory of knowledge, from a dou-
ble frontal position against both idealism and positivistic hisroricism . . .. 
That the lineaments of the past are first detectable after a certain pe-
riod is not due to the hiswrian's whim; it bespeaks an objective Itistorical 
cOflStdlation. n 

As Benjamin putS it: 

I-listory is thc object of a construct whose site is not homogeneous, 
empty time, but the time filled by now-time Uetztuit). . .. To write his-
tory ... means to eite history.H 

Quantum physics has wrangled its way in agam, [his time "flashing up" through 
a markedly macroscopic phenomenon-lightning flashes-which playa key 

role in Benjamin's theory. Quanrum physics radically disrupts the nation of 
"homogeneous, empty time." Time takes on an entirely different, and much 
more active, set of fearures. These include possibilities such as temporal dis-
continuity, temporal diffraction, temporal entanglement (relevant both to 
lightning and the "dialectical reversal" in Benjamin), and the "condensation" 
of time inta an instant (a quanrum field theory phenomenon related to "tem-
poral indeterminacy)Sf that see m ro go ro the core of Benjamin's notion of 
the dialectical image. (But now. appropriately enough, in introducing quanrum 
physics, we have already gotten ahead of ourselves. More on this in the follow-
ing sections.) 

Lightning, constellations, and crystals play crueial rales in helping ßenja-
min articulate his notion of a dialectical image, which is the centerpiece of 
his mechodology and (onto)epistemology.s6 For Benjamin, crystallization 
emerges with/in the temporal discontinuity, in the breaking of time's con· 
tinuum. That is, it is the halting of time-the introduction of an essential dis-
continuily-that constirutes (and is coinödent with) the seeding of the crys-
rallization of multiple temporaHties inta a temporal pattern/ing outside of 
the !low of time. The past is not left behind, but rather, is diffracted throughl 
in Jetztzeit, the now-time of the present moment. Energy is released in this 
crystaUization, this reconfiguring of time, that takes place in the messianic 
cessation of happening. And as light diffracts through this crystal strucrure, 
"the genuine hisrorical image" "flares up briefly," offering the hisrorical mate· 
naHst a revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed pascH That is, in / 
through this arresting of time, hisrory-blasted out of a linear narrative of 
happenings in homogenaus, empty time-becomes a materialization of time 
(spacetimemattering), a dialectical reconfiguring of time itself: The material-
izationlreconstellation / crystallization of time and history is made possible in 
the flashing up of images, luminous points of light, sparks released from the 
small individual moment of the crystal of the rotal evenr, if oo1y momenrarily. 
Crucially then, Benjamin's methodology constirutes a material intervention 
imo the making of time and hisrory. 

Benjamin's is first and fore most a materialist methodology. According ro 
Rolf Tiedemann, "Benjamin's intention was to bring rogether theory and 
materials, quotations and interpretation, in a new constellation compared to 

contemporary methods of representation."SB Benjamin sought in the method 
of montage an alternative ro represemationalism and a robust historical mate-
rialism that breaks with the temporality of progress. The material fragments 
are neither ta be read as causaUy linked (in the sense of linear causality) nor 
merely analogous. Rather, they are to be picked up like crysta15, and rurned 
around and around aUowing the light to diffract through them, seeing the 
overall pattern that is already inside each fragment bur also watching entire 
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constellations of insights flash up, if only momentarily. How else might one 
have a chance of grasping the complex and intricate play of different forces 
that are condensed and concenrrated inco each object? 

What I have discusscd so far is one way of putting toge ther same of the 
sC3ttered fragments of Benjamin's discussion of dialectical images. It is a way 
that tries CO make sense of the specificaBy material dimensions of his method, 
by fleshing out some important sdentific and sensuous features of the par-
ticular objects that form the core of his method. My agential realist reading 
of these scientific phenomena (and my diffractive methodology)J9 joins with 
Benjamin in taking neither time nor being as a given, but father understands 
time-being as something that materializes, as a specificaUy political and mate-
rial praetice, an iterative practice, a chance for intervention that is attuned co 
the possibilities for liberation, for justice, in the now of the present moment. 

I am not proposing this as a historically situated reconstruction of how 
jamin underscood things. I am not suggesting that he knew aB details of the 
physics (let alone the quantum physies that is hinted at just a bit here, although 
much of the eonstruetion of the quantum theory took place in Europe in the 
1920S and 19305), or that he was somehow prescient abouc physies yet to come. 
There would be samething ironie about making an argument of this kind 
and offering a seamless narrative that (presumes to) unfold(s) what Benjamin 
(al ready) had in mind, given that this kind of hiscorical reconstruction must as-
sume the very notions of history and time that Benjamin is critieizing. At least 
it would be an odd sort of thing (Q do without honoring the dis/junctions and 
dis l continuities."' 

In what follows, and doesn't follow, in a break that is ahout to happen-a 
dis /continuiry in form, a break in the flow of the essay-I invite you to par-
ticipate with me in a mini-montage/diffraction experiment, where no linear 
narrative will he offered. I will plaee before us some fragments, in the style of 
Benjamin's Arcades Project, inc1uding insights from Kabbalah, quantum phys-
ics, and Benjaminian philosophy (drawing heavily on Butler's commentary) 
and let us see what constellations form and what fla shes up. Buc first some 
preliminary remarks. 

ON THE FR AG MENTS THAT FOllOW 

For someone who sought CO blast open the continuum of history, an assem-
blage of fragments seems quite apt, and speaks not only of the ruins but also 
of innumerable possibilities for re-membering the past and conceptualizing 
history anew. Benjamin's Arcades Project is a collection of fragments, includ-
ing reflections of various lengths and individual passages from various texts 
copied down as individual notes and assembled in consteUations suggesting 
multiple reverberations or diffraction patternings among the fragments. 

The next section of this essay begins the montage/diffraction experiment 
and contains theological, political, and scientific fragments, including passages 
from Walter Benjamin, Butler's readings of Benjamin , Kabbalah, Marx, and 
quantum physics. It is crucial to understand that just as there is no singular 
Benjaminian philosophy, or Marxism, or Kabbalah, there is no singular inter-
pretation of quantum theory. There are in fact a host of different interpreta-
tions. In part because of the elevated aurhoriry accorded to science, there is a 
general tendency to accept anything that physiGists have said abour quantum 
theory as a statement of fact and to believe that jt is fai r game co seleet these 
different "facts" abour quantum physics and paste any subset of them rogether 
as if this constitutes a coherem interpretation of the theory. To make 
worse, physicists are not always upfronr abo ur the fac t that there are mul-
tiple and competing interpretations of quantum theory, and they ofren do not 
specify which interpretation they are using when [hey make pronouncements 
abo ur quantum physics. In fact, physicists sometimes fa ll to appreciate differ-
ence in interpretarional stances in their Own presenrations and thinking abour 
these matters (both in their popular writings and their research papers). (The 
fact that physicists and philosophers of physics often speak of the work of 
Niels Bohr, Werner Heisenberg, and Erwin Schrödinger as making contribu-
tions toward a single interpretation-"the Copenhagen interpretation"-is a 
case in point, since these founding fathers of quantum physics fu ndamentaily 
disagree abour crucial interpreta tive issues.)61 An antiphilosophical culrure 
(which can be characterized by the widely known adage familiar tO physics ma-
jors trained in the United States: "Shut up and calculate"), has predominated 
since the center of physics shifred across the Adantic in the mid-twentieth 
century, and it has not served physics weil. As for the stance I am using here, 
aB the quantum physics fragments that I share here are based on my agential 
rea list interpretation of quantum physics. Significantly, this particular inter-
pretation of quantum physics is intentionally constructed in conversation wi rh 
criticaI sodal and political theories, including Marxist, feminist, queer, critical 
race, pOStstructuralist, deconstructionist, postcolonial, decolonial, and science 
srudies rheories.'2 This already underlines the important pOint that none of 
the [heee arms of the theological-po1itical-scientific conjunction are separable 
from the others, which is not ro say that they are identical; rarher, each is en-
tangled wi th, shot tbrough with, the other.') 

The fragments from Benjamin and Butler's reading of Benjamin constellate 
around the (herne of the nature of the relationship between the transcendent 
and the immanent, the divine and the profane, the eternal and the transiem, 
the infinite and finite beings. The center of graviry is Judith Butler's remark-
able essay "One Time Traverses Anorher: Benjamin's 'T heological-Political 
Pragment. Butler begins this essay with the question of "whether Benjamin 
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understands the divine as a purely immanent fearnre of the world," and re-
sponds with a rather complex sugges tion: "The eternal ... traverses the tran-
sient without exacdy becorning transient and losing its status as the eternal."oSs 
She also puts jt this way: "The immanent is itself broken up or tmversed by 
what is eternal, which means that the eternal is both a feature of immanence 
and yet irreducible to it-it can be in it or of it withour being fully encom-
passed by it."M The key point then is to "understand how one time traverses 
another without precisely that first time being absorbed by and contained in 
or by the time traversed ."oS7 The explication of the nature of this "traversal" 
is what occupies her in the rest of the essay. In order ro address this, Buder 
carefully traces Benjamin's notion of the messianic, especially as he expresses 
it in the "Theses on the Philosophy of History" (the final work he penned). 
Butler writes: "In my reading of Benjamin, the messianic does not, and can-
not, follow the trajecrory of revelation. Rather, it is figured time and again in 
Benjamin's work as the traversal of one temporal modality in and through 
another."oS8 I will not be offering a full presentation of Butler's ideas here, nor, 
for that matter, any of the other subject matters that this essay engages w ith, 
including quantum physics, agential realism, and Kabbalah. 

The theological fragments that appear in the next section are drawn from 
a range of ]ewish theological texts. There is no one book that constitutes the 
sum total of the ]ewish tradition, and "the Book" is, if anything, an ongoing 
deconstruction and dispersal of itself. As Marc-Alain Ouaknin explains in Tllt! 
Buna Book: Reading the Talmud, the jewish texrual tradition is not one, and is 
never settled: "The Book ... is not a 'compilation,' a 'manual. ' It is not the 
scene of a gathering together of signs; it is not a system. The Book is the scene 
of the 'impossible simultaneity of meaning,' of the 'non assemblage: and the 
unsychronizable." It is a dissemination of meanings, the blasting open of sedi-
mented ways of thinking. Ouaknin writes: 

The relation of the Book and time appears, then, as a fundamental rela-
tion by the fact that the Book is-or should be-the breaking up of the 
synchronizable, that is to say, of the recollectable .... 

The Book will always be the future book, the "book yet to come" 
[,;-yrnir] or, simply the future [ayellir]. The Book, by its impossibiliry of 
setrling down in the "now," helps us to attain discontinuity and time-as-

The Book introduces us into a time that "adds something 
new ta being, something absolmely new. "oS9 

The question of temporality is at the fore front of that which constirutes the 
tradition, not as preservation and rccollcction, but on the contrary, as that 
which is iteratively reconfigured and never settles. 

Interpretation cannot be repetition . The creation of meaning is a 
creation-production of time. We could be brought around [Q define a 
new time that is not the measurable time of the "watch or the calendar," 
but that of the creativity of interpretation. We could talk abour "l:1idllsl! 
[new] time" or abour "Talmudk time." In this way we would think, 
not abour the change that is produced in time, bm about time through 
change, and change through the speech of l:1idusll; "lfiduslt time" is the 
founding of I-listory, of the World and Being. It is no langer a subjec-
tive or internal time, where time accelerates or slows down with the in-
tensity of life, and of the events [hat fill existence. It is an ontological 
time. It is a time that "adds samething new ta being, something apso-
lutely ncw." . . 

The importance of l:1idllsl! lies in the fact that it introduces a discontj-
nuiry inta rhe rhythm of consciousness and inta the process of being: it 
shatters the block of being.70 

While Ouaknin does not mention Benjamin in TI!, Buntt Book, the imagery 
that he uses is one of blasring, bursting open, and scattering the words and 
sen ren ce [Q effect a compiete reorganization of meaning. 

Let us pOint Out that what is important is nOt to rediscover [the original 
words] but to understand the scattering and bursting movement of the 
sentence and words and [he way they are reorganized .... Reading be-
comes possible only by "leaps. "71 

There is even [he invocation of this crystal -like image: "You must turn them 
over, turn them around again showing up all their fa cets in the hope that a 
gleam wi1l burst forth." n And like Benjamin, Ouaknin also underlines the im-
portance of a "destructive" element in the constructive methodology of read-
ing according to 1:fidllsh time: 

One must adopt a fundamentally critkal attirude that one might call "de-
struction" in order [Q emphasize its radicality and importance. It is a mat-
ter of a tatally pOSitive act of desrruction that will allow a man "[0 open 
himself up 'anew."'71 

This is nOt to say that Benjamin mimics or follows [his particular practice 
cr that there is something essentially Talmudic in his approach. Neither is it [0 

argue for some exclusionary or essentiaHst practke unique ro ]udaism. On the 
comrary, it points to a de-eSSentiaJizing, indeed, radical approach to the tradi-
tion [hat is already part of the tradition. 
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In this spirit, my presentations of jewish theological ideas in wh at foUows 
are always·already shot through with my readings of quanrum physics, which 
are shot through with readings of Butler and Derrida, which are shot through 
with a polirical commitment to unsettling and blasting through the aUuvium 
of injustices that block the flow of the Iifeblood of the planet, ind uding all i ts 
inhabitants, from circulating in ways that support murual rhriving and survival 
in our cohabitating intra-dependence. 

FRAGMENT S, CON STELL ATIONS, 
A ND DIFFR A CTED ILLUMIN AT IONS 

ß'reishit. In the beginning of ... " 

The great medieval Torah commentator Rashi warns: 00 not read the: 
opening line of Genesis as "In the beginning God created the heavens 
and the earth ... " because this is not what the Hebrew says. In fact, 
the grammatical construction of the opening sentence ofTorah doesn't 
make sense. "ß'reisM" the first word, is in "construct fomn:' meanlng that 
it should be the first of two nouns in a row, that would be translated: 
[the first noun] of[the second noun]. as in ß'neiYisrael,"the children of 
Israel." "ß'reishit" thus means "in [a1the] beginning of ... " and there IS no 
noun that directly folIows. In fact, Rashi w rites: "This verse says nothing 
but darsheini-'Expound me"""That is, according to Rashi, the opening 
word of the Torah is just that an opening-an invitation to interpret; it is 
in effect an injunction against the very possibility of literal interpretations 
ofthe Bible.This invitation, which is integral to the jewish tradition, has 
been taken up with great enthusiasm (midrash, hemneneutics, etc. etc.). 
Volumes have been written on the meaning of just this first word. ß'reishit 
(e.g., TIkkunei Zohar). lt could be said that ß'reishit, the opening word of 
Torah, signals the indeterminacy of the whole: for the words ofTorah lack 
vowels, which foredoses the possibility of the detemninate speci fication 
of many ofthe words.The opening is nothing but an emphasis on the 
text's ongoing openness: on the lock or determinacy. Creation is an 
indeterminate matter. And the first word of the Torah, what seems to 
start out as the articulation of a beginning, uses the word beginning in 
such a way that it interrupts itself to question the very possibility of origin, 
linear temporality, detemninism, and detemninacy. 

B'reishic. In the beginning of . . _ 

In the beginning . .. there was an interruption, a rupture, a break in the 
continuum o( time before time 

a disruption , a hesitatio n, a pause , a stutter, a disjointure , a cut. In the 
beginning of ... before we even get to the beginning of . .. 

there is a break that disrupts the very possibility of origin and the 
unilinear unfolding of . ... 

In the beginning that was an originary dis/continuity that breaks 
open the continuum of time , before it gets started, before there is a 
beginning. 

"This 'beginning: like all beginnings, is always already threaded through 
with anticipation of where it is going but will never simply reach and 
of a past that has yet to come. lt is not merely that the future and the 
past are not 'there' and never sit still , but that the present is not simply 
here-now. Multiply heterogeneous iterations all: past, present. and future, 
not in a relation of linear unfolding, but threaded through one another 
in a non linear enfolding of spacetimemattering, a topology that defies 
any suggestion of a smooth continuous manifold.Time is out of joint 
Oispersed. Oiffracted.Time is diffracted through itself. It is not only the 
nature of time in its disjointedness that is at stake, but also disjointedness 
itsel{ Indeed, the nature of 'dis' and 'jointedness: of discontinuity and 
continuity, of difference and entanglement. and their im/possible 
interrelationships are at issue."16 

"To Ro bespierre ancient Ro me was a past charged with the time o f 
now w hich he blasted out of the continuum o f history .... It is a tiger's 
leap into the past. This jump, however, takes place in an arena where the 
ruling d ass gives commands.The same leap in the open air of history is 
the dialectical one, which is how Marx understood the revolution."11 

Quantum leap-a discrete "jump" from here-now to there-then without 
being anywhere in between (original definition). 

Quantum leap-a radical discontinuity, a breaking in continuity so profound 
that not even the boundar y (discontinuity) between continuity and 
discontinuity can hold (according to agential realism). 
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"Quantum 'Ieaps' are not mere displacements in space through t ime, not 
from here-now to there-then, not when it is the rupture itself that helps 
constitute the here's and now's, and not once and for all.The point is not 
merely that something is here-now and then there-then without ever 
having been anywhere in between-that's bad enough, of course-but 
that here-now, there-then have become unmoored: there's no given place 
cr time fcr them to be,"78 

Quantum-an originary dis/continuity, not in space through time, 
but in the iterative intra-active constitution/reconfiguring cf 
spacetime(mattering). Dis/continuity- neither continuity nor discontinuity 
but rather cutting together-apart (one move). !ntro-acdons cut together-
apart, differentiate-entangle.!ntro-acdon, not interaction. Causality 
reworked: cause does not precede effect, no subjectJobject: "subject" : 
and "object: "'cause" and "effect" are mutually constituted in and through 
intra-action in "a 'holding together' of the disparate itself."" "Agenda! 
cuts-intra-actions-don't produce (absolute) separation, they engage in 
agentia! separabi!ity-differentiating and entangling (that's one move, not 
successive processes)."" Quantum- that which distinguishes N ewtonlan 
physics from quantum physics,There is no "quantum world"-a natural 
quarantining of quantum queerness, keeping it at a safe distance from 
the quotidian, the realm of"nonmal" events.The attempts to safeguard 
the everyday from the queerness c f quantum phenomena is merely an 
instance of queerphobia, not an empirical fact." 

In the Passover story, liberation from slavery was a matter cf a dillug 
(Ieap)-an interruption of history-a breaking through by passing 
over. a quantum leap.A new calendar. a break from the continuum 
cf oppression.A splitting cf the sea, a rupture in the continuum. 
and a journey across the desert to bring ferth new possibilities 
(see quantum field theory. quantum vacuurn, nothingness). Dillug-
a quantum leap: not from here to there, now to then. but rather. an 
entanglement of here-there now-then. a material reconstellating of 

spacetime(mattering)." 

• 
"What characterizes revolutionary classes at their moment of action is 
the awareness that they are about to make the continuum of history 
explode,The Great Revolution introduced a new calendar.The initial day 

of a calendar presents history in time-Iapse mode. And, basically, it is this 
same day that keeps recurring in the guise of holidays, which are days of 
remembrance.Thus, calendars do not measure time the way docks do: 
they are monuments o f a historical consciousness."u 

Revolutionary actions require breaks in the continuum-temporal dis I 
continuities, a dis/ jointure of time. (Derrida's Speaers, the specters 
of Marx, surely haunt these temporal reimaginings/reconfigurings.) 
Revolution: an interruption, a break in historical continuity. a disruptionl 
reconfiguring/reconstellating of the current material conditions of . 
possibility, effecting an opening up oflto what-might-yet-have-been-
and-might-yet-be. New calendar. messianic time-a flashing up of the 
covered-over calendars of the oppressed. monuments to historical 
consciousness.U 

.• 
Rashi begins his commentary on the first word ofTorah (ß'resheit) by 
asking why the Torah doesn't start with the first commandment, rather 
than with the beginning which is not a beginning.The first commandment 
given to the jewish people does not happen at Mount Sinai, but before 
that, just prior to their exodus from Egypt.The first commandment oceurs 
in the middle of the Torah, in the third book of Moses, and yet it does 
mark an origin of sorts. Not a beginning in time, but o(time.The first 
commandment in the Torah is to disrupt time-to make a new calendar. 
a new temporality "This month shall be for you the beginning of months: 
it shall be for you the first of the months of the year" (Exodus [Shemot] 
12:2). Rashi "[God] showed [Moses] the moon in its renewal 
and said to him, 'When the moon renews itself it wi ll be the beginning 
ofmonths for you."'''The jewish people are commanded to count the 
months by the moon. ln Hebrew the word "month" (f:Iodesh) is from 
the same root as "new" ("innovation") (f:Iodash): the new moon-which 
marks the beginning o f the month-brings renewal. not mere repetition, 
but iteration. Unlike calendars that track the sun, thereby keeping the 
cydes the same, such as the julian and Gregorian calendars, the lunar 
calendar has a different rhythm, areminder that change is possible. Each 
new moon is a minor holiday. A new moon, a new month, the new 
month of Nisan-the new moon preceding the fu ll moon of the Passover 
holiday. a new year: one of four new years in the jewish calendar." a 
calendar synchronized to temporal indeterminacy. 



"The importance of f:lidush (new) lies in the fact that it introduces a 
discontinuity inta ehe rhythm cf consciousness and inta ehe process cf 
being: it shatters the biocI< of being."" 

T he commandment to count time by the moan appears right before 
the Exodus because counting by the moon is connected to liberation: 
"The sun has no sort of newness cr change, ;t is always in a flxed position 
and never changes itself. but the moon is continually in a situation of 
change and self-renewal. It has small self-renewals every day and every 
hour. and at every time it is in a different and unique position, no day is 
similar to another; and it has a great self-renewal each month. in that a 
time comes when the moan makes itself smalI, until it reaches complete 

. nothingness ... and then the light of the mocn returns and reneW5 
itself. ... Every hour in a [being's ]Iife is a unique situation unto itself, and 
one is always able to renew oneself as a new (reature."1S 

The jewish calendar is attuned to change and to remembering, attuned 
to multiple rhythms at the same time-one rhythm traversing another. the 
phases of the moon and the movement of the sun in the sky. Celestial 
beings in motion, wheels within wheels, free will wichin determinism. 
a shattering cf linear causality based on linear time. Syncopated to the 
rhythmic pull of two large forces:the mo on and the sun.THe number of 
months in a year is twelve, except when it's thirteen.The stars matter 
but are not determinative.89 

jewish holidays are days of remembrance-of re-memberings, of 
material entanglements to other times. to past moments that are 
alive in the present, not merely as idealized visions within the mind of 
individual selves, but brought into existence in the now-time of the 
present through iterative communal material acts. Not eternal return 
but rather eternal recurrence, each iteration w ith a difference.The 
holidays are portals in t ime, openings to re-membering, reconfigurings 
oftime-being.The past remains open to what might yet have been. 
Not looking back at the past, but bringing the past into the present: a 
simultaneity (coexistence) of times-mult iple t imes at the same time: 
jetztzeitjetztseins.Time-lapse mode- history condensed into the present 

moment: a monad. a diffracted heterogeneous moment of time, now-
time-being.90 

"Physicists now claim to have empirical evidence that it is possible not 
only to change the past, but to change the very nature of being itself . .. 
in the past."91 "The point is that the past was never simply there to 
begin with and the future is not simply whac, will unfold; the 'past' and 
the 'future' are iteratively reworked and enfolded through the iterative 
practices of spacetimemattering."92 

"What has been is to become . ... The facts become something that just 
now first happened to us."" 

Temporal indeterminacy, time diffraction, temporal entanglements. A given 
object can be in a superposition of positions: two or more places at 
the same time. This is an expression cf spatial indeterminacy. Less weil 
known, but also empirically verified, is the fact of temporal indererminacy 
and temporal diffraetion: the fact that an object can be in a superposition 
of times-multiple times at the same . .. . hauntologically coexisting 
multiple times in ehe here-now of time-being. Multiple temporalities, 
diffracted in, threaded through this moment.94 

"The appearances of superposition, of overlap, ... come with hashish."" 

• 

"Remembrance is not about demonstrating or telling a history, 
and neither is it finally about the excavating and subsequent 
monumentalization of a past ... . Remembrance works against 
history, undoes its seamless continuity ... [the] breaking forth of 
another temporality into one characterized by its uniformity and its 
progress." 96 

The past is not f,xed, not given, but that isn't to say that the trace of 
all memories can simply be erased. Memory is not a mere property of 
individual subjects, but a material condition of the world. ''.Memory-rhe 
pottern o( sedimented en(oldings o( iterative intro-activity-is written into rhe 



(abrie o( ehe world. The world 'holds' the memory of all traees; o r rather. 
the world is its memory (enfolded material izat ion):'" 

"The soothsayers who faund out from time wh at it had in store 
certainly did not experience time as either homogeneaus or empty. 
Anyone who keeps this in mind will perhaps get an idea of how past 
times were experienced in remembrance--namely, in just the same way. 
We know that the Jews were prohibited from investigating the future . 
The Torah and the prayers instruct thern in remembrance. however. 
This stripped the future of its magie, to whieh all those sueeumb 
who turn to the soothsayers for enlightenment.This does not imply, 
however, that for the Jews the future turned into homogeneous, empty 
time. For every seeond of time was the strait gate through whidnhe 
Messiah might enter."98 

"Everything is foreseen, and free wi ll is given:'" 

Every year at Passover, each Jew is obligated to see themselves leaving 
the Narrow Place (Mitzrayim) .'oo Every year, each day, each moment. A 
syncopation of rhythms. Wheels within wheels. Each day, each Jew is 
commanded to remember,or rather, to re-member. that you tao [here-
today] are enslaved in the Narrow Place (Mitzrayim) and require a dillug, 
a break in the continuum cf time.10I A stopping cf time, to take in the fact 
that Israel is both oppressed and oppressor. An olive on the seder plate 
(ta remember the oppression cf Palestinians under Israeli occupation). 
A re-dedication to work for justice for all peoples, all beings. 

Quantum "entanglements are not intertwinings of separate entities, but 
rather irreducible relations of responsibility. There is no fixed dividing 
li ne between 'seil' and 'other.' 'past' and 'present' and 'futu re: 'here' and 
'now: 'cause' and 'effect: . . . Entanglements are not a name fo r the 
interconnectedness of all being as one, but rather specific material 
relations of t he ongoing differentiating of the world. Entanglements are 
relations of obligation-being bound to the other-enfolded t races of 
othering. Othering, the constitution of an 'Other.' entails an indebtedness 

I': to the 'Other.' who is irreducibly and mate rially bound to, threaded re' 'e U" . through, the 'sell'-a diffraction/dispersion o f identity 'Otherness' 
IlvGrl:': 

/)6'1'/' 111} 

is an entangled re lation of difference (di(ferance). Ethicality entails 
noncoincidence with oneself,"Lol 

• 
"An ethics of entanglement entails possibilities and obligations for 
reworking the material(ized) [configurations of] the past and the future. 
As the quantum eraser experiment shows, it is not the case that the 
past (a past that is [allegedly fixed and] given) can be changed (contrary 
to what some physicim have said), or that the effeets of past actions 
can [thereby] be fully mended, but rather that the 'past' is always 
already open to change. There can never be complete redemption [in 
the sense of a full restoration of the way it was], but 
can be productively reconfigured. as im/possibilities are reworked. 
Reconfigurings don't erase marks on bodies-the sedimenting material 
effects of these very reconfigurings-memories/re-member_ings_are 
written into the f1esh of the world. Dur debt to those who are already 
dead and those not yet born cannot be disentangled from who we are. 
What if we were to recognize that differentiating is a material act that 
is not about [absolute] separation, but on the contrary, about making 
connections and 

Time doesn't unfold as unilinear forward mot ion. jewish clock time is 
surreal relative to the standard. A nighttime hour is not the same length 
as a daytime hour. Sunset to sunrise divided by twelve is the length of 
a nighttime hour; sunnse to sunset divided by twelve is the length of a 
daytime hour. Midnight (halfWay through the hours of nighttime-mid-
night) is different from day to day. Indeed, every hour is different. Every 
day hours are different lengths. Imagine calibrating t rain schedules, capitalist 
expansion, and empire building to such clocks. Imagine a theory of relativity 
synchronized to such clocks. Einstein would never have left his work at 
the patent office. Shabbat is cut loose from time: 25 hours outside of time 
(from sunset until the stars come out (twilight)-belongs to both days). 

The commandment to count days, to "count the Omer," between 
the Jewish holidays of Passover and Shavuot: spheres within spheres 
(worlds within worlds, wheels within wheels).AII sefirot inside each 
sefirah: Different constellations of sefirot constitute different flows of 
energy. different forces. Shavuot-the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai, 
thousands of years ago, a whole history crystallized into now-time: The 



break in the ccntinuum cf time prcduces new conditions cf pcssibility, 
newTorah coming through.Tradition rewritten on ce again: History 
is only ever eitational. "To write history .. . means to eite history 
[anew]."U).I Judaism re-newing its faunding commitment to justice. 
"Justice, justice shall you pursue."IOS 

Kabbalah turns on head, which is, in fact, traditional. 

• • 

"In every era the attempt must be made anew to wrest tradition away 
from a conformism that is about to overpower it."I06 

5havuot-the coming through ofTorah anew, at Mt. 5inai 3000 years ago, 
entangled with this moment, this now-time (of 5havuot each year). "The 
crystal of the total event" (Benjamin). Ben Bag Bag said of the Torah, "Turn 
it and turn it over again, for everything is in i1" (Pirkei Avot, 5:25).'" 

"And the exposition [of Torah] is not what is essential, but rather 
action."108 

"The ph il osophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways: t he 
point. however. is to change it."I09 

Torah, the blueprint for the world, existed before the wcrld. 110 Torah 
doesn't follow chronology: it can't be read as linear sequence. "There is 
no before and after in Torah."1H The multiple "creation stories" do not 
synchronize and do not simply unfold, they are dis/jointed narratives of 
temporal indeterminacy tied to justice-to-come.The Kabbalists explain 
that the "creaticn story" is not a narrative cf the unfclding of things in 
linear time; rather, it Is a map cf the cosmic structure and the ethical 
practices that follow from it. 

• 

8'reishit. ln (a/the) beginning of .. 

The nrst letter of the nrst word 8 reishit, the letter bet, can mean "with" as 
weil as "in." 

Breishit: With (B') a point (reishit) ... 

So, the first three words-Breishit [With a point] bora [created) Elohim 
[one of the names of God that is plural yet singular. Kabbalistically 
associated with Gevurah-boundary-makingJ-can be read: 

With a point-an infinitesimal bit of the Infinite- ... created 
Elohim 

(Blasphemy within blasphemy-part ofthe tradition) 

Lurianic Kabbalah (which is not one) takes this point seriously. The 
Kabbalistic account of Isaac Luria starts before the beginning-with the 
creation cf the conditions cf possibility of creation.11l It starts with Eyn 
Sa(-No-thing-ness. (Eyn So(-literally "without end," infinite. Eyn So(is 
Ay;n, literally "nothingness," but also "spring" or "source"). UJ Before the 
creation cf light or anything else, there was light- the infinite light of 
Eyn So(. 

Befcre the emanations were emanated and ehe creaticns 
created, a most supreme, simple light filled the whcle cf 
existence. There was no vacant place, no aspect of empty space 
or void, but everything was filled by that simple, infinite light . .. 
what is called the light of the Infinite (ar Eyn Saj).''' 

Luria explains that the Eyn Sa«the Infinite) sets out to make aspace 
for creation by contracting/concentrating its light within itself. This 
tzimtzum (ccntraction/concentraeion) of ehe light of the Infinite 
produces aspace within which to creaee the world, not a world 
detached from or absent of Eyn Sa«see below), on the contrary, but 
with a chance for fin itude.iU 

You should know at the beginning of everything, the whole of 
existence was a simple light called the light of the Infinite .... 
There was no empty space or open space .... The Infinite 
contracted itself in the middle of its light, at its very central 
point, withdrawing to the eircumference and the sides, leaving 
an open space in between."tS 



The emphasis on the center is noteworthy since it isn't clear what can 
be made of a notion of a center of something infinite, But a point is 
surely made about this point. 

The Infinite contracted/concentrated itself at its midpoint, in the 
exact center of its Iight,Il7 

And at the same time, there is a related point:"The space created 
is [itself] a mere infinitesimal point in contrast with God's infinity, 
Nevertheless, ' , , it is the space in wh ich all dimensions of existence 
are formed."111 

In the beginning there was an involution. not evolution. a kind of self-
touching.''' such that creation does not simply start with. but materializes 
with/in a point an infinitesimal bit of the infinite. 

"Each letter is a world, each word, a universe."llo 

"This point is especially not a point. an indivisible place. a touchable limit, 
but a spacing-forever."1l1 

The tzimtzum is not a subtraction or a negation in any ordinary 
sense. It is a contraction/concentration-a pulling back of an 
infinite light from aspace, a mere point of the infinite, to leave an 
infinitesimally small space/place (/:10101 ponui) of infinitely less intensity. 
How are we to understand the "subtraction" of one infinity from 
another? Surely, this is not the same operation as the subtraction of 
finite numbers. But there are different sizes of infinity,lU and so there 
is in fact a rather oblique way to do the non standard "subtraction." 
According to Luri::mic Kabbalah, the result cf the tzimtzum is not to 
produce aspace that is fully empty-it is not empty, and it is also not 
not-empty. What remains is the mere trace of the Infinite (Iike the 
trace of wine that remains after the glass has been emptied)-the 
reshimu-the indeterminate empty/not-empty no-thing-ness fills-
and-does-not-fi ll the space created inside an infinitesimal bit of the 
Infinite. '1) 

"From the point of view of classical [Newtonian] physics, the vacuum [is 
complete emptiness: it] has no matter and no energy. But the quantum 
principle of ontological indeterminacy calls the existence of such a 
zero-energy. zero-matter state into question, or rather, makes it into a· 
question with no decidable answer. Not a settled matter. or rather. no 
matter. And if the energy cf the vacuum is not determinately zero, it isn't 
determinately empty In fact. this indeterminacy is responsible not only for 
the void not being nothing (while not being something), but it may in fact 
be the source of all that is, a womb that births existence::u • 

After the tzimtzum (contraction/condensing) of the Infinite light, 
the Eyn Sof emitted a ko."-an infinitely thin thread of light inta 
the space. What remains at this point is not nothing, but rather a 
structured nothingness-the condition for the possibility of creation. 
The kav-reshimu intra-action starts off an emanation that after a long 
complicated set of further intra-actions results in a coarsening of the 
light on the way to making finite material beings.This emanation is not 
a one-way unfolding but an intra-action that depends on the actions of 
material beings in its co-creation,1H 

Quantum field theory (QF1) is a combination of quantum physics, 
relativity, and field theory QFT rewrites our understanding of the nature 
of space. time. and matter. or more precisely, spacetimemattering, and 
nothingness. According to QFT the vacuum can't be determinately 
nothing because the indeterminacy principle allows for fiuctuations of 
the quantum vacuum. "The quantum vacuum is more like an ongoing 
questioning of the nature of emptiness than anything like a lack. The 
ongoing questioning of itself (and itse/f and ie and se/f) is what generates, 
or rather is, the structure of nothingness.The vacuum is no doubt doing 
its own experiments with non/being. In/determinacy is not the state cf a 
thing, but an unending dynamism." 126 

"When it comes tO the quantum vacuum, as with all quantum 
phenomena,ontological indeterminacy is at the heart of (the) matter ... 
and no mauer. Indeed, it is impossible to pin down astate of no mauer 

leslie bauer



or even of matter, for that matter.The crux of this strange (non)state of 
affairs is the so-called energy-time indeterminacy principle, but because 
energy and matter are equivalent [see Einstein, E = met], it seems 
appropriate to call it the 'being-time' or 'time-being' indeterminacy 
principle."U7 

"Crucial1y. an indeterminacy in the energy cf the vacuum translates 
into an indeterminacy in the number of particles assoeiated with the 
vacuum, wh ich means the vacuum isn't (detemninately) empty, nor is it 
(determinately) not emptyThese particles that are and aren't there as a 

of the time-being indeterminaey relation, are called 'virtual particles.' 
Virtuol portieIes are quantized indeterminocies-in-octian'virtual particles are 
not present (and not absent)-they are hauntological non/presences-
that are material. Virtual particles do not traffk in a metaphysics or 
presence.They do not exist in space and t ime.They are ghostly non/ 
existenees that teeter on the edge of the infinitely fine blade between 
being and nonbeing. Admittedly, virtuality is difficult to grasp. Indeed, this is 
its very nature."U8 

"The Newtonian nature cf space, time, matter, and the vcid are 
undone by quantum physics. ln particular. quantum physics undoes the 
Newtonian assumptions of separability and metaphysical individualism. 
There are no individual entities running in the void. Matter is always 
al ready caught up with nothingness."'" 

The kav serves as a thread of connection between the Eyn Sa( and 
creation. There is a gap, a dis/continuity between the kav and the 
surrounding light of the Eyn Saf Joined and not joined, touching and 
not touching (mati v'la mati), separate ond nat separate (agential 
separability).'''The reshimu, which fi lls and doesn't fi ll the space, is at once 
the ultimate realm of limitation/manifestation and pure openness:'" The 
reshimu is the recurrent play cf in/determinacy cf being/nonbeing that is 
the condition of possibility for existence.The nothingness (no-thingness) 
out of which creation arises is indeterminately empty/not-empty. Creation 
is and is not (or rather, is indeterminately) ex nihila, and this is the point 
The point out cf which creation arose. 

Everyth ing changed in the run-up to WWII, during, and after: Time w ill 
never be the same. Being and time were together remade. No longer 
an independent parameter relentlessly marching forward. time is no 
longer continucus or one. There are no longer individual moments; 
there never were. "Time is diffracted, imploded/exploded in on 
itself: each moment made up of a a combination, of all 
moments (differently weighted and combined in their specific material 
entanglements).And directly linked to this indeterminacy of time is a 
shift in the nature of being and nothingness."1H 

• 
"According to QFT. the vacuum can't be determinately nothing because 
the indetemninacy principle allows for nuctuations o( the quantum 
vacuum. How can we understand 'vacuum fluctuations'?lll If the physicist's 
conception of a field can be likened to a drumhead, with a zero-energy 
state being akin to a perfectly still drumhead, and a field with a finite 
energy being identified with a drumhead in one of its (quantized) 
vibrational modes (Iike the 3D analog of hamnonies of astring), then 
while classical physics fashions the vacuum state as perfectly still, without 
any vibrations, according t o quantum physies the vacuum state, although 
it has zero-energy, is not determinately still as a result of the energy-
time indeterminacy principle. Vocuum are ehe indecerminote 
vibrations o( the vocuum or zero-energy stote. Indeed, the vacuum is (ar (rom 
empty. (or it is (Ilied with oll possible inderenminate yearnings o( time-being; or 
in this drum anology. the vawum is (IIled with the indeterminate murmurings 
of oll possible sounds: it is 0 speoking silence. What stories cf creation and 
annihilation is the void telling? How might we approach the possibility of 
listening?"IH 

"If we are trying to figure out in what sense rhythm is eternal. then it 
cannot be that we can discover this or that rhythm, and can say that 
this one is eternal and the other one is not. We cannoc-really give 
an example w ithout making a mess of what we are trying to say. In 
any case, we don't really have to, since it seems, at least for Benjamin, 
that not every rhythm is eternal-only the one that characterizes 
the rhythm of downfall; so we are left having to understand what that 
means."11S 



"The vacuum is fiush with yearning, bursting with innumerable imaginings 
of what could-be/have-been.The quiet cacophony of different fnequencies, 
pitches, tempos, melodies, noises, pentatonic scales, cries, bl asts, sinens, 
sighs, syncopations, quarter tones, allegros, ragas, bebops, hiphops, 
whimpers, whines, screams ane threaded through the silence, ready to 
erupt, but simultaneously crosscut by a disruption. dissipating, dispersing 
the would-be sound into non/being, an indeterminate symphony of 
voices .... A polyphony of emptiness."'" 

"Virtual particles are not in the void but of the void. They are on 
the razor edge cf non/being. The void is a lively tension, a desiring 
orientation toward being/becoming. The void is flush with yearning, 
bursting with innumerable imaginings cf w hat.could-be/might-yet-" 
have-been."m That is, virtuality is the material wanderings/wonderings 
cf nothingness.Vacuum f1uctuations are ongoing virtual/thought 
experiments cf the void: testing out every conceivable possibility, 
flash es cf creation-annihilation, birth-death cf every possible time-
being. Virtual transience is what's up,or rather the indeterminate play 
of what's up-what's down, creation-annihilotion, downfall-renewal. Multiple 
and varied rhythms diffracted through one another-the dan ce of the 
vacuum. 

"If the recurrent character of transience is eternal, meaning that it has 
no beginning and no end. then the recurrence itself is not transient. . .. 
However; the particular form of recurrence that characterizes transience 
requires the multiplicity of transient beings or processes in duration, since 
without that multiplicity and duration, there would be no recurrence (or 
neiteration) and so no punctual condition for what Benjamin calls the 
rhythm of transience :'''' 

Nothingness is not nothing. The vacuum f1uccuations constitute the 
structure cf this no-thingness: The structure of nothingness is one of 
eternol virtuol transience-the play o(indeterminacy.IJ9 Which is not to say 
that the quantum vacuum is always the same, it never is/was/will-be. but 
virtual transience is in any case its defining characteristic, and manirests 
as the eternal transience cf matter. If (a suffkient amount of) energy is 

put inta the vacuum it produces matter together with its anti-matter 
partner (since E = mc1-energy and matter are equivalent), and all 
matter and anti matter have finite lives .nd inevitably find their downfall: 
They emerge {rom and fall back into nothingness . But what is the 
nature of matter such that it is governed by transience? In particular, 

is matter's relationship to nothingness? 

"Indeed, the problem with which we must come to terms is the following: 
How can the eternal characterize the recurrent character of trans;ence 
while not being the same as the transience it characterizes? ... The 
etemal recurrence of the trans;ent ;s itself not transient: even as we 
must understand this eternal recurrence as specifically characterizing 
the transience, it is neither absorbed nor defeated by the transience 
that it characterizes.The one remains irreducible t o the other. and 
yet. the etemal recurrence at issue is less a Platon;c form . .. than a 
particular feature of musical, poetic, or metric pattems-closer perhaps 
to Pythagoras than to Plato .... Rhythm belongs to movement. ... One 
hears a nhythm in the midst of a melody, or moves with a rhythm when 
one dances, and there might be a silent rhythm, but that means that it is 
punctuated by something noisy. or that it is itself punctuated by a field of 
sound:'140 

• 
"Matter fell from grace during the twentieth century. It became morta!. 
Very so on after that it was murdered. exploded at its core, tom to 
shreds, blown to smithereens. The smallest of smallest bits, the heart 
cf the atom, was broke n apart with a violen ce that made the earth and 
the gods quake, In an instant, in a fiash of light brighter than a thousand 
suns, the distance between Heaven and Earth was obliterated-not 
merely imaginatively crossed by Newton's natural theology-philosophy, 
but physically crossed out by a mushroom cloud reaching intc the 
stratosphere. 'I am beccme death. the destroyer of worldS."'141 

"If transience, however, is what characterizes the time of [his life, and cf 
alilife or living processes, then a principle or a movement that is eternal 
cr nontransient traverses this time of the living. I use the term traverse to 
characterize the radical alterity of this eternity to transient life: etemity 
characterizes the recurrence cf transience, and so inferms all transient 



"Birth and death, it turns out, are not the sole prerogative of the 
animate world;'inanimate' beings also have finite lives (troubling the 
inanimate/animate boundary and calling forth what the stakes arel 
have-been in maintaining it). 'Particles can be born and particles can 
die,' explains one physicist.1H In fact, 'It is a matter of birth, life, and 
death that requires the development of a new subject in physics, that 
of quantum field theory .... Quantum field theory is a response to the 
ephemeral nature of Iife.""H 

How does quantum field theory understand the nature of matter? 

"Accarding to classical physics, a particle can stand on its own. We simply 
place a particle in the void-a Democritean delight. But accarding tq 
QFT. a physical particle. even a (presumably) structureless point particle 
like an electran, does not simply reside in the vacuum as an independent 
entity, but rather is inseparable fram the vacuum.The electran is a 
structureless point particle 'dressed' with its intra-actions with virtual 
particles: It intra-acts with itself (and with other particles) thraugh the 
mediated exchange of virtual particles. (For example, an electran may 
intra-act with itself through the exchange of a virtual photon, or some 
other virtual particle, and that virtual particle may furthe r engage in 
other virtual intra-actions, and so on.) Not every intra-action is possible, 
but the number of possibil ities is infinite. In fact, same of the exchanges 
themselves constitute infinite contributions to the particle's energy-mass, 
and there are an infi nite number of possible virtual intra-actions.This 
would constitute an infinite contribution to the mass of the electran. 
But how can this be when t he mass of a physical electran is clearly fin ite 
(indeed, it's pretty darn small from our perspective)?The explanation 
physicists give is that the lone ("bare") point particle's cantribution is 
infinite as we il (i nfin itely negative due to the negative charge of the 
electran), and when the two infinit ies (that o f t he bare electran and that 
ofthe self-energy) are properly added tagether (ar rather, subtracted 
fram each other), the sum is a finite numbe r, and not just any finite 
number but the one that matches the empirical value of the mass of the 
electron. In other words, an electran is not just "itself" but includes as part 
of its structure a "cloud" of an indeterminate number of virtual particles. 
All this may seem like a farfetched story, but it turns out that vacuum 
fluctuations have direct measurable consequences."w 

Richard Feynman, one of the physicists who designed the 
"renormalization" procedure for consistently subtracting the infinities 
to produce a finite electron, quipped that the self-touching that the 
electron engages in that produces an infinity is "immoral." According 
to the renormalization procedure the "bare" electron (which is 
mathematically infinite) is "dressed" with the infinite contributions of 
the virtual particles of the vacuum such that, in the end, the physical 
electron is finite . (I'm using technical language here!) That is, what 
renormalization entails is the subtraction of two infinities to get 
something finite . This renormalization procedure necessarily entails 
taking into account the infinite possible intra-actions with all virtual 
particles in all possible ways, that is, 0/1 possib/e virtuol histories ore 
condensed iota each bit o( matter. I.' 

In Lurianic Kabbalah, as part of the "chaining down" (seder hishtolshe/ut), 
the order of the emanation of the Infinite into the making of finitude, 
which is a highly elaborate and camplex process, there are many levels 
where more rarefied lights became "enclothed" in coarser ones (as 
increasingly coarse vessels are made. until they are "crystall ized out").147 In 
a stage of emanation called the "World of Po ints" (Olom Ho-Nekudot), the 
lower serrat (vessels made of lights) were not able to hold the light and 
the vessels shattered.The main parts of the braken vessels remained, but 
bits of the vessels in the form of shards and sparks fe ll .The shards that 
were struck by the sparks emerged as ke/ippot (husks) , which fo rm t he 
matter o f the mate rial world.The sparks live within the kelippot as their 
li fe force. Bits or ehe inrnite are threoded thraugh ehe fInite. It is the task of 
humankind to liberate the sparks that exist in each bit of matter. "The 
world of points was like a sown field whose seeds cauld not bear fruit 
until they had fi rst spl it open and ratted."'" 

"Where thinking suddenly stops in a configuration pregnant wich 
tensions, it gives che configuration a shock, by which it crystallizes into 
a monad . ... In this structure [ehe historical materialist] recognizes 
the sign of a Messianic cessation of happening, or, put differently, a 
revolutionary chance in the fight for ehe oppressed past. He takes 
cognizance of it in order to blast a specific era out of the homogeneous 



course of history . . .. The nourishing fruit of the historically understood 
contains time as a precious but tasteless seed." l49 

"History is the subject of a structure whose site is not homogeneous, 
empty time, but time filled by the pnesence of the now Uetztzeit]. ... 
A historian who takes this as his point of departune stops te lling the 
sequence of even15 like the beads of a ros.ry Instead, he grasps the 
constellation which his own era has formed with adefin ite earlier one. 
Thus he establishes a conception of the present as the 't ime of t he now' 
which is shot through with chips of Messianic t ime."'" 

The breaking of the vessels (shevirat ha-kelim) is a major element of 
Lurianic Kabbalah.ln Luria's account, the making of finite beings is not a 
unilinear developmentll process of emanation that proceeds in a' one-
way teleological unfolding from the source to creation. Rather, creation 
is created in incomplete form,and it is the task of human beings (or 
perhaps all worldly beings) to engage in community-shared iterated 
material practices that liberate the sparks, ehe tiny bits of light from ehe 
fallen shattered vessels (coarsened lights produced ehrough elaborate sets of 
intra-actions) ehat are threaded ehrough the material world, The liberated 
sparks ascend and repair the sefirot, allowing the Ilow (shefa) 01 the 
Infinite to come down into the material world with fewer impediments. 
Also, written into this cosmology is the iterative rematerialization of 
the world based on ongoing intra-actions between the upper and lower 
worlds. On this account the world is not created once, but rather it Is 
re-created/co-created anew in each moment: an iterative intra-active 
reconfiguring/reconstellating of the world.Ul 

• 
"N othingness is not the background against which something appears, 
but an active constitut ive part of every 'thing: As such, even ehe smallest 
bits of matter. electrons-infsnitesimaf point particles with no dimensions, 
no structure--<Jre haumed by, indeed, canstituted by. ehe indeterminote 
wanderings of on in(inity of possible con(igurings of spacetimemattering in 
eheir specit/city, Emire worlds inside each point· each specif/colly con(igured. 
Matter is spectral, haumed by oll im/possible wanderings, on infinite 
multiplicity ofhistories present/absent in ehe inde terminacy oftime-being."'" 
Finitude is shot through with infinity. with an infinity o f polymythmic 

vibrations of nothingness t hat flash up and fall away (eternal virtual 
transience) in the eternal iterative play-the dynamism-of indeterminacy. 

• 
"It is the history of the oppressed that flash es up within present 
time, disrupting the continuity and contesting its progressive 
claim."'U 

"The true pictune of the past flits by.The past can be seized only as an 
image which flashes up at the instant when it can be necognized and is 
never seen again.' 'IH . 

"The messianic does not, and cannot, follow the trajectory of 
revelation. Rather, it is figured time and again in Benjamin's work as the 
traversal of one temporal modality in and through another." 'fS 

.,. 

"The messianic. understood not as a human figure. becomes the 
recurrent and mythmic downfall o r going under that characterizes 
the transience of aliliving things."1S6 

"A human centered temporal perspective that presumes and struggles 
against transience is supplanced by the rhythmic nature of an eternal 
recurrence of passing away . .. . One temporal perspective interrupts, 
converts. and follows from another. The sentence in which Benjamin 
relays this news works by .. . shifting the perspective Irom that 01 
human finitude to one that is decidedly not human centered. Something 
recurs, repeats in the senten ce: the human-centered temporal 
perspective shifts into an eternal perspective on recurrent transience, 
one that requires the abandonment of the anthropocentric perspective 
itself."lS1 

"Even the small est bits of matte r are an unfathomable mult itude. 
Each 'individual' always already includes all possible int ra-actions 
with 'i15ell' through all the vi rtual others, including those t hat are 
noncontemporaneous w ith 'jtself That iso every fi nite being is always 



al ready threaded through with an infinite alterity diffracted through being 
and time. Indeterminacy is an un/doing of identity that unsettles t he very 
foundations of non/being .... Ontological indeterminacy. a radical openness, 
on inftnity of possibilities, is at the (ore of mottering."1S8 

" In an important sense, in a breathtakingly intimate sense , touching, 
sensing. is what matter does. c r rather, what matter is: Matter is 
condensations cf responses, cf Each bit cf matter is 
constituted in each is constituted as responsible for 
ehe other, as being in touch wich the other. Matter is a matter cf same 
intimacy. cf cohabitating. cf touching, cf being in touch, cf responses 
to yearnings." lS9 

• 
"Nothingness is not absence, but the infinite plentitude of openness. 
Infinities are not mere mathematical idealizations, but incamate marks 
of in/determinacy. Infinities are a constitutive part of all material 'finities: 
or perhaps more aptly, 'aflfinities' (affInities, from the Latin, 'related to or 
bordering on; connection, relationship'). Representation has confessed 
its shortcomings throughout history: Unable to convey even the palest 
shadow of the Infinite, it has resigned itself to incompetence in dealing 
with the transcendent, cursing our finitude. But if we listen carefully. 
we can hear the whispered murmurings of infinity immanent in even 
the smallest details. Infinity is the ongoing material reconflguring of 
nothingness: and finity/finitude is not its flattened and foreshortened 
projection on a cave wall, but an infinite richness.The idea of finitude as 
lack is lacking.The presumed lack of abil ity ofthe finite to hold the infinite 
in its finite manifestation seems empirically unfounded, and cuts short the 
infinite agential resources of undecidability/indeterminacy that are always 
already at play. Infinity and nothingness are not the termination points 
defining a line. Infinity and nothingness are infinitely threaded through one 
another so that every infinitesimal bit o f one always al ready contains the 
other. The possibilities (or justic€-to-come reside in every morset o( (mitude 
Oncluding in the thick-now, the now-t ime, of the present moment]."'" 

" In reality, there is not one moment that does not carry its own 
revolution.ry opportunity in itself .... [Cruci.lly,] the power this 
moment has to open a very particular, heretofore closed chamber 

of the past. Entry into this chamher coincides exactly with political 
action."161 

"For nature is Messianic by reason of its eternal and total passing away. To 
strive after such passing, even for those stages of man that are nature: is 
the task of world politics."'" 

W HAT FLA SHES UP 

Meditating on this constellation of theologicaI-political-scientific insights, one 
point (among many others) that flashes up is this: Tlle messianic- tll e jiaslli,lg 
IIp of ehe infinite, an itifinity of arJler lim es witl1in this time-is written into rlle very 
slnlCtu re af matter-time-being itselP61 

The political import of such a claim is multiple. For one thing, this claim 
extends weak mcssianic power and erernal rransience [Q all nulterial beings and 
nm merely those that are identified as "organic" or "living." Funhermore, it 
provides a way to link Benjamin's earlier and later works, the "Fragment" and 
the "Theses ," by connecting rhythmic passing away, or eternal transience, a 
eherne in the carHer work, [Q the seemingly episodic flashing up of the pas t, 
faund in the lau er piece. According [Q my agential realist materialist reading 
of QFT. all material beings are susceptible [Q downfall. This includes insritu-
tions, ideologies, imaginaries, and affective states, which (according [Q agential 
rea lism) are specmc material configurations of worlding-and aU of which are 
thereby susceptible to change and impermanence. Benjamin sought to inter-
rupt a long-standing belief in progress; this was on behalf of his yearning for 
the destruction of fascism, for its downfall and ehe rebuilding of new instiru-
eions out its ruins. l64 Can we understand the messianic-the flashing up of 
ehe mher times w iehin this time-as linking up [he transience of all material 
beings (e.g., the downfall of fascism) wirh the messianie as ehe flashing up of 
(he past in a moment of danger? The rhythmic and [he episodic seem to be at 
odds, but according to (my reading of ) QFT, [he past (and ehe future, indeed 
all possible temporalities and hisrories) flash up in rhe thick-now I now-time 
of the presem. All rhythms are at play (virtually) in the vacuum / nothingness , 
and Out of this can emerge large amplitude virtual expressions of past evenes 
(whcre events are neither singular nor locarable although they leave specmc 
traces). And "seiz[ing] hold of a memory as it flashes up in a moment of dan-
ger"16f is then not only a hopeful message about the impermanence of violent 
reg imes bur also an opportuniry for taking up the charge of weak messianic 
power'M-taking responsibiliry ro rework the past in ehe present (which is not 
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ehe same as denying ehe past, buc on the conerary, of being present eo ie on 
behalf of the oppressed and their erased hiseories). loS7 

At the same time, in the course of her subtle and nuanced reading of 
jamin, Butler offers same imporcant cautionary remarks that seern, at least at 
first blush, to crea te substantial trouble for the claim above. It seerns prudent 
[Q heed thern or least take them seriously. In what foUows, let's consider this 
parricular claim that has fl ashed up in light of Butler's cautions. Here are 
ler's caucionary remarks (rounding out a paragraph within which she clarmes 
what she means by eternal): 

As clarmed earlier, the eternal no·longer is posited exclusively in a spiri-
rual domain considered as distinct from the worldly one, but becomes 
characteristic of transience or downfall that defines the worldly. At the 
same time, it would be amistake to say that the eternal is now expressed 
in same final and readable form within the worldly or worldly terms, 
since we have already established that nothing in the historical or 
worldly can adequately or properly refer to the messianic. So neither 
the eternal nor the messianie is expressed directly or instantiated in the 
transient and finite world-it enters in a more oblique way. One might 
suspect that the messianic is not a11 of what is rneant by the eternal, but 
for Benjamin, it seerns to be the name for "nature in its eternal and total 
transience." If we conclude that the rnessianic is namre, and it includes 
the eternal, we have missed the point that the messianic works in and 
through nature and its transience in a way that remains irreducible co it. 
The conc1usion is not that the messianic belongs ro another order, but 
ooIy that it operates within this one as a constitutive alterity-breaking 
in, breaking out, flashing up, confounding withom collapsing the spheres 
of this-worldly and the otherworldly.168 

IJ we say that the flashing up of the eternall infinite is written inro the very 
structure of maner-time-being itself, have we not failed to heed Butler's cau-
tionary remarks? Have we not natural ized the rnessianic , or even the eter-
nal, collapsing the spheres of this-worldly and otherworldly, and making the 
rhythm of transience this-worIdly, that is, itself transient (thereby bringing 
an end to the recurrence of transience)? The stakes, as Butler explains, are 
nothing less than whether violence and downfaU (e.g., of "this or that regime 
or some other existing state of affairs") is "a cerrain action of the divine, the 
divine in action,"loS9 Crucially, her reading of Benjamin understands the m es-
sianic not as wholly immanent, but rather as a matter of one time traversing 
another, whieh short-circuits theoeratic claims. 

One response might be to say that my daim is about the nature of matter, 
and not nature per se, and that this claim arises within a materialist aCCOunt 
that is nOt reducible to concerns about namre as separate from culture. 
though such an objecrion sidesteps rather than responds to Butler's camions, jt 
does draw attention to an imporrant point about the need to blast open terms 
such as "maner," "narure," and "ontology" that have been deeply sedimented 
in fixed and particular forms within Western philosophieal discourses. This is 
surely part of what is at issue here, but let's not move roo quickly, bm rather 
take up Butler's camions in detail. Slow reading-an arresting of thinking,170 3t 
leas t a slowing down, moving slowly through words and sentences carefuUy 
crafted, a pranke of opening up to the possibilities of important insights .flash-
ing up- is an anticapitalist praxis. Not picking up a work and dismissing it or 
slamming it before jt is given its due, before it is even undersrood and moving 
on to the next trendy theory, Critique is an indispensable pranke, but there 
is notWng inherent in cririque that makes it amicapitalist; critique too can be 
a handmaiden of capitalism, engaging in and enabling a COntinuing logic of 
disposabiliry and training the mind to opera te in the mode of progress, always 
looking [0 the next exciting idea, rurning aside the old in favor of the new. The 
possibilities for countering an economy of disposabiliry include composting 
ideas, rurning thern over, reading against the grain, reading through, aerating 
the encrusted soil to stirnulate new growth.17I 

Before l address Butler's cautionary remarks that round Out [his paragraph, 
we'U need CO unpack the first half of this dense paragraph. In the first sen-
tence of the paragraph Butler summarizes one of her main points abollt the 
narure of the eternal in relation CO the spiritual and worldly domains. Butler 
provisionally separates these rwo domains, and explains the namre of their 
inter- or intra-action: The eternal is not ("no longer" ) restricted to 
the spiritual domain, but rather becomes characteristic of transience that 
fines the worldly. In particuJar, Butler explains that the eternal "emers into" 
or "informs" the worldly through the relation of the eternal recurrence of 
transience withour the eternal itself getting swallowed up by and conditioned 
by ehe temporaliry of worldly [ransience, which would belie its eternaliry. 
"Eterniry," Butler writes, "characterizes the reCurrence of transience, and so 
informs all rransienr things; and yet, it is not reducible to the rransience of any 
of those things."m 

This feeds directly inco the nex[ sentence of the paragraph we are consid-
ering, which camions that it would be "a mistake to say [hat the eternal is 
now expressed in some final and readable form witrun the worldly or worldly 
terms." It m ay seem that the fi rs t dause of the statement aiready stands on 
its own, withollt [he explanatory phrase [hat folIows, since the nature of the 

leslie bauer

leslie bauer

leslie bauer

leslie bauer

leslie bauer

leslie bauer

leslie bauer

leslie bauer

leslie bauer

leslie bauer

leslie bauer



traversal is sueh that eternity crosses over but is not encompassed by the 
worldly. That is, one would in any case expect that the eternal-that which 
is withour beginning or end, the endless, the infinite-cannot be adequately 
or properly described in limited terms. Bur Butler follows this phrase wirh its 
justification (signaled by the conneCCOr "since") based on what she has argued 
is the ahiscorical narure of the messianic: "since we have already established 
rhat nothing in the hisrorical or worldly can adequately or properly refer to the 
messianic ."17J At first blush jt might see m that Butler is conflating thc crernal 
and rhe messianic here, which would be odd. It is one thing to claim that both 
the eternal and the messianie lack adequate or proper referentiality in worldly 
terms and quite another CO equate them. The paragraph we are discussing is 
precisely the one in which Butler explicates what she means by the eternal (to 
the degree [hat anyone can presume to do this, as she herself remarks). So 
how are we CO understand these key terms-the eternal and the messianie? 

Remarking on the opening lines of Benjamin's 'Theological-Political Frag-
ment," Butler writes that Benjamin's formulation of the messian'ic "affiicts 
our very capacity to refer to the Messiah as a historically embodied human 
figure. Indeed, the Messiah or, rather, the messianic is the name for the break 
in referentiality that occurs when something historical seeks to relate irself to 

the messianic and necessarlly falls. "IH Butler reads thc messianic in Denjamin's 
"Theological-Political Fragment" as follows: 

The messianic figures the fall ure of the hiscorical to signify the divine 
(which is one reason why the messiah cannot be a historical instantiation 
of the divine); the messianic, underscood not as a human figure , becomes 
the recurrent and rhythmic downfall or going under that characterizes 
the transience of allliving beings. The eternal thus traverses the transient 
withour exacdy becoming transient and losing its starus as eternal. l7J 

What remains to be answered is precisely the narure of this traversal. Let's 
leave this crucial matter aside for the moment and step back to consider what's 
been offered so far. Have we here ente red arealm of abstraction that renders 
the messianic wholly unrecognizable from the perspective of irs more usual 
renderings? 

One might be willing to grant that a break in referentialiry may be a feature 
or mark of the messianie, but it would seem that this does not exhaust the 
primary characteristics of this important term; surely, there are ether kinds 
of breaking that are important in defining the messianic, such as a breaking 
with state-sanctioned violence, a breaking of the continuum of time, which is 
the condition for the possibility of redeeming [he past, to name some dimen-
sions of the messianic as they are expressed in Benjamin's "Theses."'76 InParting 

Ways, Butler offers a Benjaminian notion of the messianic that is significantly 
more resonant with (and at the same time also divergent from) traditional un-
derstandings of this term: "The messianic is a counterdoctrinal effort to break 
with temporal regimes that produce guilt, obedience, extencl legal violence, 
and cover over the history of the oppressed."m She then explains: "The mes-
sianic emerges as a way of exploding that particular chronology and hisrory in 
the name of recovering in scattered form those remnants of suffering's past that 
in indirect ways comport us to bring tO an end .regimes whose violence is 
physical."'71 At this point we might ask if we are being offered entirely different 
and disconnected, perhaps even inconsistent. accounts of the messianic? It here 
where Buder's brilliance shines through with crystalline clariry. She 

In the ''Theses on the Philosophy ofHistory" (t940), it is the history of the 
oppressed mat flashes up within present time, disrupting its continuity 
and contesting its progressive claim. In each case, we have ro understand 
how one time traverses another, without precisely that first time becom-
ing absorbed and contained in or by the time traversed. And although the 
foeus changes in the twenty-one-year interval berween these rwo pieces 
[the ether being "Theological-Political Fragments"] from eterniry ro the 
hisrory of the oppressed, borh modalities are referred ro as messianic, 
meaning a traversal or a breaking chrough of one time in anotlu"T. I79 

In other words, there is a crucial feature of the messianic that underlies these 
[Wo (or, indced, the various) seemingly disparate takes: The messianic is a tra-
versa l or breaking tllrough of one tinte in another. COntinuing ro leave the question 
of the nature of this traversal aside for a bit la nger, let's rerurn ro the original 
set of questions abour the paragraph we are considering, understancling that 
Butler does not collapse or equate the eternal and the messianic. 

Can we now und erstand the first clause as logieally foUowing from the sec-
ond? Butler claims that the messianic is "the recurrent and rhythmic downfall 
or going under that characterizes the transience of allliving things," and that 
"the eternal [hus traverses the transienr without exactly becoming transient 
and losing its identiry as eternal."IIO Hence, the messianic is a matter of the 
eternal traversing the this-worldly, and since nething in the this-worldly can 
adequately or properly refer to the messianic, it follows that -not even the eter-
nal as it becomcs characteristic of the transient can be expressed in some final 
and readable form within the worldly or worldly terms. In ether words, the 
etema! is a matter of transienee-of endings not unendingness-in its this-
worldly form, 

Which leads Bmler ro her neX[ statement that "neither the eternal nor [he 
messianic [whieh is not tO conflate the rwo] is expressed direct1y or instantiated 
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in the transient or finite world-it emers in a more oblique way." This more 
oblique way is clearly in the form of a "traversal" (yet to be discussed). 

Butler next underlines the fact that while it would be wrang to conflate the 
messianic and the eternal-"One might suspect that the messianic is not all of 
what is meant by the ctcrnal"-for Benjamin, the messianic is the name for 
"narure in its eternal and total transience," that is, it is, in particular, the eter-
nal characteristic of transience that constitutes ehe messianic: "Par narure is 
Messianic by reason of its eternal and total passing away."181 This crudal pOint 
of Benjamin's is the very point Butler has set out ro explicate. 

Now we corne to her primary cautionary remarks. The first one is this: "If 
we conclude that the rnessianic is namre, and it includes the eternal, we have 
missed ehe point that tlte messianic works in and tltrouglt nature and its transience 
in a way that rernains irreducible ro it."IU We need to pause at this juncture 
and first consider what kind of relationship between the messianic and na-
ture is being figured here. If jt is the messianic that is the sole actor, the one 
who acrs, and acts unilaterally "in and through" nature, which a pas-
sive receptade open to the eternal-yet-fleeting interruptions by this extern al 
force, then haven't we come ro a place where nature is figured as the feminine 
awaiting the penetrating act of (yet another force coded as masculine, this 
time) the messianic? Does nature passively await the messianic to open jt up 
to possibilities of redernption/revolution? That is, do we have here, in one 
form or another, a reinscription of the nature / culture dualism, or its inter-
ruption? Given Butler's marked rejecrion of the inscription model of social 
constructivism in Bodies Tllat Matrer, we might expect her to flag this in Ben-
jamin if that were her reading of his position regarding the namre of namre 
in its eternal transience. l81 If. however, the namre of the mark of the eternal 
is not an inscription. then can we understand the eternal's traversal of naUlre 
as performative. as constirutive of nature itself? This goes to the point I raised 
at the outset: How is nature here understood? And can we understand nature 
itself as agentive when it comes to the messiank? We can no langer delay an 
encounter with the question of the nature of the traversal, which is key to un-
derstanding the nature of the messianic in its relation tO nature. 

Butler explains what she means by the verb "traverse" in this way: "I use rhe 
term traverse ro characterize the radical alterity of this eterruty to transient lue; 
eternity characterizes the recurrence of transience, and so informs all transient 
things; and yet, it is not reducible [0 the transience of any of those thingS."l'" 
She continues: "Indeed, the problem with which we must corne [Q terms is the 
following: how can the eternal characrerize (he recurrent character of tran-
sience while not being the same as the transience it characterizes"?18S Butler 
goes on to explain that (his cannot be answered by posrulating a Plaronic form 

for this eternal recurrence of transience and that the narure of this recurrence 
is rhythmic and therefore "doser perhaps [Q Pythagoras than to Plaro."'86 She 
(hen offers same examples of rhythms puncrua(ing one another, such as in 
conrrapuntal music, in see king to grasp samething of this traversal. And yet 
she concludes this analogical exploration by saying that "it cannot be that we 
can discover this or that rhythm, and can say that this one is eternal and this 
other one is not."187 At [he same üme, it is ooly the eternal rhythm that con-
cerns us because it is the one that characterizes,downfall, that is, the eternal 
rhyrhm of downfall. Butler continues: 

The eternal recurrence at play in this formulation is precisely nOt an 
manent dimension of life, but an eurry or intermption of die etertlal within 
the transient. It is in transience wirhout being of it, and this leads us [Q 

ask how one temporal modality (eternity) can emer into and inform an-
odler (transience) without ever becoming fully absorbed by the latter. Ta 
understand this cutry of one temporal modaliry inro another, one has tO 
rum ro Benjamin's nation of the messianic:U 

Now we're coming to the crux of things. Butler names here a very particular 
conception of the messianic that goes directly to chis question: 

Indeed. as I hope ro show. the hyphen that links rhe rheologicnl wirh [he 
politieal in the tide of this fragment names a way that the messianic oper-
ates as the flashing up of one time within another or, in this passage, a 
timelessness wi thin [he domain of time. We have to understand how an 
atemporal mode breaks inro another, or how an aremporal mode breaks 
out from wirh a temporal one. Suell traversals are possible only on rite coudi-
tion rltat finite and present temporality does not cOlltaill the otller temporality 
that nms tllTOugli it, jlaslles IIp witllin it, or breaks info or out of it:89 

The key point is that "ta say that any given transient object or life is informed 
by an eternal recurrence of transience is nOt [0 say thar that eternal recur-
rence is transience, will stop at some time, or be finished once and for all. For 
rransience to be informed by the eternal means that it is interrupted or broken 
up by a temporal order that exceeds its frame, indeed, a temporal order [hat is 
not itself transienr (and [hat strictly speaking, is nOt a temporal modaliry, but 
an atemporal one)."I90 In other words, nature is constittued as transient in and 
t/trougll the breaking-in of an aUmparal temporalily. 

And this brings us to the concluding sentence of the paragraph we've been 
considering: "The conclusion is not [hat the messianic belongs to another 



order, but only that it operates within this one [the this-worldly] as a consti-
tutive alterity-breaking in, breaking out, flashing up, confounding withollt 
collapsing the spheres of this·worldly and the otherworldly." 

If the very nature of this 'breaking in, breaking om , flashing up" is such 
that its relationship to nature (and it the very nature of this nature that is 
at stake and in question) is constitutive, rarner than one that figures nature 
in a passive role awaiting the mark of the messianic, that is, if the nature of 
this "flashing up" is such that there is no narure that endures until it receives 
the mark of transience, bm rather is constiruted in and through eternal tran-
sience, does this action (intra-action) with the eternal somehow constirute 
nature as agentive? That is, can we ullderstand nature, whidt is eternally transient 
in its very COtutitlUioll, as itself agentive and alive with possibilities?191 And how is 
this accounted for? For in reading Benjamin's explication of the messianic in 
the "Theses," it seems cJear that the revolmionary Lurianic possibiJities that 
are shot through the thick-now of the present are materially co-constituted; 
in orher words, each moment. each bit of matter is materia11y through 
with the possibilities for change and transformation . And if the messianic, by 
Benjamin's lights. is surely not human, if his "formulation affiicts our very 
capacity to refer to the Messiah as a rustorically embodied figure,"'9z then the 
nature of narure must itself be agentive. 

At this point, I want to return to the claim that opened rhis secrion, and 
consider it in light of what we have learned about Butler's understanding of 
Benjamin's norion of the messianic. Let's remind ourselves of this very point: 
Tlte messianic- tlte jlaslting IIp of rlle infinite, an infinity of otller times widl"l tltis 
time-is writlen inro tlte very stmcture oI matter-time-being itself. 

Although this claim relies heavily on my agential realist reading of quantum 
field theory (which also constirutes a furcher elaboration of agential realism), 
I would remind the reader, as I cautioned at the outset of this essay. that this 
is not to position the scientific (in particular, QFf) as the foundation for the 
theological-political, bur on the contrary, to understand the scientific as al-
ways already shoe through with the theological-political in a way that under-
mines the privileging of the former over the latter. In particular, the reader 
will do weil to remember that my agential realist interpretation of quantum 
physics was crafted using a diffractive methodology of reading insights drawn 
from quanrum physics through those of soda! and political theories (which, 
in particular, means that it is already shot through with so me of ßutler's 
insights). 

A few nOtes and qualifications before I begin. First of all, as I mentioned 
previously, I will noe be e ffering a systematic exposition of QFT here; rather, 
in what follows I rcly on rhe montage, or shifring diffracrion patterning, of 
fragments on QFT as diffractively read through oeher fragments. in the previ-

ous section of the essay. Second, if the "eternal" is usually understOod as the 
temporal dimension of the infinite, which leaves the spatial ro one side, I will 
speak abour the "infinite" in what folIows, since this term covers both spa-
rial and temporal aspects of the infinite. and, in QFT, in particular, space and 
time do nOt erist as separate categories bur rather are combined ioto space-
time (or rather, space, time, and matter become spacetimemattering).191 I will , 
however, occasionally use "eternal" to specifically strike L1p resonances with 
Butler's analysis. Also, if nature, as Benjamin understands it. is that wh ich is 
susceptible to downfall (often identified as "the living"), we will not be deviat-
ing from this in focusing on matter (since the conception of matter presented 
here calls inro question the animate I inanimate binary). . 

As I have explained in detail elsewhere, according to (m y agential realist 
reading of) QPT, there is an important sense in wruch the eternal/ infinite does 
in fact operate wirh/in and through matter in its very constirution and as a 
constirutive alterity. 

The infinite touch of nothingness is threaded through all being/becom-
ing, a tangible indeterminacy that goes to the heart of matter. Matter is 
not only iteratively reconstiruted through its various intra-actions, it is 
also infinitely and infinitesimally shor through with 

What is the nature of this constirutive alterity and its operarion with / in and 
through matter in its very consrirution? It is the dynamis m ef rhe in / derer-
minacy of the nothingness (the quanrum vacuum) and its inseparability from 
matter that is the source and substance of this constitutive alterity. The quan-
tum vacuum is an acrive polyrhythmic polyphonic play of no/ thing-ness, the 
polyamorous multiply desiring material sensuous vibrancy of the virtual. The 
virtual in its materialiry is the infinite play of the flashing up of an infinity 
of possible "histories," diffraction patternings of spacetimemattering in their 
ongoing reconfiguring, which derives from the indeterminacy (an ongoing 
dynamism) of time-being, where these "histories" do not happen in time, bur 
rather, are the indeterminate flashings up of different tim es, rhythms, tempo-
ralities through one another. 

Because f'ven (but not only!) the smallest bits of matter, the electren, for ex-
ample, engage in (all possible ways of) self·tQuching, the very nature of ·'self"' 
is necessarily troubled. In the electron's touching itself, it intra-ans with the 
vacuum's indeterminate play of being-nonbeing and is in touch with a11 pos-
sible virtual-particles / fluctuations-of.nothingness in a11 possible ways. 

According to QFT, even t/te smallest bits oI matter are an enormous mul-
titude! Each "individual" is made up of all possible histories of virrual 
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intra-actions with all others; or rather. according W QFT. there is no such 
thing as a discrete individual with its own roster of properties. In fact. tlte 
"other"-tlte eonstitltf'ivdy exclllded-is always already witltin (but nol fully 
enclosed by the selJ): the very notion of tlle "self" is a trollbling of the inte-
rior/ exterior distinetion. Matter in the indeterminacy of its being un / does 
identity and unsenles the very foundations of non / being. Together with 
Derrida we might then say: "identity ... can only affirm itself as identity 
[Q itself by opening itself to the hospitality of a differcncc from itself or 
of a difference with itself. Condition of the self. such a difference from 
and wirll itself would then be its very thing ... the stranger at horne." 
What is being called into question here is the very nature of the "self"; all 
"selves" are not themselves but rathcr all matter of time-beings. Tlte self 
is dispersed / diffraeted throllgh being and time. In an undoing of the inside / 
outside distinction. it is undecidable whether there is an implosion of 
otherness. or a dispersion of self throughour spacetimemarrering.19' 

These are admittedly very strange matters, especially in light of the pre-
dominant scientific and Western meraphysical assumption rhat matter is an 
erernal and fixed sameness that travels in the void. Clearly, the very nature of 
matter and nature are being radically reworked in quanrum rheory. And ir is 
these very [orms of self-touching (self-inrra-actions) through which the infi-
nite makes itself feit. O,uologieal indeterminacy--the Jlashing up of the infinite in 
die making of tlte finite, adynamism that cotlsrirules the etemal transience of matter, 
tlle reeurrent passittg-away and openiflg-Ilp of eternally reeonfigured im/possibiliLies 
in the very lmdoiug of linear causality and detenninism- is ar tlte core of mattering, 
in its very eonstiwtion. 

Hence, W say that the messianic is written inw the very strucmre of matter-
time-being is not tO claim that matter fuHy includes, encloses, or encompasses 
the eternal. Rather, it is to say that the "flashing up"-the in /determinate play 
of non /being as it flashes-up / rerurns-to the vacuum-is integral to the very 
nature of matter. It is, for example, to say that the indeterminacy of time-
bcing, the flashing up of other possible worldings-the messianic-is shot 
through every bit of matter, every moment. Moments are not infinitely thin-
slices of the present, but rather "now-time" (Jetztzeü)-the infinitely thick-
now, 'blasted out of the continuum of hisrory" and "shot through with chips 
of Messianic time"-the possibilities for reconfiguring spacetimemattering in 
an instant: "a leap in the open air of hisrory."'H 

On the one hand, the fact that the erernal is not fully contained within mat-
ter is evidenced by the fact that the "flashing up" is itself a characteristic of 
the nothingness that "surrounds" as weil as is threaded through every bit of 
matter. On the other hand or, rather, at the same time, the sense of an "inside" 

versus an "outside" to matter is compromised by the very fact that there is 
no absolute separation berween "matter" and "void" or, for that matter. be-
tween "inside" and "outside," which is not ro deny distincrions, but rather ro 
come to terms with the radical openness that is matter in its eternally iterative 
rematerialization-its materializing "itself" otherwise, reconfigurmg "itself" 
anew. Marter is indeed agenrive in its very eonst1tlltion.191 

What about Butler's point that in Benjamin's "Fragment" the messianic 
is the name for the break in referentialiry that ' occurs when samething his-
rorical seeks to relate irself to the messianie and necessarily fails? RecaU that 
the process of making finite what "starts our" as infinite is very involved and 
complicated, whether in QFT or in Lurianic Kabbalah. In QFT, the proc;ess of 
"renormalization"-the "handling" of infinities in QFT -is not a mechanism 
for placing the infinite or the eternal wjthin the realm of representation, "in 
same final and readable form within worldly or worldly terms." On the con-
trary, the individual mathematical maneuvers are not trans)atable in worldly 
terms; "renormalization" is a patchwork set of mathematical .acrobatics rhat 
lacks asound mathematical foundation, barely managing a safety ner, and the 
severe (but not whoUy intractable) difficulties of "raming" the infinities marks 
a failure of the possibility of representing and explicating the namre of the 
infinity of infinities. 

And yet through the renormalization procedure it is nonetheless possible to 
conclude that for all this self-touching-the-other, through the 'bare" particle's 
inseparabiliry from the vacuum, elle resull of rite eternalflasllirlg IIp of rite üifirlite, 
is fltat eael! bit of matter (no marter 1I0w large or small) far from beingfixed and eter-
nal ultimately winds up having only a finite lifetime. Alrhough the focus has been 
on the smaUest bits of matter, in order to show that matter has this messianic 
strucrure written inro its finirude, no matter Itow small a piece, this is surely rrue 
of all material beings, each of which is aft enormou.5 eutangled mltlritude. This 
is a good reminder (hat we are not just ralking abour the "microworld" (as if 
one exis(ed-indeed, any such conception is clearly being undone here! ) nOr 
"inanimate" matter (as if that category any langer had any meaning). In par-
ricu)ar, the very materiality of our being, indeed all beings, participates in this 
rhythm of eternal transience. 

Hence, on this account the messianic can be unders[Qod as a constirutive al-
terity, a flashing up of other time-beings with /in and througn matter in its very 
eon.srirurion. Is [here some way in which we might understand [his operation 
as a flashing up that is constitutive of matter itself witltout (hereby "collapsing 
the spheres of rhis-worldly and rhe otherworldly"'? 

This question goes to a broader set of questions abou[ how distinctions 
and separations are figured within this rela[ional ontology of agential real -
ism, which is the basis for my reading of QFT (and which also constirutes 
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a further elaboration of rhe theory). Ir is important to realize that the usual 
options-no separation /distinction and absolute separation / distinction-do 
not exhaust the possibilitics. Agential separability provides one such alternative, 
and this goes to the eore of the nmion of intra-action, which troubles conven-
tional conceptions of causality (and spacerimemarrering).198 In brief, agtntial 
separability is the agential realist conception of separabiliry that results from 
intra-actiOtlS (nm interactions): Differentiations do not preeede intra-actions 
but rather result in and through them, such that the "differenriations" so con-
stituted are entangled or oncologically inseparable (as part of one phenom-
enon). Agential separabiliry is a differentiation within entanglement: a curting 
together-apart, differentiating-entangling as one move.199 "Differenriating is 
not about radical exterioriry but rather agential separability. That is, differ-
entiating is not about othering or separating [off,] but on the contrary about 
making connections and commitments."200 

Significantly, my agential realist reading of QFT entails intra-actions, not in-
teractions, and so it is possible to acknowledge that the flashing up of the mes-
sianic is writren into the very structure of- is indeed constitutive <.:>f-matter-
time-being itself, without thereby collapsing the spheres of this-worldly and 
otherworldly. In particular, the this-worldly and the otherworldly are neither 
entirely separate realms nor overlapping or equivalent realms; rather, they are 
agentially separable, which constitutes a radical reworking of the immanent / 
transcendent dichocomy. The infinite flashes up within and through the con-
stitution of the finite, but this is not to say that it is possible CO fuHy contain 
the infinite within the finite. And furthermore, to fully jerrison the transcen-
dent is an act of hubris, the kind of hubris that breeds the violen ce of state-
sanctioned, state-funded technoscientific pracrices like the Manhattan project, 
which presumed that jt was possible to get a handle on matter down to its 
"smaUest parts" in order to harness the energy of "a thousand suns." How-
ever, CO deny the immanent, to deny matter the fullness of its agency, is co cut 
short the practical sensuous material possibilities for change. It is to forget one 
of the central contributions of Lurianic Kabbalah, the fact that the messianic 
1S not sometrung that arrives (one day) from on high, but rather is here-now in 
[he form of "messianic chips" whose energies are released through coUective 
praxis-material activities of reconfiguring [he conditions of im / possibiliries 
of changeltransformationlrevolution, to enliven and activate the possibilities 
for justice that are here-now, in this very instant. Benjamin caught hold of 
Luria's notion of praxis and the revolutionary possibilities for redemption and 
read hirn through Marx, and vice versa. The repair of the world (okkult olam) 
is an immanent praxis shot through with and made possible by the fla shing up 
of the infinite from within the finite. 

And this point brings us full cirele, back CO ßenjamin's "Theological-Political 
Fragment," wherein "a worldly restitution leads to the eterniry of downfall, 
and the rhythm of this erernally transient worldly existence, transienr in irs 
totaliry, in its spatial but also in its temporal [Qtaliry, [he rhythm of Messianic 
nature, is happiness. For nature is Messianic by reason of its eternal and to-
tal passing away." ßutler's inspired interpretation of downfall and happiness 
brings this horne. She writes: 

Can we understand happiness as the apprehension of the rhyrhm of tran-
sience, and even consisting in the abandonmenr of an anthropocenrric 
relation to loss? ... The embrace of transitoriness implies the loss 
the very first-person perspecrive that would make the embrace; ro hear 
or sense the rhythm of transience is precisely to allow one's own loss, 
even the loss of one's own finite personhood, ro become at once smaU 
and iterable .... Happiness ... is that rhythmic movemem or sound by 
which each and every living process is washed away, and thus linked with 
one another in their vanishing. One might understand this as a radical 
break wich narcissism, ineluding most imporrandy, the negative narcis-
sism of guilt .... The nonanthropocemric apprehension of transience is 
what releases the human subject from guilt, self-vilification, and cyeles of 
retribution ... which would inelude accusations of guilt and rationales 
for war. Furcher, from the perspective of cternal transience, my own life 
is equal CO the Iife of every other, that is, equally subjecr ro chis eternally 
recurrent dying away .... The deconstirution of the human subject into 
irs "living soul" is precisely rhe access CO the nonanthropocentric basis 
of his or her happiness, a link with an eternal rhythm that washes away 
traces of guilt, and affirms transience as an eternallink among allliving 
beings. 201 

And perhaps it is this eternal link among allliving beings, all beings in their 
aliveness, this shared transience, and the possibilities for renewal that follow 
downfaU, that is needed in confronting the rise of fascism in irs connections 
with late capjtalism, the normativiry of state-sanctioned violence against the 
oppressed, and the ongoing devastation of the planet and a11 its inhabitants. 
Pacing the im / possibilities of living on a damaged planet, \vhere jt is impos-
sible CO [case apart political, economic, racisr, colonialist, and narural sources 
of homelessness (otherwise called "the problem of refugees"), will require 
multiple forms of collective praxis willing {Q risk interrupting the "flow of 
progress" - nOt by bombing the other but by blasting open the cominuum of 
history. nm END 
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NOTES 

Acknowledgments: In engaging wich the methodology of diffracrion /consrella-
non, time and again I [allod myself overcome by the multitudinous panernings 
[hat came co the fore while I traced the flash es, lighting up intermittendy here and 
there. warehing the configurations crystallize and then rearrange . I fallod myself 
raken in by the configurations and feit amazemem as each one expanded, shifted 
and reconsteUated again; the project feI t Hke it would burst uoder this pressure, as 
jt kepf expanding in more and more direcrions. Perhaps [his was a taste of what 
Benjamin may have experienced in his unending travails on the Passag,n-Werk. As 
a result, and also because I fallod myself face [0 face wirh the [ransience. of the life 
of loved oncs, 1 missed innumerable deadlines for this essay, :ind every one of them 
was greeted wirh understanding, encouragement, and grace by my supremely 
patient editors, Catherine Keller and Mary-Jane Rubenstein. I am enormously 
grareful tO them for hanging in (here with me despite aU the missed deadlines 
and beyond an expectations, and for their generous feedback. I am also infinhely 
indebted (0 Fern Feldman for making ic possible for me [0 continue living in dead· 
line mode for months on end, for her careful reading of and feedback on the essay, 
for amazmgly helpful and inspiring conversacions, and for all her ideas (hat t can't 
even begin to separate out from mine in this essay and are wholly inadequately 
acknowledged here. I am deeply grateful tO Victor Silverman and Judith Butler 
for their importam comments on earlier drafts of the essay. Finally, this essay was 
wrirten during a year in my life when I lost my facher, Harold Barad, and my dear 
friend Professor Ibrahim Baba Farajaje. This essay is dedicared {O them. May their 
memories be for a blessing. 

I. "Thiek-now" is an identifying phrase that 1 use to invoke the rhiek sense of multiple 
historicities and temporalities that erist in any given moment. More o n this below. 
In particular, the "chick·now of the present," as I have used ir, is resonant wirh 
Benjamin's now-time (fef1.tuü). as I undersrand it. See, for example, Karen Band, 
"TransMarerialities: Trans· /Matter/Realities and Queer Polincal Imaginings," 
GLQ 21, no. 2-3 (2015): 387-422, and Karen Barad, "TroublingTime /s and Ecologies 
of Norhirlgness: On the Im / Possibilities of Living and Dying in the Void," in &0-
DeeonstnlCtion: Derrida and Envirollllletital Pltilosoplty, ed. Matthias Fritsch, Philippe 
Lynes, and David Wood (New York: Fordham University Press, forrhcoming 2017). 

2. Walter Benjamin, "Theses on the Philosophy of History," in IIlllmil1ation.s, trans. 
Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken, 1969), Thesis xvn, 263. 

3. Judith Butler, Parfil1g Ways: j ewuhne.s.s and tlte Cririque of Zionülll (New York: Co-
lumbia Universiry Press. 2012), 103. Butler's Benjamin quotations are taken from 
"Theses on the Philosophy of Hiscory," 261. 

4. Benjamin, "Theses," Th!:sis XVI, 262; see also Thesis XVII , 263. 
5. The quotation marks are Benjamin's: "'Construcrion' presupposes 'destruction ,'" 

quoted in Susan Buck·Morss, Tlte Dialeaic.s of Serillg: Waltet Bmjamin and !he Ar-
eades Projea (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989), 219. 

6. Susan Buck-Morss. Dialecrie.s, 250. Buck-Morss here refers to Benjamin, V. 578 
(NJ,4)· 

7. A1though Derrida distances deconstruction from Benjaminian destruction (De r-
rida, "Force of Law," trans. Mary Quanraince, Cardozo Law Review 11 , nos. 5-6 
(1990J: 919-1046), I hope ic will become evident here that [here may be creative 
m aterialist possibilities for reconsidering Derrida 's distancing response . 

8. Butler, Parting Way.s, 92--98. 
9. Benjamin, "Theses," Thesis IX, 258. 

10. Ibid., Thesis IX, 257-58. 
11 . Ibid ., Thesis XVI, 262. 
12. This story appears in different ve rsions in Yerushllimi Braehot (2:17a, b) and Lamenra-

tiOIl.s Rabbah (16:51). From the latter: ''A hard fate is in store for my child . 'W.hy' he 
askcd; and she answered 'Because dose on his coming the Temple was desrroyed.' 
He said tO her, 'We truSt in the Lord of [he Universe [hat as dose on his coming 
it was des[royed so dose to his coming it will be rebuilt.' ... After some days the 
man said, " will go and see how the child is getting on: He came co the wo man 
and asked, 'How is the childr She answered, 'Did I nOt tell you [hat a hard fate is 
in store for hirn? Misforrune has dogged hirn. From the time [you left] [here have 
been strong winds and a whirlwind came and carried hirn of[' He said to her, 'Did 
1 not tell you at his coming [the Temple] wasdestroyed and at his coming it will be 
rebuilt?' [foomote: The fac t that the storm carried hirn away was evidence [hat the 
child was to be used for supernarural purposes]" (Lamell ratioll.s Rabbah [London: 
Soncino, 1983J, 137). The tradition was that ehe Messiah would be born on the day 
that the Temple was desrroyed. r am grateful to Fern Feldman for bringing this to 
my attenrion. 

13. Benjamin, "Theses," Thesis XVII, 263. 
14. Ibid., Thesis 11 , 254. 
15. Butler, Parting Ways, 94. my emphasis. 
16. lbid. 
17. Benjamin, "Theses," T hesis VIII, 257. 
I8 . lbid. 
19. Butler, Parfing Ways, 94. 
20. Ibid., 12). 
21. Butler writes, "It is important to remember not only that divine power destroys 

myrhical power, but that divine power expiatcs. This suggests that divine power 
acrs upon guil t in an effort co undo its effects. Divine violence acts upon lawmak-
ing and the entire realm of myth, see king to expiate those marks of misdeeds in 
the name of a forgiveness that assurnes no human expression.- ... For Benjamin 
the )c: wish God does not induce guilt and so is not associated wirh [he terrors of 
rebuke. Indeed, divine power is described as lerhal wichout spilling hlood. It strikes 
at [he legal shackles by whieh ehe body is pelrified and forced inro endless sorrow, 
but it does not srrike , in Benjamin's view, at the soul of [he living. Indeed , in the 
name of the soul of [he living, divine violencc aces" (Butler, Plirfil1g Way.s, 80). 



22. Cited in Susan Buek-Morss, Walfa Benjamin and llie Arcades Project (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1991), 150. 

23. From Ernest Rurherford 's Nobel Prize leerure: "A minute fraction of the radium 
atoms is supposed each second to become unstable, breaking up with explosive vi· 
oience. A fragment of the atom- an a-partide-is ejected at a high speed, and the 
residue of the atom, which has .a lighter weight than before , becomes an atom of 
a new substance, the radium emanation" (Ernest Rutherford, ''The Chemical Na· 
rure of the a-Partides from Radioaetive Subsrances," in Tlte Collected Papers of Lord 
RIlIherford of Nelson, val. 2 (New York: Roudedge, 2014], 139). The announcement 
of major new discoveries in nudear physics by Rutherford at a scienrific meeting 
in 1933 inspired the headlines and an artide by Rurherford in Tlte Times of London. 
A five-stacked headline from nlltsrrated News announced that nothing less rhan "a 
new world" resulred from rhis discovery (Richard Reeves, A Force of Nature: Tlle 
Frontier Gtnius of Erllesl Rlltherford [New York.: W. W. Norron and Sons, 2008], 149). 

24. Spacetimemattering is an agential realist term that acknowledges the iterative ma· 
terialization of space-time·maner. See Karen Barad, Muring rhe Un iverse HaljWay: 
Quantum Pltysics and [he Entanglemtnt of Malter and Meaning (Durham, N.C.: Duke 
University Press, 2007). More on this beJow. I ask for patience with (he many cita-
{ions to my own work in this essay. I am trying to condense much ioto this essay, 
and I am forgoing any systematic explication of agential realism here. The many 
citations are meant [0 direct the reader {O more derail ed discussions of points only 
himed at here. 

25. Benjamin, "Theses," Thesis A, 263. 
26. As I tried to make dear in my earlier work, "posthumanist" (for lack of a better 

word when I first used it in 2002) thinking for me is not about moving beyond the 
human, bot rather abou t undersranding how the cut gets made that differentially 
marks the "human" in relation to its constirutive others. That is, the "posthuman-
ist" point is that distinguishing cuts must enter into the frame of analysis rather 
chan beginning the analysis afte r these divisions are made, thereby enabling an ex-
ploration of the limits that human exceptionalism in its differential constitution of 
the "human" poses to Ihcory construction, political praxis, and sciemific practices. 
See Barad, Meeting IIII!' Univeru Haifway, esp. pp. 32 and 136, and chap. 4. 

27. ''At the lab bench" is a shorthand for radically reworking sdemific practices from 
within so that questions of justice (including questions of what constitutes justice 
and for whom) are part and parcel of sdentific practices, as opposed to rhe usual 
after-the·fact ethical analyses perfo rmed by professional ethidsts where the "ethi· 
cal implicarions" regarding possible (mis)uses of sciemific findings are analyzed in a 
limiting way that leaves sdence itself in the rarefied realm of pure knowledge . The 
laner approaches, including ELSI (e rhical, legal, ::md soda! implications) analyscs 
that are an aftenhought on grant applicarions, leave science umouched, miss cru· 
dal issues of jusrice, and have the wrong temporality: They are roo little, [00 lare. 
For more details see J. Reardon, J. Metcalf, M. Kenney, and K. Barad, "Seience and 
Justice: The Trouble and the Promise," Catalyst: Feminism, Theory, Ttchnosdence I , 

no. 1 (2015): 1-36. 

28. I only him here a[ some of the imporram enranglemems. See Meeting rite Univeru 
Halfway. More recently I have been publishing works on the emanglemems be. 
tween ql/antum field rheory and the atomic bomb, which are of relevance here: See, 
for example, "Troubling Time/ s," and "No Small Maner: Mushroom Clouds, Ecol. 
ogies of Nothingness, and Topologies of Spacetimemanering:' in Arts of Liring on 
a Damaged Planet, ed. Anna TSing, Hearher Swanson, and Elaine Gan (Universiry 
of Minnesota Press, forthcoming. 2017). My most recent writings on quantum field 
rheory seek to shed light on the violence as weil as the radical political potential 
wrinen inro quanrum fieJd theory. This essay, engaging wirh the work of Walter 
Benjamin , is drawn from a larger body of work in progress, tematively ritled Wllal 
Flasltes Up. 

29· A critique of science that only attends to i[s overblown authority, without tak-
ing accoum of i[s empirical reliabiHty, and the fact (hat science and fact·making are 
under attack by right+wing forces has never been sufficient, and surely isn't now. 

30. For example, the sciemific notion of diffraclion (already suggested by Benjamin's 
references to crystalliza[ion) might be useful-see below. A diffractive methodol-
ogy (Ba rad, Muring tlte UnivL"r'se Halfway) would allow the following type of claim 
to be made withoot theocratic implications: The fact rhat Benjamin finds Kabbalah 
(0 be an imponant resource for his work is not in spire of, bot because of, his poliri-
cal. indeed Marxist, commitmenrs. In particular. despite the facc that several promi-
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193· See n. 24 above on spacerimrnlattering. 
194, Barad, "On Touerung," 215. 
195· Barad, "Troubling Time /s," and "On Touching." This is true of moments of time 

as weil as bits of matter (be ing), each of which is indecerminately infinire ly large 
and infinitesimally smalI, where each bit is specifically eonstirmed rhrough an infin-
iry of intra-anions wirh aU others. 



196. Quotes from ßenjamin's "Theses," Theses XIv, xv. A, 261, 263. 
197. The unending dynamism that is ontologieal indeterminacy (in action) results in 

matter's ongoing touching and reconfiguring of itsclf. Trus is surely not ro say 
that humans have no role to play in revolutionary politics, as if the world will take 
care of itsclf, for there is no world separate from the "human" in its differential 
constitution and irs ongoing rematerializations-wruch is not to say [hat humans 
cannor become exrincr, or that the existence of humans is a precondition for the 
world worlding irself, bm on the contrary, (0 acknowledge the human as being of 
the world as currently configured. (Humans do not live in an environment, but 
rather humans in their differential constirution are spedfic material configurings 
of the world.) And at the same time. agentive participants such as floods. mos· 
quitoes. mclting ice ca ps, drought, together with water availability, marker forces, 
colonialism, rnilitarism, and so on, in their inseparability, are also pan of the held 
of revolutionary possibilities in their ongoing reconfiguring. (For more details see 
ßarad, MUling dIe Universe Ha lfivay.) And while Benjamin in the "Theses" seems 
tO suggest (hat the messianie flashes up during times of urgency (e.g. , "to seize 
hold of a memory as it flashes up in times of danger" [Benjamin, "Theses," Thesis 
VI]), (here is an undoing or dispersion of the notion of event in the agential realist 
formulation offered here, so (hat it is possihle to hold hoth points at once: rhat is, 
that matter is consriru ted through the ongoing flasrung·up of other times, other 
histories, other possibilities, and this eternal dynamism offers possibilities for seiz· 
ing hold of other tirnes as (hey flash up (and are perhaps most needed in times of 
danger), as noted in the beginning of this section. 

198. For more details on "agential separability" see Band, Muring the Universe HaljWay. 
199. For more details see Muting die Universe Halfway. On the etrucal dimension see esp. 

392-93. See also Barad, "Diffracting Diffractions," and Trinh T Minh·ha. "Not You/ 
Like You: Post·Colonial Wornen and the Interlocking Question of Identiry and 
Difference," In.srnptiottJ. special issues 3-4, "Feminism and the Critique of Colonial 
Discourse," (1988), http://culruralsrudies.ucsc.edu I PUBSI Inscriprionsl VOI-3'41 
minh·ha.hem!. [26 /0212014] (my emphasis) . 

2oo.Barad, Muring rite Universe HlIlfivay, 392. 
201. Butler, "Gne Time Traverses Another." 279-80, 283. 284· 

JANE BENNETT 

...c- Vegetal Life and 
Onto-Sympathy 

In "I Ea t an Apple," Annemarie Mol wonders what would happen to aceounts 
of human agency if they were to begin wieh ehe figure of ehe human.that.eats, 
father than, say, thinks or wills or m akes: 

I eal an apple. Is the agency in ehe I or in ehe apple? ... Here is the apple, 
there am I. Bur a little later (bite, ehew, swallow) I have beeom e (made 
Out of) apple; while the apple is (a part of) me. TratlSubsrantiation. Wha( 
abour (hat for a model ... ?' 

The eating self, it seems, would both highlight the I's enranglemenrs w ieh out. 
side bodies (foodsruffs, farm workers, agribusiness m aehines, ete.) and also 
underseore the I's internal heterogeneiry, induding a vegerali ry.z The ea ting 
self would present human agency as a multimedia effort distribured aeross a 
variery of material elements and shapes. 1 Or, in Mors words, it would lead us 
away from a "muscular" model of agency and toward som ething like the gut's 
"transubstantiation" model4-wherein there is an activeness that is neithe r 
quiee "free" no r fully "determined": "Thus we leave the m odel of the muscu. 
lar body and its parricular centred m asculiniry behind-as well as ies 'mher' : 
[he actor controlled from elsewhere (be it a boss, a ruling dass, a strucrure). 
The eating T is no longer eager to stay a free man lest he becom es a slave , but 
an altogethe r different kind of being. "s 

Bur can we say mare abour what this "different kind of being" is and does? 
How to deseribe this being and his or her or its powers of action? How, in 
other words, to paint a fuller pierure of rhe life of this nonalitonomOliS but 
underdetermined crearure? In this essay I follow Mol's lead and pursue (he 
trall of the plant within u so I also enlist the help of three naturalists-Henry 
David Thoreau, Henri Bergson, and CharIes Darwin-each of whom, like 
Mol, believed that human agency was emwined wirh bmanicallife. Thoreau 


