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Solomon considers how Machine
Translation and the militarisation of
information technologies is bringing about
a dystopian future that, via a reduction of
translation to logistical transfer, conjoins
technological totalisation and militarisation
in a defence of anthropological difference.
We are being asked to look at a future
populated with three classes of beings:
crash test dummies, autonomous weapons,
and robota. Henceforth, the US war
machine will serve the needs of the
biologistical supply chain, not the other way
around.

Whereas Babel is the story of universal
communication lost in the past, Machine
Translation (MT) offers us, according to
Theresa May and many others, the promise of
universal communication to be realised in the
future.[1] Among the most common applications

for MT today, two are salient: the service
industries, exemplified by the tourism industry,
and the military. These two aspects amount to
the two sides of capital’s relation to labour. The
concertation of labour is defined as getting all
actors in the same productive team to
communicate effectively. The reproduction of
labour can be seen as enabling labour-sufficient
communicative autonomy to maintain itself at a
level statistically, if not individually, stable
enough to assure the conditions of capital
accumulation through production. On the one
hand, since labour has been, up to now, the one
commodity that capital cannot autonomously
produce, the problem of balancing the former
against the latter occupies a central ideological
task. On the other hand, an excess of either
communicative concertation or autonomy
threatens capital’s ability to control the
extraction of value from labour. Hence
‘communication’ also names, under capitalist
relations, a ‘state’, specifically, a state of
perpetual war, the genealogy of which begins
with the biopolitical invention of nation-state
languages through the modern regime of
translation.

If the computational media insinuating
themselves into translation practice today are
distinct ‘because they have a stronger
evolutionary potential than any other
technology’, the role of temporality is central.[2]

In truth, the principal challenge posed by
computational media today is not the ethics of
their relation to the human, but rather the ethics
of their temporality. The problem is
acceleration, or the speed at which the speed of
change is increasing. Social institutions –
among which the Humanities are paramount –
available for making visible the exponential
calculus of acceleration in relation to social
geography make visible the place where capital
‘hits the ground’ in relation to cultural
knowledge.[3] These institutions are today
overwhelmed by the alliance between
financialisation, largely driven by algorithms,
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and the reduction of life to code and code to
exchange value. This is what Toni Negri calls
the peculiar form of ‘tautological time’ that is
characteristic of the moment when information
technologies invade the social, definitively
eroding the measure of value.[4]

Negri’s notion of tautological time is
particularly pertinent in the context of the
modern regime of translation, which has
perennially reserved a special place for
tautology as a remedy for the problematic unity
of language and a people essential to the
construction of the modern nation-state.[5] As
Naoki Sakai observes:

It is not possible to know whether a
particular language as a unity exists or
not. It is the other way around: by
subscribing to the idea of the unity of
language, it becomes possible for us to
systematically organize knowledge
about languages in a modern, scientific
manner.[6]

In the modern, essentially Romantic,
understanding of language, adherence to the
idea of the unity of language occurs precisely
through the figure sketched by the tautology
between a language and a people. Although
each of these two terms, people and language,
is characterised by an irresolvable
indeterminacy, they are put into relation in such
a way that they work to posit and determine
each other in a tautological fashion.[7] As the
unity thus obtained is based on constant
delineation of cultural entities that lack
inherent stability, it always calls for
reinscription through practice. This is where
translation comes in. Relying on a
representational schema that posits two or more
linguistic unities separated by a gap, which
translation purportedly bridges, the modern
regime of translation effaces that practical
aspect of the situation calling for translation –

incommensurable discontinuity in the social.
While the practice of translation is singular in
each instance, the modern regime of translation
inserts that form of singularity into a
representational economy that makes it look as
if the unity of language – and the borders
between different languages – precedes the
situation in which translation is called for. In
other words, the modern regime of translation
interdicts the singularity of the relationship,
diverting attention away from the primary
experience of discontinuity, by definition
unrepresentable, towards the secondary
experience of the transition from discontinuity
to continuity. The gap thus ‘bridged’, of course,
is nothing but the spectral return of the ‘gap’
that was posited in the first place. Sakai’s
theory of translation proposes a way to
understand translation that preserves the
experience of discontinuity and the political
labour of bordering, without which the
essentially social, practical aspect of translation
could not be understood. He stresses:

It is therefore important to introduce
difference in and of language in such a
way that we can comprehend translation
not in terms of the communication
model of equivalence and exchange, but
as a form of political labor to create
continuity at the elusive point of
discontinuity in the social.[8]

The temporal difference introduced by
computational media has far-reaching
implications for translation as a form of social
practice. What is happening today is that the
historical tautology between language and
people characteristic of the colonial–imperial
modernity can now be definitively located on
one side of the nature/culture continuum, even
as cybernetic hybrids proliferate.[9] It is
emblematic that an elected politician such as
Theresa May – symptomatically dubbed the
‘Maybot’ in a prescient nod to her role as a
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political crash test dummy – would like us to
celebrate MT as the final triumph of nativity.
Go anywhere, speak your native language. Yet,
as the homophony between MT and ‘empty’
suggests, this is a pyrrhic victory, exactly like
Brexit. Tautology, in the broadest sense of an
interminable ‘backstop’ of exchange value,
becomes not an element of history, but rather
the only ground on which history can be
thought. As Michael Dillon and Luis Lobo-
Guerrero remind us, the connection between
biological species, taxonomic (or hierarchical)
classification, and capitalist value is
fundamental to the operation of biopower
today.[10] This is no longer the history of species
difference, but history as species difference, or
history as meme.

The multitude of questions and anxieties that I
have about the biopolitics of capital’s ‘native
language’, so to speak, begin not from the
application of technology to translation, but
rather from the premise that translation is a
point of intervention into the apparatus of
specific or species difference characteristic of
the colonial–imperial modernity. This
apparatus is composed of two distinct forms of
difference, the colonial difference and the
anthropological difference. The latter refers to
the two principal ‘others’ of homo sapiens
represented by animals and machines in their
relation to language and tools. The former
stands for the presumption that certain
populations within homo sapiens are closer – by
virtue of their superior mastery of language and
tools – to the ideal image of homo sapiens than
others. The reduction of translation to
logistical transfer and the grounding of that
operation in an imaginary cartography of
spatialised difference – principally nation-states
and ‘civilisations’ – is a common feature of the
modern regime of translation. Because that
imaginary cartography is associated with the
logical economy of species or specific
difference, it is intrinsically related to deep-
seated presuppositions concerning the essence

of the human. In other words, the modern
regime of translation joins the two faces of the
apparatus of species difference (colonial and
anthropological difference) –  to a cartography
of milieus or areas that serves as a basis for
‘encoding’ and ‘decoding’ translational
exchange. The area is thus imbued with an
‘organic’ or ‘natural’ quality that hides its
extremely theoretical nature, facilitating the
capture of labour through logistical control of
communication and the extraction of surplus
value therefrom.

The modern regime of translation thus partakes
of an aesthetic ideology concerning the essence
of the human, and, more specifically, of an
improbable vision of a specific area – the West
– as the site within which the true essence of the
human finds realisation. It is important to
remember, however, that the West itself is
nothing more than a fantastical projection, or
abstraction, of social relationships of
domination and exploitation in the same way
that commodity is an abstraction of labour.
Translation is one of the principal forms of
labour through which this abstraction gains
social currency, or again, becomes both hard
specie and a site of speciation in the social.

In order to illustrate this point, allow me to
return to the application of MT in the service
industries and in militarisation. The former is
the site of some of the most exploitative
working conditions today as well as of the
compensatory catharsis offered to increasingly
precarious labour in the scant moments of
‘leisure time’ allowed by capital. The latter
involves the militarisation of communication
itself, including, eventually, the militarisation
of bacteriophagic communication. If ‘history
progresses at the speed of its weapon systems’,
the current conjuncture is one of intense
‘progress’.[11]

A concrete manifestation of the
communicational dialectic between
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militarisation and artificial intelligence (AI) is
probably best seen in the type of liberal
biopower being deployed today, and projected
into the future, against China. The dystopian
scenario everywhere in evidence today, as a
teleological inevitability, is that robots not only
will supplant ‘Chinese’ labour in ‘the world’s
factory’, but, when armed and quite likely
operating semi-autonomously, will also
constitute the most fearsome type of army the
world has ever seen.[12] Swarms of drones
powered by AI and biomimicry technologies
will stand ready to suppress the inevitable gilets
jaunes type of insurrections from the ‘yellow
hordes’ abandoned by the bioinformatics
economy.[13] The final irony of liberal biopower
is not just that this plan will be executed in the
name of freedom, but that none of it would be
possible without the massive purchase of US
debt by China and other Eurasian countries,
who are at once the primary support for US
monetary imperialism and the principal targets
of its global garrison military.

Today, as the United States is planning its most
ambitious restructuring of industrial/foreign
policy since that of Ronald Reagan and aiming
for what has been characterised as the
‘militarization of supply chains’, I am
suggesting that a form of ‘Yellow Peril’
discourse is being mobilised anew to lend
ethical and political legitimacy to such
frightening militarisation.[14] Historically
speaking, the older form of Yellow Peril
discourse, from the late 19th and early 20th

centuries, was primarily concerned, beyond an
affective investment in racism, with
normalising the logic of species difference
though the aesthetic exemplarity of the
anthropological type. The thing about ‘Chinese’
that was most frightening was not this or that
specific characteristic, but rather their supposed
lack of a fixed, identifiable national character.
Hence, Yellow Peril functioned primarily to
legitimate taxonomies of specific difference in
terms of the universality of human essence as

represented by an anthropological type
associated with a supposedly superior area,
i.e., the West. Attachment to this taxonomy has
not waned, even as it increasingly reveals itself
to be untenable. As Peter Button persuasively
argues, ‘the logic of the type has historically
manifested itself in the West precisely in
relation to what it [the West] conceived of (and
viscerally feared) as an unassimilable
exterior’.[15] The crux of this fear – associated
with essentially unstable borders (of the West,
of the human, etc.) – lies in the ‘fear of the
dissolution of history as the realization of the
genre of the human itself’.[16] From Ronald
Reagan’s call in 1987 to ‘tear down this wall’ to
Donald Trump’s call in 2016 to ‘build the wall
and have them pay for it’, the putative unity of
the West remains unquestioned – sometimes
even by those most intent on critiquing it.
Poised as we are on the cusp of an
unprecedented transformation in warfare, a
panoply of signs point to the contemporary
reactivation of the context in which Yellow
Peril discourse thrives: anxiety over the logical
inconsistency of ‘the West’ and the fate of the
‘genres of the human’.[17]

I take it as axiomatic that the ‘peril’, if there is
one, stems not from a population improbably
specified as ‘yellow’, but rather from the
possibility, if not inevitability, that the
appropriation of advances in biotech,
information tech, and nanotech by finance
capital, according to a logic of militarisation
and security, is exercising profound effects on
the generic living conditions on our planet.[18]

As a form of emergent organisation, the supply
chain is increasingly imbued, through
information technology, with an exponential
capacity for self-valorisation and expansion
that culminates in the identification of ‘life’
with logistical supply chains. The militarisation
of these supply chains – whose end is the
delivery of fearsome new autonomous weapons
based on biomimicry and AI – will create ‘life’
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in order to destroy ‘life’, to protect the
‘freedom’ of private capital accumulation.
Henceforth, the war machine, fuelled by
competition between the USA and the People’s
Republic of China, will serve the needs of the
biologistical supply chain, not the other way
around.

While insisting that the biopolitics of
translation into capital’s native language must
be thought of in the context of capital’s
permanent war against labour, I agree that it is
also crucial to consider the implications for our
sense of temporality. Neoliberalism colonises
time through the ‘cruel optimism’ of a
speculative future hedged against ever-
deepening indemnity.[19] Colonial–imperial
Romanticism colonises time through the
tautological relationship between people and
language. Combined, as they are, in the
deployment of computational media to
translational practice, the new, neoliberal
Romanticism spells the beginning of a long war
of attrition to realise capitalist modernity’s
oldest dream: the hope that humanity’s self-
production – enhanced by biotech, AI, and
nanotech – will immediately and fully coincide
with the accumulation of surplus value. Just as
‘the West’ might easily shift location to
Shanghai, an AI might easily become a figure
for the human. Wasn’t Sophia (a humanoid
robot developed in 2016 by Hong Kong-based
Hanson Robotics) granted Saudi Arabian
citizenship while such rights were being refused
to that country’s many migrant workers? The
Maybot’s promise of being able to speak
everywhere in capital’s native language means
that we (or, more precisely, some of us) are the
ones slated to become the real robota (forced
labour).

In truth, we are being asked to look at a future
populated with three classes of beings: crash
test dummies, autonomous weapons, and
robota.

It is important to remember that this is not the
only version of a translation-enabled futurity to
have been imagined within the horizon of the
colonial–imperial modernity that we still
inhabit today. L. L. Zamenhof’s Esperanto and
Qu Qiubai’s ‘common language’ (putonghua)
are two examples that were both conceived,
albeit in different ways, to combat the dialectic
of universalism and particularism, which
became codified in the modern regime of
translation associated with the birth of modern
nation-state languages. This was a combat
directly tied to the revolutionary creation of a
‘people-to-come’ that could not be contained in
the logical economy of species and genus. In
other words, this would be a type of community
whose foundational theory and praxis would
not be based on the apparatus of species
difference, the template of which would be that
exceptional yet ultimately incoherent area
known as the West.

The struggles of today are struggles for a
future. A crucial moment in the struggle occurs
every time one speaks of translation into or out
of a language considered ‘native’ that is also co-
figured with other ‘native’ languages on the
basis of exchange value. This is when the
rebellion begins. It is the rebellion of
translation, translation as rebellion, based on
the essential recognition that failure, not
transfer speed or nativity, is the basis of
communication. To be a species, if it is to be
anything at all, is nothing more than to share
the condition of species-being with other
species, including, of course, those that are
thought to be ‘inanimate’.

 

This contribution to the Journal was supported
by the editorial advice of Stefan Nowotny.
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