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Abstract 

I argue for the need to understand dissociation as a twenty-first century public (un)feeling 

in my dissertation, Cold: Dissociation in Film, Television, Art, and War. I examine how certain 

politico-aesthetic forms—film, television, sound art, and sonic weapons—make sensible the 

numbing, out-of-body experiences that have become necessary survival tools for navigating life in 

the contemporary U.S., particularly for those populations targeted by white supremacy and toxic 

masculinity. Using the tools of psychoanalysis, affect theory, science and technology studies, 

media theory, cultural studies, and critical race studies, I argue that activists need to examine how 

dissociation is both a weapon of and salve against state and corporate violence in the contemporary 

U.S. I introduce the concept of white narcissism as a framework for thinking about this dual 

function of dissociation. On the one hand, white supremacy creates atmospheres and environments 

of dread for marginalized populations in the U.S. Such atmospheres distribute dissociation across 

populations to ensure resistance remains near-impossible. Because dissociation produces such 

profound perceptual upsets—creating out-of-body experiences, a sense that reality is a film or 

cartoon, a feeling that one is alien and alienated, and sensations of (emotional) numbness and 

inertia—dissociation creates an ontological cavern from which sufferers are unable to escape. On 

the other hand, the white narcissism inherent within white supremacy causes dissociation for those 

that benefit from and enact its diffuse violence. For those passively benefiting from white 

supremacy, feelings of empathy, warmth, terror, confusion, grief, guilt, and shame are split off, as 

is the case for narcissism as described in psychological literature. That narcissism is a defensive 

structure is often overshadowed by its outward displays of grandiose violence, projection, rage, 

and an inability to see the other as possessing humanity. For white folks in the U.S. to successfully 

tackle white supremacy, they must understand how their narcissism has protected them from 
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accessing unbearable affects mentioned above. Without the defensive function of narcissism, 

however, breakdown becomes a very real threat. Because the U.S. creates environments of dread 

and dissociation for most of those living in its borders, there do not exist enough institutional, 

cultural, political, community, emotional, physical, interpersonal, and/or environmental 

protections to “catch” white folks who may be paralyzed once no longer protected by narcissism.  

This dissertation sees dissociation as an environmental, cultural, and political phenomenon, 

in addition to a psychological or interpersonal one. I close read aesthetic forms—film, television, 

sound art—to show how form brings attention to the numbing, language-stripping, confusing 

a/effects of dissociation by placing viewers or participants within a dissociated point-of-view. Key 

terms I introduce include: a dissociated diegesis, a depersonal mise-en-scene, derealized editing 

techniques, and detemporal shots. These film techniques make sensible the crazy-making and 

illness inducing a/effects of dissociation and the failures for medical, psychiatric, or legal 

institutions to grasp the ontological reality of dissociation. Indeed, dissociation is illegible within 

many of these knowledge regimes. I then critique Long Range Acoustic Devices (LRADs), or 

“sound canons,” used by the U.S. military and policing organizations. These devices weaponize 

dissociation against civilians and enemy combatants to discombobulate the spatio-temporal 

rhythms of groups in protest, creating sensations of dissociation across populations. I end with a 

discussion of film techniques that enable access to a grounded mis-en-scene using a different kind 

of dissociation: the kind experienced by those using hallucinogenic substances. The use of extreme 

long takes, long shots, color saturation, score, and slow zooms create a grounded diegesis that 

pushes against the logics of white supremacy and fast capitalism. By giving viewers insight into 

aspects of experience often withheld from those within industrialized societies—a reverence for 

nature, an emotional vocabulary for discussing trauma—I argue white folks can learn how to 
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combat our own experiences with dissociation through a courageous grounding within dreadful 

environments.  
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Introduction  

 

 I’ll start with her foot. A couch swallows it in the final moments of episode seven in 

Netflix’s MAID (2021), based on Stephanie Land’s memoir of the same name. The foot belongs 

to Alex (Margaret Qualley), a poor white woman struggling to free herself from an intricate web 

of social, institutional, generational, familial, and psychological forces that trap and constrict her 

capacity to free herself and her daughter from her emotionally abusive partner. Upon its release, 

MAID was celebrated for its accurate portrayal of a system that suffocates poor people and prevents 

them from escaping cycles of abuse and depravation. Viewers are given insight into the needless 

bureaucratic hoops, legalese, no-win scenarios, and outright callousness of a system based on 

securing the needs of white, rich, heteropatriarchal citizens that Alex must navigate if she’s to have 

any hope of surviving as a single mother in the U.S. 

 
Figure 1: Alex’s (Margaret Qualey’s) foot as she’s gobbled by her couch in MAID (2021). 

 

 What stands out to me in Alex’s descent into the dark recesses of her couch is something 

more profound, that is, the function of dissociation as a tool the State uses to mark certain 

populations for “wearing out,” to use Lauren Berlant’s language. In episodes before the couch 

swallows Alex, viewers are placed within Alex’s perspective as she navigates welfare and legal 

systems. She imagines, for instance, a social worker calling her a “piece of shit” for trying to access 
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welfare, which is no surprise given how shame functions to demonize those seeking financial help 

in the U.S. In a legal battle for custody of her daughter, she hears the judge and lawyer saying 

“legal legal legal” over and over again as her bewildered expression confirms: the language of the 

law is indecipherable to most it governs over.  

 In the scene preceding her descent into the couch, Alex sits in a hospital waiting room, 

reeling from a traumatic encounter with her mentally ill mother, Paula (Andi MacDowell). In 

addition to this interpersonal strife, she is facing homelessness because her ex-partner got drunk 

at her daughter’s birthday, sabotaging her relationship with her new landlords. As Paula is treated 

for wound on her hands after trying to break into her old house, Alex sits in silence next to her ex, 

Sean (Nick Robinson) in the hospital waiting room.  

 
Figure 2: Alex and Sean (Nick Robinson) in MAID (2021). 

 

 The use of film techniques in this moment—soft focus, extreme close ups of Alex’s head 

at many angles, flashing police lights in the distance, and a soundtrack that mimics the ringing 

sound of tinnitus—lay the groundwork for what I call a “dissociated diegesis.” That is, a filmic 

world where viewers are placed within a dissociated point of view that enables an understanding 

of how dissociation works to freeze a bodymind such that agentive action becomes near 

impossible. We begin in Alex’s aural point of view (or point of hearing). As they sit in the waiting 
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room, Sean’s distanced, muddled voice barely reaches Alex (or the audience) as he attempts to 

connect her to reality. His voice sounds like he’s speaking under water. His face is blurry to such 

a degree that we can’t recognize his expression. Alex’s gaze, meanwhile, is cast off, distant, and 

numb. She doesn’t cry, or scream, or express any emotion typical for those experiencing trauma. 

She’s shut down to her environment, as the extreme soft focus indicates. The hard cuts between 

different perspectives of Alex’s head—from head on, to the side, and behind her head—indicate a 

depersonal gaze, one that situates Alex’s perspective outside her body, a feeling common to those 

experiencing dissociation. (More on depersonal gazes in Chapter Two).  

 The scene abruptly cuts to Alex standing motionless in the middle of Sean’s trailer, 

standing in the living room she escaped in episode one. The camera circles her in a slow, shaky 

movement as she stands stoic, breath heaving, eyes glazed over. The combination of these 

incongruent rhythms—the shaky camera and her still stance—give viewers insight into Alex’s 

internal emotional state despite outward appearances. The camera movements suggest her 

emotions are discombobulated. The first words she utters refer to her daughter, apropos of nothing: 

they saw a pony earlier that day. Then, at last, Alex cries. Turning to Sean for comfort, the two 

begin to kiss, leading to their first sexual encounter since Alex escaped from Sean.  

 
Figure 3: Alex shot from overhead in a dissociated state. 
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 The film techniques used to capture their sexual encounter reinforce Alex’s shock and 

dissociation using extreme close ups, high-angle shots, and soft focus. In the image above, we see 

Alex staring at the ceiling as her partner goes down on her. His body is nearly smudged out of 

existence as Alex’s head takes up almost half the shot, the only object in focus. Daphne Simeon, 

M.D., and Jeffrey Abugel describe dissociation—specifically depersonalization—as “thinking 

without feeling,” as a person “devoid of emotional connection to past or present” (Simeon and 

Abugel 11). What I see in this image of Alex is exactly that: she’s all mind, as evidenced by her 

enormous head dwarfing the rest of her body. Many who experience dissociation describe the 

sensation as akin to an out-of-body experience, where overwhelming stress leads an organism to 

escape embodiment in favor of getting lost in one’s mind or retreating to the ceiling. The use of a 

high angle shot coupled with extreme soft focus work to create just such a sensation. To see Alex 

framed with such film techniques gives viewers a felt sense of what dissociation feels like on a 

phenomenological level. The discomfort of this scene is palpable. Is Alex capable of giving 

informed consent when these film techniques so clearly indicate she’s not fully present to her 

environment? Is Sean taking advantage of her altered state? At one point, Sean asks Alex for 

consent, and Alex confirms that, yes, she wants to have sex. Yet something is still amiss. 

Something still feels icky. What’s icky is the incongruence between language and behavior. Sean 

relies on language at the expense of other cues that Alex may not be ready for sex. He doesn’t 

perceive—or doesn’t care to perceive—Alex’s facial expressions (shocked, distant), body 

language (hunched), emotional state (confused, dysregulated, numb), and environmental context 

(she just watched her mother have a manic break from reality). I’m not suggesting Alex doesn’t 

want to have sex—she does offer verbal consent—but that the film techniques used to capture the 

moment suggest some ambivalence. Perhaps Alex thought sex would provide comfort, or intimacy, 
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or escape, or pleasure, but because she’s so dissociated, it’s hard to tell how she experiences the 

encounter. She may not be experiencing it at all.  

 Scholarly discussions about dissociation are routinely found in psychological, 

neuroscientific, and psychoanalytic literature and are well-suited for analyzing this pseudo-

consensual event. Such literature discusses dissociation as a problem resulting from interpersonal 

terrorism, like the kind found in domestic violence situations, sexual or physical abuse, and chronic 

exposure of trauma over a long duration. We can fit this scene within this framework quite easily. 

As dissociation is largely conceptualized as a relational trauma that occurs when a trusted other 

betrays someone through repeated abuse and gaslighting, we can see these dynamics play out 

between Alex and those she loves.  

 Dissociation is a common experience for those who have experienced physical and sexual 

violence, however emotional and psychological abuse can just as readily create what I call a 

“dissociated environment” or milieu. Gaslighting as a particular form of psychological abuse is 

one example of how this happens.  Interpersonally, gaslighting names the relationship between a 

gaslighter who actively manipulates the reality of the gaslightee. The gaslighter is unable to 

tolerate the anxiety, stress, and lack of control he feels when faced with the reality of another 

person’s emotional life and experience. If the gaslighter senses a threat to their fantasies of 

omnipotent control, then gaslighting relieves this pressure by blaming, shaming, bullying, and 

terrorizing the “threat” (the gaslightee) in a way that reaffirms the blamelessness of the gaslighter. 

The gaslightee, meanwhile, begins to question her sanity as a result of needing the approval of a 

gaslighter to confirm that, yes, she is a good, lovable person. In other words, gaslighting only 

works if the gaslightee hasn’t developed a strong sense of self that can withstand the capacious 

whims of others.  
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 Gaslighting affects every level of an organism’s experience. At the level of thoughts, a 

target of gaslighting experiences chronic feelings of guilt, shame, and blame. At the level of 

feelings or emotions, intense anxiety, anger, depression, hypervigilence, and emotional 

dysregulation are common. At the level of the brain, contemporary trauma researchers have seen 

fMRI scans that indicate less activity in the prefrontal cortex (thought responsible for rational, 

logical thinking) and an over activation in the amygdala (thought to regulate the “flight or fight” 

parasympathetic nervous system response). As viewers, we witness Alex attempting to wring 

herself free from multiple relationships that enact just such violence upon her, whether it’s her 

relationship with her estranged father attempting to deny his history of abuse against her mother, 

or her partner attempting to manipulate the court system into believing she’s an unfit mother.  

 I find gaslighting appropriate for thinking about dissociation as an environmental 

phenomenon given the nature of gas: it’s diffuse, fills whatever space that tries to contain it, and 

can, under the right circumstances, be imperceptible to human senses. Like the stage play and films 

the behavior is named after, a gaslighter tweaks tiny aspects of reality in small doses until the 

target believes her grip on reality is so tenuous, she needs the guidance of the gaslighter to navigate 

everyday life. The power of gaslighting as a form of manipulation rests in its ability to evacuate 

the gaslightee’s sense of self and replace it instead with the (negative) projections of the gaslighter 

(Stern). The efficacy of such subtle manipulation means that the person who looks most visibly 

disturbed (the gaslightee) cannot participate in everyday functioning with the same capacity as the 

gaslighter. We see this in the courtroom scene with Alex. She’s alone, dressed in a second-hand 

leopard print shirt, hair uncombed, eyes big and glassy. Across the courtroom is Sean surrounded 

by family, his lawyers, and members of his community backing his bid for custody. Alex is met 

with impatience by the judge—she’s perceived as ill-prepared and therefore temporarily loses 
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custody of her daughter. The perception that Alex is unfit occurs because she’s been relentlessly 

burdened by her husband’s abuse, her mother’s illness, and the social systems that fail to help her.  

 What MAID reveals for us—and what my dissertation argues—is that dissociation has a 

far larger reach than conceptualized in these psychological and neurobiological models proposed 

by Western medicine and psychology. While nods are made in the DSM-V about some 

environmental factors that can produce dissociative symptoms—such as growing up in a war zone 

or experiencing a natural disaster—dissociation is largely framed as an individual’s trauma 

response that requires individual grit and analysis to resolve. It’s a problem of individuals. What 

MAID emphasizes, however, are the ways institutions, laws, and the structure of the U.S. welfare 

system equally produce conditions that create dissociative states across populations, particularly 

those that are poor, non-white, non-cis male, and the colonized. Judith Butler’s discussion in 

Senses of the Subject notices the ways a “matrix of relations”—from institutions, organic and life 

processes, interpersonal relating, interpellation, and ethical encounters with a world created not by 

an individual’s choosing—form subjects and bodies through registers other than language (Butler 

9). I find this framework useful for thinking about dissociation, particularly as dissociation is 

thought to occur before a child develops narrative capacity. Dissociation is a survival response that 

is maddening for the very reason that it usurps a subject’s capacity to speak. To be a successful 

subject one must eventually be endowed with narrative capacity, that is, with the capacity to put 

into language their embeddedness within these systems and relations. Trouble emerges, however, 

when the subject attempts to narrate that which eludes signification, particularly those experiences 

that occur during an emerging subject’s preverbal state of development. Still, these impressions 

remain: “Bodily significations do not become successfully converted or sublimated into speech; 

the bodily dimensions of signification does not fall away as talking begins” (Butler 15). Where 
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Western philosophy leads us astray, according to Butler, is the way it ignores sensation and 

feelings, those aspects of experience that occur before the introduction of thought. Butler goes on 

to say that the I “comes into sentient being, even thinking and acting, precisely by being acted on 

in ways that, from the start, presume that non voluntary, though volatile, field of impressionability” 

(Butler 11). This field of impressionability for Alex contains experiences the audience does not 

have access to, such as Alex’s pre-verbal stage of development. We can glimpse, however, how 

Alex’s proneness—or, to use Butler’s language, susceptibility—to dissociation begins long before 

her journey to escape her emotionally abusive partner.  

 Like Butler’s discussion of subject formation, dissociation often renders a person unable 

to speak about what haunts them, particularly if this person experienced childhood instability due 

to interpersonal abuse, institutional violence, emotional neglect, and normative cultural standards 

that impress a small body before the development of language, thereby creating difficulty for an 

adult subject to narrate that which was impressed upon a body before narrative capacity came 

about. By approaching dissociation through a cultural studies perspective—and by using the tools 

provided by affect theory, sound studies, cinema studies, queer and feminist theory, science and 

technology studies, and media studies—we can see how impersonal systems of control weaponize 

dissociation to blunt populations’ access to experience and language in ways that curtail attempts 

at escaping or changing those systems. Indeed, dissociation prevents populations from the ability 

to understand themselves, the systems and relations that impress them, and the function of 

sensation and feeling in tamping down their revolutionary potential. Those that dissociate often 

describe sensations of feeling alien, separate, isolated, and in a dream like existence. In short, they 

do not feel real. More maddening still, dissociation is different than psychotic states because reality 

testing remains intact. Those that live in a dissociated state know something is amiss without 
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having access to a language to describe their situation, thus further entrenching dissociated people 

in cycle of disconnection, hopelessness, and loneliness. If, as I argue, dissociation is a structural 

problem that’s unequally distributed across populations, this can only benefit those in power from 

maintaining their hold at the top of the social hierarchy.  

 Despite the strides MAID makes in helping decipher the complex confluence of forces—

institutional and interpersonal—that renders women and poor people susceptible to dissociation, 

what remains unexamined is the role of white supremacy.  

Cold: White Narcissism  

 On the one hand, dissociation is weaponized against those that are marginalized in society 

in order to strip such communities of humanity. Barry Jenkins’ 2021 television show Underground 

Railroad, for instance, includes multiple scenes where enslaved people experience profound 

dissociation by using similar film techniques found in MAID. One character even enters a trance-

like fugue state as a result of dehumanizing, sadistic violence perpetrated by white slave owners. 

On the other hand, white supremacy also creates dissociative experiences for those socialized as 

white. In the case of rich white cisgender men in the U.S., feelings of empathy, understanding, and 

humanity are dissociated from experience to such a profound degree that other humans are no 

longer recognized as such. This can produce what I’m calling “white narcissism,” or even “white 

psychopathy” in extreme cases, to borrow a phrase from psychoanalyst Dr. Aruna Khilanani 1.  

The function of narcissism is defensive: it protects an individual from experiencing intolerable 

affects that might threaten an individual’s sense of omnipotence and power. The stakes for holding 

at bay these affects are experienced by those with narcissism as threatening their organism’s 

survival. The stakes are life and death. What’s more, narcissism is increasingly understood as a 

kind of dissociative phenomena, one involving strict psychic and emotional barriers within psychic 
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life that shatter any sense of individuation or autonomy from one’s environment. Unlike 

dissociation proper, however, narcissism lacks the capacity for reality-testing, and therefore the 

individual living with narcissism lacks the capacity to recognize the distorted thoughts, feelings, 

behaviors, and perceptions their narcissism enables.  

 Sigmund Freud’s foundational essay, “On Narcissism,” introduces readers to the concepts 

of the ego ideal (or super ego, that thing we name as a person’s conscience) and ego-libido. Ego-

libido describes a turning towards the egoic self to fulfill sexual desires ordinarily sent outwards 

to target an object-choice outside the self. Unlike a neurotic patient, who still has some connection 

to object-choices in people and things, even if such cathexes occur only in phantasy, the narcissistic 

patient (the “paraphrenic,” to use Freud’s language) does not have the capacity to replace lost 

objects, even in phantasy (Freud 546). Narcissistic patients have a certain megalomania that 

emerges from magical thinking. Their belief in the “thaumaturgic force of words” mean that 

narcissistic patients believe their words can shape the fabric of reality (Freud 547). What fascinates 

me about his essay is Freud’s discussion of hypochondria in relation to paraphrenia, what today 

the DSM-V terms “illness anxiety disorder.” The sick person, Freud states, “withdraws his libidinal 

cathexes back upon his own ego, and sends them out again when he recovers” (Freud 551). For 

the person suffering from hypochondria—an illness that produces organic disruptions and strange 

body sensations that the sufferer can’t help but turn over and over again in his thoughts—the flow 

of libidinal energies towards the ego is experienced as tension, as a “damming up” of energies that 

creates unpleasure. While it’s unclear in my reading whether or not such patients are narcissistic 

(Freud places hypochondriacs in the neurotic category alongside neurasthenia and anxiety), what 

bonds the hypochondriac with the narcissistic patient is their inability to fall in love. He argues 

that a “strong egoism is a protection against falling ill, and we are bound to fall ill if, in 
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consequence of frustration, we are unable to love” (Freud 553). The less one is loved, Freud states, 

the increase in tension, unpleasure, and illness.  

 For the narcissistic patient, she both craves to be loved without having the necessary 

psychic structures to accept it, much like a sick person withdraws from objects and people when 

in the throes of illness. I think there’s more to be said about Freud’s pairing of the paraphrenic and 

the hypochondriac than what we see in his essay. Part of Freud’s choice to discuss these two 

patients in the same essay suggests to me a dialectic. The hypochondriac’s unpleasure results in a 

tense building up of ego-libido, creating diminished self-regard. For the paraphrenic, on the other 

hand, ego-libido has the opposite effect, creating increased self-regard. As we’ll see in my later 

discussion of Todd Haynes’ Safe (1995), there is a natural attraction between a hypochondriac and 

narcissist, for the former’s lower self-regard attracts the grandiose high self-regard of the latter. 

When these kinds of people meet one another, they both enable the other, further entrenching 

themselves within maladaptive behavioral patterns where neither person gets their needs for love 

met. The narcissistic partner’s grandiosity demands satisfaction from their internal desires and 

high self regard, while the hypochondriac partner’s low self regard and retreat from relations 

outside the egoic self lock the two together. (I find it challenging to think about what Freud lays 

out here when it comes to a patient’s ego. If the hypochondriac develops lower self regard as a 

result of ego-libido, and the narcissist has the opposite experience, then what mechanism creates 

these opposing reactions? It seems that both hypochondriacs and narcissists suffer from a weak 

ego, though to hear Freud describe it, narcissists have high self regard. While this may be true on 

the surface, his later description of the relentless attacks by the ego-ideal upon the ego of a 

narcissist suggest a different reality.)  
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 Freud’s essay has some drawbacks, especially in his treatment of homosexuals (they’re 

narcissists) and beautiful women (who are manipulative). I find both these sentiments anti-queer 

and anti-woman in a manner that deserves mentioning. What remains compelling about his essay, 

however, is his recognition that the formation of the ego-ideal—as that part of psychic life created 

both by parental figures and by society writ large—that incorporates the “social side” of psychic 

life, thus enabling an understanding of group psychology (Freud 562). For narcissistic patients, 

their ego-ideal is a harsh judge and jury. Freud believes that all children pass through a 

developmental stage of narcissism, particularly if the child is doted upon by parents and given free 

rein to experience the world as under her omnipotent control. For the narcissistic adult, his ego 

continues to filter experience through the expectations of a child in this developmental stage, as 

one that expects the world to move around his internal psychic wishes and desires. When the ego-

ideal finds the world, people, and the ego unable to reach these perfectionistic, grandiose demands, 

it “performs the task of seeing that narcissistic satisfaction from the ego ideal” where the ego ideal 

watches “the actual ego and measures it by that ideal” (Freud 559). This social aspect of psychic 

life opens the possibilities for thinking about the concepts of narcissism and hypochondria to a 

group or societal register.  

 Thus far much of this discussion takes for granted that psychological constructs of 

narcissism and dissociation can, in fact, be scaled up from the level of individuals to something as 

large scale as racial politics in the U.S. What’s more, these very concepts stem from psychological 

theories that emerge from North American and European researchers and psychoanalysts whose 

work is embedded within historical and cultural realities that may (un)consciously reproduce 

colonialist, racist, anti-queer, and anti-woman sentiments. I am therefore weary of using concepts 

developed in such conditions to describe those that don’t fit the construct of white liberal 
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personhood. What I think is possible is using the constructs of narcissism and dissociation to 

describe those that are socialized as white and upper- or middle-class. In using the concepts of 

narcissism and dissociation to re-direct the white gaze from pointing at hysterical, backwards 

“others” and pointing it instead at the white people and institutions these theories describe, perhaps 

we can glimpse the narcissistic underbelly of white experience. 

 Franz Fanon takes psychoanalytic thought and does just that: he uses it to address the 

psychosocial nature of anti-black racism within Europe and North America. Anticipating Deleuze 

and Guattari in Anti-Oedpius, Fanon states how the white family comes to represent the structure 

of society more broadly (European and North American societies are the “sum of all families,” he 

states) (Fanon 127). He details through personal experience how black children raised in black 

families may be socialized “normally” within their family system, yet once leaving the home they 

are transformed into something abnormal, neurotic, and dependent when brought into contact with 

white society. The body schema of this child gives way to an “epidermal racial schema” enacted 

through the violence of a white, penetrating, lustful gaze, one that strips this child of humanity 

(Fanon 92). Rather than understand anti-black racism as a problem of repressed sexual drives that 

lead both white men and women to simultaneously covet and fear the black body (though this does 

occur), Fanon instead asserts that an inhuman and “imponderable” aggression resides within white 

psyches and finds an outlet through the figure of the black man. White society’s obsession with 

violence is in fact the “desire to aggress against the economic and social structure that with their 

free consent corrupts them” (Fanon 125). I find this aspect of Fanon’s argument particularly 

relevant for theorizing white narcissism. If the black man stands as the repository for the 

unacknowledged inhuman aggression European and North American white people have against 

the very structures and systems that benefit them, then white people do not need to face the 
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corrupting forces of these very systems. In other words, in order to benefit from the spoils of white 

supremacy, white people must alienate themselves from the ways white supremacy corrupts their 

perceptions, imaginations, fantasies, desires, emotions, and thinking. When Fanon says that a 

“genuine communication” is needed between white and black people, I take this as a call for white 

people to understand the function that their projections, scapegoating, and denial play in preventing 

them from seeing the other as human. Without the capacity to recognize their own inhumanity—

and the self-aggression this might force them to confront—such aggression is channeled in a 

“safer” way against an external, non-human other.  

 Fanon does what he can with the central double-bind of living as a black man in white 

society: either deny his race, or ask others to see it. Both, Fanon argues, are pathways towards self-

hatred. To escape this impossible bind presented to him by white society—both options leading 

towards his inhumanity—he must see both as unacceptable to chart his own particular path 

forward. This task can be brutal, especially because black men can become “extraordinarily 

neurotic” (Fanon 170) in the face of such impossible binds, eventually leading to a sensation of 

“not existing” (Fanon 118). What I hear Fanon describing here is a type of dissociation. The feeling 

of not existing, the sensation of hypervigilance in response to one’s environment (Fanon describes 

himself variously as a “sensor” and “antenna” throughout), the internalizing pain of white people’s 

aggressive projections—all such descriptions can be readily understood as experiences of 

dissociation, depersonalization, and derealization as a result of white narcissistic abuse. The black 

man doesn’t figure in to white people’s behaviors, thoughts, or fantasies as an actual entity; 

instead, the violent aggression white people enact against black people is about their own internal, 

fractured psychic reality. White narcissism enables white people to perform grandiose acts of 

violence not (only) for the pleasure of unleashing aggression upon black people and communities, 
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but to perform such aggression on behalf of themselves. White narcissistic abuse is a performance 

to prove to white people that they are in fact in control while living within callous societal systems 

that “corrupt” them in ways below their conscious recognition. White narcissism is an elaborate 

performance for an audience of other white people. When white people are unable to address their 

“shadow”* side—their aggression, hatred, fear, and feelings of impotence against structures to 

which they freely submit—then scapegoating is inevitable. (*Fanon notes with precision how the 

unconscious is often relegated to the shadows and blackness, so I use the word shadow advisedly.)  

 Discussions of narcissism in contemporary trauma research have more resonance with 

Fanon’s theory of white aggression than they do with Freud’s discussion of narcissism as a play 

between ego, ego-ideal, and libidinal energies. German psychoanalyst Alice Miller, for instance, 

considers narcissism as something that develops in childhood. Like dissociation, narcissism is 

conceptualized in psychoanalytic and psychological literature as a problem stemming from 

relational trauma. For whiteness, there are additional structural factors—from the education 

system, urban planning, the news media, religion, social groups, etc.—that enact their own kind 

of violence by spoiling white citizens. By spoiling, I refer to a little known form of abuse where a 

child is never told no, while simultaneously told to ignore the abuse they see perpetrated upon 

others. In narcissistic abuse literature, this phenomenon is known as “splitting.” In narcissistic 

family systems, children are raised as either “golden children” or “scapegoats.” The golden child 

receives the positive projections of the narcissistic caregiver and is often posed to become a 

narcissist as an adult. The scapegoat, on the other hand, receives the caregiver’s split-off (and 

denied) negative projections and is therefore labeled the “black sheep*” or problem child. (*Fanon 

would certainly take issue with this language.) The all-good golden child can do no wrong, while 

the scapegoat can do no right. What’s more, narcissistic caregivers often pit these two children 
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against one another through triangulation. The caregiver isolates each child to spread lies about 

the other, thus ensuring solidarity between the children against the narcissists’ abuse is thwarted. 

The children may never know the narcissistic caregiver is the one pulling the strings due to this 

insidious kind of triangulation, much like white people in society aren’t fully conscious of how 

governments and media manipulate their emotions to stoke fear and hatred of others. Both roles 

are forms of abuse: neither child is given the opportunity to individuate or express an authentic 

self. While there is often little hope of recovery for the enmeshed golden child, the scapegoat does 

have the opportunity later in life to work through these negative projections if they’re able to 

untangle themselves from a toxic family system. This is no small bargain. At least for the white 

scapegoat, escape from this system possible. For black people and communities in the U.S., 

however, escaping one’s toxic family only leads to a non-escape into a racist social milieu.  

 I argue that white narcissism spreads like gas through society along racial lines, such that 

white people are given the status of golden children while everyone else are deemed scapegoats. 

(The language of scapegoating is certainly not new.) If society reinforces white supremacy from 

birth, this potentially marks most white people with a narcissistic point of view that cannot be 

reached through the tools of rational, logical argumentation. Indeed, infants learn about the 

function of whiteness and racism before language comes on the scene, which makes healing and 

addressing these racial wounds difficult if not impossible to express. That is, to express in 

language. What might linger in the body of a white person are affects that threaten the very survival 

of the organism, such as the terror of death, the fear of destruction (or destroying others), the 

vulnerable feelings of dependence upon cruel systems, the drunken feeling of grandiosity, etc. The 

problem of white narcissism is not a lack of empathy for those that are non-white (though this of 

course is a part of narcissism), nor is it a problem of misunderstanding the facts of racism in the 
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U.S., that is, it isn’t a problem of a lack of educational material on the subject. The problem is a 

fundamental inability to acknowledge that there exists realities outside of whiteness due to 

conditioning that happens before the introduction of narrative capacity. Those with narcissistic 

traits treat others like objects. The Other is a mirror for the narcissist rather than separate object in 

its own right. This produces a human incapable of compromising, taking accountability, accessing 

feelings of fear, anxiety, or unpleasantness in a safe enough way, and, crucially, from learning from 

past experiences. Whiteness secures its own supremacy through narcissistic abuse. When the 

media—particularly news media—display images of police violence against black communities 

in the U.S., white children are taught two valuable lessons: ignore the violence you see, and ignore 

the feelings and bodily sensations such images inspire (whether feelings of empathy for targets of 

violence or feelings of fear and uncertainty at the realization that the state can indiscriminately 

enact violence upon whichever population it chooses). Narcissism does not simply describe an 

entitled person unwilling to admit they’re wrong (though this does occur with narcissism). 

Narcissism creates schisms so deep within psychic life that nothing—not therapy, not 

compassionate understanding, not education—can penetrate its defenses.  

 Whiteness-as-narcissism means that the actions of well-meaning white liberals can, at 

times, undermine the very anti-racist mission they set out to complete. When the focus of anti-

racist organizing rests on better education, a more sensitive use of language, a more nuanced 

understanding of social/cultural privilege, and calling out white racist family members on social 

media, these tactics don’t address the core of narcissism, and may in fact reinforce its grip. These 

actions can make white people—and of course, some non-white people—feel better, but they limit 

the efficacy of an anti-racist agenda by relying on language, rationality, knowledge, and 

performativity in place of engaging in the difficult task of wresting with intolerable feelings of 
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guilt, shame, and terror at the heart of a narcissistic experience. While some white people may 

have access to a form of survivor’s guilt, many deny these feelings outright. That’s why narcissism 

is so insidious: it denies that these feelings even exist. If you’re a white person reading this, 

consider what would happen to your body, thoughts, and feelings to be called out for your racist 

behavior. What might happen in your shoulders and stomach? What kind of rage (at yourself, at 

others) might come up? How does it feel to be in such a vulnerable position that whiteness usually 

protects you from having to feel? 

 I argue that white narcissism exposes the precarity of white supremacy for the very 

populations that benefit from its pervasive historical grip. That white narcissism forecloses feelings 

of guilt, shame, empathy, understanding, and terror from cresting into consciousness for a person 

with high narcissistic traits does not mean these affects aren’t operative in everything rich white 

people do, say, and think when it comes to racial politics in the contemporary U.S.  

 Which brings me back to dissociation. While narcissism shatters experience to such an 

extreme degree that repair cannot happen, dissociation without strong traits of narcissism does 

have the capacity for healing through techniques of grounding. If we think of these three terms on 

a spectrum, we would have narcissism on one end of the pole, dissociation in the center, and 

grounding on the other end. Alternatively, we could think of narcissism and dissociation as two 

prongs of a dialectic, where the synthesis between the clash of these two immovable objects creates 

opportunities for grounding (or more violence). In the examples I analyze in the first two chapters 

of my dissertation, I trace the ways rich, white characters fall desperately ill—and dissociated—

as a result of trying to heal themselves through the tools offered by white supremacy, tools that 

rarely acknowledge the significance of grounding within the body. Whiteness leaves little space or 

tolerance for expression outside of speech or thought. What dissociation teaches us, however, is 



 

 

 

19 

that thoughts are often the least interesting, most deceptive forms experience offers us. Emotions, 

sensations, and a spiritual sense of connection between self, others, and environment are derided 

to such a profound degree under white supremacy that any experience that cannot be put into 

language or “rational” thinking is cast out. This means that certain white people enact narcissistic 

abuse upon all beings, not simply non-white “others.” This is true between white people. White 

“scapegoats” experience the harshest treatment for their inability to toe the white party line. Those 

marked as too sensitive, too emotional, too lazy, too hysterical, etc. desperately attempt to find 

care from other white folks, only to find themselves in impossible double-binds. Take the idea of 

“toxic positivity,” for instance. If white people attempt to find comfort in one another when it 

comes to feelings of vulnerability, often they’re met with soulless aphorisms: “everything happens 

for a reason,” or “you should just [x]” or “think about all the good things you have.” These 

statements are less about healing the person in crisis, and more about ameliorating the stress the 

speaker feels when faced with problems that aren’t within their control. What whiteness shields 

white people from is the knowledge that their vulnerability, insecurity, rage, aggression, and 

“neediness” are in fact rational responses to systems and people that are more invested in 

preventing themselves from having to address their own internal landscape than they are at 

accepting the reality of the other. So white supremacy leaves few options: relish in your role as 

golden child (while gaslighting others that you’re not doing so), stand by and enable systems of 

oppression through “opting out,” or become numb in the face of daily racial violence and dissociate 

from your environment, self, and historical time. Like Fanon, I find any of these options unsuitable.  

 In what follows, I take a closer look at how (white) psychoanalytic thinkers describe 

dissociation and narcissism, and how we might scale those theories up to the level of the social to 

consider the imbrication between environment and psychic life. I then go on to discuss how film, 
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media, and sound art can be avenues for those who do not dissociate to experience what it feels 

like on a phenomenological level. I’ll also show how these very forms can provide moments of 

grounding within the body through sensation, affect, tempo, rhythm and volume. Dissociation 

makes minds chaotic, dissonant, and painfully loud. Perhaps it’s time we listen for quiet amidst all 

the noise. Maybe then we can find some warmth within.  

Theories of Dissociation  

 My discussion of dissociation as an environmental, gaseous phenomenon owes much to 

Ann Cvetkovich discussion of depression as a public feeling. Cvetkovich asserts that depression—

or the cluster of behaviors currently labeled depression by medical and political institutions in the 

U.S.—may be better thought of as the affect par excellence of populations living under 

neoliberalism and globalization. Rather than locate depression as a biochemical problem or a 

problem of bad parenting, Cvetkovich instead reveals how “[e]pidemics of depression can be 

related (both as symptom and as obfuscation) to long- term histories of violence that have ongoing 

impacts at the level of everyday emotional experience” (Cvetkovich). Cvetkovich disrupts the idea 

that negative and positive feelings are necessary at odds or distinct from one another, and that bad 

feelings might in fact be an entirely rational response to the forces of neoliberal capitalist demands 

that individuals become subjects only insofar as they are able to become sovereign and create 

projects for themselves to complete. Following Cvetkovich, I argue that dissociation is the twenty-

first century’s public unfeeling.  

 Pierre Janet, a French psychoanalyst working at the turn of the twentieth-century and 

contemporary of Freud, was one of the first psychoanalysts to conduct sustained studies around 

dissociation. His studies of hysterical patients would go on to influence thinkers such as William 

James, Carl Jung, Henri Bergson, and later, Bessel van der Kolk, M.D. He refers to dissociation as 
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a cluster of diffuse sensational and perceptual upsets that, in Janet’s words, produce both 

“disturbances of sensibility” alongside “diffuse insensibilities” (Janet 79). Such patients have 

magnificent sensitivities to certain emotional and perceptual stimuli, while at other moments they 

appear numb and disconnected, particularly to their bodily sensations. Most important for Janet is 

the concept of fixed ideas. These obsessional thoughts appear to split off from everyday 

consciousness and grow in intensity over time, developing in an independent way along their own 

intensive path. Therefore these patients are “illuminated by odd convictions; not only did they 

think but they also felt in another way than the bulk of mankind; they had an extraordinary delicacy 

of certain senses joined to extravagant insensibilities which enabled them to bear the most dreadful 

of tortures with indifference or even delight” (Janet 8). The play between distressing thoughts and 

unexpected expressions of feeling seems to flow from thought to feeling for Janet, rather than from 

feeling to thought, as with Judith Butler. What Janet makes clear is that dissociation is a response 

to trauma—as a mechanism that enables an organism to survive those “most dreadful of 

tortures”—in order for an organism to survive in a semblance of peace, relative coherence, and 

safety. Some even find masochistic pleasure. Mirroring the language of Judith Butler above, Janet 

thinks of hysteria as a disease of persuasion or susceptibility, where an individual’s thoughts—

often of a persecutory, religious nature—make patients believe horrid things about themselves and 

are strongly influenced by environmental factors. The content of their fixed ideas often conflict 

with their moral and ethical judgements, creating what contemporary psychologists would call an 

“ego dystonic” presentation. Such immediate and unreflected beliefs result in “automatism, 

depersonalization and irreality” (Janet xix). (Much of Janet’s discussion here sounds similar to 

those that live with OCD. Additionally, a feeling of “irreality” is now known in psychological 

literature as “derealization.”)  
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 Had Janet’s theories of consciousness won the day instead of Freud’s, perhaps we could 

have saved decades of squabbling about the existence of the subject of the unconscious and instead 

focused our attention on the multiplicity of existences that Janet sees as inherent to the human 

experience, with the hysterical patient acting as the greatest teacher of this phenomenon. Initially, 

Janet and Freud’s theories stood in resonance with one another, and the two had a congenial 

relationship. By the time Freud and Breuer “discovered” the unconscious in 1895, however, their 

research agendas cleaved, with some claiming Freud’s theory of the unconscious was Janet’s 

theory of consciousness under another name. Freud and Janet’s relationship deteriorated as a result 

of this feud, and as history has shown, Freud’s unconscious took center stage. In contemporary 

language, the cluster of symptoms understood as hysteria during the late 19th-century are now 

categorized in the DSM-V as dissociative disorders, particularly PTSD, somatization disorder, 

conversion disorder, borderline personality disorder, illness anxiety disorder, generalized anxiety 

disorder, and, in extreme cases, dissociative identity disorder (van der Hart 398).   

 To think about the difference between Janet and Freud, it’s important to discuss the 

differences between a horizontal model of psychic life through dissociation—consciousness cut 

off into different parts—and the hierarchical model of repression pulling aspects of experience 

deep into an unconscious. Freud’s theory of repression relies on spatial metaphors in which a 

repressed unconscious thought turns away and keeps a thought at a distance from conscious 

activity. Such repression, as Freud argues, is not “a defensive mechanism which is present from 

the very beginning,” but arises from a “sharp cleavage” between conscious and unconconsious 

mental activity (Freud569-570). While Freud does not elaborate on what force might cause this 

cleavage within this essay, it seems likely that a traumatic event can account for such a cleavage. 

For the neurotic patient in psychoanalysis, repressed thoughts feel “alien” and terrifying due to 
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their “remoteness” from conscious thought, as a thought originating from elsewhere (Freud 571). 

Freud distinguishes two types of repression: primary repression and repression proper. In primary 

repression, a repressed thought presents as a fixation, as a sticky substance that continually 

organizes itself within the unconscious and spews out glimmers of itself between the barrier of 

consciousness and unconsciousness. In primary repression, the thought is always-already 

unconscious. In repression proper, Freud states that “trains of thought” originate elsewhere and 

“come into associative connection” in consciousness with what has been primarily repressed 

(Freud 570). In repression proper, consciousness and the unconscious collude to, on the one hand, 

repel a certain thought through consciousness, and on the other, to attract it via the unconscious. 

This dual action—of repulsion and attraction—constitutes the instinctual vicissitudes of repression 

for Freud. This repression does not happen once, but continually enlivens itself through the 

churning of the unconscious to produce a “persistent expenditure of force” in the bodymind of an 

analysand (Freud 572). To secure this model within Freud’s previous writings on instinctual drives, 

he claims repression can produce pleasure “in one place and unpleasure in another” (569). This 

last point—that there are different places within mental activity that can experience pleasure and 

unpleasure simultaneously while necessarily doing so in relative isolation from one another—is a 

key link between Freud’s theory of the unconscious and Janet’s theory of dissociation.  

 Unlike Freud, Janet’s theory of consciousness has a horizontal rather than hierarchical 

ontology. Dissociation makes space for the multiple existences that exist within a presumably 

single patient without relying on a murky unconscious “below.” Janet saw two qualities of a 

hysterical patient: the presence of one or more “idees fixe” (fixed ideas) related to a traumatic 

event, and dissociation. A fixed idea has much in common with Freud’s theory of repression. 

According to Janet, a fixed idea occurs along with an attack of somnambulism, spasms, epileptic 
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fits, and “attacks.” He states that things “happen as if an idea, a partial system of thoughts, 

emancipated itself, became independent and developed itself on its own account. The result is, on 

the one hand, that it develops far too much, and, on the other hand, that consciousness appears no 

longer to control it” (Janet 42). The idea emerges from the memory of an event—a memory 

inaccessible to the “habitual consciousness” of everyday functioning—that form groups of 

“psychological facts” that form a kind of unity, influencing tendencies of movement for the human 

organism (Janet 40-41). When fixed ideas develop to a certain level of intensity and autonomy, 

different mental states emerge in a dissociated fashion. In the case of Felida X., a case study from 

Azam’s study in January 1860, Janet notes that the habitual personality of Felida X was 

melancholy and timid. Janet initially noted this to be Felida’s state No. 1. After hypnosis revealed 

signs of sexual abuse, a second state emerged. Through this “oscillation of mental activity,” Felida 

transformed into a state of vitality and animated playfulness (Janet 91-92, emphasis original). Janet 

recognized that over time, and as Felida grew older, state No. 2—that is, the state of curiosity and 

play present in a child untouched by extreme sexual invasions—came to stand as the dominant 

habitual state, with both state No. 1 and state No. 2 able to access one another’s memories. Janet 

realized that he had incorrectly named this childhood state as state No. 2. In reality, with Felida’s 

hysteria cured, the childhood state was in fact state No. 1. Only after a traumatic event ruptured 

Felida’s development did her melancholic timidity take over.  

 Fixed ideas are therefore nuclei within different systems of consciousness that are 

autonomous and spring forth from dissociated states. For Janet, it’s not simply feeling, affect, 

memory, or thoughts that are dissociated, but different mental states themselves (what some might 

call “personalities”). Contemporary psychological theories of dissociation both enable an 

understanding of humans as necessarily multiple while at the same time foreclosing the radical 
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possibilities such an understanding of humans might enable. One framework used in the U.S. to 

understand dissociative phenomenon is through the medical model of the DSM-V. According to 

the specifications of the DSM-V, a person can be diagnosed with one of five dissociative disorders: 

dissociative amnesia (with localized, selective, or generalized features); 

depersonalization/derealization; dissociative identity disorder (formally known as “multiple 

personality disorder”); other specified dissociative disorder; and unspecified dissociative disorder. 

Other mental health issues can include somatization disorder, conversion disorder, illness anxiety 

disorder (hypochondria), post-traumatic stress disorder, and borderline personality disorder. All 

these dissociative disorders may include the following symptoms: “Significant memory loss of 

specific times, people, and events”; “Out-of-body experiences”; “Depression, anxiety, and/or 

thoughts of suicide”; “A sense of detachment from your emotions or emotional numbness”; “A 

lack of a sense of self-identity” (NAMI Website). The cause of dissociation in adulthood is thought 

to stem from inescapable, ongoing childhood abuse, whether physical, sexual, emotional, or 

psychological, though debates continue as to the causes of dissociation. Childhood neglect by 

caregivers may also give rise to these symptoms. Healing modalities that aim for integration, or a 

return to a sense of oneness between dissociated/split off parts, might better enable patients to live 

in relation with others in a capitalist society whose central message all but demands a possessive 

individualism, without exploring how such a multiplicity can flourish against such restrictive 

normativities. What’s more, patients that are capable of integrating internally might still have to 

face oppressive social and systemic forces bent on ripping their coherence asunder. Stephen 

Porges’ “polyvagal theory,” Richard C. Schwartz’s “internal family systems” therapy, somatic 

experiencing therapy, and mindfulness practices based on “grounding” techniques through the five 

senses have their roots in Janet’s conceptualization of trauma in hysterical patients.  
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 What’s more, such diagnoses and healing modalities—particularly psychotherapy—often 

neglect the diffuse and environmental nature of dissociation, that is, the ways media technologies 

and social inequalities collude to reinforce dissociation across populations that exceed the abuse 

inflicted interpersonally between parents and children, those in romantic relationships, 

relationships between co-workers, etc.. Deleuze and Guattari noticed this tendency within 

psychoanalysis specifically to ignore the ways capitalism—the socius—necessarily nests smaller 

systems within its logic, systems like a family or an individual, both of which Deleuze and Guattari 

would call machines linked in a complex flow with other machines. This theory is less about the 

ways Oedipus dramas play out within isolated family systems, but instead links psychological 

processes or sensations with larger hegemonic forces/machines. Many media theorists from the 

Frankfurt school—particularly Adorno and Horkheimer—recognize the ways media enact a kind 

of subduing spell upon consumers in ways that produce both desire while also training spectators 

to prepare for violence in their everyday lives. 

 Jennifer Freyd offers the concept of “betrayal trauma” to consider the political stakes of 

healing the fragmenting violence that comes from experiencing trauma, especially childhood 

sexual abuse. Her work emerges in the mid-1990s during the contentious “memory wars” that 

sparked raging debates in psychology, pop culture, courtrooms, and politics about the veracity of 

recovered memories emerging in adulthood within the context of a therapeutic relationship. While 

a full discussion of the memory wars is beyond the scope of this dissertation, it’s worth mentioning 

that the question of whether or not repressed (or dissociated) memories of childhood sexual abuse 

are “real” hinges on a few key epistemic assumptions and bias on both sides. The “False Memory 

Syndrome Foundation,” for instance, was founded by a group of psychologists and concerned 

parents who had been presumably falsely accused of committing childhood sexual abuse in a 
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public or legal setting, most notably Jennifer Freyd’s father, Peter Freyd (the group disbanded in 

December 2019). Elizabeth Loftus is one psychologist who has done a significant amount of 

publishing defending parents like Peter Freyd against accusations from susceptible patients unduly 

influenced by therapists bent on implanting false memories within fragile patients (this language 

is quite similar to Janet’s). In a 2021 New Yorker article, Rachel Aviv presents a nuanced, complex 

portrait of Loftus as someone who struggles with her own amnesia regarding her childhood, subtly 

revealing what might be at stake when researchers argue against the veracity of false memories. 

Still, researchers like Loftus reject the existence of repression and point to clinical trials as proof 

of how easy it is to change the contours of memory through methods of suggestion. In one of her 

landmark studies, “The Formation of False Memories,” Loftus found that she could implant false 

memories into her subjects by “reminding” them of a time their parents left them in a mall when 

they were small children, despite the fact this event never happened. The study has been critiqued 

for its low sample size (twenty-four participants) and lack of real-world stakes. Additionally, the 

study neglects the power dynamics between someone in authority (Loftus, parents) influencing 

someone in a disempowered position (the participants, children). The unaddressed power 

dynamics between a doctor and a clinical trial participant may be more important when considering 

alterations in memory within this context. We can think also about the function of gaslighting, 

particularly by people and institutions that have a vested interest in keeping abuse under a shroud 

of mystery and confusion. If a sexually abusive person wants to create insecurity within their target 

of abuse, gaslighting is one way to undermine a target’s sanity, perceptions, and memory. Loftus 

has testified on behalf of defendants in court such as Harvey Weinsteinand uses this study as proof 

that memory is malleable and can change each time a patient returns to the memory, which tells us 
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a bit about how this clinical trial may work legally to defend known abusers by undermining the 

credibility of witness testimony.  

 Unlike Loftus, Freyd believes that “information blockages” exist within consciousness 

when an organism is overwhelmed by the stress of trauma. Within the context of betrayal trauma—

that is, within the context of a caregiver-child relationship that includes the presence of sexual 

abuse—for the child to “know is to put oneself in danger. To not know is to align with the caregiver 

and ensure survival” (Freyd 164-165). Like Janet (and unlike Freud), Freyd believes that survival, 

rather than desire or libidinal energies, trumps all else when it comes to knowing or not knowing 

histories of abuse. For a child to fully know the extent to which the figure they rely on for food, 

shelter, nurturing, and survival is engaging in chronic acts of betrayal is to risk the severing of ties 

that keep that child alive.  

 Freyd points to the ways that the psychiatric environment can collude with normative 

power structures outside the therapy office to reinforce oppression and victimization. Rather than 

suggest therapists have an agenda to see each patient as suffering from sexual abuse, eager to 

implant false memories of victimization, she claims that the opposite is more likely, with therapists 

willing to downplay, ignore, or cover up gender or racial violence, further exacerbating abuse. She 

therefore encourages readers to remain mindful of therapeutic practices whose central goal is to 

have the patient integrate their parts without addressing these systemic forms of oppression. Put 

simply: “When the goal of therapy is reintegration into society, the assumption is that it is the 

individual who must adapt, and the society that is healthy” (Freyd 171). Many of us, according to 

Freyd, are at a perceptual disadvantage due to “betrayal blindness.” We are either burdened with 

the incapacity to trust others or are far too trusting due to histories of manipulation and violence 

in childhood. This kind of upbringing can train patients to remain blind to abuses that happen in 
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society more broadly. “Unawareness, not knowing, forgetting, dissociating—being less than fully 

connected internally—may be adaptive if the external situation is such that awareness, knowing, 

remembering, and integrating would be life-threatening” (Freyd 195). I find Freyd’s discussion 

central for thinking both about the distribution of dissociation across marginalized populations and 

for those socialized as white. Not knowing is a minimum strategy for survival that ensures ties—

to family, to country, to community—remain intact, despite the violence such ties enable. That the 

U.S. normalizes interpersonal betrayal within the family necessarily leads to the normalization of 

institutional betrayal is of no little consequence. I’ll explore the interplay between the interpersonal 

and institutional throughout this dissertation.  

 The unconscious no longer holds as much relevance or weight when considered through 

the lens of dissociation. While Freud ultimately won the day in the late 19th-century with his 

conceptualization of hysteria and repression, I argue that we can instead follow Janet, writing 

concurrently with Freud, to gain a fuller account for the ways bodies move—or resist movement—

in our era of affect. 

Affect, Media, and Dissociation  

 So much of the contemporary media landscape work to intensify certain kinds of 

sensibilities—particularly pleasure, escape, fantasy, and virtuality—while reifying the 

insensible—affects of dread, pain, terror, confusion, ambivalence, and uncertainty. I look 

specifically at three kinds of dissociation: depersonalization (an incapacity to recognize oneself in 

a mirror and out of body experiences), derealization (an experience where one’s environment feels 

fake, foggy, or like a movie) and what I’m calling detemporalization (the experience of having 

multiple currents of time flow through a dissociated bodymind simultaneously). As the above 

examples highlight, the human organism under late capitalism in technocratic societies is already 
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understood as multiple. The singular human subject of psychoanalysis has faded, so no need to 

once again discuss its downfall.  

 By theorizing dissociation alongside electronic, sound, and digital media, I find that 

dissociation is not (only) an individual ailment best solved through the tools of psychotherapy and 

psychoanalysis. Nor is dissociation (only) an effect of technologies used for the purposes of 

regulation and control, like smartphones, tracking software, etc. While new media—particularly 

computers and smartphones—certainly intensify and expose the tendency of human bodyminds to 

have dissociative experiences, media do not create such experiences on their own. Instead, I argue 

for the need to think of dissociation as the affective state necessary to survive late capitalist 

technocratic societies. Dissociation needs to be thought of as an environmental phenomenon that 

can target particular populations for the kind of “wearing out” Lauren Berlant discusses in Cruel 

Optimism, while also enabling those in power to remain unaware of the harm they cause others. 

Instead of asking, as Deleuze does, how subjects come to desire their own oppression, I see 

dissociation as stemming from the need for survival amidst overwhelming odds. Dissociation 

enables ongoingness, both for those crushed by the weight of capitalism and those few at the helm, 

in ways that ensure certain understandings of the present cannot be known for certain populations. 

Dissociation is less about the desire for oppression, and more a survival strategy against knowing 

what would crush a person’s capacity to live.  

 For the film and television programs I analyze, I offer terms to help readers understand 

what dissociation feels like on a phenomenological level. I will elaborate on terms such as 

depersonal point of view shots, derealized mise-en-scene (including derealized soundscapes), and 

detemporal shots.  

The Body without Organs 
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 Deleuze and Guattari describe dissociation in their discussion of the body without organs. 

This body is like an egg: a smooth, slippery surface upon which so many desiring-machines 

produce and sever flows, a play of part-objects producing or cutting flows of energy, or milk, or 

piss. Desire, according to Deleuze and Guattari, is the force that shapes how this body interacts 

with other machines and flows. Such a conception of desire places the subject away from a certain 

center within the psychic reality of an analysand, and instead locates the subject as a “residuum,” 

or a kind of after-effect, of the momentary meeting of a coordinate and so many desiring-machines 

traversing the vectors of its surface. The subject becomes a meta-stable experience or sensation 

that is dependent upon desiring-machines to articulate its momentary experience of self, a self that 

is always-already partial, contingent, and unlocatable. So here we have a baby’s mouth-machine 

working upon the mother’s breast-machine sucking and stopping the flow of milk, momentarily 

producing (possibly) some selves (mother, child), some assemblage (becoming-breast, becoming-

milk), or something else entirely. What matters is how the body without organs is worked upon in 

a particular moment, when attached to a particular machine, working on a particular flow. “The 

subject itself is not at the center, which is occupied by the machine, but on the periphery, with no 

fixed identity, forever decentered, defined by the states through which it passes” (Deleuze and 

Guattari 20). Perhaps unintentionally, this theory almost perfectly describes a dissociated 

experience. That the center of the body without organs is occupied by a “machine” sounds 

startlingly similar to the personal testimonies of those that experience depersonalization, that is, 

they feel like a robot. While a machine has a different connotation in the philosophical ontology 

of Deleuze and Guattari’s theories than it does in everyday parlance, I wonder if there’s an 

unaddressed kind of dissociation occurring in their thinking about the formation of subjects. 

Indeed, to be a true body without organs is to be outside the realm of a recognizable organism. 
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“Although the organ-machines attach themselves to the body without organs, the latter continues 

nonetheless to be without organs and does not become an organism in the ordinary sense of the 

word. It remains fluid and slippery” (Deleuze and Guattari 15). Here we can link this understanding 

of the body without organs to what Fanon says above: certain relations create environments in 

which people do not feel real. In order to feel real, a being must have access to sensations, 

perceptions, thoughts, and feelings that their organism exists. To not feel like an organism is to not 

feel real.  

 Deleuze and Guattari’s conceptualization of the schizo incorporates three aspects of a 

patients symptomatology: dissociation, autism, and being-in-the-world. They insist that Freud’s 

own aversion towards working with these patients has to do with “their resistance to being 

oedipalized,” leading him to treat such patients as “animals.” They go on: “They are apathetic, 

narcissistic, cut off from reality, [and] incapable of achieving transference” (Deleuze and Guattari 

23). Deleuze and Guattari argue that Freud’s oedipal “imperialism” makes neurotics of us all, 

ignoring the perverts and psychotics among us, thus remaining ignorant of the ways a 

schizophrenic patient may deterritorialize the basic assumptions that make capitalist societies 

function (family, friends, foes, reality). Bessel van der Kolk himself discusses the profound 

challenge of sharing space with a severely dissociated client, noting how such patients enact a kind 

of trance upon him, causing his attention to wander and senses to dull. Deleuze and Guattari were 

writing at a time when trauma research hadn’t fully appreciated the consequences of trauma on an 

organism’s organization. That schizophrenia is linked with narcissism which is linked with 

dissociation means that readers can’t sense the finer details of how these concepts are different 

from one another. Many previously thought to be schizophrenic, for instance, were in fact suffering 

from complex trauma (“Complex-PTSD”).  
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 To stay with Deleuze and Guattari a bit longer, they claim that the body without organs is 

pure anti-production; it rejects any attempts of “triangulation” from the dual prongs of Oedipus 

and Capital, both demanding a recognizable organism to spit out of its slippery surface (Deleuze 

and Guattari 15). (The language of triangulation here dovetails nicely with the ways narcissistic 

people and structures triangulate between individuals and populations.) Deleuze’s description of 

this body—referred to as a “celibate machine”—is evocative: “There is a schizophrenic experience 

of intensive qualities in their pure state, to the point that it is almost unbearable—a celibate misery 

and glory experienced to the fullest, like a cry suspended between life and death, an intense feeling 

of transition, states of pure, naked intensity stripped of all shape and form” (Deleuze 18). This 

“naked intensity” for those bodies stuck in dissociation can make a dual movement: on the one 

hand, to an outside observer, this bodymind is stuck and frozen; for the bodymind experiencing 

dissociation, it can feel as if firecrackers have replaced lungs, or a rickety motor for a heart, 

churning through the force with its own juices. The emotionally, relationally, and physically 

detrimental price these bodyminds pay for resisting (quite without effort) the demands of the 

socious and Oedipus doesn’t appear to be of much concern for Deleuze and Guattari, even as such 

intensive productions are “almost unbearable.” That is, the lived experiences of full bodies without 

organs, and how these bodyminds hypnotize others in their vicinity, isn’t necessarily on Deleuze 

and Guattari’s mind. Yes, dissociated bodyminds might very well be a site of radical, anti-social 

refusal, but the question remains: at what cost to the bodymind experiencing dissociation?  

Affect and Dissociation  

 Affect, according to many media theorists inspired by Deleuze, Guattari, and Massumi, is 

a- or pre-subjective, diffuse, and generally excessive of language’s attempt to contain it within any 

sort of rational closure. The ways affect theorists conceptualize bodies within this post-
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psychoanalytic historical moment places those fleshy, foldy things at the site where affect makes 

its move to move. Massumi’s first line in Parables for the Virtual begins with a description of what 

his body is and what it does: “When I think of my body and ask what it does to earn that name, 

two things stand out. It moves. It feels. In fact, it does both at the same time. It moves as it feels, 

and it feels itself moving. Can we think of a body without this: an intrinsic connection between 

movement and sensation whereby each immediately summons the other?” (Massumi 1). The idea 

that bodies are made and make through their capacity to move, sense, and experience affective 

resonance in real time unfortunately limits our conceptual understanding of those bodyminds iced 

in a permafrost layer of dissociation. These bodyminds are curious objects indeed, at times stone-

like in appearance, unmoved by the kinds of affective currents many theorists presume would 

move any-body, while at other times, these body minds sputter sensorial spittle in moments of 

unexpected rage, terror, or laughter with no discernible force floating along their surface to produce 

such an outburst. This dual aspect of dissociation—to intensify some sensibilities while creating 

magnificent insensibilities in other areas—may help explain the increasingly hostile political 

climate of life in the twenty-first century. To experience dissociation is to feel and behave as alien: 

I don’t feel real, reality feels fake, I don’t feel my body, I don’t feel my emotions, life looks like a 

movie. The relationship between dissociation, experiences of non-self-presence, and 

environmental, perceptual, and sensual trickery collide to make bodyminds react strangely or not 

at all. What’s more, the five senses smear when in a dissociated state; like anxiety or panic, 

dissociation causes eyes to break down environments into kaleidoscopic chaos or double an object 

suddenly. The capacity to receive or give touch—specifically, to experience pain—diminishes to 

such a degree for a bodymind that’s depersonalized or derealized that we must question what to 

call it when this bodymind pokes at itself with sharp objects, wondering with horror or boredom, 
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what’s there. For those living with multiple personalities or “alters” within their body, hearing 

voices is common. Dissociated bodyminds can even experience olfactory hallucinations (as 

psychologists call them), carrying a stink that lingers for decades whose source may never be 

known. So to link movement and sensation in such a way as Massumi and others have argued—

as entities “immediately summon[ing]” the other—is to move perhaps a bit too quickly.  

 Dissociated bodyminds emit signals that further throw into question what we know about 

the function of affect. Trauma specialist Dr. Besel van der Kolk describes in The Body Keeps the 

Score instances where he’s shared space with a dissociated client and the hypnotic, trance-like 

countertransference he feels while in their presence. His mind wanders, his attention fractures, his 

body yawns, his senses dull. 

 I do not mean to say that dissociated bodyminds do not move, even in stillness, particularly 

at the molecular and psychic level. Indeed, as van der Kolk goes on to say, “[d]issociation means 

simultaneously knowing and not knowing,” in this case, knowing and not knowing one’s past (van 

der Kolk 121). The ambivalence of a dissociated nervous system—of yearning to know and 

resistance against knowing a particular traumatic history—articulates the affect of dread that seems 

to permeate so much of contemporary life in the U.S. Not feeling or sensing bodily movements, 

sensations, responses, or emotions has become, under late capitalism, not only ideal, but necessary. 

The phenomenon of “doom scrolling” the news or social media, for instance, is ironically one such 

way to disconnect from the potential overwhelm of global warming or colonialism or detention 

camps; “doom scrolling” can create a deadening e/affect where one cannot unglue their awareness 

from digital horror stories, producing potential affects like dread, doom, helplessness, and anxiety. 

Instead of feeling more plugged in to the emotions we feel as a result of reading such harrowing 

stories on a daily or hourly basis, often the opposite occurs: we become numb. Streaming services 
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and YouTube can similarly offer the promise of building community or learning empathy for 

differences through storytelling, but in practice an overreliance on watching stories can disconnect 

a bodymind from the experiences of sensing the external world.  

 Dissociation overwhelms a bodymind’s capacity to experience affect in the present due to 

the survival energies it must muster to persist as an organism. Dissociation puts pressure on the 

idea that affect is necessarily where disruption, excess, or revolution happens; indeed, it asks us to 

think about what Lisa Blackman calls “proto-subjectivities,” those “threshold phenomena” that at 

turns produce sensations of interiority at some moments and exteriority at others. I also make the 

argument that dissociation is not necessarily psychotic, mad, or schizoid, though the case could be 

made. Dissociation is in fact a body’s entirely rational and intelligent response to environments 

unable to hold it with care. 

Film, Sound, and Affect  

 When we think about the now decades-long turn to affect in film and media studies, 

Eugenie Brinkema makes a case for the ways such a turn is an extension of 1970s film theorizing 

related to the concept of “excess.” The more recent iterations of affective scholarship rely, 

according to Brinkema, on centering the specific bodily gurglings, rumblings, and excitations of 

the specific theorist to get at this excess beyond film’s formal elements in ways that edge towards 

solipsism. While I wouldn’t go so far as to make this claim—I think much can be learned by having 

theorists provide a language to describe what affect does to bodies, particularly for those who 

dissociate and may not have the language to describe how film moves them—Brinkema does 

provide something crucial for what follows: that affect must be read for, relentlessly, through form. 

Specifically, through the granular method of close reading, a method that is capable of finding 

surprises along its circuitous route that need not rely on affect necessarily inhering ultimately 
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within the body of the spectator (or theorist). Affect need not shoot, laser-like, from screen to body. 

The intentionality of this conception of affect assumes that a specific bodily reaction experienced 

by a specific theorist can stand in for all spectators, firstly, and that affect works within such an 

intentional register, secondly. Instead, Brinkema argues for following form—lines, vectors, light, 

mise-en-scene, cutting, montage—as a way into theorizing affect that doesn’t necessitate a 

spectator at all in order for theorists to contemplate its asubjective flow. Affect can be read through 

the formal qualities of film alone.  

 What I find intriguing about Brinkema’s interruption into film theory and affect theory is 

the idea that not all bodies receive a film’s affective punch in predictable ways. A dissociated body 

largely doesn’t gurgle, or excite, or grumble.  A dissociated body is like Deleuze’s egg, or I would 

say a stone, a block of lead, something metallic and heavy whose surface cannot be nicked by a 

ricochet of light coming from screen or person.  

To ask after film, affect, and dissociation all at once, therefore, might seem a bit strange: 

what do stone bodies have to tell us about affect in film and television? I have a practical answer 

to this question: because dissociated bodies often find comfort spending long amounts of time 

sitting very still, looking at moving sound images, to escape in some ways the unbearable 

intensities that otherwise occupy their disorganized sensorial regime. One need only read any self-

help book or guide for therapists regarding these kinds of patients to hear about all the ways escape 

is necessary for those stuck in dissociation: through food, sex, substances, relationships, or, most 

typically, through TV. Instead of asking how film produces sensations within a typical, or even 

specific, spectator, I ask how film dulls, calms, or numbs a body, perhaps even through film and 

television genres that are often thought of as “body genres” like melodrama, horror, and anxiety 

stories (Williams) I examine dissociation through specific dissociated characters who might 
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represent or express states of dissociation, and through film form, specifically discontinuity 

editing, mise-en-scene, and duration, to provide a more robust theorization for why such bodies 

are drawn to the medium of film and television. Some psychologists claim that “non pathological” 

dissociation is inherent to the film viewing experience itself (Mary Karr says the same of reading: 

it’s a “socially acceptable form of dissociation”). “Absorption” is one of the first in a long line of 

experiences those on the dissociative continuum experience, and the experience of attending films 

in a dark movie theater actively invite spectators into a welcomed dissociative escape. I have a 

strong commitment to film and television as forms and media. Centering dissociation extends 

Walter Benjamin’s nearly century-old argument that art in the age of mechanical reproduction 

requires a distracted spectator. Perhaps in the digital age, such media require a body beyond simple 

distraction. Perhaps the order of the day is dissociation.    

Conclusion: MAID  

 By the start of episode eight, Alex cannot be reached. She’s back in her abuser’s home, 

dressed in sweats, unable to hear the sound of her friend/employer at the door knocking to see if 

she’s home. She hasn’t been to work in three weeks, the audience discovers. Sean angrily asks her 

friend to leave. He stares at Alex while assuring her friend she’s not home and that she doesn’t 

want to speak with her. By this point, Sean has sold her car anyway. She’s trapped. We see through 

her point of view her full descent into dissociation: she begins to fall as the camera tilts at a dutch 

angle. Her environment goes topsy-turvy as we see the kitchen twist through a point of view shot 

that mimics her motions as she falls on the couch. A high angle shot sees her body becoming 

consumed by her couch, eating her slowly, quietly, until she descends into a deep well.  
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Figures 4 and 5: Alex’s descent into her couch/dissociation in MAID (2021). 

 

 That Alex is trapped in a cavern of empty sensorial, perceptual, sensational, and fantastical 

space reveals the stakes of how insidious forms of interpersonal and institutional betrayal can lock 

a person into toxic environments. The dissociated mise-en-scene clearly indicates the depths of 

dissociation and the ways dissociation can usurp an organism’s capacity to act agentively, to move 

their body, to experience vitality, or to experience the reality of other people.  

Chapter Outlines 

 The pieces of art I analyze—film, television, sound art, and music—provide avenues to 

experience dissociation when language fails to account for its anesthetic e/affects. My first two 

chapters explicitly turn the lens upon dissociated white characters: the first is Carol White in Todd 

Haynes’ 1995 New Queer Cinema film Safe, and the second is Chuck McGill in Vince Gillian’s 
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AMC drama Better Call Saul (2015—present). Both characters suffer from environmental 

illnesses that cannot be made legible through the tools of modern medicine and science, such as 

clinical trials, physical exams, and medical testing. Carol’s unnamed multiple chemical sensitivity 

and Chuck’s electromagnetic hypersensitivity (EHS) carry with them dissociative symptoms that 

aren’t fully understood by their characters because the focus of their pursuits are about gaining 

medical validation of their suffering, rather than seeking to understand their internal emotional 

landscape. I argue that the power of white supremacy is one factor contributing to their inability 

to understand their inner emotional lives, for to do so would be to risk their familial and societal 

ties and the privileges those ties provide. To fully experience the depth of their alienation from 

loved ones and from their sense of self—loved ones who are engaging in forms of emotional abuse 

and gaslighting—would mean to relinquish their very sense of self and power in the world, a task 

few white people would consider given the insidious nature of white narcissism. I don’t mean to 

suggest Carol and Chuck are themselves pathologically narcissistic. What I mean to say is that 

Carol and Chuck are victims of a white culture that thrives on its capacity to manipulate, gaslight, 

and bully dissenters into submission, even those at the top of the social hierarchy. When both Carol 

and Chuck are unable to toe the party line whiteness demands—Carol in her inability to stop being 

so sensitive, and Chuck in his inability to understand the law as a tool of manipulation rather than 

a tool for morality—make them both sick to such a degree that they retreat from society altogether.  

 In Chapter One, I focus on Carol’s chronic depersonalization and look at film techniques 

such as mise-en-scene, genre (melodrama) and sound as a way to consider Carol’s seemingly alien 

behaviors. This analysis makes the case for the concept of a depersonal mise-en-scene as one lens 

to think about film form more broadly. In Chapter Two, I spend more time elaborating on the 

concepts of derealized space, depersonal point of view shots, and detemporal time that Chuck 
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experiences as his brother, James McGill, increasingly ratchets up his gaslighting against his 

brother.  

 In Chapter Three, I depart from film and television and segue into a discussion of Long 

Range Acoustic Devices (LARDs) to consider how the U.S. Military and police departments use 

these sonic weapons to distribute dissociated states across targets engaged in protest. I trace a 

philosophical lineage of screams (the device is known as “The Screamer” in many popular 

accounts) to think about the relationship between vocal utterances, sound weapons, and 

dissociation. I argue that dissociation is the scream’s desire made manifest. That is, the scream 

articulates an impossible utterance to not be in space and time at all. I end with a reading of the 

Postcommodity Art Collective’s art installation The Ears Between Worlds are Always Speaking 

(2017) that use LARDs to emit soft songs in multiple languages as listeners walk through ruins in 

Greece as a way to consider an antidote to screams, that is, quiet. That this art installation 

encourages participants to slow down and ground within their senses offers an alternative to the 

scream, a scream that may ultimately lead to more dissociation.  

 My aim is to reveal how dissociation—as both tool of oppression and cloak for those in 

power—is best understood as an environmental phenomenon that, while capable of producing 

psychological effects, encompasses far more than mental life. Dissociation marks bodies through 

perception, sensation, thinking, feeling, experiencing, and all aspects of experience in ways that 

demand further research. If we are to fully understand the extent to which individuals and 

institutions enable dissociation across populations, only then can we find new tools to combat the 

central problem of oppression in the US today.  
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1https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/yale-says-lecture-fantasy-about-shooting-white-people-antithetical-

school-n1269884, accessed November 16, 2021 
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Chapter One:  
In Search of Quiet 

Towards a Politics of Waves 

 

Prelude    

 To start at the end of Todd Haynes’ 1995 film Safe is to start in the middle. The 

appropriately named Carol White (played by Julianne Moore) stands in front of a large summer 

camp cafeteria surrounded by others who share her unnamable environmental hypersensitivity that 

leaves waste to human bodies. She’s dressed in nondescript white sweatpants and a plain cream 

sweater, her amber hair pulled back, the final evidence of her perm at last giving way to gravity 

and time. She has a large red bruise on her forehead, branding her otherwise unadorned translucent 

face. She’s been asked to give a speech, as the following day is her birthday. The audience (both 

those that surround her and the audience for the film) has been patiently waiting for the greater 

part of two hours for this moment of promised clarity: we may finally know, if nothing else, what 

Carol really thinks about the ways her body and self have been stretched and probed and flattened 

in response to an environment bent on destroying her ability to breathe. The camera has largely 

kept its distance from Carol throughout the film: deep focus offers us entry into an inflexibly heavy 

pastel mise-en-scene, a space crushing in its immensity; extreme long shots leave Carol nestled in 

corners, overwhelmed by sofas and plastic plants and bulbous light fixtures; obstructed camera 

angles bisect domestic space in near perfect symmetry, with poles or beams withholding characters 

from one another; and long takes alienate the viewer from Carol’s inner thoughts, the camera 

hovering behind plastic cellophane or wire window screens whenever we momentarily hear Carol 

begin to speak. When she is granted moments to verbalize her thoughts, she is often interrupted, 

ignored, or muted by the cacophony of noise that bombard those in industrialized societies: the 

rumble of Southern California traffic; the relentless barely-sensed buzz of florescent lights; the 
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continual intrusion of car and home radios; the beating of helicopter wings chopping the air; the 

drone of planes overhead; an anachronistic, extradiegetic train whistle in the Southwest desert. 

This is a noisy film indeed. Haynes layers the sonic registers in numerous moments as a radio 

competes with vacuum cleaners that compete with the crescendoing, otherworldly synth 

soundtrack that makes for an eerie kind of cacophony. And then, of course, there’s Carol’s voice 

itself: breathy, high, unsure, as though the timber itself is apologizing for taking up so much 

airspace.  

 Now, surrounded by the smiling faces of a multicultural and multigenerational audience, 

she speaks her longest line in the film in response to those around her asking for a speech:  

I can’t, I’ve never made a speech in my life! [laughs] I just want to thank Chris for 

doing this. And everybody here, so much, um… It’s just that I really hated myself 

before I came here, and, um, so I’m trying to see myself, hopefully, um, more as I 

am, more, um, more positive, like seeing the pluses, like I think it’s slowly opening 

up now, people’s minds, like, um, educating, and AIDS, and, um, and other types 

of diseases, because—and it IS a disease—cause its out there, and we just have to 

be more aware of them, make people aware of it, um, and ourselves like, going, 

reading labels, and, and going into buildings…  

 

Her speech can’t seem to catch the tempo or rhythm of the room: it speeds up and slows down and 

interrupts itself with fragments picked up from those that have given her advice along the course 

of the film. At various moments in the film, the audience is led to believe that these fragments 

might add up to something, that these flakes of self-help advice, of diet fads and fruits, of AIDS 

activism, of milk, of the power of positive thinking, might ultimately congeal in a satisfying 

answer. Instead, these shards of thought worm their way through this speech that never 

accumulates to much. Nothing quite sticks. Carol’s stilted elocution is in direct opposition to the 

charismatic leaders of this retreat, for whom words and the performance of an earnest authenticity 

flow like water. This speech is a palpable betrayal for those of us who have followed Carol’s 

journey: perhaps her failing body is all for nothing, all just a terrible waste. The jumbled confusion 
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of her speech seeks to square the simple platitude to love yourself while simultaneously only 

looking for the “pluses” (or pulses?) of life; “it” begins to open up, she tells us, yet “it” is already 

multiple, it’s other people vying for attention while speaking through her singular body; the 

promise that liberal forms of tolerance and education, of becoming “aware” to difference are all 

that’s required for inner and social change; the affirmation that “it IS a disease” is somehow 

hollow, and for that matter, it’s unclear what disease we’re discussing (AIDS? environmental 

sensitivity?); and we end with a call to read labels and go into buildings. The numerous false starts 

that might potentially lead Carol—and the film’s audience—to self-realization do not materialize, 

leaving the character and audience alike in a kind of momentary quiet that is unresolved, unsure, 

deflated.  

Introduction 

 I open with this perplexing—if infuriating—scene from Haynes’ beloved queer film to 

repose a question prompted by the film when it was first released more than twenty years ago: Are 

you allergic to the 21st century? The kind of noisy toxicity that defines Carol’s milieu has some 

striking similarities to an increasingly visible phenomenon that the World Health Organization 

(WHO) terms “Electromagnetic Hypersensitivity,” or EHS.1 Those with EHS have been 

represented most recently in Werner Hertzog’s documentary Lo and Behold (2016) and in pop 

culture in the figure of Saul Goodman’s brother, Chuck McGill (played by Michael McKean), in 

the AMC Breaking Bad spin-off, Better Call Saul (2015). (More on Chuck in Chapter 2.) 

Colloquially known as a “WiFi allergy,” EHS results in a number of nonspecific symptoms 

believed by sufferers to be caused by imperceptible, non-ionizing radio waves, causing symptoms 

                                                      
1 http://www.who.int/peh-emf/publications/facts/fs296/en/ (accessed December 4, 2017).  
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ranging from skin irritations, rashes, and fatigue, to nausea, brain fog, depression and anxiety. 

Reticent to give an exact cause for these symptoms, experts claim that patients who experience 

this kind of hypersensitivity believe themselves to be affected by electromagnetic radio 

frequencies (such as the kind used with cell phones, internet modems, and radios), however  

“unlike ionizing radiation such as X-rays or gamma rays,” these radio waves “can neither break 

chemical bonds nor cause ionization in the human body.”2 While there have been many 

sympathetic television documentary films3 and news articles documenting how EHS sufferers are 

consider to be 21st-century “WiFi Refugees” in search of “quiet,” “dead,” or “white”4 zones devoid 

of such damaging frequencies, medical professionals deem this hypersensitivity to be largely 

related to psychological issues. Double-blind case studies have shown that those who experience 

EHS are no better at detecting low level radio frequencies than those in a control group, and these 

patients are therefore sent to mental health professionals to get help for the “true” cause of this 

illness, whether anxiety, OCD, or depression.5 Those who suffer from EHS vehemently deny this 

diagnosis, and therefore engage various representational forms and genres that can make visible 

and audible those radio waves that largely remain imperceptible to most humans in industrial 

societies, particularly in the service of convincing medical and scientific communities that these 

electromagnetic waves are, in fact, far more dangerous than governing bodies such as the 

International Telecommunications Union (ITU) would suggest.6 Such representations also 

                                                      
2 Ibid (accessed December 4, 2017). 

 
3 See, for example, Searching for a Golden Cage (Nadav Neuhaus, 2015), Is electromagnetic 
hypersensitivity real?, and The Sensitives (Drew Xanthopoulos, 2017).  

 
4 National Geographic: Taboo EHS High Frequency Electromagnetic field sensitive people—WiFi GSM.  

 
5 See Witthöft, Michael and James G. Rubin.  

6 For examples of personal testimonies, see the advocacy website We Are the Evidence (WATE)  
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crucially fight the stigma associated with this illness that flies in the face of medical, scientific, 

psychiatric, and popular opinion. If Safe presents us with a way to experience what it might feel 

like to live-with the uncertainty of how frequencies impact bodies towards often catastrophic ends, 

EHS sufferers instead need these frequencies to be known and stabilized in order that such 

uncertainty be stamped out.  

 In what follows, I weave together close readings of Safe—or perhaps close listenings of 

Safe—alongside efforts by EHS advocates to make frequencies known through personal 

testimonies and technologies that render such waves audible and visible. Using Safe as a 

springboard for our discussion into EHS accomplishes a few crucial goals. The first is to place 

EHS within a longer genealogy of illnesses that resist certain professionalized and medical 

knowledge. For indeed, EHS, as one Newsweek article states, “today is in the same position as 

illnesses like chronic fatigue syndrome, fibromyalgia and Gulf War sickness were before being 

accepted by science.”7 Like multiple chemical sensitivities, sick building syndrome, chronic 

fatigue syndrome, and a host of other illnesses with nonspecific symptoms largely affecting 

women that have not yet found a name (like Carol’s illness), placing EHS within this longer 

genealogy can provide us opportunities to sense particular patterns of resonance and dissonance 

between Carol and EHS sufferers.  

 Secondly, by attuning to sonic frequencies on the threshold of audibility in Safe alongside 

personal testimonies of those that suffer from EHS, I develop the central concern of this paper, 

that is, to develop the concept of a politics of waves. By attending to the thick sonic landscape in 

Haynes’ film alongside representations created by those that experience EHS that attempt to make 
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felt an otherwise imperceptible illness, I intervene into the fields of sound studies, media studies, 

and affect theory to render sensible how frequencies move and nudge and tug at bodies in ways 

that cannot be reduced to the tools of representation or to questions of intentional subjectivity 

alone. Threshold is the watchword in what follows. I begin with a brief discussion of the political, 

historical, and cultural contingencies that emerge when attempts are made by physicists, chemists, 

and engineers to interpret the electromagnetic spectrum, followed by a discussion of how those on 

both sides of the EHS debate attempt to make electromagnetic waves perceptible. As we shall see, 

perceptibility is a rather restrictive framework, relying as it does upon only a small sliver of the 

electromagnetic spectrum (notably visible light waves). Instead, I argue for thinking EHS through 

the aesthetic opportunities provided by melodrama, a genre that Safe both sits nicely within yet 

extends in important ways. Such a move allows for an altogether different model to render such 

waves sensible, if not fully knowable. I then end with a discussion of how Safe can provide scholars 

a different set of conceptual tools to consider how frequencies envelop and move bodies—offering 

a glimpse of what it feels like to live-with waves—in opposition to EHS advocates’ attempts to 

ultimately make such waves known. If the electromagnetic spectrum still acts in ways that are not 

fully understood by astrophysics, chemists, biologists, or engineers, attuning to affect instead of 

(or alongside) representation may be our best way of considering how such waves make possible 

certain configurations for living well or not. What Carol shares with many who suffer from EHS 

is the sinking recognition that human bodyminds are imperfect transductors indeed: in our attempts 

to transform electromagnetic energy into sound, or vision, or even language, something gets lost 

in translation. When it comes to transducing electromagnetic waves into language for the purposes 

of knowledge production, both Carol and those with EHS testify to just how little we can rely on 

language to manage living-with waves, even as we rely on such a language to make life a bit more 
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bearable.  

 This chapter also sets the groundwork for my discussion of dissociation as an 

environmental, rather than strictly psychological, phenomenon. The use of extreme long shots, 

long takes, mise-en-scene, sound, and mirrors in Safe create what I call a “dissociated diegesis.” 

By a dissociated diegesis, I mean the ways film techniques create sensations of discomfort, dis-

ease, and alienation within viewers to mimic Carol’s own alienness to herself and others. 

Dissociation upsets taken-for-granted perceptual, sensorial, linguistic, and affective expectations, 

in turn creating different ontological realities for characters supposedly sharing the same 

spatiotemporal coordinates. The symptoms of EHS similarly mimic sensations of dissociation. 

When EHS sufferers are unable to physically speak, when they’re unable to make their illness 

known through representation, when the world creeps too close, this signals to me the ways 

technocratic societies produce dissociated states across populations. Even if the “true” cause of 

EHS cannot (yet) be determined through double-blind case studies or medical tests, I argue 

dissociation is one framework to use when considering how EHS sufferers respond to a world that 

gets too invasive.   

Towards a Politics of Electromagnetism   

It has become something of a truism that Western philosophical thought is burdened by a 

reliance on vision at the expense of other “lower-order”8 senses that aid in helping humans make 

sense of and interpret worlds. Sound studies, in contradistinction to most philosophical thought, 

has had more of an opportunity to explicitly think about the electromagnetic spectrum given its 

predilection to think about the mechanics of hearing, the materiality of sound, and the vibratory 

                                                      
8 See introduction to Brinkema’s The Forms of Affects.  
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patterns that make up the everyday, even if electromagnetism isn’t explicitly named as such.  

Steve Goodman, in his work Sonic Warfare, provides perhaps the most compelling 

intervention into the visual dominance within Western philosophical thinking by introducing what 

he calls a “politics of frequency,” or a “representational ontology of vibrational force” (Goodman 

xv). This politics of frequency probes the ways particular deployments of sound—such as sonic 

bombs used by the Israeli air force in the Gaza Strip—explores how these “rippling shockwaves” 

impact the “way populations feel—not just their individualized, subjective, personal emotions, but 

more their collective moods or affects” (Goodman xiv). Unsound is the concept Goodman deploys 

for thinking about those frequencies on the threshold of human hearing, those sounds not-yet-

actualized that modulate bodies nonetheless. According to Goodman, unsound “relates to both the 

peripheries of auditory perception and the unactualized nexus of rhythms and frequencies within 

audible bandwidths” (Goodman xx). In his investigation of militarized technologies, specifically, 

he finds a negative conception of unsound that points us towards the ways such technologies 

“colonize” those frequencies and bandwidths within and beyond human sense perception in order 

to modulate the rhythms, affects, tonalities of human bodies caught within their field. During the 

Vietnam War, for instance, the US Airforce used what was called “The Curdler,” a device that 

emitted haunting Vietnamese voices imitating the “Wandering Souls” of relatives and ancestors 

who continue to haunt the living. Emitted at around 20 Hz, The Curdler aims to activate the 

superstitions of ground troops in ways that led them to imagine their own immanent death, 

becoming, in effect, Wandering Souls themselves. Affective tonality is key here, producing a 

certain figuration of a sonic body that becomes enveloped, blanketed, held, and moved through a 

range of frequencies; such envelopments might range from the slight modulation of mood through 

the use of barely-sensed infrasounds, or they may sound like more overt forms of control and 
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discipline, for instance with the use of technologies used to disperse crowds in public spaces during 

protest. As Goodman reminds us, “unlike an emotional state, affective tonality possesses, abducts, 

or envelops a subject rather than being possessed by one” (Goodman 189). Tarrying within 

unsound enables opportunities to consider how ambient sonic milieus sweep up bodies within 

blankets of certain feelings, moods, and tones, transformed and transforming within the moment 

of an electric event. What’s more, affective tonality—with its ability to possess or abduct—may 

also produce dissociated moods. To be abducted is to be lifted off the ground (ungrounded). To be 

possessed is to lose control over one’s body, mind, and speech. These qualities are present for 

those that experience dissociation, such as out of body experiences and emotional/bodily 

hijackings.  

Unsound is less about naming and corralling the subject towards particular volitional acts, 

but instead nudges and tugs and electrifies bodies in movement in ways that often bypass 

subjectivity or consciousness altogether, much like dissociation. For Goodman, it is precisely 

through our attention to unsound that we might imagine becoming rhythmic otherwise. Erin 

Manning might call this a process of listening for the minor gesture, a gesture that puts pressure 

on the often-strict normative lines drawn by the “major” lines of normativity that demarcate what 

a subject is volitionally able to do or become based on representation, notably subjects interpellated 

by race, class, gender, sexuality, and, for Manning, neurotypicality or able-bodiedness. Manning 

argues that the minor gesture might intervene within the flow of an event operationally, as a kind 

of cut that “make[s] felt” the openings and ruptures that the major would presume do not exist, in 

fact vibrating the perceived stability of these lines in ways that inspire something as yet unfamiliar 

to emerge (Manning 14). In place of agency, which “makes the subject the subject of action,” 

Manning asks: “What if the act did not fully belong to us?” (Manning 16).  For Goodman, tapping 
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into the as yet unactualized potential of unsound as a site to imagine new kinds of rhythmics and 

becomings currently foreclosed by a wielding and control of the sensible through militarized 

technologies may very well produce a minor gesture that cuts the event as it unfolds. If Carol’s 

words leave us wanting, and if EHS advocates encounter resistance within language in their 

attempts to know waves, perhaps attuning ourselves to affective tonality might provide an 

alternative way to experience these illnesses and, perhaps, move us towards a different sensibility 

of how bodily agencies are pulled and nudged and shaped through frequencies on the threshold of 

knowability.  

  Expanding upon Goodman’s discussion of a politics of frequency, I propose what I am 

calling a politics of electromagnetism; such a politics allows us to examine how electromagnetic 

waves mingle with matter in ways both benign and catastrophic, with a specific attention to the 

imperfect ways human bodies attempt to modulate such frequencies through sense perception for 

the purposes of representation and the creation of meaning. Such a politics is less interested in 

ultimately resolving the impossibility of taming or ultimately knowing such waves through the 

tools of representation or mediation—whether through language, or news accounts, or 

spectrometers, or prisms, or WiFi modems, or…—but instead attunes researchers to what it feels 

like to live with these competing waves. This politics of electromagnetism at once allows scholars 

to think small—for certain electromagnetic waves can have a length as small as a photon—and 

astronomically big—for those waves as large as the cosmos—while retaining the humility of 

situated research, one that recognizes and actively exploits the unpredictability of waves given the 

limitations of human sense perception and technologies that render these waves available for such 

senses. As a political project, a politics of electromagnetism allows us to sense how dissociative 

states can be produced atmospherically across populations in unequal ways. Dissociation often 
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renders bodyminds inert, speechless, and numb. These affective states make for populations easier 

to control. If dissociation restricts a bodymind’s access to its history, sensations, perceptions, and 

language, then resistance becomes impossible.  

 That this politics points to the historical, cultural, and political contingencies of what these 

waves mean is of crucial importance. While attempts have been made to parse the different 

functions and qualities of the eight broad categories of waves from Antiquity through the historical 

present—the current categories being radio waves, microwaves, terahertz waves, infrared waves, 

visible light waves, ultraviolet waves, X-rays, and gamma rays—the continuous nature of this 

spectrum highlights the radical indeterminacy of these very categories. For indeed, according to 

the NASA website, these different ways are not necessarily quantitatively different from one 

another—they are comprised, after all, of the same “stuff,” that is, frequencies, wavelengths, and 

energy—yet they come to differentially matter given their qualitatively unique effects on 

biological entities, like human bodies and cells.9 As a methodological orientation, a politics of 

electromagnetism demands quite a different articulation of the stakes and specificity of the 

research question under investigation, for if electromagnetic waves can have a wavelength smaller 

than the nucleus of an atom or a wavelength as large as the (un)known universe itself, scholars can 

no longer take for granted the assumption that audible or visible electromagnetic waves are the 

entire—or even most interesting—story we can tell with waves. Such a politics also muddies the 

waters of reified human sense perception. While my reading of Safe, for instance, attunes to the 

sonic frequencies within the audible bandwidth for humans, I argue that even this specific attention 

to frequencies between 20–20,000 Hertz cannot be contained by the sense of hearing alone. Indeed, 

                                                      
9 https://imagine.gsfc.nasa.gov/science/toolbox/emspectrum1.html  
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the multi-layered sonic landscape of the film plays with pitch to such a degree that it might be 

more accurate to say such sounds are felt within the body in ways that cannot be reduced to hearing 

alone, modulating a body’s affective tonality in ways that do not always crest into conscious 

perception, though move bodies nonetheless. Attuning to the personal narratives of those with EHS 

similarly skirts the thresholds between different registers of the electromagnetic spectrum—from 

radio waves and microwaves to terahertz rays—that similarly enable a new mode of attending to 

frequencies that both fall within and exceed the limitations of visuality, audibility, and 

knowability. 

 My attention to Safe and sufferers of EHS is therefore less about finally coming to terms 

with what competing frequencies mean—a project that will fail from the outset—but to instead 

use these examples to open up the possibilities provided by a politics of electromagnetism, a 

politics that resides within the interstices of sight and hearing, knowledge and becoming, capacity 

and debility.  

 By way of example, we might do well to begin our discussion of EHS to think about how 

limiting narrative can be when those with EHS attempt to name their symptoms with any sort of 

coherence. When attempts are made by those with EHS to narrate their stories, things quickly 

become cloudy, or, as many news outlets describe it, brain foggy. One of the more troubling  

symptoms of EHS results when these electromagnetic waves scramble the brain itself, hijacking 

humans’ very ability to speak their illness with any sort of linguistic coherence. Dafna Tachover, 

founder of the EHS advocacy organization We Are the Evidence (WATE), describes a particularly 

troubling experience she had while flying: “I had to ask the man sitting next to me to stop using 

his iPad. I could not speak.”10 In one of the seminal long form journalistic accounts of EHS in The 

                                                      
10 See Alexa Tsoulis-Reay’s New York Magazine article, “What It’s Like to be Allergic to WiFi.”  
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Washingtonian magazine, one patient realized that “before long her speech became so jumbled 

that she couldn’t form a complete sentence in front of an audience.”11 EHS therefore signals danger 

for its ability to both exceed the grasp of scientific or medical language while simultaneously 

rendering those affected by the illness unable to “form a complete sentence” to adequately make 

meaning. Following de Certeau’s discussion of glossolilas, instead of resolving this incoherence, 

we may do well to dwell within it. Glossolias—those more primitive or excessive uses of language 

of infants, the mad, the pathological—are a kind of form that “crosses through the boundary of 

statements to test the potentialities of the vocal palette, to fill a space of enunciation with 

polyphonic chatter before falling into silence” (De Certeau 32). This particular kind of glossolalia 

stems from both a need on the part of the speaker to utter that which is unspeakable and a belief 

that the unsayable can and must cross that sturdy threshold between nonsense and meaning. When 

academics, especially, are confronted with these stutters and babbles and neoligsms—whether 

from Carol White or those that suffer from EHS—hermeneutics, with its belief in meaning, aims 

to sandpaper the rough texture of such unbearable sounds to trap such vocal gurgles “into a 

semblace of language” (De Certeau  34). If, as De Certeau states, hermeneutics promises that 

language will ultimately organize meaning and articulate something real, it isn’t any wonder that 

those with EHS cannot but brush up against a rationalist discourse that cannot withstand the rupture 

of their mumbles, rendering EHS and those that experience its symptoms as real’s opposite: unreal. 

A politics of electromagnetism, unlike hermeneutics, requires we move alongside representation 

without being subsumed completely by this incomplete knowledge, to nudge us towards how 

questions of affect, intensity, sensation, and sensibility may offer a more complete picture of what 

                                                      

 
11 See Michael J. Gaynor’s The Washingtonian article, “The Town Without WiFi.” 
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might be happening when words inevitably fail us. As Carol’s opening speech makes clear, babbles 

and fragments may not necessarily mean, but they certainly matter.    

Wayward Frequencies 

 I take up electromagnetism not through the lens of the history of science, rather I zoom into 

everyday experiences of those that live with waves. Following in the footsteps of Doughlas Kahn’s 

work in Earth Sound Earth Signal, I resist the temptation to “leapfrog over lived experiences of 

electromagnetism” in favor of a move made by many philosophers of science towards theoretical 

physics, cosmology, or subatomic physics (Kahn 30). While such endeavors are necessary in 

further elaborating the potential of a politics of electromagnetism, my focus will be squarely in the 

throes of the everyday. An extensive historical or scientific study of electromagnetism is therefore 

beyond the scope of the current analysis. It will be enough to state that the electromagnetic 

spectrum has a history beginning in Antiquity when philosophers attempted to come to terms with 

natural phenomenon, like lighting, and interest in this spectrum gains significant steam in the 19th 

century in response to emergent wireless technologies. As Douglas Kahn succinctly states: 

“[u]nderstanding the physical basis of electromagnetic waves is attributed to James Clerk 

Maxwell, who, continuing the work of Michael Faraday, theorized electromagnetic waves in 1864, 

and to Heinrich Hertz, who, two decades later, empirically demonstrated their existence” (Kahn 

50). The electromagnetic spectrum continues to expand given the emergence of new technologies 

that allows humans to probe the microscopically small and astronomically big. Composed of 

perpendicular magnetic and electric properties that may either act as waves or particles depending 

on what different actors require of these waves, electromagnetic waves mean very different things 

to different interested parties. Indeed, they travel within an ontological indeterminacy—wave or 

particle?—that only stabilizes when human sense perception tries to look at them. Scientists use 
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three features of the electromagnetic spectrum to manage and make sense of waves: frequency 

(defined by cycles per minute, or Hertz), wavelength (measured in meters), or energy (the amount 

of energy in a photon for a given ray).   

 Beyond the scientific and engineering interest in waves, we might instead ask when 

humans come to care about or for frequencies. For indeed, electromagnetic waves are as much 

linguistic as they are mathematical, cultural and historical as much as they are scientific. Take, for 

instance, the visible light spectrum, ranging between 1014 and 1016 Hertz, in which all known colors 

available to human sense perception emerge. (Hertz is the unit of measurement we give for events 

per amount of time on the electromagnetic spectrum.) Even a cursory look at anthropological 

literature that attempts to decipher how different societies name colors reveals the slipperiness of 

language in its attempt to (at times, arbitrarily) yolk from this spectrum a single color.  Frequencies 

are also crucially medial: they require a medium—whether air or water or WiFi routers—through 

which to travel and be rendered sensible. In everyday life, humans need frequencies to act in 

predictable ways for the purposes of reifying normative, able-bodied sense perception. In other 

words, human ears rely on frequencies between 20 and 20,000 Hertz to discern pitch, while eyes 

are able to receive colors within the visible light spectrum somewhere between the spectrum listed 

above. Such frequencies are therefore crucial for able-bodied humans to orient themselves through 

time and space, and as a result worlds come to matter through the co-constitution of frequencies 

and bodies. While these frequencies are the ontological, taken-for-granted ground upon which 

sense perception is rendered functional, it is only through language that such frequencies can be 

made operational.  

 Other frequencies come to matter in the affairs of humans when they actively hijack or 

deteriorate bodies through ionizing radiation, such as when X rays or gamma rays cause cancerous 
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cells to explode in bodies. Often these frequencies are rendered perceptible by a linear chart (seen 

in the chart below), in which frequencies decrease from left to right on the page, while along the 

bottom wavelengths increase from left to right, highlighting the inverse proportion between 

frequency and wavelength. (The longer the wavelength, the slower the frequency.) 

 

Figure One: Image of the electromagnetic spectrum.  

 While such visualizations nicely separate these frequencies into blocks of easily discernible 

units, such visualizations belie the unpredictability of such frequencies at certain thresholds. The 

“visible spectrum,” however, offers us a glimpse into just how challenging it can be to cleanly 

parse the function of one frequency to the next. Where on the chart, for instance, does yellow 

become green, specifically? Such indiscernibility within a single sense (in this case, vision) is 

made more complex at the threshold between senses. Take, for instance, a standing wave at 19 Hz, 

what we might call the “ghost frequency.” In his now-mythical article “The Ghost in the Machine,” 

engineer Vic Tandy found himself possessed by feelings of depression and a general uneasiness 

because of working in what was rumored to be a haunted laboratory. While working alone late one 
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night running some tests, Tandy recounts the feeling that “he was being watched” by an unknown 

amorphous “figure” in his peripheral vision, a grey, ominous blob that, in its very shapelessness, 

sent a “cold shiver” running down his spine, inciting this self-described rationalist scientist to terror 

(Tandy 2). The next morning, as happenstance would have it, Tandy returned to his haunted lab to 

suture his fencing sword in preparation for a tournament the same afternoon when he realized the 

blade was vibrating: “If the foil blade was being vibrated it was receiving energy which must have 

been varying in intensity at a rate equal to the resonant frequency of the blade. Energy of the type 

just described is usually referred to as sound” (Tandy 2). After a series of tests, Tandy discovered 

that his lab was haunted not by a spectral otherworldly figure, but was instead housing a low 

frequency standing wave operating somewhere around 19 Hz, straddling the cusp of human sense 

perception between vision and hearing. Future experiments in other supposed haunted places were 

conducted by Tandy and his team, leading him to discover that these places, too, were similarly 

trapping standing waves at around 19 Hz (Tandy 2). This standing wave resonates at the same 

frequency of human eyes, producing the synesthesic, scrambled experience of not quite seeing and 

not quite hearing a rouge frequency. Whether within or between different registers of the 

electromagnetic spectrum, in everyday life such neat separations often do not and cannot stand. 

Electromagnetic Hypersensitivity: An Illness of Perception  

 As we have seen, those with EHS cannot trust language alone to secure a stable meaning of 

the ruinous effects of electromagnetic waves. How, then, do those with EHS render these waves 

perceptible? Such a question is indebted to the work of Michele Murphy in her work Sick Building 

Syndrome, a historical account of the emergence of this aforementioned syndrome that affected 

primarily white female office workers from the late 1970s through the 1990s. Sick building 

syndrome, according to Murphy, rematerialized the bodies of those who experienced its host of 
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nonspecific symptoms, symptoms that could neither be attributed to a single chemical cause within 

antiseptic twentieth-century office buildings, nor made scientifically legible through the tools of 

chemical toxicology. Murphy situates her historical ontology within what she terms a regime of 

perceptibility, probing how something as nebulous as sick building syndrome became knowable, 

became an entity or an event that people could do or say something about, an object or event that, 

depending on the particular historical or cultural angle one approached this syndrome from—and, 

importantly, depending on the kalediscopic visions that could emerge from certain tools and 

practices of those with differing interests and expertise—dramatically transforms what chemicals 

mean and what they can do. EHS advocates similarly attempt to expand the regime of perceptibility 

as such a regime relates to electromagnetic waves using small segments of the electromagnetic 

spectrum—visual light and audible frequencies—to make such frequencies known. While this 

project has important implications for policy, medicine, and psychiatry, I argue that such a 

framework is too limiting if we are to use a politics of electromagnetism. While perceptibility 

necessarily relies on shared knowledge, sensibility offers a more immersive experience of feeling 

and sensation. I also use dissociation as a framework for considering the perceptual and sensible 

difficulties those with EHS and other confounding illnesses as a way to consider alternative forms 

of healing from otherwise intractable diseases.  

EHS Advocates and Perceptibility 

 In the ongoing battle between a largely skeptical scientific community and those with EHS, 

perceptibility becomes a key political tactic for both sides to shore up evidence about what these 

waves mean and what they do. Under this framework, EHS can be conceptualized as an illness of 

perception. Dr. James Hamblin, for instance, brings EHS within the same resonant sphere as 

psychological phobias, drawing an analogy between the problems of testing for EHS in double-
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blind studies with the problem of attempting to test a patient for a fear of heights under similar 

conditions: “The mechanism of the reaction [for those with a fear of heights] works via perception 

of height, not height itself. And I think it can be helpful to think of electromagnetic 

‘hypersensitivity’ in the same way.”12 Perhaps all phobias can be thought of as a problem of 

perception, a problem through which a patient receives a world whose immensity cannot be 

contained by the rationalizing logics of normative sense perception, with vision, especially, 

betraying its stance as guaranteer of objective reality, instead becoming susceptible to an imagined 

magnified threat, creating a worldly topology that shakes the foundations of a patient’s body. To 

cut off sense perception by blindfolding a patient to test if he is “really” height-phobic cannot but 

fail in its attempts to make his illness perceptible: the blindfold ensures that this threatening world 

might be kept at bay, the distance between eye, cloth, and sky containing the excessive 

hyperventilation’s of the phobic patients. If double-blind studies act as blindfolds of their own, so 

the logic goes, then scientific studies cannot but fail in their attempt to render EHS scientifically 

captured. 

 Perhaps surprisingly, those that experience EHS similarly claim EHS is an illness of 

perception.  However the direction of the claim is reversed: the problem rests in the very inability 

to render electromagnetic waves perceptible to a larger lay and scientific community that creates 

the most problems for those who experience EHS’ ruinous effects. Returning to the EHS advocacy 

website We Are the Evidence (WATE), the site claims that, “EHS sufferers often say that if only 

everyone could see Wi-Fi, pulsing and throbbing across boulevards and down highways, zipping 

out of storefronts and around corners, they’d understand.”13 To animate “Wi-Fi” in this way—as 

                                                      
12 See Alison Nastasi’s Gizmodo article, “Is Electromagnetic Hypersensitivity a Real Illness?” 

 
13 See WATE’s website, https://wearetheevidence.org/electromagnetic-sensitivity/. 
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an actor that “pulses” and “throbs” and “zips”—is to attempt to remedy the failure of human sense 

perception that simply cannot see, and therefore cannot do something about, these waves that 

literally traffic in the mundane infrastructures of our everyday lives. In the documentary 

Resonance: Beings of Frequency by James Russell, the failure for human sense perception to make 

such frequencies perceptible results in a doubling-down on the truth telling potential of vision; 

images of a lone blue eye are continually inserted throughout the film’s diegesis, at times 

aggressively demanding viewers to “see” the truth of what, for EHS users, can only be felt.14 One 

particular visualization offers us a window into a European street corner, pedestrians walking 

absentmindedly in front of the film camera, many with smartphones in hand, as the screen is 

overlaid with hundreds of white concentric circles accompanied by an increasingly unrelenting 

static drone. While we will return to the ways EHS advocates importantly work to make 

electromagnetic waves audible (as this scene attests), its the visual chaos of the ghostly white 

frequencies that ultimately creates the greatest feelings of dread and paranoia, ignited by an 

unwanted intimacy with ubiquitous rays and human bodies.  

 In another crucial moment in the documentary, Russell attempts to highlight how birds 

might “see” the magnetic waves that emanate from the earth for the purposes of directing these 

birds in space, an argument that attempts to connect the ways biological entities routinely use 

electromagnetism in ways that may not always be perceptible. A camera zooms among a green 

canopy sequestered between mountains on both sides, a quiet river below, when a ghostly, 

incandescent fog appears in the middle of the screen, morphing its shape as the camera moves 

amongst and through this pristine natural landscape, following this apparition based on the barely-

                                                      

 

14 See James Russell’s Resonance: Frequencies of Being.   
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perceptible presence. This literal bird’s-eye-view attempts once again to visualize that which 

remains elusive to human sense perception, its guiding ghostly force suggestive of the ways such 

immaterial electromagnetic waves may orient our bodies and psyches in time and space despite 

remaining just beyond our perceptual reach. What’s more, the figure of a ghost further attests to 

the life and death stakes of ignoring such waves to humans’ peril.  

 While visualizations of electromagnetic waves do much of the heavy lifting in terms of 

rendering such waves perceptible, EHS advocates routinely attempt to make such waves audible 

through the use of EMF detectors that transform these immaterial waves into grating, atonal noise. 

Jeoromy Johnson15, a longtime EHS advocate and former Silicon Valley engineer, has tutorials on 

his website highlighting the effectiveness of these technologies and their ability to expose “dirty 

electricity” that litter the nooks, crannies, and open spaces of many urban and suburban homes. In 

his demonstration of the Gigahertz Solutions HF Analyzer, for instance, Johnson’s disembodied 

arm holds the device as one would a magic wand at various EMF emitters, pointing his rod (or 

weapon?) at everything from a large cell phone antenna and an at home WiFi router, to cordless 

phones and smart meters. And as if by magic, each pointing gesture renders these invisible, 

competing frequency waves disturbingly audible, crackling and snapping and droning into 

existence with the simple flick of a button, bending to the will of these technological devices held 

by a white male hand. Interspersed between each demonstration are title cards that transform the 

already mediated sounds into onomonopiatic text, Johnson telling his YouTube audience that a 

cell antenna has a “high pitched” sound with some “irregular rat-tat-tat” noise along with a “lower, 

regular bouncing pulse” (YouTube). A 2.4 GHz WiFi router, on the other hand, sings quite a 

                                                      
15 Jeromey Johnson’s Website: https://www.emfanalysis.com/.   
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different, “regular rat-tat-tat” tune, while the “smart” meter “chick-chick-chick[’s]” along with 

such irregular pulsations that each individual click cannot be discerned by human ears given that 

each click occurs each millisecond (YouTube). The audio alone, it seems, isn’t enough to secure 

the stability of these noises; as the title cards demonstrate, such sounds must necessarily be 

concretized through language, directing us to hear these noises in particular ways through 

Johnson’s guidance. What’s more, the irregular pulsations that noisily infect the ears of those 

within this device’s audible range can quiet easily be thought of as noise pollution, further reifying 

EMF waves as “dirty electricity.”  

 These attempts at rendering waves perceptible  results in a stalemate between scientists and 

those who experience EHS. Perhaps Safe holds open the promise for a different—and indeed, more 

expansive—way to conceptualize the full impact of electromagnetic waves.  

Melodramatic Waves  

 That electromagnetic waves continually escape humans’ ability to tame them with the tools 

of representation does not mean that they cannot be made sensible through certain aesthetic forms. 

Perceptibility is only ever part of the story, and a rather limited one at that. Melodrama, on the 

other hand, is a uniquely suited genre to explore how representation broadly and language in 

particular stages the problem of how humans are meant to contain worlds that exceed their ability 

to speak them. To even say that melodrama is a genre is itself a bit of a misnomer, for it may be 

more accurate to say that melodrama is a genre on a threshold of genre as such. If, as Lauren 

Berlant claims, the historical elongated present is marked less by the waning of affect and more 

by the waning of genre, melodrama may very well be the best chance we have at attempting to 

render sensible the sinking feeling that there are forces beyond our control shaping and speaking 
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through us.16 As Jonathan Goldberg argues in his discussion of the melodramatic films of Douglas 

Sirk, Rainer Werner Fassbinder, and Todd Haynes, melodrama exposes the radical contingency of 

language to secure a characters’ coherent sense of a singular, nameable subjectivity. Riffing on 

Haynes’ own theorization of what he calls a homoaesthetics17, Goldberg argues that melodrama 

provides the opportunity to glimpse how subjectivity is always-already in excess of our attempts 

to name its supposed singularity, instead highlighting how individual characters manage the at 

times unbearable difference within their supposedly singular selves. That melodrama points to the 

latent multiplicity of human bodyminds necessarily invokes dissociation. Goldberg finds within 

melodrama what he calls an aesthetics of (im)possibility, an aesthetics that has less to do with 

mining a character’s inner psychology and more to do with “the placement of its characters in a 

mise-en-scene that exceeds them: ‘their’ words don’t belong to them” (Goldberg 39). Much like 

Carol’s speech that opened our discussion, characters within melodrama—particularly under 

Haynes’ direction—are often tasked with the impossible gambit of articulating that which eludes 

signification; these characters are left to use a language to express what remains occult to the social 

and historical as such. If, as Goldberg argues, melodrama presents us with characters that are not 

up to the task of managing the crushing too-much-ness of their social and historical moment, 

exposing how humans are continuously caught up in a world that exceeds their ability to withstand 

or make sense of such a world through language, melodrama ignites potentially new ways of 

thinking, seeing, and perceiving the world under question. That such an aesthetics blends music, 

text, and image to “enhance” one another necessarily means, according to Goldberg, that these 

                                                      
16 See Berlant’s Cruel Optimism.   

 
17 Haynes, Todd. “Homoaesthetics and Querelle. subjects/objects 3, 1985, 71—99.  
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mixtures “baffle literary legibility” (Goldberg xi). All for the better, I might argue, in our attempts 

to do a politics of electromagnetism through melodrama. And while Goldberg limits his discussion 

to how melodrama enacts new visions for creating worlds differently, I would venture to say that 

within a politics of electromagnetism, we might instead feel our way towards a world not-yet-

articulated that exceed the visual. Vision, of course, is part of the story, but not only. What unites 

a politics of electromagnetism with melodrama is their shared sensibility that something may be 

amiss or at play in our world that cannot be reduced to language, yet moves our bodies nonetheless.  

Safety Not Guaranteed  

Let’s return once again to Carol’s speech that opened this essay. There’s the temptation to 

piece together these puzzle pieces to decipher what Carol is really saying and, more to the point, 

what is really wrong with her, what mysterious substance within the modern city landscape may 

be penetrating her flesh and lungs. The film, however, does not lead us to such easy solutions, 

despite all signs that point to a mystery that could be solved if only the right psychic or 

environmental or discourse magic bullet could be found. If, as Susan Porter argues, Safe is a film 

that comments upon the “epistemological limitations” of cinematic narrative form in its attempt to 

produce identification between spectator and character, Carol’s performance in this scene brings 

such limitations into sharp relief (Porter 127). The film urgently presents us with the problem of 

insides and outsides: is Carol’s illness from the natural environment of foods and vitamins and 

chemicals, or the smog and noise and technologies of industrialization, or the depths of a psyche 

that is in any event quite susceptible anyway, inviting the kind of destruction that might be staved 

off by an ego more secure, less pathologically receptive? 

To think with Safe’s complexity is to be met with a challenge to disciplinary academic 

knowledges that either take interior psychic life as holding the clue to a subject’s being (a la 
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psychoanalysis) or more contemporary conversations within certain strands of affect theory that 

rely on the surface to gather evidence, an orientation that leaves little recourse to theorize 

intentional subjectivity in considering how bodies move and are moved. Lisa Blackman calls this 

the problem of “how we live singularity in the face of multiplicity” (Blackman 2). What follows, 

therefore, are readings that attempt to meet the complexity of Carol’s illness, torqueing between 

interior and exterior, yet irreducible to either.  

We might say that that Carol is largely out of tune with—or, perhaps, pathologically tuned 

into—the increasingly noisy toxic milieu that is unable to sustain a coherent sense of self and 

bodily integrity. Take, for example, a particularly alienating scene in the beginning of the film 

when Carol is having her kitchen repainted. The thickly layered sonic landscape produces a sense 

of mundane unease, one in which Carol and the viewer become attuned to the sounds that burrow 

in eardrums like the chemicals bent on attacking Carol’s immune system. We see Carol head on 

in deep focus. A slight dolly zoom creates a spatial order that is itself monstrous, impending, 

slightly unreal. We hear painters speaking in Spanish to one another as they make white walls 

whiter, the sticky density of fresh paint smacking against our ears while rollers drag along walls; 

we hear Carol’s housekeeper spraying sprays upon silver as she gossips in Spanish to her new co-

worker about her demanding employer; we see Carol, head on, staring blankly, distantly, at a 

television set (the film camera) as she slowly and maddeningly guzzles a tall glass of milk, the 

thick liquid made audible as it oozes down Carol’s throat; a television talking head discussing the 

case of Elizabeth Bouvier attempting to starve herself; and lastly, the aforementioned chopping 

helicopter ultimately drowning out the domestic symphony competing for the audience’s aural 

attention. Throughout the film such layering of sounds—often accompanied by unsettling synth 

music that drones—speaks to the ways private domestic space is always-already permeable to the 
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sonically demanding public.  

That Safe presents us with the impossibility of theorizing cause and effect as exemplified 

by a thick sonic layering within the film—sonic cues that overwhelmingly stem from rather 

ruinous technologies embedded in Carol’s landscape—we can further probe this film to think about 

our own contemporary moment saturated with digital technologies. Radio, for instance, features 

prominently in the film. Following Blackman, in thinking about the materiality of radio as a 

medium, we can begin to notice the ways through which radio transmission—and in particular, 

emissions of signal through electromagnetic frequencies—call upon hotly contested histories of 

bodily anxieties of permeability and penetration at the hand of such invisible forces and, more to 

the point, of government conspiracies bent on population control and management. In the post-

World War II era in the US, for instance, we see a rising concern around something called the 

“microwave auditory effect” (sometimes referred to as the Frey Effect, named after the 

neuroscientist Allan H. Frey), in which the US military attempted to transmit clicks through 

microwave frequencies to disrupt the thought processes of human receptors. In addition to these 

more insidious (real or imagined) uses for radio waves, Blackman discusses how early twentieth-

century reception of the radio and other nascent communication technologies linked such 

technologies with the paranormal, the spectral, the ghostly. What the radio provides for is a kind 

of touching at a distance, a technically mediated synasthesic experience in which two human 

bodies need not interact for exchange, touch, and language to interpenetrate. What’s more, the 

radio opens up avenues for thinking about the immaterial flows that press upon, orient, and 

penetrate bodies. The radio “was a technique that could induce mass-mediated suggestion or what 

was also understood as ‘contagion without contact’” (Blackman 32). Blackman’s language is 

telling here: the radio held the anxious potential to compel audiences into a brain dead mass of 
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followers spread through “contagion” without touch. Importantly, radio emerges at a historical 

moment alongside the rise of psychological theories that link civilization with rationality, white 

masculinity, and inhibition against animalistic instincts in direct opposition to the lurking mimetic 

suggestibility burrowed within “backwards” populations linked with animality, femininity, and 

colonial bodies.  

That Carol has become an antenna of sorts throughout the course of the film—modulating 

the soundscape around her in an attempt to transmit something that edges towards understanding—

tells us something about her final speech, one that imperfectly attempts to attune itself to the 

competing frequencies that collide upon Carol’s fleshy, susceptible body. Indeed, Carol frequently 

seeks the advice of radio commentators, TV talking heads, and self-help tapes listened to on her 

Walkman in order to determine the precise modulation that might reattune her body and psyche to 

an increasingly hostile world.  

So where does this leave us? Let’s turn to the final scene of the film. Carol, in a kind of 

return to the wound, ends her birthday by moving into an igloo-shaped home for one, barred from 

the bombardments of an outside, an overhead light casting uneven shadows across her face as she 

slowly stands from her bed, breathing tank in hand, to stare in the room’s one mirror (the film 

camera). She stares, head on, hair pulled, face bruised, as she restates verbatim a mantra an older 

member of the health camp had used to cure herself when her own body had reached ruins: “I love 

you. I love you. I really love you. I love you.” Her words do not so much shake as vibrate through 

her mouth, not exactly unsure as unsaturated, the “really” neither punctuated nor fully felt. Her 

facial expression offers just enough of a smooth surface upon which we as viewers might project 

all sorts of emotional significance—acceptance, despair, confusion, or most probably 

ambivalence. This scene encapsulates a central component of dissociation: depersonalization. 
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Often those that experience depersonalization comment that they don’t recognize the person they 

see looking back at them in a mirror. Carol’s non-recognition and lack of vitality suggest her illness 

has become dissociative. Carol’s depersonalization is so deep that, in an earlier moment in the 

film, she forgets where she is, crying with the voice of a small child while seeking relief in her 

husband’s embrace. The long take lingers as we watch Carol search the mirror, and we are left 

with the sinking discomfort that this, too, is no ending at all.  

Conclusion: Sense or Sensibility 

“[M]y theory is that once you become affected by the radiation, something happens to the 

nervous system and it recognizes the radiation as a threat and then reacts to warn the body that 

something is wrong. So while the first reaction was to wireless, I then started to react to anything 

with vibrations, anything that the nervous system detected, so I started to be affected by 

electricity, then light and sound… It’s like being in a prison cell. I haven’t been to the movies 

for five years.”  

 

— Dafna Tachover, in a 2015 interview with New York Magazine 

 

Haynes’ film does not offer much by way of a solution to the problem of EHS. What it 

does provide for, however, is a way of attuning to frequencies and to the imperfect ways such 

frequencies are modulated in the service of representation. The immaterial does not so much find 

form in Haynes’ film but rather exposes form’s limits: what we are left with after viewing the film 

is a catharsis unattained, a moment held open, in tension, a representation that overflows with 

affective excess. While many, including myself, have read Safe for its melodramatic genre 

conventions, others place this work within the horror genre. I would make the argument that such 

a label is most accurate if we are to take seriously the sonic elements of the film, elements that 

actively hijack the bodies of audience members by modulating their affective tonality, causing 

shoulders to slowly rise to ears, neck muscles to clench in tension, eyes to turn or squint against 

the screen, or ears left ringing with the slow encroachment of tinnitus long after the closing credits 
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roll. Viewers momentarily inhabit a dissociated boydmind. Instead of knowledge, insight, or 

representation, what we get is a sinking feeling that something is not right: with Carol, with 

chemicals, with the film’s ability to make sense of these frequencies that cannot be captured by 

language yet move bodies nonetheless. As I have shown throughout this chapter, such an aesthetic 

intervention allows for something altogether different than attempts made by EHS advocates to 

make electromagnetic frequencies known to a larger scientific or lay audience through the tools of 

perceptibility—tools that attempt to contain frequencies that are beyond human sense perception 

within the holds of vision or hearing. As We Are the Evidence states, “WATE’s ability to compel 

action on the epidemic of electrosensitivity depends on our capacity to prove it. The evidence is 

the people who have become sick by wireless technology.” In order for those with EHS to be taken 

seriously—in order for EHS sufferers to gain access to medical care, policy change, and new 

telecommunications regulations—evidence must be presented and proof verified by larger 

medical, scientific, and legal entities that can cleanly articulate how one specific frequency impacts 

human bodies in scientifically legible ways. Haynes’ film, unbeholden to such a project, instead 

eschews knowledge to give us a glimpse into how it feels to be caught within competing 

frequencies that may or may not leave waste to bodies in unpredictable and unequal ways. Like an 

oscillating wave, Haynes’ Carol is similarly left in a circular temporality, one that causes trouble 

for the more linear logics of cause and effect necessary for scientific validation.  

As the quote opening this conclusion makes clear, EHS and Safe both resonate around a 

desire to make the vibrations of everyday life sensible. While EHS advocates routinely do this by 

parsing, selecting, separating, and clarifying competing frequencies in an effort to distinguish 

between the good and the bad, Safe rejects such a project from the outset, throwing audience and 

character alike into a muddled sea of frequencies that can never be fully contained or stabilized. 
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EHS advocates are required to have some faith in scientific logics of cause and effect if they are 

to commit themselves to the task of making life livable in an era of ubiquitous wireless computing. 

Safe, on the other hand, offers a decidedly more ambivalent scenario, one that exposes the radical 

indeterminacy of deciphering cause and effect when frequencies are in play. A politics of 

electromagnetism similarly remains agnostic when it comes to deciphering cause in effect: there 

is no view from outside, only an immersive stance from within. What both EHS advocates and 

Safe share in common, however, is in their committed efforts to offer glimpses into the ways that 

slightly wayward, sometimes rogue, always unpredictable vibrations can knock a subject or a body 

off its axis of legibility. It only takes a nudge. 
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Chapter Two:  
“Let Justice be Done though the Heaven’s Fall”  

Exploring Better Call Saul’s (2016—2022) Dissociated Diegesis  

 

 We hear Chuck McGill (Michael MacKean) before we see him. He’s Jimmy McGill’s (Bob 

Odenkirk) brother, a character quite different from the slick, smart-talking Jimmy/Saul viewers 

met in Breaking Bad.  In the pilot for the Breaking Bad spin-off, Better Call Saul, viewers watch 

as Jimmy McGill approaches Chuck’s house and engages in a handful of curious rituals. We first 

see Jimmy dwarfed in an extreme long shot standing crouched over a black mailbox. Chuck’s 

lavish house is enormous. It’s night. We hear wind dance its way through giant, peaceful trees. As 

Jimmy approaches his brother’s back door, we see a close-up of his finger getting zapped, sparks 

splashing away from his finger, by a small device. We then see Jimmy in a medium shot bathed in 

squares of soft yellow light. He enters what appears to be an empty dark front hall. The scene is 

cavernously black, the lone rectangle of yellow light illuminating an open fuse box with wires torn 

and strewn about. In the distance we hear the diegetic sound of tapping—the sound of an old-

fashioned type writer. From off-screen Chuck calls out: “Did you ground yourself?” We then see 

Jimmy approach the camera and light a flame, igniting a large gas lantern that sputters to life. The 

sound of flame, gas, and typing blend together. We follow Jimmy as his lamp reveals more curious 

clues in the mise-en-scene: a light socket spitting out more wires; an oversized cooler filled with 

ice and groceries; a handful of kerosine gas containers. Viewers learn later that these visual cues 

foreshadow the reason for Chuck’s isolation: he suffers from electromagnetic hypersensitivity 

(EHS), colloquially known as a “wifi allergy.”  

 The scene then cuts to an over-the-shoulder shot of Chuck at his desk. He holds up a finger 

as his brother attempts to talk to him, and soon tells his brother he’s writing a letter to a Professor 

in Helsinki because he read the researchers data on Zebra Fish and electromagnetism. We then cut 
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to a medium shot facing Chuck. Behind him is a large library, more gas lamps, and a fashionable, 

though dark, set of mid-century living room furniture. The three gas lamps that illuminate the space 

produce something like an iris shot, the borders of the shot subsuming into a circle blackness. We 

soon see the full room in deep focus. We hear more gas, the ticking of a clock, the tapping of keys. 

Shadows swallow the space. We see one small window with the blinds drawn. The room is 

beautifully cold and insular, closed off and self-contained.  

 Jimmy is here to convince Chuck to cash out of his partnership at the lucrative law firm 

Hamlin, Hamlin, and McGill, given that Jimmy is fed up with the small paychecks he receives as 

a public defender. The two fight for some time, with Jimmy trying to convince Chuck he’s not 

well enough nor rich enough to sustain his present situation of isolation. Chuck begins to calmly 

but resolutely state that he’s going to make a full recovery, but Jimmy doesn’t let up. He warns 

Chuck he’ll be kicked out on the streets where “electromagnetism will rain down on him” if he 

chooses not to cash out his partnership. When Chuck remains unmoved, Jimmy accuses Chuck’s 

law partner, Howard, is making him look like a chump. Chuck is seated on the living room couch 

as Jimmy looms over him, standing, pointing a finger in his face. It’s only then that Chuck begins 

to yell back, his face framed by white light, tears welling in his fearful eyes. “I’m going to get 

better! I’m going back to work and I’m going to pick up where I left off!” His voice cracks, 

betraying his uncertainty, his terror.  

 The play between sound, lighting, depth of focus, and mise-en-scene in this moment produce 

a sympathetic portrait of Chuck. He’s fiercely intelligent, proud, and dedicated above all to the 

dictates of the law. His argument with Jimmy reveals the divergent motivations of both characters: 

Jimmy feels resentful of his meager position and wants, above all, to make fast money; Chuck’s 

motivation revolves around patience, logic, and a complete overlap between his moral worldview 
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and the letter of the law. The tension between these characters animates much of what follows in 

the coming seasons. That is, the duel between Jimmy/Saul’s relentless pursuit of his personal goals 

and Chuck’s staunch rejection of his brother’s advances. Jimmy/Saul’s best attempt at getting his 

goals met revolve around manipulation, while Chuck overidentifies with the cold rationality of the 

law. As we’ll see later in this chapter, Chuck’s greatest strength—his intellect—is ultimately his 

greatest downfall.   

 Chuck McGill is an ideal character to explore the relationship between environmental 

sensitivities, dissociation, and ubiquitous electronic media. I approach dissociation through a few 

nested registers. The first is through televisual form. By paying close attention to mise-en-scene 

(extreme camera angles, lighting, shot distance, sound) and editing (montage, flashbacks, jump-

cuts) in the first three seasons of Better Call Saul, I develop the concept of what I’m calling a 

dissociated diegesis. By a dissociated diegesis, I mean a diegetic world where discontinuous film 

techniques enable viewers to experience, on a phenomenological level, what dissociation feels 

like. There are three central components of a dissociated diegesis, including: derealized editing 

techniques, a depersonal mise-en-scene, and detemporal shots.  

Introduction:  

Key Terms for a Dissociated Diegesis  
 

 Derealized editing techniques include long exposure shots, high contrast, stedicam shots, 

and grating, atonal sounds that produce environments that feel threatening and otherworldly. Like 

derealization proper, the combination of these techniques make the diegetic world feel alien, 

strange, and too-close. Such techniques enable viewers to experience what EHS might feel like for 

a character whose experience of reality isn’t shared by most. Derealization as a psychological 

phenomenon often makes sufferers feel as though reality is unreal—like a dream, or a movie, or 

two-dimensional. By using film techniques that bring attention to the constructedness of what’s 
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seen on screen, audiences can reflect on how they may also experience derealization on a more 

quotidian, everyday basis. This is especially true in our media saturated environment. When 

distractions abound—television, computer, and smartphone screens offering escape from a 

boydmind’s grounding in time and space—“reality’s” ontological status falters. Those that 

experience derealization aren’t so much alienated from a shared reality as they are dissociated from 

the possibility of grounding in time and space at all. New worlds are produced through the 

perceptual upsets caused by derealization that make successful communication, understanding, 

and healing impossible.  

 A depersonal mise-en-scene places viewers within the “out-of-body” experience often 

described by those who struggle with dissociation. Film techniques that accomplish this include 

disrupting continuity editing in subtle ways, particularly through playing with shot-reverse-shot 

expectations for viewers and point-of-view shots. Instead of moving back and forth between 

characters speaking and adhering to the 180-degree rule, a depersonal point-of-view shot cuts back 

and forth between characters from multiple angles, including extreme high and low angles. The 

more stress Chuck is under, the more he’s shot from extreme angles. This mimics the sensation of 

depersonalization. It’s as though the camera stands in for the “out of body” experience Chuck 

negotiates while trying to maintain composure in the face of environmental, emotional, and 

psychological threats. Shot distance also enables sensations of “out-of-bodiedness,” particularly 

by having the camera slowly pull away from a character about to escape his bodymind in 

sometimes subtle, often dramatic ways.  

 The third competent of a dissociated diegesis—and the most critical to my argument—is the 

use of detemporal shots. While depersonalization and derealization are two concepts readily 

available in psychological literature, detemporalization isn’t yet a concept in psychology or culture 
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more broadly. I develop this concept of detemporalization to get at the temporal upsets produced 

by dissociation. Instead of relying on Freudian concepts of repression to consider how neurotic 

patients are plagued by reminiscences and stuck in the past, I use detemporalization to consider 

how multiple currents of time move through a dissociated bodymind in often unpredictable and/or 

imperceptible ways. To acknowledge detemporal experiences of time is to acknowledge the 

inherent multiplicity of bodyminds. For Chuck’s character, I argue that he has numerous 

unacknowledged “parts” that each experience time differently. These parts hold certain cast-off 

emotional experiences—particularly vulnerability, grief, uncertainty, and confusion—that Chuck 

can’t withstand in his everyday life. As a result, he routinely splits, literally, in the face of profound 

stress. Chuck understands these moments of rupture through his EHS (self-)diagnosis. The threats 

he faces are from without, from his media-saturated environment. When he experiences an attack, 

his face fractures into a kaleidoscope of different expressions throughout the series. When these 

various faces emerge, they overlap and blend into one another. Each face communicates a different 

affective experience. This temporal and spatial confusion of his form suggests that time is thick 

and undifferentiated for Chuck’s bodymind. Some parts of Chuck experience time as linear and 

rational, while other parts experience time as frozen, dammed up, or discontinuous. The inability 

for Chuck to recognize his detemporal existence renders him unable to reconcile his various parts 

and leaves him stranded in an ontological wasteland where he’s unable to relate to other characters 

who are themselves grounded in a different ontological reality.  

 In addition to using televisual form to explore dissociation, I also analyze the institutions 

that structurally produce sensations of dissociation across populations in the Breaking Bad 

universe. Notable examples in Saul include the law, medicine, psychiatry, and the domestic sphere. 

As Chuck navigates these institutions to resolve his symptoms associated with EHS—including 
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isolation, derealization, depersonalization, and detemporalization—he’s unable to find relief. This, 

I argue, is a feature of these systems rather than a bug. That the law and medicine rely on rationality 

and logic to enact justice and healing respectively means that those plagued by dissociation can 

only be read as illegible, hysterical, and untreatable. Viewers are given insight into the insidious 

ways these institutions operate in their own lives beyond the television screen. If the very act of 

watching television is itself a dissociative experience, then Saul actively encourages its potentially 

dissociated viewers to witness the ways our media-saturated, hyper-rational environments can 

make hypersensitives of us all.  

 Chuck’s quest to understand his symptoms aren’t simply a battle over what his sensations 

mean. His struggle is an ontological tug-of-war between himself, his brother, his doctors, his 

therapists, his collogues, electrons, batteries, cell phone towers, and other invisible forces. We see 

throughout the first three seasons that most in Chuck’s orbit are both sympathetic towards and 

accommodating of his illness. His status as a rich, white, successful lawyer assures him leeway 

and consideration wherever he chooses to go. Yet these accommodations don’t address the core of 

his symptoms. He doesn’t get better even though he has almost omnipotent control over his 

environment. Very few, save for one doctor, question (outright) how Chuck creates meaning from 

his illness. For Chuck and those he interacts with, the stakes are an ontological struggle over the 

nature of reality itself. No matter how respectful, understanding, and empathic characters are in 

relating to Chuck’s understanding of his illness, Chuck and these characters cannot connect due to 

a significant difference in their ontological groundings in reality. Dissociation and debilitating 

illness create the world anew. As we saw in Safe, dissociation is largely an illness of perception 

and sensation. What Chuck’s character tells us is that we don’t yet fully understand the ways 

psychological states, environmental enmeshment, personal traumatic history, and bodily 
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sensations work together. What Chuck’s unique predicament lays bare is the possibility for better 

appreciating these relationships through the lens of dissociation and an understanding that Chuck 

has many dissociated parts. The part-objects, as Deleuze or Klein might call them, within Chuck 

are each uniquely sensible to environmental, emotional, and psychological triggers. Something 

within Chuck remains mysterious and unresolved. This mystery cannot be cracked using the tools 

of medicine, or psychiatry, or the law, or electrons. Chuck himself is unable to crack the mystery 

within himself. While self-knowledge remains out of reach for Chuck and the audience, his 

perceptions, sensations, and body offer tantalizing clues. In our own era of ubiquitous computing, 

big data, surveillance, and dividuality, knowledge about ourself/selves may also be unavailable or 

actively foreclosed. What remains is a form of cultural dissociation. We may not know how our 

environment unstitches us from time and space, but we can follow the clues of our perceptions and 

sensations to consider a question unasked by affect theory: what happens when our bodyminds can 

no longer move? What does it mean to be numb?  

Scene Setting: 
Chirality in Breaking Bad 

 

 Walter White (Bryan Cranston) introduces the concept of chemical “chirality” in season one 

of Breaking Bad, a central and persistent theme around which both that series and Better Call Saul 

resonate. According to White’s lecture, chirality describes chemicals that are “non-superimposable 

mirror images” of each other, that is, chemicals whose mirror images enact different energetic and 

chemical possibilities that cannot be twisted or turned in such a way to ever overlap with one 

another neatly. Chirality as a metaphor makes tangible the different existences that reside within a 

singular character’s body within the Breaking Bad universe. We see this most readily in the initial 

bifurcation between Walter White’s downtrodden and meek existence with that of his non-

superimposable mirror image of Heisneburg, the megalomaniacal meth dealer that emerges over 
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the course of five seasons after his stage three lung cancer diagnosis. The first two seasons suggest 

that Walt’s personality change emerges due to the financial stress he faces when his insurance and 

meager salary as a high school chemistry teacher mean that his family’s financial present and 

future are under serious jeopardy. Walt and viewers alike are led to believe that capitalism is the 

true cancer that eats away at his and his family’s futurity. The ninth episode of Season two (“4 

Days Out”), however, stands as a turning point for Walt’s character arc and our understanding of 

his split selves. In the final moments of the episode, Walt and his family learn that his cancer is in 

significant remission after a successful run of chemotherapy. Upon hearing the news, Walt enters 

a bathroom and catches his reflection in the shiny chrome of a paper towel dispenser. In a series 

of chaotic discontinuous shots and jump cuts, Walt begins frantically punching his reflection over 

and over, his knuckles bleeding, his breath quickening. The resultant images produce a distorted 

reflection, one that makes certain vectors on his face elastic, his center gobbled by a series of 

grotesque teeth (his fist-prints).  
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Figures 1 and 2: Images of Walter White’s chiaral image in Breaking Bad (2008-2013). 

 
 These series of images do something more than double Walt’s personality: he’s not simply 

a Jekyll and Hyde, bifurcated straight down the middle of opposing good and bad forces, or 

between criminal and law abiding citizen. Instead, his reflection eats itself into a multiplicity in 

which stable self-states are indiscernible. Like the discontinuous editing style used to simulate 

Walt’s own disorientation and fury, his reflection is similarly spread into parts that neither conform 

to a whole nor separate into cleanly identifiable parts. The images are at turns menacing and 

contemplative, with a grainy bend of light and space at the center around which his teeth, hair, 

eyes, noses, and ears balloon and swirl around. In Guattari’s language, his once identifiable 

faciality becomes deterritorialized to such a degree that Walt’s personhood turns ghostly, garish, 

and ghoulish. This is not a case of split personality, but of a transformation or exposure of 

something far more complex.  

 Images like the one above lay the groundwork for a further exploration of dissociation and 

multiplicity in the Better Call Saul universe. In this moment with Walt, we see the beginnings of 

a depersonal mise-en-scene. As stated in my introduction, depersonalization produces a feeling 

that a person is watching themselves from outside their body. While Walt doesn’t fit this 

description of depersonalization, his mirror-image suggests that he doesn’t have a solid grasp on 

his internal affective states. When patients are living with depersonalization, they often don’t 
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recognize themselves in a mirror. In this scene, the opposite occurs. The image reflects Walt’s true 

nature, both for himself and the audience. I introduce this image as it foreshadows what we see of 

Chuck in Better Call Saul. Whereas Walt’s distorted reflection offers a moment of recognition, 

Chuck’s mirror images have the opposite effect.  

When The World is Too Close:  
Derealized Editing and Mise-en-Scene  
 

 
Figure 3: An example of Chuck’s derealization. Note the use of high contrast, long exposure, and blurred lines. 

 

Attending Chuck’s experience of depersonalization is another dissociative phenomenon: 

that of derealization. As I discussed in Chapter One, electromagnetic hypersensitivity produces a 

host of sensorial and perceptual upsets that make living in contemporary technocratic societies 

near-impossible. In much of Season 1, Chuck’s illness is made perceptible through his attempts of 

navigating his derealized environment. Chuck’s derealization becomes felt for viewers through 

high contrast, the distortion of colors (particularly from neon signs or lightbulbs), sound, and long 

exposure aesthetics. In Season 1, Episode 4 (“Hero”), Chuck ventures outside for the first time in 

the series. He opens his front door and is met with a shock of white light. Non-diegetic sound 

envelopes viewers to an aural landscape that’s piercing and intrusive. From Chuck’s point of view, 

we hear and see a telephone pole throbbing with atonal and dissonant sounds, the edges of the 

frame covered in the space blanket he wears to protect himself from electromagnetism. We see an 

image of Chuck’s many faces exploding into a series of heads that betray a number of emotions (a 

technique explored in more depth in season 3), jostling Chuck into a state of multiplicity and 
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depersonalization. A series of discontinuous jump cuts thrusts Chuck between different 

spatiotemporal coordinates, like a Maya Deren dream sequence. He crosses a street and a car horn 

echoes its sound for an elongated aural moment, disrupting Chuck’s groundings in continuous 

time. His body rushes as the sound elongates and repeats, a signal of Chuck’s detemporalization 

(more on that below). In a comic twist, as the sound reaches a fever pitch, the camera suddenly 

jumps to a different point of view: that of Chuck’s elderly neighbor watching him running in circles 

with a space blanket. The sound cuts dramatically to near-silence. We begin to hear birds chirping 

and lawn mowing, the quiet quotidian sounds of affluent suburbia. When placed back into the 

shoes of a non-dissociative point of view, we enter an entirely different experience: we see an old 

man hunched in a space blanket darting and dodging in ways that do not make perceptual sense. 

The play between Chuck’s derealized environment—one that wobbles, one that is perceptually 

hyperfocused on electromagnetism—and non-dissociative points of view are a central technique 

used throughout the series to highlight the profound disruption dissociation has on individual 

characters.  

 While the series begins by sympathetically portraying Chuck as plagued by a physical 

ailment, the series soon questions Chuck’s perception. In season one, Chuck suffers an attack 

extreme enough to warrant a hospital stay. His agitation in response to florescent lights, heart 

monitors, and other electronic devices that surround his hospital bed become a barrier to him 

accessing medical care. His doctor from the outset “proves” Chuck’s illness is psychological in 

nature, rather than physical, by covertly turning on a piece of medical equipment while speaking 

with a lucid Chuck: only Jimmy and the audience are privy to her surreptitious move. No 

derealization occurs, and Chuck appears grounded in space and time. His response doesn’t align 

with what we know of Chuck’s illness. There’s no hand shaking, no tics in the face and head, and 
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no interruption to his eloquent speech for which he’s so revered. This is the first moment during 

the series where Gilligan questions the veracity of Chuck’s illness, or rather, the veracity of 

Chuck’s perception of what’s ailing him. Before this moment, Jimmy’s perspective is largely our 

own: we see him adhering to Chuck’s requests to “ground” himself before entering his cavernous 

house, in addition to placing his cell phone, watch, and electronic devices in his mailbox a good 

twenty feet from his front door. We also follow Jimmy as he purchases food, newspapers, and ice 

for Chuck’s makeshift refrigerator (an oversized cooler). While we don’t have access to Jimmy’s 

thoughts about his brother’s illness or his own actions, we are at least led to assume there’s some 

truth to Chuck’s understanding of his illness.  

 
Figure 4: An image of Chuck’s chiral image in “Cobbler.” 

 

 In season two of Better Call Saul, we begin to learn more about Chuck’s character through 

his reflected image in window panes and mirrors within his expansive house, reflecting a more 

ambient sort of derealization that Chuck experiences even in the absence of an electromagnetic 

attack. In the opening to episode two (“Cobbler”), we open upon a close-up shot of Chuck’s hands 

operating a metronome. Throughout the series, Chuck’s image is accompanied by diegetic sounds 

of machines that keep time: metronomes, clocks, keys on a typewriter. His is an ordered temporal 

universe, held together by sound machines that keep things at a structured pace. We see he’s 

playing a piano piece once owned by Rebecca, a character the show soon reveals to be Chuck’s 

violinist ex-wife. As he plays, the scene cuts back and forth between Chuck at various angles and 
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camera distances: a long shot in shallow focus that lands on baby pictures of Chuck and Jimmy, 

with Chuck’s body blurred by the distance; a medium shot of Chuck at the piano, his face bathed 

in soft light from two windows whose shades are drawn neatly; and most intriguingly, a shot of 

Chuck in a mirror. This mirror shot, however, has a ghostly disturbance. Figure and ground smear 

together as the camera lingers for many seconds upon this image. The boundaries of Chuck’s skin 

and body blur and vibrate with his increasingly wobbly environment. In the left third of the 

image—that is, the image not seen through a mirror—we are gifted with an atmosphere of rigidity 

and order. The horizontal wooden window blinds match nicely with the vertical vectors of the 

opposing wooden door. Such lines are couched with heavy curtains of green paisley, acting as a 

kind of insulation within the order of things.  

 In the two-thirds of the image seen in the mirror, however, order is replaced with a wild 

uncertainty; this semi-derealized mise-en-scene reflects Chuck’s tendencies towards dissociation.  

The smeared lines produce not simply an image of spatial multiplicity, but of temporal 

simultaneity. Eyes, mouth, cheeks, chin, and hair occupy simultaneous spatiotemporal coordinates 

impossible to achieve in living existence, or at least, impossible to imagine in the “real world” of 

Chuck’s ordered mise-en-scene. The once sturdy lines of window blinds, fabric curtains, and 

window panes jiggle, as though seen through the scalding heat rising from asphalt on a hot summer 

day. What’s especially compelling in this still from the sequence is Chuck’s forehead: it caves in 

on itself, as though whacked by some unseen force, as though his prefrontal cortex—the part of 

the brain thought responsible for logical, higher-order thinking—has disappeared or has become 

damaged. This chiral image reveals the non-superimposable nature of Chuck’s competing parts. 

In his day-to-day life, Chuck only reveals parts that highlight his intellect (pre-frontal cortex), his 

moral superiority, his vigor for detail, and his faith in self-reliance. In this mirror image, he’s 
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hopelessly enmeshed within his environment and multiplied. His chiral image not only exposes 

Chuck’s latent multiplicity: his environment itself bends in such a way that it, too, experiences an 

overlay of multiple times and spaces. Perhaps this image represents Chuck’s internal sense of a 

fractured self living in an increasingly hostile environment bent out of shape by electromagnetism. 

I read in this image Chuck’s multiplicity. Perhaps his forsaken parts—those vulnerable, emotional, 

child-like parts—are attempting escape. Chuck might interpret his wiggly image as a sign that 

imperceptible rays of electromagnetism are coursing through him. I interpret this image because 

of his dissociation. Unlike psychological dissociation, however, I see in this image a cultural or 

environmental dissociation. Chuck lives on the historical edge between analogue and digital 

existence. His bodymind is stuck between shifting world orders. I don’t think we need to say 

Chuck’s illness is merely psychological rather than biological. Dissociation can instead be a 

cultural or environmental reality when analogue and digital ways of being collide. This collision 

affects every part of an organism: perceptions, sensations, thinking, emotions, biology, etc. To try 

and land on whether EHS is “real” through the binary framework of electrons vs. the mind neglects 

the diffuse changes, perceptible and imperceptible, brought about by cultural and institutional 

transformations enabled by digital and electronic media. 

 That Chuck’s figure can’t be cleanly demarcated from the “ground” of his house of safety 

gives the audience insight into what living with an illness that produces sensations of dissociation 

and derealization feels like on a phenomenological level and what it looks like on a perceptual 

level. Instead of using words to direct audiences to feel sympathy, pity, or skepticism towards 

Chuck and his illness—say, through evoking empathy through Chuck sharing his story from 

childhood onward, giving us an understanding of why Chuck my think the way he does—we’re 

instead presented with a mirror image that momentarily gives a felt sense through form of what 
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EHS does to Chuck’s sensibility, mind, perceptions, and affect. We know what Chuck wants from 

his life given how he performs outside the mirror: he wants temporal and spatial order, a 

concreteness and certainty that buoys his obsessive commitment to the law. What his illness lays 

bare is the inherent uncertainty, unpredictability, and chaos of existence, especially when it comes 

to his relationship with his only living family member, Jimmy.  

The context of this scene suggests a relationship between Chuck’s chiral image and the 

most significant kinship ties in his life. The brief glimpses we get of his past through the 

photographs of him and Jimmy as children and the connection between his music and his ex-wife, 

Rebecca, signal this resonance. As he plays the piano piece, he hits discordant notes twice, causing 

him to flick his wrist, bash his head, and sigh in exasperation at himself, mimicking the spasms 

his body makes when bombarded with electromagnetic waves. Chuck’s emotions surrounding his 

complicated feelings about his two closest intimate ties—both severed—blend almost 

imperceptibly into his already askew electromagnetic environment. Not once does Chuck speak 

about his feelings regarding his divorce, his wife, or his brother, aside from describing situations 

with a detached cold logic. Chuck is adamant about not appearing “crazy,” or in any way not in 

control of his affective disposition. Rather than suggest that Chuck is repressing his emotions, as 

Freud might say, I argue that he experiences a kind of dissociation, or in Janet words, multiple 

existences, that have split off particular emotional states into a different existences within his body, 

a body we’ve already seen as enmeshed within his environment. He’s continuous with toxic 

environments—emotional, electromagnetic—to such a degree that we might say Chuck is entirely 

boundaryless. This might seem like an odd argument to make given how rigidly Chuck adheres to 

his moral, legal, and ethical commitments, and the physical barriers he manages to place between 

himself and the rest. However, his anxious mechanisms for creating order and control over himself 
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and his environment are not the same thing as creating internal, flexible emotional boundaries. 

Chuck’s attempts at creating harmonization between these parts through music—reminiscent of 

psychoanalyst Christopher Bollas’ assertion that the unconscious operates like a symphony—are 

interrupted by dissonant noise. His space remains derealized despite the noises meant to keep him 

in harmony with himself.  

Fleeing Embodiment:  

Depersonal Mise-en-Scene  
 

 Season two, episode nine (“Nailed”), and season three, episode five (“Chicanery”) visually 

compliment each other, with “Chicanery” acting as the photographic negative of “Nailed.” The 

opening scenes of “Nailed” take place in a courtroom; Chuck has braved the discomfort of metal 

detectors, microphones, and fluorescents to represent his new clients, Mesa Verde Banking. 

Unbeknownst to Chuck, Jimmy has sabotaged his filing documents, changing two numbers in the 

Bank’s address to undermine Chuck’s credibility. His love interest and new business partner, Kim, 

recently lost Mesa Verde as a client, leaving Jimmy’s dream of working alongside Kim in 

jeopardy. When the mistake is exposed in court—resulting in a six-week delay and making Chuck 

look sloppy—we experience Chuck’s depersonalization.  

 The courtroom space throughout is often shot in extreme deep focus, creating both a 

sensation of expanse and constraint, like how space functions in Orwell’s Citizen Kane, whom 

Gillian inserts intertextually onto television screens in both Saul and Breaking Bad. Fittingly, the 

florescent lights descend upon Chuck, shot in a low angle at various shot distances throughout the 

scene. We experience the windowless, cramped space Chuck occupies, surrounded by buzzing 

lights, as both impressive (Chuck looks grand from the low angle) and claustrophobic (we’re ever 

conscious of the buzzing lights). When Chuck begins to falter and lose his confidence—even 

insulting his client by insisting she’s “muddying the waters” by disagreeing with him in court—
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the camera cuts to a shot behind Chuck’s head. His bald spot glows in the light as the camera 

slightly zooms in from a high angle, breaking the pattern previously established when cutting back 

and forth between Chuck and the committee, giving viewers a sense that we’re looking at Chuck 

from the outside, an invisible eye looming over him. The scene then cuts to an extreme long shot 

in deep focus far behind Chuck at the table, once again highlighting the prison-like florescent bars 

showering electromagnetism down on Chuck. We hear the buzz vibrating from the overhead lights 

that may or may not be diegetic, likely amplified in editing to place us within Chuck’s aural shoes. 

Is the buzz florescent or tinnitus, from within or without? More importantly, whose point of view 

are we in? I argue that we’re still in Chuck’s point of view: the shot isn’t so much impersonal as 

depersonal, revealing what happens sensorially, phenomenologically, and perceptually when an 

organism under profound stress ejects from the confines of its body. A depersonal point-of-view. 

The scene ends with Chuck gasping, twitching, and looking up at one florescent, shot from an 

extreme high angle so that viewers appear to be looking down through the fluorescents at the 

participants below. Chuck’s face is nervous, questioning, mouth agape; he’s the only one who 

seems to notice this shift in perspective.  

 
Figure 5: Chuck entering the courtroom in “Nailed.” His washed-out features 

lay the scene for his upcoming depersonalization. 

 



 

 

 

90 

 
Figure 6: A disruption in the shot-reverse shot pattern between Chuck and the 

legal committee. After the camera focuses on the committee, the camera pulls 

back as though Chuck is now watching the proceedings from a distance, mimicking the 

“out of body” sensations present during depersonalization. 

 

 
Figure 7: A final shot of Chuck looking up at the buzzing florescent lights after he 

embarrasses himself in court. This shot most clearly represents the depersonal 

point-of-view shot discussed above. 

 

 Those that experience flashes of depersonalization often describe the sensation as akin to 

leaving their bodies—having “out of body experiences”—with many noting the feeling like a fly 

on the wall, above whatever tumult happens below. The mechanism by which this occurs remains 

an open debate. For object-relations psychoanalysts like Maurice Bouvet, a contemporary and 

sometimes friend of Jacques Lacan, dissociation—and specifically, depersonalization—results 

primarily from obsessional patients locked in the anal-sadistic stage or the oral stage of 

development, trapped as they are by a lethal combination of social and interpersonal isolation 

alongside a profound fear of feeling. These patients’ “contact with reality is only maintained 

because of devices of remoteness which still exist however inapparent they may be… By dint of 

living in a purely formal world that lacks life and content, by acting purely formally in that world, 

the subject becomes of a void around him” (Evans). Bouvet’s spatialization of these pre-genital 
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patients returns again and again to the question of remoteness and closeness. Obsessional thoughts 

swirl around an emotional lack, a lack that the subject can only glimpse due to the cacophony of 

voices that are scaffold over this absence. While obsessional thoughts stand in for feeling or 

knowing, the subject cannot be aware of this absence due to a desire for remoteness—often 

physical (isolation) as much as psychic (not knowing oneself). Bouvet claims that such patients in 

analysis replace a “rational” shared reality between analyst and analysand with one based on 

(narcissistic) projection on the analysand’s end, replacing the object of the analyst with that of a 

primary object projection.  

 If we examine Chuck through Bouvet’s conceptualization, we could say his 

electromagnetic-saturated environment becomes the screen upon which he’s able to project certain 

affective currents churning within him that he’s unable to access or name in his rational existence 

that demands order, rules, sharp lines, and language. That scenes of Chuck experiencing an episode 

often cause the environment to wiggle suggests that Chuck’s dual obsessions—with law and with 

electromagnetism—render his existence as routinely under threat and ready to rupture given the 

unpredictability of reality. I find it interesting that Bouvet and more conservative object relations 

theorists link the genital stage with rationality and the previous stages as linked with emotion, with 

rigorous analysis the only way to usher immature patients towards adulthood. Interesting because 

Chuck’s consciousness appears to be consumed with rationality, at least, when he’s at work trying 

to uphold law and order. His rationality is in fact his greatest downfall—his belief in his own 

capacity for self-governance and his manic epistemophilia leads Chuck to falsely presume that 

EHS is a problem best addressed through thinking, rather than feeling. What’s more, the idea that 

only the analyst has access to rationality—and can see a lack of rational thinking in the other—
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maintains a hierarchy between analyst and analysand that at best ensures the analysand continually 

seeks the knowledge of the analyst in place of her own. 

 Another limitation with Bouvet’s discussion for Lacan and contemporary psychoanalysts 

is his reliance on concepts of the stages of development that apparently all children go through, a 

theory that has since fallen out of favor with much of mainstream trauma therapists and doctors. 

However, his language describing what happens to these patients—the ways such patients live in 

the world formally while fragmenting emotions into what we might call dissociated parts—is 

evocative in the case of analyzing Chuck. Chuck’s character nicely fits this conception of an 

obsessional patient living life through form alone: his life revolves around the law, publicly, and 

isolating himself from all kinds of electromagnetism (and by extension, people) privately. The link 

between Chuck’s formal, rigid way of life alongside formal film techniques seen in this scene—

extreme space, low and high angles, non-diegetic sound, and what I’m calling a depersonal point 

of view shot—collude to create a depersonal diegesis, or a depersonal mise-en-scene, one whose 

structured spatial and temporal rhythms necessarily exclude the possibility for emotional catharsis, 

release, or knowing. Such a diegesis disrupts both the stability of point-of-view shots found in 

continuity editing—by playing with or disregarding the use of shot-reverse shot and eye-line 

match—while also rejecting a purely objective, impersonal surveillant gaze. Instead, we’re left 

with Chuck’s distant, crinkled face. His gaze is both subject and object: his embodied gaze 

deadlocks with the camera’s depersonal gaze, which, in some fantastic way, is also his gaze 

looking down upon his own body. Chuck both sees and does not see, neither in two places 

simultaneously nor in one place at a time, but fragmented and split in a strange temporal and spatial 

configuration that confuses the taken-for-granted spatiotemporal continuity we expect from most 

television programming and in life more generally. From this scene, we’re given insight into how 
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a depersonal diegesis can toggle between groundings in continuous space and time and moments 

of discontinuity in unpredictable or confounding ways, creating for a viewer a perceptual 

landscape that can momentarily place her in the bizarre world of a depersonalized character. From 

Bouvet we can learn the intimate relationship between depersonalization, terror, and form.  

 “Chicanery,” brings the series to a flashpoint. For three seasons, viewers have borne witness 

to the charms of Jimmy, the rigidity of Chuck, and the complex, unspoken nature of their 

aggression and suspicion towards one another. The tension of the brawl between these brothers 

builds because viewers know Jimmy will somehow redeem himself in the end despite the fact that 

he’s caught red handed in the midst of committing a felony. This series is, after all, a prequel to 

Breaking Bad. Chuck’s magnificent sensitivity to his brother’s capacity and willingness to distort 

reality allow him a slight upper hand at the end of season two when he manages to briefly create 

conditions for his brother to inadvertently tell the truth while Chuck surreptitiously records him 

through a tape recorder hidden in a silver space blanket. As he states on the stand while testifying 

against his brother in Chicanery, Chuck played up his illness to manipulate his brother into 

confessing that he had altered legal documents to discredit Chuck’s reputation and state of mind 

in the Mesa Verde case. His admission is accompanied with Chuck’s typically haughty delivery, 

one that appears cold and troubling to court room attendees who are unaware of the context of 

Chuck’s deception.  

The Chicanery of Determporalization   

 Like the opening of “Nailed,” “Chicanery” takes place largely within a courtroom, only 

this time, the mise-en-scene reflects the court’s willingness to shut off all electronic devices to 

ensure Chuck’s safety when he takes the stand to testify against his brother. The mise-en-scene 

contains near-identical elements of “Nailed”—extreme deep focus, high and low camera angles, 
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nondiegetic sound—to differing effects. The lack of light amplifies the windows to the left and the 

blazing red (devilish?) “Exit” sign to the right. The extreme space distorts the edges of the frame, 

a fish eye effect that defamiliarizes space. While the fluorescents of this courtroom remain off, 

their ghostly, prison-like bars careen towards the front of the courtroom, where Chuck sits alone 

in a witness stand. The closed window blinds are reminiscent of the blinds we see in Chuck’s home 

previously discussed; they are rigid and straight but unable to completely block out the light.  

 
Figure 8: The courtroom scene in “Chicanery.” 

 

 The courtroom scene captures the essence of the ways language, when used as a tool of 

manipulation and gaslighting, pries open the stitchings of the real to such a degree that it 

transfigures an environment and those bodyminds continuous within it. When psychoanalysts and 

certain affect theorists link language to the symbolic, or even to representation, we miss the ways 

language functions as sound or object that casts sensorial and perceptual doubt across those 

bodyminds it envelops. Language is not only the arena to argue epistemological points of view in 

a given shared reality: language also covertly and overtly shapes the ontological conditions for 

something like meaning to emerge between two or more speakers. Chuck’s mistake is believing 

that he shares an ontological common ground between Jimmy, the courtroom personnel, and 

Rebecca, that words are there to deem true and false, guilty or innocent, under the certainty of the 
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law. That Gilligan chooses to set this final battle between Chuck and Jimmy within a courtroom is 

fitting. Chuck perceives he has the upper hand due to his passionate commitment to the law, his 

sterling legal reputation, and his conviction that the law is the great equalizer. “Let justice be done 

though the heavens fall,” Chuck says to his colleague at the start of the episode, revealing the 

outright spiritual stakes he brings to his practice. Viewers by this point in the series understand 

that surface appearances are often misleading. Part of the pleasure we can gain from watching 

Better Call Saul comes from the tension produced between knowing how things end—Jimmy 

becomes Saul in Breaking Bad and Chuck is absent—and figuring out what convoluted schemes 

occurred to get there. 

 These aspects of the mise-en-scene give the illusion that Chuck is in control. Indeed, Chuck 

is confident going into the courtroom that he has the upper hand.  Chuck’s manipulative scheme 

is handled calmly in court: Chuck states that he exaggerated his symptoms in an effort to get his 

brother to confess, and says so dispassionately. Chuck’s certainty about his brother’s guilt, the 

realities of his EHS illness, and his faith in his own credibility means he feels no contradiction 

between asking the court to believe his EHS symptoms are “real” while trusting those around him 

will believe he only makes up symptoms in extremely rare and specific circumstances. I can almost 

imagine Chuck picking up Jimmy’s line: “think of the big picture here, people!” As viewers, we’re 

unsure if this will pay off, but McKean’s performance and his character’s intelligence gives us 

hope that he’ll be believed. As viewers, we know he’s telling the truth. But as we’ll see, truth has 

little to do with believability.  

 Two significant shots reveal Chuck’s experience of time, an experience I call 

“determporal.” By “detemporal,” I mean an experience of time as undifferentiated and thick; those 

caught in detemporal time are rhythmically out of pace with the time of History, the 
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chrononormative time of the State (Freeman) and with the mindful, individual time of presence 

those without a dissociated existence have access to through various means of “grounding” through 

the senses. Detemporal time does not mean a bodymind is outside of time. Instead, a detemporal 

being experiences multiple currents of time that flow through different parts of an organism’s 

existence concurrently, thus creating a phenomenological experience of time as thick, non-linear, 

and pressurized in different ways through different parts of a dissociated bodymind. Imagine 

Chuck as a colander made of holes of various sizes; some holes are covered with psychic muck 

while others free of debris. Now hold this colander under a faucet of water. The water, or time, 

passes through such holes with different speeds, intensities, and ease. A person trapped in 

detemporal time may have parts filled with affective currents demanding action (a “flight or flight” 

response) while other parts remain in a shut-down response (“freeze” and dissociation) that cannot 

respond to the demands for furious action. These opposing temporal currents—fast, frozen, 

fragmented—illuminate the ways bodyminds prone to dissociation experience time through 

multiple parts in ways that cannot be made sensible through the tools of language or rational 

thinking. How to speak in the present when various parts experience and live in time differently? 

There’s an understanding that those with PTSD or complex PTSD experience intrusive sounds, 

sensations, images, or fragmented memories that overtake a body to such a degree that a clean 

cause-and-effect relationship between sensation, behavior, thoughts, emotions, affect, and agency 

cannot be determined, either by an outside observer or to the body mind experiencing dissociation 

(called “emotional flashbacks”). While Freud states that hysterics are plagued by reminiscences, 

dissociated bodyminds are plagued by an incapacity to reminisce.  

 To say that a dissociated bodymind experiences time as detemporal is to say a bodymind 

is overwhelmed with the stress of undifferentiated temporal currents. One of the terrors of 



 

 

 

97 

dissociation is knowing something is off about experience without having a language or perceptual 

capacity to know (without healing) what’s going on. Instead, dissociation means time can at 

moments freeze, fragment, race, or jump; present experience becomes colored by a past 

unremembered. This numb bodymind is unable to feel sensations of presence that can lock them 

in a prison of their own churning temporal currents. The future forecloses in a catastrophic anxious 

spiral. English psychoanalyst D.W. Winnicott’s theory of “fear of breakdown” articulates this 

temporal conundrum quite well. Instead of using the language of a Freudian unconscious, 

Winnicott claims that a fear of breakdown is a fear of breakdown that has already occurred but has 

not yet been experienced. Humans are continually bombarded with different kinds of shocks that 

we do not have the will, awareness, or interest in experiencing, whether mundane (“highway 

hypnosis”) or traumatic (“doom scrolling” news articles all day about world atrocities). I prefer 

Winnicott’s use of the word “experience” rather than “memory,” as experience incorporates so 

much more than narrative (how can I make a story about my trauma?), imagery, or cognition. 

Experience demands attention to affect, feeling, emotion, perception, spatiotemporal 

differentiation, the five senses, proprioception, relation to environment, relation to other objects, 

relation to caregivers, etc. Fear of breakdown broadens our understanding of how bodyminds 

trapped in this fear state enable time to fold this bodymind back upon itself over and over, creating 

knots in this bodymind that foreclose the possibility of release. The experience such patients resist 

is the experience of life itself, of vitality. For Winnicott, the primal scene of the original fear of 

breakdown—the breakdown between the parent-child dyad—is so intolerable for a child that all 

future events graze the barricaded surface of a patient to such a degree that the prospect of allowing 

any future experience inside feels like death.  
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 Detemporal time is not the same as traumatic time as understood through theories of the 

unconscious and repression. Instead, detemporalization occurs when different existences, to 

borrow a phrase from Winnicott and Janet, within a perceived singular bodymind experience time 

in competing ways. That is, a dissociated bodymind has access to multiple modes of living in time 

that can be experienced simultaneously, in succession, or sporadically based on which existence 

is fronting.  

 In one of the opening scenes in the courtroom, the camera lands on an extreme close-up of 

the face of a clock; in the clock’s reflection, we see the three committee members distorted, as 

though shot with a fish-eye lens. They’re bathed in a white light as the clock ticks in preparation 

for Chuck’s later testimony. Here we might link the committee with a slightly distorted 

chrononormative time, or time of the law, even if such time bends a bit at the edges. (Perhaps even 

chrononormativity has something fishy about it from the get go?) Or perhaps their distortion 

preempts Jimmy’s later effort to manipulate the courtroom spacetime through his manipulative 

theatrics. Before Chuck enters the courtroom, a court employee removes the ticking clock (run on 

a battery) to accommodate Chuck’s EHS. The sound of a clock ticking that often accompanies 

Chuck’s placement in a mise-en-scene is silenced. So sets the scene for a detemporal mise-en-

scene; just as the courtroom has blocked out light spatially, so, too, are we now in a space that is 

detemporal. Not timeless, but full up of undifferentiated temporalities.  

 Jimmy exhausts Chuck’s patience throughout the almost thirty-minute scene by throwing 

various red herrings at Chuck in a deliberate attempt to “reveal” Chuck’s latent instability, and 

therefore untrustworthiness. Chuck expertly, though coldly, combats each one, at one point 

claiming that Jimmy brought his ex-wife (whom he still held feelings for) to show up mid-way 

through his testimony to throw Chuck off his game. After much back and forth, the courtroom 
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grows tired of Jimmy’s antics, yet each time Chuck’s put on the defense, he begins to seem more 

paranoid and callous. Jimmy’s voice remains soft and full of quiet emotion. Chuck’s voice remains 

clear, commanding, and cold. 

 In the final showdown, Jimmy reveals that Chuck has had a fully charged cell phone battery 

in his breast pocket for the entire scene unbeknownst to Chuck, the courtroom, and the viewer. We 

can understand Jimmy in this moment as falling within the trickster archetype; one of the qualities 

of a trickster is her capacity to rig a game far in advanced such that the opposing player loses 

before he even realizes he’s playing the game. One of the opening scenes shows Chuck bumping 

into Hurl, a character the audience is familiar with from Breaking Bad. While we don’t know why 

Hurl is in this scene, we do know he works for Jimmy. The temporal form of these film 

techniques—foreshadowing, looping back to previous moments in the episode, looping back to 

previous television series—enables viewers to feel as duped, shocked, and furious as Chuck. His 

entire testimony becomes suspect, as close ups and medium shots of various participants in the 

courtroom reveal expressions ranging from heartbreak (Rebecca’s downturned gaze) and shock 

(the committee members). Jimmy has succeeding in making his brother look, for lack of a better 

word, crazy, undermining Chuck’s assertion that his illness is physical.  

 Jimmy’s manipulations launches Chuck into a detemporal dissociated state. He’s shot from 

a low angle that slowly zooms closer towards his image. The creep is so slow that at first it’s 

unnoticeable. As the camera zooms, Chuck grows increasingly unhinged: his voice begins to falter, 

spit slings from his mouth, the veins on his neck protrude. We then hear his voice transform into 

that of a little boy. This voice bellows that Jimmy always gets away with everything, and 

sarcastically mimics the voice of their mother: “not our precious Jimmy!” The scene is heart 

wrenching given all we know about Jimmy and Chuck’s relationship. Chuck’s previous testimony 
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saw him claiming again and again that EHS does not affect his cognitive abilities, yet by the close 

of his shocking rant, Chuck apologies for losing his train of thought. Jimmy has won by exploiting 

Chuck’s detemporal existence. He successfully coaxes Chuck’s child part to come to the surface. 

Instead of showing us Chuck’s breakdown from Chuck’s point of view, we see him as an outsider 

would. We see what looks to be a singular adult man ranting like a child, without having the 

perceptual capacity through film techniques to experience Chuck’s breakdown as an actual child 

part coming to the fore. The camera remains distant, neither from Chuck’s point of view nor from 

a depersonal camera, but from an objective point of view, and as such, viewers see Chuck for the 

mentally unstable person he is (at least, mentally unstable from their limited point of view).  

 Returning to the opening of “Chicanery,” viewers can experience this same detemporal 

dissociation from Chuck’s point of view. The opening is a flashback: Chuck and Rebecca are 

recently divorced, and Chuck’s EHS has begun to command a large part of his life. Unwilling to 

show weakness to his ex-wife, he colludes with Jimmy to dupe her into believing he doesn’t have 

EHS. When Rebecca arrives to find the house glowing in candle light and her ex-husband working 

on a gas camping stove, Chuck explains he experienced a power outage when she comes over for 

dinner. He convincingly persuades Rebecca that he’s annoyed by the inconvenience. At one point 

during dinner, however, Rebecca receives a call on her cell phone, causing Chuck to experience 

an attack.  

 
Figure 9: Chuck’s detemporal existence is exposed when Rebecca’s 

cell phone rings. 
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 The onset of his episode is like so many others he’s had in the past: a non-diegetic ringing 

noise, similar to tinnitus, causes his eyes to flutter back in his head. We hear sound effects similar 

to the zapping sounds of electricity. And most crucially, we’re presented with an image of Chuck 

like the one above. According to the Better Call Saul Insider podcast, this scene was shot using a 

hand crank camera with long exposure. That an analogue device is used to capture Chuck’s 

collision with digital technologies is a fitting testament to how media shape our environments.  

 How many Chucks are present in this fractured, vibrating image, alive with movement? This 

time, Chuck’s chiral image has leaped beyond the confines of the mirror and has overtaken his 

flesh. Now not even his body is singular: it, too, explodes in a frantic multiplicity. Once again we 

see that time and space are squished and flattened in a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it instant, expressions 

exploding from faces at once detached from one another while necessarily intertwined. Bright 

white light flashes the screen that further cause interruptions between the smooth flow of things. 

The lines of force retreating from a head that’s no longer a head are like so many waves of 

imperceptible electrons spewing through flesh to directions unknown. Or, in the language of 

detemporalization, lines of time spewing through his flesh. Chuck’s faces experience a collage of 

affects: bewilderment, pain, compression, constipation, nervousness. Like the paintings of Francis 

Bacon, these fleshy components of Chuck resist The Figure of classical representation and instead 

tumble into a sensorial cacophony that I read as so many screams wretched from the many 

dissociated existences that hover, aura-like, in the space where Chuck and his environment 

enmesh. Chuck has leapt outside the confines of a singular body mind into an existence that’s not 

housed within standard spatiotemporal coordinates. He has dissociated into a temporal cacophony. 

As viewers, we gain important insight into what detemporalization feels like in Chuck’s point-of-

view shots than in the final courtroom battle that only gives us an objective point of view.   
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Conclusion  

 The closing shot of “Chicanery” confirms the agony of detemporalization. The camera 

slowly rises along with Chuck’s gaze across the room. A soft buzzing grows louder as the camera 

stops upon the red “Exit” sign still lit. Chuck appears small and helpless in the distance, mouth 

once again agape. Once again the camera becomes a depersonal gaze, once again back in Chuck’s 

point of view, confirming that his detemporal and depersonal existence has left him with no exit. 

The fiery sound burns as the episode fades to black.  

 
Figure 10: The final depersonal point of view shot in “Chicanery.” 

 

The ending of Chuck’s story leaves little room for inspiration. After his humiliation in court, Chuck 

tries Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) to cure his EHS. By “exposing” himself to electricity—

slowly leaving his house by sitting on a bench, or going to the grocery story—and “grounding” 

himself by noticing what he sees, he begins to heal from his isolation. Once Jimmy, in a particularly 

manipulative and retaliatory move, has Chuck’s insurance provider discontinue his brother’s 

service, however, Chuck loses his momentum. His final scene has him sitting alone in his house 

as a gas lamp blares. He kicks the lamp onto stacks of newspapers strewn about. He and the house 

are engulfed in flames, thus ending Chuck’s story.  

 I read Chuck’s tragic demise as a final statement on the environmental nature of 

dissociation. The forces that lead Chuck to successfully complete suicide are diffuse and many: 

his brother’s overt and covert manipulations; his loss of faith in the law; his loss of faith in his 
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medical diagnosis (EHS); his humiliation; his unfelt feelings; his unknown past; his depersonal, 

derealized, and detemporal existence; his stuckness between analogue and digital. Chuck needed 

environmental solutions to solve his dilemma, not single-issue solutions. He needed a holding 

environment that could make space for his vulnerability, fear, grief, rage, and sadness. He needed 

social ties beyond work. He needed to understand his multiplicity. He needed safety. That Chuck 

had only a handful of single-issue solutions presented to him—CBT, or hospitalization, or 

“winning” the battle between himself and Jimmy, or fleeing from his electron-saturated 

environment—meant that he and others missed the central issue. That his chronic unease was a 

result of historical, cultural, environmental, and interpersonal dissociation in the transition from 

analogue to digital realities.  

 Walter Benjamin stated that art in the age of mechanical reproduction necessitates a 

distracted spectator. I argue that we’re now in the era of a dissociated spectator. Dissociation is the 

public unfeeling of the twenty-first century. Dissociation may be an intelligent form of life in our 

media saturated environment where truth is manufactured by digital technologies and con men. 

Better Call Saul is therefore the television show of our times.  
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Chapter 3:  

Long Range Acoustic Devices 
Weaponizing Dissociation via Screams  

 

“In the beginning is the scream.”  

—John Holloway, Change the World Without Taking Power: The Meaning of Revolution Today 
 
 

 Photojournalist Shay Horse testifies to Motherboard about her experience encountering 

Long Range Acoustic Devices (LRADs) in the wake of Black Lives Matter protests in 2014. 

Initially developed by the Navy in 2000 in response to on an attack of the USS Cole18 in Yemen, 

LRADs were designed as megaphone-like devices to emit sounds as loud as 162 dB for the 

purposes of communication between ships. (For reference, if you stood directly behind a jet engine, 

the volume would reach between 130-140 dB19.) The sound emits a targeted frequency between 

2,000-4,000 Hz, a frequency range most suitable for humans with hearing ears. Unlike a typical 

megaphone or speaker, the sound travels in a hyper-directional beam rather than spreading through 

space in a more diffuse manner. Since 2007, police departments have used this military device as 

a form of regulating the movement of protestors in the U.S. and abroad, particularly in Israel. 

Horse describes the experience of receiving this frequency while standing close to the device: 

“your eardrums are beating out of your head… It makes the side of your body that you've been hit 

on feel numb and that your sinuses are inflamed. I felt like I had blood coming out of my orifices. 

I heard the ringing for about a week. 1" The confusing sensorial impact of this sonic stream was at 

once numbing and inflaming, and altogether explosive. What’s more, the lingering e/affect of this 

piercing ring lingers, resonating within Horse’s body far beyond the durational immediacy of the 

                                                      
18 https://www.acentech.com/resources/2020/08/long-range-acoustic-devices-lrad-and-public-safety/  
19 https://theconversation.com/whats-an-lrad-explaining-the-sonic-weapons-police-use-for-crowd-control-and-

communication-177442  
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frequency’s initial contact. She felt as though her body was exiting itself through “orifices” in her 

newly reconfigured body. While in one moment Horse refers to specific organs (eardrums), in 

others her language is left wanting, referring to vague zones such as her “side” or “orifices,” 

attending, perhaps, to segments of flesh and meat made differently sensible by waves of sensations, 

in this case, literal vibratory mechanical sound frequencies. To my ears, Horse’s description also 

sounds like the cluster of sensations often associated with dissociation. The numbness, the ringing 

ears, the unsayable sensations all smack of depersonalization. The fact that the ringing lingers also 

suggests a kind of detemporalization, one where her body remains in an echoing temporality that 

continually resounds in her ear canal.  

 Karen Piper, an English Professor at the University of Missouri who was working as a 

researcher for Carnegie Mellon in 2009, similarly states that “the LRAD gave her nausea and 

headaches, and made fluid leak out of the ear,” an even less descriptive though no less telling 

account of the ways the body exceeds itself as it receives the impact of this frequency, this time 

through “fluid” out of an ear. The ACLU successfully won a case against the city of Pittsburg when 

Piper was unable to recover from her injuries from the G20 protest. According to the ACLU 

website, “Piper immediately suffered intense pain as mucus discharged from her ears. She became 

nauseous and dizzy and developed a severe headache. Since then, Piper has suffered from tinnitus 

(ringing of the ears), barotrauma, left ear pain and fluid drainage, dizziness, and nausea. She still 

suffers from permanent nerve damage20.” Piper’s lawsuit and the language surrounding her injuries 

open a debate about what LRADs can do. Some argue that LRADs can only impact one sense: 

hearing. Yet Piper’s account gives us insight into other ways LRADs impact human bodyminds. 

For example: dizziness and nausea. The relationship between ear damage and balance is well 

                                                      
20 https://www.aclupa.org/en/cases/piper-v-city-pittsburgh-et-al 
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documented. At the base of the ear canal are the utricle and saccule that contain sensory hair cells. 

According to the Mayo Clinic, within these cells are tiny particles (otoconia) that regulate a human 

body’s relationship to gravity and linear movement21. Ear damage doesn’t only result in hearing 

loss but can disrupt the body’s proprioceptive sensors. LRADs, then, can create the world anew 

through their screaming frequencies. Bodyminds become dissociated from a grounding within 

taken-for-granted spatiotemporal rhythms of everyday life and become stuck, numb, or echoing 

long after initial impact.   

 That the device was referred to as “the Screamer” by Palestinians after the Israeli Defense 

Force mobilized the device during a protest tells us something about the horror such a weapon 

provokes. According to the Toronto Star, Palestinian protesters responded to these inhuman 

screams with buckling knees, aching brains, and turning stomachs, resulting in the fact that 

“suddenly nobody feels like protesting anymore22.” In doing preliminary research about the 

philosophical, aesthetic, and theoretical status of the scream in critical theory, it soon became clear 

to me that there’s a relationship between dissociation and screaming. Peter Schwenger describes 

the phenomenology of the scream in Deleuzian terms when he argues the scream expels 

subjectivity through the breath, turning breath into body. The horror of the scream, for Schwenger, 

is the terror of Being itself, the indifference of Being that situates individual (human) beings within 

rigid spatiotemporal coordinates from which we cannot escape. He provides the example of driving 

a car down the road when the driver realizes she is a moment away from a head-on collision. A 

scream may or may not usher forth from belly and vocal chords, however the vocality of the scream 

is not relevant: the scream in this moment evokes the horror not only of immediate or immanent 

                                                      
21 https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/dizziness/multimedia/inner-ear-and-balance/img-20006286 
22 https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/g20/2010/05/27/toronto_police_get_sound_cannons_for_g20.html 
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death, but the terror of having to be in existence at all. “For behind both scream-generating 

scenarios is a desperate and forceful NO. And this negation is not just a desire that things be 

otherwise in this world; it is, quite unconsciously, perhaps, a desire not to be in the world: not to 

have to see this unendurable scene of horror, not to have to suffer this unendurable pain in one’s 

own body, a body that one cannot escape, a vision that one cannot shut out by simply closing one’s 

eyes” (Schwenger 393). Schwenger’s language—using words like “unendurable” twice, that 

screaming happens when an organism senses that escape is impossible, that a scream is an 

unconscious desire not to be in the world so hostile—overlaps in significant ways with the personal 

experiences of those that dissociate as a result of unendurable environments (like childhood sexual 

abuse, for instance).  

 Such a fear fits within Deleuze’s description of the hysterical body without organs, a body 

that has not yet been codified through representational logics that determine what a body is and 

what it can do in advance, but a body that is instead activated by a “wave with a variable amplitude” 

that creates a momentary and conditional determinant organ based on the sensation such a wave 

makes possible (Deleuze 47). This reconfigured body becomes hysteric precisely because this 

body is “someone for whom things and beings are present, too present” (Deleuze 50). A scream is 

a scream precisely because it ensures that meaning cannot secure boundaries: neither narrative, 

nor subject, nor body are safe in face of a scream that tears these boundaries asunder. For Deleuze 

as with Schwenger, the scream is the body’s attempt to exit itself because the world is too close. 

Such a conceptualization of screaming sounds similar to Chuck’s derealized environment as a 

result of his EHS symptoms.  

 Schwenger’s description of a scream—as a negation of being, a negation of having to 

remain stitched to spatiotemporal coordinates at all—recognizes without saying how organisms, 
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under certain circumstances, desire dissociation. In many ways dissociation is the scream’s desire 

fulfilled. Like Freud’s discussion of the death drive in Beyond the Pleasure Principal, dissociation 

offers an organism an experience of existence that aims for inertia, a state Freud links with death. 

I will side-step Freud’s language about sexual instincts, ego-libido, and drives in favor of focusing 

on his discussion of “excitations,” inertia, and perception. Freud argues that consciousness requires 

a protective layer that functions as much to keep stimuli at bay as it does to let stimuli in. By 

stimuli, Freud refers to excitations received through sense-organs from without. Or rather, the 

“perception of excitations” from without that the patient uses to explain, to herself, the intolerable, 

frozen, or churning excitations she is not yet aware comes from within (Freud 3729). (I am 

reminded of Chuck’s EHS in Saul and Carol’s chemical sensitivities in Safe.)  

 Freud also describes sensation, perception, and memory as necessarily fragmented: we can 

never receive the full experience of existence through any of these registers. I take this to be a 

useful precursor to contemporary therapies that deliberately work with different “parts” of a patient 

whose experience of life results in persistent inert functioning. Freud wrote his piece soon after his 

daughter’s death, so his discussion of organism’s drive towards death may have some 

autobiographical implications for our reading of the piece. I think D.W. Winnicott’s “fear of 

breakdown” also goes a long way in theorizing why organisms freeze in response to an 

environment that gets too close or too noisy. Instead of considering inertia as a desire for death, 

Winnicott sees these patients as unable to experience vitality. In contemporary theories about 

trauma, many describe the “fight/flight/freeze” responses organisms have in response to threat, 

with “freeze” standing as the final defense against a world that’s too close or threatening. In nature, 

animals have been shown to “play dead” when a predator is near so that the predator loses interest. 

Dissociation, for human organisms, comes after freezing. Dissociation occurs when neither fight, 
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nor flight, nor freezing can prevent intrusions to an organism’s survival. Dissociation enables 

ongoingness amid overwhelming odds (or traumatic excitations) which, to me, suggests inertia 

isn’t linked with death at all, but with the intelligent ways organisms, including humans, survive. 

That this survival necessitates inertia and a fear of vitality is of secondary concern for existence to 

continue. LRADs, I argue, are weapons of dissociation, creating inert, non-vital bodies whose 

reconfigured sensorial and perceptual awareness makes revolution and protest untenable.  

 In this chapter, I expand upon my philosophy of dissociation by listening with LRADs, or 

Long Range Acoustic Devices. I first offer a fuller description of LRADs and their technical 

features. By close reading how LRADs are marketed as safer alternatives to other forms of 

“kinetic” control, I show the ways such marketing acts as a smokescreen for the violent and unjust 

uses of this weapon when aimed at protesters. I then conduct an overview of how critical 

theorists—including legal scholars, psychoanalysts, art critics, and cultural studies theorists—

conceptualize the scream or screaming. I get the sense that for many theorists screaming enables 

political action or even revolution. I intervene upon these utopian descriptions of screaming by 

looking at how LRADs enact state violence through screaming, a screaming that produces 

dissociative (and dis-associative) environments. I finish my analysis by placing a close reading of 

LRADs alongside the art piece The Ears Between Worlds Are Always Speaking (2017) by the 

Postcommodity artist collective. This 2017 art installation debuted at Documenta 14 in Athens and 

uses mounted LRADs to softly emit indigenous narratives of displacement as passersby walk 

through Aristotle’s Lyceum. Whereas LRADs impress bodies through loud screams, I hope to use 

Postcommodity’s art installation to turn our attention to the concept of grounding. By using 

LRADs in an art installation that encourages slow movement (walking), quiet reflection, and 

singing, The Ears offers a portal into a spatiotemporal rhythm that eases symptoms of dissociation.  
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LRADs and “Communicable Intelligibility”  

 LRADs are part of a larger effort by the US military to create non-lethal weapons as a form 

of crowd control, border security, and national defense that are ostensibly safer and more humane 

that what is referred to as “kinetic” forces of control (such as rubber bullets and police batons). 

Multiple news articles describe this device as “The Screamer,” following the lead of Palestinian 

activists who coined this term after experiencing the brunt of these waves inflicted in 2005 by the 

Israeli Defense Force. Indeed, many of these news accounts accompany such stories with Edvard 

Munch’s 1893 painting The Scream, silent though this disfigured face might be. Munch’s painting 

in this context reinforces my argument that LRADs enact violence through weaponizing 

dissociation. Art critics have long debated what led Munch to paint the sky and environment with 

such intensity and color, asking if his painting depicts actual weather events that happened in the 

season he completed the painting (volcanic ash spreading across the sky), or as an indication of 

Munch’s psychotic break from reality. Others have indicated the painting’s relationship with 

derealization. Figure and ground swirl and blur together such that the environment feels strange 

and alien. The figure’s face—washed out, undetailed, painted with a sickly pallor—also suggests 

the kind of depersonalization that occurs in tandem with derealization. This figure is as 

otherworldly as its environment. As viewers, we cannot hear the central figure’s silent scream. But 

as we’ve seen, the scream needn’t find form in vocal utterances. Instead, the figure is frozen the 

moment a scream desires expression through its body. If a scream desires dissociation, then 

Munch’s painting fulfills this desire at the very moment the scream falls silent. The figure is both 

frozen and churning with currents of color, intensity, and affect. Human figures in the distance are 

dark and smudged to such a degree that they no longer appear real. The profound anxiety of the 
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image and the strangeness it depicts reinforce the fact that dissociation creates the world and 

sensation anew in ways that leave one frozen in terror. 

 
Figure 1: Edvard Munch, 1893, The Scream, National Gallery of Norway 

 

 I, too, find it theoretically provocative to think of this device as a weaponized scream, one 

that activates certain zones of (un-)sensation upon bodies in its wake, in turn scrambling sensorial 

capabilities of protesters in violent ways, a violence that has everything to do with the 

weaponization of dissociation. The US military and the LRAD corporation, however, defend 

against these claims by describing this device as a compassionate alternative to more lethal or 

physically damaging weapons of years past. The LRADs public facing website and promotional 

materials, for instance, are adamant that these devices are not, in fact, sonic weapons. That LRADs 

are described as “devices” rather than the more politically fraught “weapons” reveals how LRAD 

Corporation actively attempts to quell fears on the part of civilians that such technologies are sonic 

weapons used to attack peaceful protesters. According to the LRAD Cooperation’s public relations 

team, these “devices” enable “highly intelligible, long range communication” that are “a safer 

alternative to kinetic force[s]” such as rubber bullets or pepper spray 

(https://www.lradx.com/application/law-enforcement/). Another section of their website warrants 
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quoting at length: the “LRAD Corporation is using long-range communication to safely hail and 

warn, inform and direct, prevent misunderstandings, determine intent, establish large safety zones, 

resolve uncertain situations and save lives on both sides of its proprietary Long Range Acoustic 

Device® (LRAD®)23” (https://www.lradx.com/about/lrad-public-safety-applications-fact-sheet/). 

Momentarily side-stepping how Althusser might respond to how this device “hails,” what is clear 

is that LRADs are marketed in such a way as to ensure the smooth movement of bodies (“direct”) 

in space (“establish large safety zone”), to communicate state sponsored meaning (“prevent 

misunderstandings,” “resolve uncertain situations”), and protect lives.  

 Communicable intelligibility is a key selling point for LRADs, particularly as this device 

can block out background noise by creating a hyperdirectional “smooth frequency” that pierces 

through the din of cities and war zones. On the “Safety Factsheet” page of the LRAD website, for 

instance, the makers claim that there is a four step process for using the device to deescalate a 

potentially violent situation. Each step provides protesters four chances to disperse, with each step 

gradually increasing both the decibel level of the frequency emitted by LRADs, while 

simultaneously moving away from softer forms of authoritative command to harsher ones. In the 

first step, operators use a “loud,” “clear,” “authoritative” voices to disperse protesters and “hail” 

them towards certain safety zones. In step two, the stakes are raised: in this step, operators are 

asked to use a “more authoritative” voice, while in Step 3 things become even more insidious, 

particularly as the device no longer relies on the human voice to “safely influence behavior.” The 

volume is increased in this stage and a “warning tone” is emitted for the purposes of ushering 

                                                      
23 https://www.lradx.com/about/lrad-public-safety-applications-fact-sheet/ 
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bodies away from the source of the painful sound. By Step 4, operators are advised to consider 

EOF (escalation of force24).  

 

 LRADs’ piercing and directional communication is as much ethical and aesthetic as it is 

political, relying as such communicability does on narratological legibility. Video demonstrations 

that document how LRADs function highlight how these devices are primarily used for the 

purposes of a neutral or even benevolent forms of “magical,” super- and in-human verbal 

communication. These omniscient technologies can be mounted on bridges to prevent those 

wishing to commit suicide from jumping; they can communicate with diverse groups of people in 

several languages across distances of up to 2 miles; and they can replace the need for hundreds of 

participants in search and rescue teams when mounted on helicopters to save time and resources 

when attempting to locate missing persons. And while such devices are meant to blend into the 

landscape of industrialized societies in these moments—available in dull khakis or greys that fold 

into industrial landscapes rendering them largely imperceptible—in other scenarios there are more-

than-verbal ways in which these technologies communicate the power of the state in immediately 

intelligible ways. Such communicability is overdetermined by the visual dominance of this weapon 

when mobilized against protestors, such as during the G20 protests in Pittsburg in 2009, the first 

time such devices were used against US citizens in protest. Images of the device propped upon a 

militarized police tank flanked by armed officers cloaked in black (looking like special ops forces) 

create a rather formidable militarized visual field, the grey metal of the LRAD illuminated by 

flashing red and blue police lights.  

                                                      
24 Ibid. 
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 Major Joe Schrantz’s article, “The Long Range Acoustic Device: Don’t Call it a Weapon – 

Them’s Fightin’ Words,” uses legal precedent and the rules of engagement in war to deny LRADs 

status as “non-lethal” weapons; his argument insists that, if used properly, LRADs shouldn’t cause 

harm, pain, or disorientation and therefore media claims suggesting LRADs are sound weapons 

are overblown. The laws he calls upon—such as DoD Directive 3000.3 of The Defense Acquisition 

System that demand a review of all non-lethal to be used weapons in military combat—were laws 

created in 1998 to describe potential aural weapons that did not yet exist (LRADs were not yet in 

production). These imagined devices, even if they were used in ways to cause disorientation in 

civilians, were not found to cause disproportionate harm, particularly towards civilians not 

engaged in combat (Schrantz 57). In a second review in 2007, however, the Department of the 

Army, Office of the Judge Advocate General, found that the device could be intentionally used to 

cause “discomfort to the listener.” The review goes on to say that even if LRADs were used with 

this intent in mind, legally speaking, “the discomfort is well short of permeant damage to the ear” 

and therefore “does not violate the legal threshold of ‘superfluous injury or unnecessary suffering’” 

(Schrantz 58). What counts as superfluous or unnecessary suffering remains undefined. In a 

footnote, Schrantz quotes the EOF (Engagement of Force) Handbook defines that force “must be 

perceived as judicious, appropriate, and proportional to the threat,” for “nothing moves the 

population against one side or another as much as the indiscriminate use of force” (Schrantz 56, 

emphasis mine). The EOF’s definition of force requires massaging public perception so that the 

military can use as much force as the public will tolerate.  

 Throughout his piece, Schrantz toggles between the intended and unintended uses of 

LRADs, claiming that, even when used for unintended purposes, the LRAD cannot be called a 

weapon because it would “fully comply with the law of war” (Schrantz 59). Yet Schrantz admits 
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that unintended use of the device could almost reach the threshold of non-lethal weapon in some 

circumstances. What’s more, LRADs aren’t only used by the military in war. Police departments 

use the device against civilians in protest. Relying on military codes to justify LRADs use towards 

civilians obscures the fact that protestors are not at war, and police officers are not officers. This 

logic reifies the increasing normalization of militarizing police in the U.S.   

 Legal scholar James E.K. Parker critiques supporters of LRADs by arguing that the U.S. 

doesn’t adequately reflect on how it defines sound. Parker argues this problem is “an ethical 

failure, a refusal to take responsibility for a dimension of law’s operation that is no less important 

simply because we aren’t paying attention” (Parker 206). He crafts his argument specifically by 

complicating the “communicable intelligibility” feature of LRADs. He points out the more-than-

semantic ways LRADs function when mobilized against crowds in protest. Parker states that the 

“LRAD enables a form of vocal authority which dramatically draws attention to its own sonority 

even as it registers semantically. Issued over an LRAD, the direction to ‘leave the immediate 

vicinity,’ for instance, isn’t just heard and understood as language, but simultaneously felt as 

sound. The LRAD’s sheer volume means that, irrespective of what is being said, it will likely 

register affectively as a threat” (Parker 216). Rather than seeing language and affect as necessarily 

at odds with one another—the former functioning in the realm of representation and the latter as 

an asignifying, asubjective intensity—Parker helpfully points out how the semantic commands of 

the state operate affectively through volume, pitch, vibration, and intensity when transmitted by 

LRADs. Civilian and wartime laws exclude the possibility of seeing LRADs as weapons because, 

when used “properly,” they are meant to authoritatively communicate to crowds and enemies at a 

distance to prevent an escalation of force. What Parker points out is how “toothless” U.S. legal 

imagination is when it comes to what he calls auditory jurisprudence. This accidental or willful 



 

 

 

116 

inability for the law to recognize sound as operating through a biopolitics of amplitude and 

vibration results in an inability for the court to recognize LRADs as sound/haptic weapons. The 

verbal commands issued by pre-recorded tapes of police officers commanding citizens to disperse 

through the LRAD, for instance, transforms human voices into something inhuman, which in turn 

shapes the atmosphere of protest through vibrational forces that produce sensations of dread, 

violence, and wounding. The “intense and bewildering” e/affect of LRADs volume once again 

refers us back to dissociation, that is, to the gradations of harm language-as-sound produces in 

bodies within the wake of vibrational waves (Parker 217). Parker states human bodyminds are 

particularly vulnerable to sound as it hits organisms through haptic excitations. That LRADs 

scramble, damage, or discombobulate human bodyminds’ capacity to regulate haptic feedback 

necessarily links these weapons with dissociation.  

 
Figure 2: A St. Charles County SWAT vehicle equipped with an LRAD 500X-RE. 

 

 Additionally, arguments such as Schnatz’s belies the central anxiety that LRADs inspire 

for activists: that of the Alarm Tone Capability. Such a frequency, I argue, has precious little to do 

with communicable intelligibility, at least as understood through the framework of narratocracy. 

Instead, such a weapon acts directly on the nervous system by bypassing narratability altogether. 

The primary fear inspired by LRADs is about the inhuman screams emitted at a frequency that 

swells ears and shakes guts, disrupting the rhythms and chants of protest for the purposes of crowd 
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dispersal. These asignifying frequencies act with a similar kind of immediacy of the Baconian 

scream (more on that below), a rough frequency introduced to urban spaces that envelops the 

otherwise unified temporal and spatial flow of protesters linked by the cadence of call and response 

protest slogans, pierced by a weaponized dissociation that is without story or narrative. This 

weapon of the sensible saturates acoustic and psychic space such that protesters with hearing ears 

must reflexively cushion such organs with their hands or risk permanent ear canal damage. Indeed, 

as LRAD’s Head of Media Relations Robert Putnam suggests, putting your hands over your ears 

cuts the decibel level of noise by 25 dB, hopefully curtailing the dangers of being caught on the 

receiving end of these waves. The assembled shared space of protest is thus disfigured, forcing 

protesters to close in on themselves—or ooze out of themselves—where before they were united 

by a shared aural space. This weaponized form of dissociation touches protestors physically, 

psychically, sensorially, and collectively. The collective atmosphere of protest becomes dis-

associated.  

The Scream in Critical Theory 

 There is a horror and hope in a scream, according to John Holloway, a horror that explodes 

from those snatched within a titled or askew oppressive social order—trapped within what “Is”—

while also expressing a hope that there might, at some undetermined, undefined future, exist 

something yet-to-be that the scream might open up (Holloway 6). This “critical vibration” 

(Holloway 1), he states, responds to the crushing sense of a general “wrongness” of the current 

historical and political moment; a scream expresses a longing or anger to “break windows,” a vocal 

explosion that cannot be contained in the bodies of those that scream (Holloway 6). The scream 

bellows from identities-not-yet-in-formation, overflowing the confines of normative subjectivity 

and embodiment. There is a certain temporal flavor to Holloway’s scream, one that shrieks as a 
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kind of ecstasy that stands “out ahead of itself towards an open future” (Holloway 6). The scream, 

in short, hollers when words are not enough to contend with the mundane and extravagant forms 

of violence perpetrated by the settler-colonial state and capitalism (or indeed, when words do not 

yet exist to challenge such violence). This framework for the scream—as a kind of spectacular, 

violent, and perhaps masculine rejection of oppressive social relations—has remained a 

compelling site for scholars from a variety of fields to think about political resistance.  

 Holloway is not alone in theorizing the scream as a kind of overflowing of bodies and 

subjectivities that might potentially upend certain political, aesthetic, and racial configurations. 

Theorists such as Gilles Deleuze, Davide Panagia, Jaques Lacan, Fred Moten, and Peter 

Schwenger, for instance, lay the groundwork for thinking the radically disruptive potential of 

screams to scramble or cut political, racial, and aesthetic sensibilities; for some of the above 

theorists—particularly Deleuze and Schwenger, as previously discussed—the scream is a kind of 

ontological tear, a tear that slices through taken-for-granted configurations (corporeal, political, 

metaphysical) by bypassing language and consciousness altogether. In this regard, affect theory 

becomes the privileged site through which to theorize the scream. Recent psychoacoustic research 

on screams similarly relies on a faith that there is something ontologically unique about the scream; 

David Poeppel’s research team out of NYU, for instance, looks at the material “roughness” of 

screaming frequencies as evidence that such a frequency fingerprint points to the fundamental 

uniqueness of screaming versus other kinds of vocal utterances used to communicate words and 

meaning. If language, signification, and representation address the head, screams, we’re told, 

address the nerves.   

 Critical theorists often link the scream with that which exceeds boundaries of narrative 

meaning-making, bodies, and subject categories. Often these scream theorists look towards 
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aesthetic works—painting, black performance, music, literature, or art instillations—that either 

provoke or emit screams for a variety of purposes: whether to elicit new sensations in the body of 

the viewer of a painting, or for slaves to resist against the demands placed on vocal utterances to 

express meaning legible to white slave owners, or to express the horror of having to be in a 

particular temporal and spatial coordinate at all. The scream therefore holds open the promise to 

unground—even if momentarily—taken-for-granted sensorial regimes through rejecting the 

requirement to subsume all vocal utterances to the dictates of narrative legibility. Instead, as we 

shall see, the scream need not—and indeed, cannot—be made meaningful through narrative alone, 

and thus lies its disruptive potential to unstitch the political as such. LRADs expose the limitations 

of thinking the scream as that which necessarily escapes the confines of power, particularly when 

the scream is mobilized by the state to control unruly subjects. I do not mean to suggest the 

scream’s political potential to unsettle violent political structures is therefore rendered inert; rather, 

I hope to resist the temptation to see the scream as a priori resistant. All the more so as such 

weaponized dissociation disproportionally targets racialized, gendered, sexualized, and colonial 

bodies, particularly Black Lives Matter protesters,25 Native water protectors in Standing Rock 

protesting the North Dakota Access Pipeline (NDAP),26 Palestinian protesters fighting against 

Israeli occupations,27 Women’s March participants in Washington, DC protesting policies enacted 

by President Donald Trump,28 and against migrants attempting to cross the U.S.-Mexico border, 

halted by what is called the “Virtual Acoustic Fence.” To address the political nature of the scream, 

we have to ask what happens when the state screams back. To talk about “the scream,” therefore, 

                                                      
25 https://gothamist.com/news/the-nypd-claimed-its-lrad-sound-cannon-isnt-a-weapon-a-judge-disagreed  
26 https://inthesetimes.com/article/standing-rock-felony-defendants-dakota-access-pipeline-water-protectors  
27 https://www.wired.com/2011/09/the-scream-israel-blasts-rioters-with-sonic-gun/  
28 https://www.muckrock.com/news/archives/2017/nov/20/dc-lrad/  
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may be altogether misleading given the kinds of nuance I hope to bring to the aura of the scream. 

Instead, we might think of particular screams, “a scream,” a particularity that honors the many 

uses and e/affects of screaming. 

“The Political Contour”  

 As we discovered by looking at those with EHS, there is a limit within certain regimes of 

knowledge that determine which sensations rise to the level of the legible and the legitimate, and 

which sensations exceed the recognition of certain political, scientific, and medical bodies. That 

such sensibilities are parsed and judged as either legitimate or hysteric within these regimes 

highlights the deeply political nature of rendering electromagnetic and mechanical waves sensible. 

If we follow Davide Panagia definition of politics within democratic societies—as referring to 

those “perceptual forms of knowledge that parse what is and is not sensible, what counts as making 

(I.e., fabricating) sense and what is available to be sensed”—we have already seen the ways a 

dissociation may be one way in to thinking about how this part-taking of certain segments of 

experience can create certain opportunities for sensible political subjects to emerge (or not). 

(Panagia 6). Panagia reveals the radical limits of representation broadly and narration in particular 

to contend with individualities that appear before us that have not yet found an organizational logic 

to recognize this individuality as a political subject (Panagia 61). If, as Panagia states, politics 

emerges as a result of taking-parts of the sensorium and rendering certain partitioned sensations 

into categories like legible and illegible, sensible and insensate, we can begin to see the ways a 

politics of waves similarly concerns itself with the ways actors parse particular segments of the 

electromagnetic and mechanical spectrum for the purposes of making certain configurations of the 

political possible.  
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 I foreground Panagia’s elaboration of politics to think about the political stakes of 

trafficking within mechanical sound waves, more specifically, the asignifying waves of screams, 

whether human or otherwise. Panagia is helpful here as his discussion within The Political Life of 

Sensation provides a framework for considering those sensations and senses that cannot be spoken 

within presumably democratic societies, an intervention necessary to think about the language 

defying experience of dissociated humans. To ground his claims, Panagia traces the ways modern 

politics has become the purview of the “literary subject” through the rise of what he calls 

“narratocracy” (Panagia 12). Narratocracy as a regime of knowledge demands that appearances—

those meteorological elements before human sense perception—be rendered meaningful through 

story telling, on the one hand, and through the stenographic traces left by materials used for writing 

on a blank page, on the other. As such, narrative figures in both abstract and material ways, as an 

“outline” that coils through speech, script, and thought. If narratocracy is the regime of knowledge 

within democratic societies, as Panagia argues, then our perceptual expectations insist on 

appearances having narratable and readable qualities, qualities that rely upon the primacy of vision 

and meaningful sayability; those appearances that cannot be made legible through narrative are 

therefore rendered nonsensical, unable to be fully subsumed within politics governed by 

narratocracy. And it is precisely within nonsense that Panagia urges us to witness how such 

sensations might be potentially disruptive of the political as such, discombobulating taken-for-

granted political configurations while also forging new ones. If narratocracy decides in advanced 

what counts as meaningful speech and writing, then, “it is not at all obvious that at the moment of 

an appearance, of the emergence of a new political subjectivity, there will be conventions in place 

that will allow us to recognize the identity of the subject in question” (Panagia 11). As we saw in 

our discussion of Safe and EHS sufferers, attending to nonsense has as much political significance 
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as attending to sense, for indeed, nonsense is not simply the absence of meaning, but exposes the 

limit of meaning itself. Scream sensations, therefore, might provide glimpses of the ways 

dissociation is weaponized by the state, a violence that is all the more acute due to humans’ 

inability to adequately respond to a scream with narrative meaning-making.  

 For both Panagia and Gilles Deleuze, there exist certain politico-aesthetic forms that 

explicitly hail sensations that exceed the linguistic as such, sensations that potentially possess the 

ability to unmoor the sedimented, taken-for-granted narrative links that secure hegemonic political 

formulations, enacting scrambled forms of perception and sensibility that might create ruptures 

within the political flow of the everyday. The scream is one such form. Deleuze takes the paintings 

of Francis Bacon as a way in to thinking about the aesthetics and politics of sensation. What links 

Deleuze’s reading of Bacon’s paintings and Panagia’s discussion of narratocracy is the outline, 

whether the outline that contains narrative legibility for Panagia, or the outline in painting used to 

represent figurations that can be read through representational logics, for Deleuze. The outline, for 

Deleuze, is used in the service of figuration and narrative legibility, such as when a painter traces 

the outline of an apple with clear, finite boundaries in a style influenced by Renaissance painting, 

an era that saw the perfection of perspectivism, creating depth upon the canvas. The outline aims 

for representation, for “realism,” just as the outline of a written text traces an invisible line on a 

page from right to left under Western narratocracy. In place of the outline that produces narrative 

and figuration, however, Panagia offers Deleuze’s theorization of the contour in the works of 

painters like Francis Bacon and Paul Cezanne as a way to think the political and sensation together. 

The contour, unlike the outline, is produced as a kind of horizon through the use of overlapping 

color tones that elicit not knowledge or meaning per se, but a sensation. We saw this above with 

Munch’s painting. According to Bacon, the contour is a porous or permeable membrane that hooks 
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together the Figure and ground, producing a “shallow depth” on the canvas that addresses the 

nervous system directly. Politics, for Panagia, is the continual configuration and discombobulation 

of the contours of the sensible, pointing our attention to the radical potential of aesthetic forms to 

smear contours in politically disruptive ways. Panagia states that his project is about how sensation 

interrupts common sense. The contour-as-sensation blurs boundaries, resists sayability (is this an 

apple or not?), and encourages a different form of attention than the outline. I find it useful to 

consider dissociation within Pangia’s framework, that is, the way depersonalization, derealization, 

and detemporalization similarly configure and discombobulate the contours of the sensible. This 

discombobulation isn’t always radical, however. Sometimes, as with LRADs, smearing sensation 

of protestors can reinforce repressive control societies and leave protesters unable to describe their 

pain in legible ways under narratocracy.  

 By way of example, we can use Deleuze’s discussion of the works of Francis Bacon and 

Paul Cezanne to see what kinds of sensations the contour produces. Just as the outline is contrasted 

to the contour, Deleuze tells us that the Figure is contrasted with figuration; figuration, unlike the 

Figure, is used for the purpose of telling a story or to represent an object, addressing itself to the 

literary subject who then interprets what this figuration might mean. To think the Figure, on the 

other hand, we might turn to Cezanne’s Figure/apple in opposition to a figuration of an apple. Were 

a painter to outline a figuration of an apple, there would be a hard limit between fore- and 

background, a distinction between apple and not-apple, a hard boundary. Cezanne’s apple, on the 

other hand, is circled by a contour that produces a sensation of appley-ness in all its particularity, 

the contour tending towards a limit asymptotically that disturbs representative logics present in 

perspectivalism, blurring and exploiting the indeterminacy between apple and not-apple. If 

figuration requires a certain kind of cerebral judgment—what could this representation mean?—
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Pangia’s attention to the aesthetics of the contour is offered in the service of delaying or doing 

away with judgement, holding the spectator in a durational immediacy that cannot be tamped down 

by the tools of narratocracy, yet works on the spectator’s fleshy body nonetheless. Like Kant’s 

immediacy or Deleuze’s indetermination, this kind of aesthetic encounter has the ability to 

potentially “unground… our subjectivity,” and, as such, detach the literary subject for an 

undetermined duration in ways that may make the previously insensible become felt (Panagia 28). 

Sensation wrought through aesthetics interrupts the common sense flow of narrative that is used 

to stabilize the bifurcation between sense and senselessness, and thus what it means to be a 

recognizable political subject. Such an intervention thus opens up a politics that relies not on 

recognition—an inadequate ethical response that addresses the literary subject, according to 

Panagia—but instead opens up to an ethics of appearance, one that attends to the ways singularities 

confront our sense organs such that we must admit an entity is before us, even if we have yet to 

find a name for this particularity using the tools of narratocracy. Such a framework helps us 

understand how dissociated sensations and perceptions can be met with recognition—a nod that 

yes, these sensations and perceptions offer entities previously withheld from other forms of 

experience—without the need to demand dissociated subjects narrate their experiences under the 

rubrics of logic and rationality. If LRADs scream violence, turning our attention to aesthetic works 

outside of military and policing agencies might allow us to sense the scream otherwise.   

 



 

 

 

125 

Figure 3: Still life of seven apples (1878) 

 

 Deleuze tells us that Francis Bacon’s screaming Pope in Study after Velázquez's Portrait 

of Pope Innocent X (1953) induces terror due to the invisible lines of force the stretched-out, toothy 

mouth ejects. These invisible forces—what Deleuze would call the potentiality of the future 

itself—induce horror for the very reason that they cannot be made meaningful, narratable. The 

“horror… is multiplied because it is inferred from the scream, and not the reverse” (Deleuze 38). 

In fact, as soon as narrative intervenes upon and subsumes the scream, figuration returns and 

sensation is sandpapered by representational logics. The scream thus stifled. According to Deleuze, 

Bacon’s larger project of evoking sensations through painting emerges as a result of the painter’s 

body producing traces upon the canvas through a moment of chance, creating in its wake 

asignifying traits and “local scrubbing” (Deleuze 5). Such chance inscriptions produce borders that 

bleed, betraying the tactility of the painter’s hand, producing a “haptic view” that edges towards a 

formerly inaccessible view before the separation of the senses, a scrambled sensorium that works 

upon a body without organs (Deleuze 5). That horror is produced retroactively—as that which 

emerges after the scream is sensed in the body of the viewer—tells us something about the curious 

temporality of the scream. The painting may very well be detemporal. That is, instead of insisting 

that these lines of force are a fear of futurity, we can instead read this painting as containing 

multiple currents of undifferentiated time: the time of the original Velasquez’s painting; the time 

of Bacon’s painting; the flat surface through which these temporalities converge; the 

indeterminacy of where or when we are as viewers.   
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Figure Four: Study after Velázquez's Portrait of Pope Innocent X (1953) 

 

 Lacan noticed this too when he compared the emergence of the subject as homologous to 

the emergence of silence ushered forth by a scream, the scream-as-gap, or cut, or ditch through 

which the subject—the Ich—springs forth. As he states, a piercing scream in the dead of night 

makes silence felt, sensed, alive: silence is not before the scream, neither the container of nor the 

condition for the scream, but that which comes after, its aural blackness painted into existence 

through this wail that births it. So, too, for the subject, the “subject qua indeterminate” (Lacan 26). 

The force of the scream for Lacan, much like the scream in Bacon’s paintings, produces a field of 

sensation that attacks the nervous system directly before cognition coils such sensation within the 

borders of narratability, legibility, inscription. Just as Bacon’s paintings blur the Figure and field 

in a zone of indetermination, so, too, for Lacan’s silent subject that the scream both creates and 

exceeds. The scream tears through (what?) so that something—a subject, a horror story—might be 

imperfectly grafted upon a sensorium only after the fact. But perhaps Lacan’s subject qua 

indeterminant can be retheorized under the framework of dissociation. The subject may indeed 
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hold mysteries inaccessible to consciousness, but instead of insisting on the subject’s 

unknowability while maintaining its singularity, we can instead recognize dissociation as central 

to the formation of human bodyminds. Contemporary trauma research suggests that human 

organisms from birth are undifferentiated and contain multiplicity from the start. It’s only through 

the processes of the “normal” stages of development that an infant begins to form solid boundaries 

around a subject that acts on the world.    

 The scream has also fascinated acoustic neuroscientists that attempt to locate the unique 

frequency of screams to think about how such frequencies penetrate human corporeality in ways 

that feel intuitively dissimilar to phonic sounds used for everyday speech. According to David 

Poeppel’s research team out of NYU, the primary difference between frequencies of spoken speech 

and the scream are a result of vocal “roughness”: “In contrast to the received view that roughness 

is irrelevant for communication, our data reveal that the acoustic space occupied by the rough 

vocal regime is segregated from other signals, including speech, a pre-requisite to avoid false 

alarms in normal vocal communication” (2051). Using a modulation power spectrum to view the 

brain function of participants exposed to screams—both human and inhuman (such as car alarms 

of sirens)—researchers discovered that the temporal modulation of scream frequencies is part of a 

“chaotic regime,” one that is bifurcated from the “regular donation” of spoken speech, and the 

scream’s roughness is surprisingly invariant “regardless of communicative intention” on the part 

of the person screaming (2051-2052). As Poeppel states, phonic sounds emitted by human mouths 

can either carry information through spoken speech—information such as a person’s gender or 

meaning—while rough modulations between ~30 and 150 Hz communicate danger, activating the 

amygdala in lieu of the auditory cortex (the amygdala being the part of the brain that processes 

emotion).  
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LRADs: Weaponized Dissociation  

 For Bacon as well as Deleuze, the scream as produced in painting provokes a haptic 

visuality, a feeling/seeing sensation that springs forth from the pope’s disfigured face-turned-head, 

mouth-turned-meat, a sensation that emanates from paint stroke to a spectator’s body in a 

waveform, a field through which a spectator’s body is reconfigured anew. Like this Baconian 

scream, the LRAD’s Alarm Tone similarly activates zones upon a body within its wake through 

material frequencies, confusing distinctions between human sense organs in violent ways. Instead 

of invoking such sensations through haptic visuality, however, LRADs do so through directional 

haptic audibility, a hapticity that ushers bodies in time and space through the use of invisible 

frequencies. This weaponization of dissociation points our attention to the ways the state uses 

asignifying forces to strip political subjects of narrative, association, and understanding.  

 This open question about what a scream is—alongside what screams do—pries open 

current debates that have emerged between “sound studies” scholars and those that engage 

“auditory cultures,” the former roughly defined as probing the ontological status and materiality 

of sound, the latter relying upon questions of signification, representation, and knowledge making. 

By examining LRADs’ Alarm Tone Capability—a weapon of haptic audibility—I hope to 

challenge the bifurcation between sound studies and auditory cultures (ontology and 

epistemology). Instead of intervening in these debates to determine which side of the debate is 

“correct” for listening to LRADs—ontology vs. epistemology, affect vs. representation, virtual vs. 

actual—I instead want to locate quietness and loudness as horizon points that muddy what initially 

appears to be clean boundaries between these binaries.  
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 According to Michael C. Heller—drawing upon the theorizations of psychoacoustitians 

such as George William Clarkson Kaye and R.L. Wegel—loudness “exists as a continuum bounded 

on either side by silence and pain” (43). While there are sound vibrations that eventually fall into 

silence for able bodied humans due to the extreme quietness or softness of these vibrations, there 

does not exist a similar point for loudness: in other words, there is no point at which a sound’s 

volume becomes too loud for humans that it eventually summersaults into silence. As Wegel 

argues, the threshold of human hearing for loudness is not a fold back into aural darkness, but 

rather results in pain: “While this point of feeling probably has no relation to the auditory sense, 

it does serve as a practical limit to the range of auditory sensation” (42, emphasis original). 

Sensation and affect, rather than audibility or inaudibility, become the metric by which a sound’s 

too-loud-ness becomes felt through pain, collapsing the distinctions between body and wave, 

subject and object. Rather than a “point” of feeling, however, we might instead conceptualize 

loudness and pain as an ever shifting contour, or a field, a contour that shifts depending on both 

the material impact of sound waves upon eardrums and the cultural and historical expectations 

different auditory cultures attribute to such waves. Screams do not so much bob between 

ontological virtuality and epistemological meaning making, much like a sin wave dipping above 

and below the y-axis on a two-dimensional graph, but rather a scream exists as a sonic smear that 

is onto-epistemological, the virtual and actual unable to exist as separate events or entities. LRADs 

weaponize dissociation through loundness.   

Quietness 

Postcommodity Arts Collective  

 

 Instead of relying on a screaming to cause revolution, I argue for the need to turn our 

attention towards quiet. The Ears Between Worlds are Always Speaking (2017), an art installation 

by Postcommodity Arts Collective, offers a portal into quietness by using LRADs. The collective 
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consists of artists Raven Chacon, Cristobal Martinez, and Kade L Twist, all based in the 

southwestern United States. The Ears is a site-specific art installation that debuted in Athens at 

Documenta 14 in 2017. The installation makes use of two LRADs perched upon the rooftops 

overlooking Aristotle’s Leceyum, invoking Aristotle’s peripatetic teachings, that is, the crucial 

imbrication between the creation of knowledge and the act of walking. Visitors stroll through this 

ancient site as indigenous voices sing a call-and-response opera in seven acts, comprising 

languages ranging from Greek and Syrian to Spanish and English. The seven hour opera tells 

“narratives of walking that are tied to peoples who are being dispossessed of their homelands,” 

according to artist, activist, academic, and Postcommodity member Cristobal Martinez.29 Martinez 

goes on to describe how the precarious transnational flow of millions of humans across the globe 

in our contemporary moment is akin to an epic Greek Myth, further revealing the importance of 

this specific site. This installation, like all of Postcommodity’s art to date, is described by their 

makers as an “aesthetic portal,” a portal meant to poke “fissures” or “cracks” in the spatiotemporal 

rhythms of fast capitalism, neoliberal globalization, and settler colonialism. Jarrett Martineau and 

Eric Ritskes might describe this piece as a performance of “fugitive indigeneity.” According to 

Martineau and Ritskes, fugitive indigeneity works “by fracturing the sensible architecture of 

experience that is constitutive of the aesthetic regime itself—the normative order, or ‘distribution 

of the sensible’—that frames both political and artistic potentialities, as such” (Martineau and 

Ritskes I-II).  

 The title of the installation itself highlights how these makers are invested in “fracturing 

the sensible,” for indeed, the title of the installation deliberately confuses what ears are supposed 

to do: they no longer listen, but speak. Just as screams scramble the sensorial capacities of human 

                                                      
29 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Or0nsRZoFyw  
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sense organs through haptic visuality, haptic audibility, and weaponized dissociation, so, too, does 

this title suggest an invitation to reconceive the sensorial expectations of visitors enveloped within 

the sounds emitted by LRADs. In short, this title suggests we do not yet know what ears can do. 

That the ears themselves are placed between worlds invokes the kind of pluriversal politics 

espoused by postcolonial and indigenous scholars. This politics rejects an understanding of a 

unified world populated with different cultures as understood through the spatiotemporal logics of 

Western modernity—a logic that centers European conceptions of space and time while relegating 

postcolonial and indigenous knowledges to the periphery of or deviation from the norm—and 

instead honors how different worlds remain in tension with one another without a unifying 

ontological or epistemological bedrock of experience to secure a universal world. This is much 

like the different worlds dissociated and non-dissociated organisms navigate, where neither 

language nor rationality can bridge the gap between these divergent sensorial and perceptual 

worlds. 
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Figures Five and Six: Images from The Ears Between Worlds Are Always Speaking (2017).  

 

 Marie Thompson, in her critique of what she terms “white aurality” as the unmarked 

ontological ground upon which recent sound studies scholarship resonates, draws upon the work 

of Fred Moten, Mel Chen, Zoe Todd, Sara Ahmed, and others, to trouble how the ontological has 

been mobilized within new materialist thinking and object-oriented ontologies; Thompson does 

this in order to denaturalize the “universal ground” origin myth that sustains the yearning for a 

“strangeness” found to be inherent within objects untouched by the messiness of social forms and 

representational politics, such as virtual sound as expressed in Western avant-garde art 

installations. This origin myth, according to Thompson, disposes of the now-outdated critiques of 

the linguistic turn of decades past that relied upon questions of “culture, signification, discourse 

and identity,” in order that “new” questions of “materiality, affective reality and being” now take 

center stage (Thompson 266). The push towards the molecular, in particular, according to Mel 

Chen, speaks of the desire of “whiteness to ‘go cosmic,’” unbeholdened to and unaccountable on 

behalf of those colonized, raced, sexed, gendered, debilitated populations that are bound by the 

particularity of signification in favor of the potential universalization of ontological thinking 

(Thompson 269). For Thompson, the bifurcation in sound studies between the ontologically hip 

orientation of “sound studies” in contradistinction to the more retrograde “auditory culture” of 
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representation means that certain ways of being enveloped by sound promotes certain ways of 

“hearing in” while disallowing others, with a particular amplification of how sound art of the 

Western avant-garde becomes the “true” arbiter of sound as pure materiality, while other sounds 

are, in Thompson’s words, “muffled.” 

 On the one hand, LRADs weaponize dissociation through loudness, while on the other, the 

Postcommodity art installation offers a grounding quiet. I argue for the need to reflect as scholars 

on a methodology that honors quiet. Quiet environments enable reflection, attention, listening, and 

curiosity in ways loud environments do not. Such a methodological and theoretical orientation 

remains open to both the opportunities provided by what has been termed the ontological turn 

(sound studies), while also attending to the ways such a metaphysics often occludes the ways 

power and politics continually remake the often unmarked “ground” upon which the ontological 

is imagined to support the fickle demands of the socius (auditory cultures). By using elements 

from the Western philosophical cannon (Aristotle’s lyceum), non-lethal weapons (LRADs), songs 

of displacement in different languages (culture/representation), a lingering temporality (seven 

hours of music), quietness (ontology), an invitation to walk and listen to nature (wind, gravel, 

shoes, chit-chat), this immersive experience momentarily contains multiple worlds without the 

anxiety to resolve these currents of space, time, epistemology, and ontology into a singular 

meaning. Instead, the piece asks participants to ground within sensation—feeling your feet on the 

sand, listening to wind and song, using quiet and duration to experience time more slowly. These 

opportunities offer a salve to distraction and, more importantly, to dissociation. The exhibit aims 

to make “resonators” out of its participants. As Martinez states, because “the LRAD turns the body 

into a resonator, you are essentially hearing the sound from within… When it goes away it leaves 

you with a sense of longing. It brings a new type of Lyceum to bear. The weight of history smacks 
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you in the face in the middle of these ancient ruins” (Miller). The relationship between sound, 

time, and affect is less about creating a detemporal experience—that is, a frantic, discombobulated 

experience of time that flows with different intensities through parts of a body—and instead 

produces a sense historical restlessness, a “smack in the face” that demands a slowing and 

lingering. In a 2017 Artist’s Talk, Postcommodity refers to this practice of walking, listening, and 

slowing as an “aesthetic portal,” one that does what it can to combat fast capitalism and colonialism 

in favor of experiencing fissures in time, at least, the normative time of fast capitalism (Walker Art 

Center). These fissures give bodies the chance to experience the duration of a portal, perhaps 

through affects like longing, aching, or stretching.  

 If LRADs are generally used as weapons of dissociation through loudness, 

Postcommodity’s use of LRADs may offer a more grounding, associative experience through 

quiet. Postcolonial scholar Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o states that decolonial “art arms silence with voices 

that, even when the bodies that carry them are crushed and ground to powder, will rise again, and 

multiply, and sing out their presence… art in this sense is silence that screams (p. 28)” (III, 

emphasis mine). The Ears Between Worlds are Always Speaking demands a slight rearticulation of 

wa Thiong’o’s incisive remarks: decolonial art may very well be quiet that screams. Yet perhaps 

this is a step too far. Rather than attempt to recoup quiet by subsuming it into the scream—for as 

we have seen, screaming is often the privileged site of affective activation in much critical theory—

perhaps this art installation requires we flip the terms, ushering screams into the fold of quiet. For 

indeed, a screaming quiet is not necessarily the scream that affects the nerves with the kind of 

immediacy Deleuze tells us about the Baconian scream—these songs are not, after all, screaming 

in an attempt to “break windows” (Holloway). Instead, a screaming quiet is more durationally open 

or indeterminate, requiring a walker-listener to slow down, to attune, to resonate or re-sound with 
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these indigenous voices that do not necessarily electrify the body like a scream, yet create sonic 

fissures within the flow of the everyday nonetheless. Martinez states that the installation 

transforms a visitor’s body into a “resonator,” a description that has less to do with knowing what 

these narratives mean (especially if a visitor does not speak these indigenous languages), but 

instead centers a kind of “embodied knowledge” that is irreducible to narrative meaning-making. 

Rather than “hail” a population for the purposes of “influencing behavior,” LRADs in this 

exhibition instead blanket visitors in an ambient sonic space that can elicit any number of 

embodied responses, from quieting one’s own body, or stopping to take stock, or ignoring these 

songs altogether. What Postcommodity makes possible is a site for potential grounding within 

sensation, and as such, for healing dissociation.  
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Conclusion:  
Whiteness Demands Dissociation  

 

 Throughout my dissertation I’ve used various aesthetic forms—film, television, sound art, 

painting, EMF detectors—to explore how dissociation can be both a tonic for weary populations 

and a weapon by corporations and governments to prevent large scale resistance. In chapter one, I 

close read the mise-en-scene of Todd Haynes’ New Queer Cinema classic, Safe, to consider the 

relationship between illness, media, and the limits of language in containing perceptions that fall 

outside the limiting logics of medicine, psychiatry, and politics. I complimented this close reading 

with an analysis of electromagnetic hypersensitivity (EHS) using the tools of science and 

technology studies. In looking at the evidence used by those on both sides of the EHS debate 

(including double-blind psychological studies and analyzing testimonies from EHS sufferers), I 

argued for the need to expand our understanding of politics beyond the limits of sense-making 

language. In chapter two, I developed a theory of formal dissociation within film and television by 

examining Vince Gillian and Peter Gould’s Better Call Saul. In looking at the use of depersonal 

point-of-view shots and mise-en-scene, derealized editing techniques, and detemporal shots, I 

argued for the usefulness of these film techniques in placing viewers within the distorted 

perceptual point of view of characters experiencing dissociation. Unlike Safe, these film 

techniques invited viewers into the ontological reality of a character suffering with EHS and 

dissociative symptoms. Such techniques bypass the need for language in trying to communicate 

the ontological divide between “grounded” characters and characters experiencing dissociation. In 

chapter three, I traced a philosophical, aesthetic, and political contours of screaming. By analyzing 

the relationship between state violence and dissociation through police use of military grade Long 

Range Acoustic Devices (LARDs), I argued that dissociation is the scream’s desire fulfilled. By 

comparing the use of LARDs by police during protest and LARDs used in the Postcommodity Art 
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Collectives’ art installation The Ears Between Worlds are Always Speaking (2017), I introduce the 

dialectic between dissociation and grounding as a key framework for thinking about how resistance 

is possible in the face of technologies and weapons bent on creating dissociated populations.  

 What follows is a final example of the ways whiteness and dissociation necessitate one 

another. I compare the mise-en-scene in Donald Glover’s FX television show Atlanta (2016—

2022) and Panos Cosmatos’ film Mandy (2018) to explore how whiteness can ground itself 

within the reality of anti-black racism in the U.S.  

Atlanta and Whiteness as Dissociation  

 Atlanta (2016—2022) is known for blurring the boundaries between genre, between dream 

and reality, between time and space. In the opening episode of season three (“Three Slaps”), 

audiences are introduced to three nested realities that aren’t at first blush connected to the world 

of character’s we’ve gotten to know over the previous two seasons. There are two moments in the 

episode that follow a familiar format in film and television: a character waking up from sleep 

suddenly, indicating the previous scenes occurred in a dream state. This happens twice—once after 

an opening scene between an unnamed white man and black man on a boat on a dark night, and 

once when Donald Glover’s Earn wakes up in a hotel room in Europe. In both instances viewers 

are brought to a reality disconnected from the previous scenes and characters. I’m tempted to read 

these moments as layers within Earn’s subconscious. I’ll start with the middle section of the 

episode as it takes up most of the running time. This section I’ll call Earn’s surface dream.  

 In this surface dream, we follow Loquareeous (Christopher Farrar), a black middle schooler 

who wakes up from a nightmare while in class (more on that nightmare later). Following happy 

news from his teacher (the class will see Black Panther 2 curtesy of the Atlanta Falcons and 

Domino’s Pizza), Loquareeous stands up on his desk and dances to his peers’ applause. His mother 
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and grandfather are called into the principal’s office to discuss how to address Loquareeous’ 

continued disruptions in class. The principal is a black woman, and behind her stands a non-black 

school counselor. As the principal talks with Loquareeous’ caretakers, the counselor interrupts. 

She’s disturbed by his mother’s lack of empathy or care for her son. Outside the office, 

Loquareeous’ mother makes her son dance in the middle of the hallway, warning him that his 

desire to please his white classmates could result in his murder. White people will kill him, she 

says, if he doesn’t get his act together. After this humiliation, Loquareeous’ grandfather slaps him 

across the face in slow, deliberate motions three times. The school counselor witnesses the ordeal, 

and through a pained, low voice, assures Loquareeous she’s going to get him out of that house.  

 What follows is an imaginative re-telling of an event that turned the true crime world in its 

head in 2018: the story of the murder of Markis, 19, Hannah, 16, Devonte, 15, Abigail, 14, 

Jeremiah, 14, and Sierra, 12, by the hands of their adoptive white parents, Jennifer and Sarah Hart. 

The podcast, Broken Harts, tells the story over eight episodes of how Jennifer and Sarah used their 

whiteness and queerness as a smokescreen to mask their abusive, neglectful parenting styles 

towards their mostly black adoptees. Neighbors would later report, for instance, how the Hart 

children would come to their houses asking for food. Such neglect flew in the face of the family’s 

public-facing persona. Devonte became a viral sensation during the height of the “Black Lives 

Matter” protests across the U.S. when an image of him circulated around news media hugging a 

white police officer with tears in his eyes. Visual cues and character beats reveal that Devonte is 

the inspiration for Loquareeous’s character. Like Devonte, Loquareeous is made to wear a sign 

that says “Free Hugs” while at the farmer’s market. Like Devonte, Loquareeous hugs (or at least 

grips) a white police officer. Unlike Devonte, Loquareeous survives and returns home, a 

reimagined historical corrective to tragic real-life events.  



 

 

 

139 

 
Figure One: Devonte Hart at a Bernie Sanders rally in 2004. 

Figure Two: Loquareeous (Christopher Farrar) holding a “free hugs” sign at a farmer’s market in “Three Slaps.”
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Figure One: The famous photo of Devonte Hart hugging a white police officer at a Black Lives Matter rally in 2014. 

Figure Two: Loquareeous (Christopher Farrar) gripping a white officer in “Three Slaps.” 

 

 Looking at the images of Devonte/Loquareeous alongside one another, trouble emerges. 

The first image of Devonte was taken on November 25th, 2014 during a protest in the wake of the 

Missouri grand jury declining to indict a Ferguson police officer in the fatal shooting of Michael 

Brown. In the image of Devonte, news media instructed viewers what to see. The image was 

circulated as a symbol of hope and reconciliation at a time in U.S. history where racial fractures 

felt more urgent and visible in the era of social media. The white police officer, Sgt. Bret Barnum, 

looks above Devonte’s head with his mouth in a small smile, his head dwarfed by his enormous 

military grade helmet. In the background stands the blurred figure of a light-skinned woman 

holding up her cell phone presumably recording the incident, foregrounding the role social media 

plays in conscripting reality into the form required by social media. Devonte’s tears were 
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understood at the time to signal his innocence. What a relief, his face seemed to say, to be 

recognized and embraced by one of the “good cops,” bad apples be damned. 

 “Three Slaps” intervenes upon this feel-good narrative by imagining Devonte’s situation 

from his point of view. In the episode, Loquareeous doesn’t approach a police officer to find peace 

and comfort, rather he clutches to the officer to report his abusive adoptive parents. The terror and 

tears on his face are minimized by both Loquareeous’ parents and the white police officer. Despite 

reporting a lack of food in his home, Loquareeous’s claims are dismissed by his seemingly well-

meaning and gentle white lesbian parents. The officer believes his parents despite the fear written 

on Loquareeous’ face. His parents’ public facing personas contradict their extreme narcissism 

when behind closed doors. The mise-en-scene of their home’s interior, for instance, shows a house 

littered with dog hair, unfinished home improvement projects, a lack of nutritious or culturally 

specific food, bedrooms filled to the brim with beds and children, and a lack of hygienic products 

like facecloths. In a painful tragicomic scene, his two mothers gripe loudly about a problematic 

Instagram post at length at the dinner table while their black adopted children go hungry. The 

dissonance between their outrage over a social media post as they neglect their black children 

challenges white liberals watching to question how performative white outrage online doesn’t 

necessarily (or ever) translate to real-world anti-racist compassion.  

 This episode traffics in dread, especially for those viewers familiar with the Harts’ story. 

Dread is a diffuse affect, one that creates environments of hypervigilance. Savvy viewers wait over 

the course of the episode for the inevitable tragedy that befell the Hart children, placing them 

within a momentary experience of inescapable, inevitable violence. Because threat is everywhere 

for Loquareeous—interpersonally, institutionally, structurally, psychically, physically, 

emotionally, financially, etc.—it’s hard to pin-point where resistance can happen. Even a kind 
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social worker by the episode’s end can’t help him: we later find out the mothers killed her before 

escaping in a van with their children. Despite the “happy” ending of the episode—Loquareeous 

and his siblings escape—the environment of the episode remains open-ended and inconclusive. 

Dread has a temporality that, like dissociation, is historical, structural, everyday, and interpersonal. 

When Earn wakes up, viewers aren’t sure whether or not he’s conscious of the dream he just had. 

What’s more, he awakens to a reality where the Hart children died due to the confluence of social, 

environmental, and institutional forces that led to their deaths, white supremacy being chief among 

them. Dread, exhaustion, and numbness often travel together. The expression on Earn’s face when 

he awakens isn’t one of relief or rest. He’s still tired.  

 If dreams are wish-fulfillments, as Freud argues, then Earn’s dream about Loquareeous is 

a wish to recreate world events to rectify the senseless murder of six black children. Earn’s dream 

pin-points the insidious narcissism of unchecked whiteness, even whiteness intersected with 

queerness. But Earn doesn’t have one dream: he has two. Rather, dream-Loquareeous has a dream 

within Earn’s wish-fulfillment. This dream might act as an urtext, a bedrock within the collective 

unconscious of black folks in the U.S. Or at least, the urtext of Earn’s unconscious, emerging from 

his eight-year-old self.  

 This dream uses the tools of a dissociated mise-en-scene—including sound distortions, 

actor placement and lighting—to reinforce how whiteness-as-narcissism uses terror to induce 

dissociated states within marginalized folks in the U.S., particularly those socialized as black. The 

episode opens with White, a white man (Tobias Segal) and Black, a black man (Tyrell Munn), 

fishing at night on a man-made lake where, we learn from White, a self-governing black town once 

stood. (The names of these characters would make Brecht proud.) An overhead shot slowly pans 

across a bridge and towards a large, black body of water. We then see Black and White’s fishing 
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boat dwarfed in the corner amidst the darkness. As the two friends talk and joke with one another, 

Black says he feels a heaviness on the lake. When he was eight, he almost drowned, saved by his 

cousin at the last minute. He describes feeling like he was being pulled by some invisible force. 

That’s when White tells Black they’re on top of a drowned black town, to Black’s surprise. White 

then begins a long monologue about how whiteness is “social.”  

White’s not a real thing. There’s no scientific basis for it… People just become 

white. Socially. They paid to be white. With enough blood and money anyone can 

be white. It’s always been that way. But the thing about being white is it blinds you. 

It’s easy to see the black man as cursed because you’ve separated yourself from 

him. But you don’t know. You’re enslaved just like him. Cold whiteness. You’re 

hypothermic. You lose logic. You see the blood. And you think someone else is 

bleeding. Everyone is screaming at you to turn the machine off. But you can’t hear 

them. You can’t even hear yourself saying: we’re cursed too. 

 

I find it fascinating that White’s character teaches Black about the social constructedness of 

whiteness, fascinating because throughout Atlanta, white characters are painted as bumbling, cruel, 

and ignorant about racial issues. I’m read this flip as a wish buried deep within Earn for white 

folks to, at the very least, admit to the coldness required to live within or uphold white supremacy. 

This enslavement to white supremacy is not unlike an individual living with narcissism: in both 

cases, the function of whiteness and narcissism is protective. For those living with traits of 

narcissism, an overinflated sense of self protects against feelings of abandonment from one’s 

primary caregiver. For white supremacy, the protect functions fends against the knowledge that 

white folks are “hypothermic,” illogical, bleeding, unable to hear, unable to see. To think the other 

is bleeding is not unlike Fanon’s discussion of white projective rage: instead of white folks dealing 

with the rage at the very institutions that both enslave and “benefit” them, they project such rage 

upon the black other. I find it fascinating that we see the language of screaming again. To those 

numbed by white supremacy, screams don’t penetrate their machinic protective layer. Like 
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dissociation proper, white supremacy scrambles white folks’ logic, emotions, perceptions, 

sensations, and capacity for warmth.  

 The film techniques in this scene reinforce White’s words. In a series of shot-reverse shots, 

visual and audio distortions slowly creep in. For Black, the camera slowly zooms in on his 

increasingly terrified face. As the camera zooms, the small light that exists in the frame begins to 

disappear. By the time White reaches the point in his speech where he describes white folks as 

“bleeding,” White’s voice becomes distant and compressed as other noises—such as crickets and 

the water—disappear. As for White, each time the camera turns back towards his figure, he’s 

sitting at a different angle while the camera remains stationary: first he’s facing the camera, then 

perpendicular to it, then finally he’s facing with his head turned from the camera. As his voice 

turns menacing and ghostly, he at last turns around to reveal a ghastly face with no eyes, 

reminiscent of a demon in the throes of an exorcism. Black screams as a series of black arms and 

hands pull him underwater. These images and sonic distortions together work to place viewers 

within Black’s increasingly dissociated point of view. Here we see the ways dissociation is both a 

weapon of whiteness—the ghoulish, eyeless, menacing face of White whose skin is drained of 

warmth and color—and a defense against white violence. Black’s terrified face is unable to look 

away from White. His field of listening shrinks to focus entirely on White’s increasingly 

compressed voice. He’s become hypervigilant, unable to notice any other cues from his 

environment except those coming from the demon mesmerizing and terrifying him. Once pulled 

underwater, it’s too late: his dread gives way to dissociation, and he drowns. One of the few 

defenses against white dissociative violence is defensive dissociation. An organism can only live 

so long in an environment of dread before existence becomes unbearable. The tragedy of this dance 
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is twofold: White will never understand he’s living as a ghost, and Black’s only resistance is to 

watch, terrified, until he sinks under.    

Grounding Whiteness 

 Panos Cosmatos’ 2018 film Mandy ties together many of the themes I’ve discussed in my 

dissertation thus far. In Mandy we encounter characters both traumatized and traumatizing. We 

see the deleterious effects of dissociation when used as a weapon by white, narcissistic characters 

against vulnerable others. At various moments in the film, the outlines of characters blur with their 

environment. Kaleidoscopic color bathes characters to indicate their internal affective states. 

Sound distortions give character voices a menacing and otherworldly quality. Long takes, slow 

pans, and long dissolves create a temporal rhythm outside the often frantic pace of contemporary 

Hollywood narrative cinema and late-stage capitalism.  

 Unlike the other art works I’ve analyzed in previous chapters, however, these visual, audio, 

and perceptual distortions aren’t aligned with dissociation as a result of unspeakable trauma (or 

not only), whether interpersonal or through white supremacy. While we see elements of a 

depersonalized and derealized mise-en-scene, gone is the detemporal trap that often befalls 

dissociated characters unaware of their dissociated state. The deliberate temporal pace of the film 

alongside its dreamy, ethereal soundtrack act instead as grounding techniques that enable 

viewers—particularly white audiences—the opportunity to mindfully reflect on aspects of 

existence often withheld from awareness within technocratic, hyper-industrialized, white 

supremacist societies. Instead of characters trying to keep apace with white capitalist demands for 

ever more productivity (Safe, Better Call Saul) and falling ill and dissociated when those efforts 

prove unrealistic, Mandy instead uses the promise of hallucinatory dissociation to linger on the 

majesty, horror, and ecstasy of existence. By foregrounding the relationship between Red Miller 
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(Nicholas Cage) and Mandy Bloom (Andrea Riseborough) in the first third of the film, followed 

by the introduction of a cult that uses hallucinogens to entrap and brainwash victims, we can see 

at play the dialectic between grounding and dissociation once again. In the hands of Red and 

Mandy, hallucinogens enable a greater sense of emotional intimacy, reverence for the natural 

world, comfort, safety, and a radical grounding within difficult realities, like Mandy’s childhood 

trauma or Red’s former service in the military. Unlike the hypothermic image of White—an image 

drained of color and vitality—Mandy’s mise-en-scene throbs with vital color. For the cult leader 

of Children of the New Dawn, however, hallucinogenic substances are instead used to brainwash, 

lower a victim’s defenses, and entrap vulnerable women. Dissociation in this film is both weapon 

and salve.  

 What differentiates Mandy from the other texts I’ve read is the kind of dissociation the film 

explores: the kind that occurs when a human is under the influence of hallucinogenic substances. 

Characters in the film use these substances for a variety of purposes. For the titular Mandy Bloom 

(Andrea Riseborough), she uses hallucinogenic plants to create striking color pencil drawings alive 

with movement. She and her partner, Red Miller (Nicholas Cage), spend languid evenings and 

mornings discussing dreams, nightmares, and childhood traumas in soft voices from the safety of 

their isolated cabin in the woods. The first third of the film invites viewers into their quiet, 

reflective world through the use of color saturation and lighting techniques.  
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Figure Three: Mandy’s drawing after smoking an unnamed substance. 

 

 The environments—physical, environmental, emotional—Red and Mandy live within 

pulse with vitality. Gone are the sick-inducing environments of Safe, Saul, LARDs, and Atlanta.  

 The natural world is shot with slightly low angle shots with a wide focus lens, amplifying 

the grandeur and splendor of nature. At one moment the night sky swirls with eddies of colors: 

yellows, pinks, reds, purples. A languid soundtrack keeps apace with the slow undulations of 

movement across the sky. It’s a window into a churning force from the cosmos. In another moment, 

Mandy and Red rock gently in a vast blue lake. Colors are saturated and in high contrast. Mandy 

and Red are shot from above, their small canoe dwarfed by a blue-green backdrop rippling with 

near-symmetrical waves. Quite a contrast to the overhead shot of White and Black on a boat in 

“Three Slaps.” The scene then dissolves across the span of many seconds, superimposing an image 

of a mountain over Mandy and Red. The dissolve works less to show the passage of time and more 

to compress space. (We’ll see this again throughout the film). The superimposition relaxes the 

boundaries between Mandy, Red, water, air, and earth. In Saul, we saw how the combination of 

shaky camera movement, piercing, intrusive sounds, and discontinuity editing used to shoot Chuck 

whenever the world seeps across his boundaries without his permission creates a dissociated mise-

en-scene. In Mandy, however, the steady camera, ethereal soundtrack, and continuity editing 
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creates a far more welcoming environment that holds and cradles its characters rather than 

intruding upon them. The natural world heals in Mandy rather than making characters sick. This 

pace of the long fade in particular places Mandy and Red not at the mercy of nature, but as 

continuous with it. They may be out to sea, but they remain peacefully afloat. They are un-pierced 

by detemporal dissociated parts that haunt Chuck and Carol. They are firmly within a present 

moment where the majesty and terror of the universe touches them as they move through their 

lives in an isolated cabin in the woods.  
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Figures Four-Six: Nature shots in Mandy (2018). 

 

 Similar film techniques are used to indicate Mandy and Red’s internal affective states. 

When Mandy awakens one morning, her image reflects the drawings she made earlier in the film: 

more reds, oranges, yellows, purples, greens. Post-production color editing creates a slight lens 

flare that’s less about bringing attention to the camera than to place viewers within Mandy’s 

perceptual, affective point of view. The blending of cool and warm colors create a visual harmony 

that’s both fiery and soft, fiercely tender. In another moment, Mandy is shot in deep focus while 

reading a book. The floor-to-ceiling windows that frame her figure give viewers insight into her 

intellectual openness and curiosity. She radiates light that spreads out around her in soft lines. The 

deep focus halts at her window, however. Nature in this moment is a flat canvas of colors, shading, 

light, and mood, rather than a grammatized, colonized space comprised of individual parts. The 

near-underwater feel of the backdrop offers viewers a pre-verbal, undifferentiated experience of 

nature untouched by language or order. Nature here is pure affect.  
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Figure Seven and Eight: Mandy in Nature in Mandy (2018). 

 

 Two conversations between Mandy and Red similarly reveal how hallucinogenic film 

techniques—long takes, long pans, lighting, and color saturation—produce a mise-en-scene that’s 

cosmic, intimate, and grounded. During a late night conversation about their favorite planets, for 

instance, Mandy and Red are shot overhead after the camera slowly peels downward from their 

bedroom window to land parallel to the sleeping characters. The scene is initially coated in 

darkness and navy blues. As Mandy begins speaks, however, new colors pulse out of her. The 

scene begins to bob with a purple-red tint, giving the scene a warm and glowing quality. Mandy’s 
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internal sense of wonder and passion permeate the space around. As she talks about Jupiter and 

Saturn, a green light traces the outline of her nose and pulses outward. Such lighting gives a felt 

sense of how Mandy’s internal affective state blooms and influences those in her orbit, as well as 

her natural environment. There’s an excitement and intimacy to this exchange. The lighting and 

long take charge an everyday moment—a couple talking in bed—with a cosmic grandeur. This 

scene captures the possibilities afforded to characters when grounded in the present moment.  

 

 
Figure Nine and Ten: Color, affect, and vitality in Mandy (2018). 

 

In another intimate conversation, Red and Mandy discuss an incident from Mandy’s 

childhood. The four-minute scene captures the couple on the couch as static from their television 

quietly hums in the background. The camera painstakingly zooms in on the couple over a four-
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minute duration. What begins as a scene draped in a variety of colors—reds, purples, blues, 

yellows, oranges, whites—over time transforms into a scene coated in blues, purples, and blacks. 

The combination of the extremely slow zoom and color transformations follow the course of 

Mandy’s traumatic story. (She reveals her father captured baby Starlings in a pillowcase when she 

was a child and encouraged her friends to kill them with a crowbar.) What fascinates me about this 

moment is the camera’s unwavering gentleness. Like the ethereal soundtrack that accompanies 

this moment, the camera doesn’t intrude so much as cozy up. It bears witness, like Red, to Mandy’s 

pain without shying away, without the distraction of cuts, and without rush. Like Safe and Saul, 

Mandy eschews a reliance on flashbacks and remains in the present moment. This move deviates 

from the flashback norm in film and television often used to help explain traumatized characters 

for the audience. Instead, the camera challenges us to remain with Mandy in an unfolding present 

without jumping across time. Whereas a lack of flashbacks in Safe and Saul add to the mystery of 

characters, potentially alienating some viewers, here the lack of flashbacks enhances audience 

identification with Mandy (or Red, a stand in for the viewer). The camera can tolerate and 

encompass Mandy’s trauma because her character remains grounded in Red’s embrace. The level 

of safety Mandy experiences with her partner translates to safety for the audience. We’re capable, 

like the camera, of sitting still with open curiosity as Mandy shares her story. Gone are the 

detemporal tricks of a dissociated mise-en-scene: no discontinuity, no multiple parts, no 

depersonal gazes. Instead the camera acts like the undulating light and sound that slowly move 

throughout the first third of the film. The camera isn’t so much a fly on the wall as a churning 

energy source that Mandy and Red both produce and live within. The content of the conversation 

doesn’t reveal Mandy’s truth, nor the truth of the film. These scenes have precious little to do with 

what follows. The point isn’t to discover something about Mandy through her trauma. Instead, the 
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scene offers a window, particularly for dissociated white viewers, to glimpse what vitality feels 

like, a vitality often withheld from white experience under fast-capitalism. 

Narcissistic Hallucinations  

 
Figure Eleven: Jeremiah Sand attempting to brainwash Mandy in Mandy (2018). 

 

 Mandy doesn’t romanticize hallucinogenic drugs, however. In contrast to the warmth and 

safety of the first third of the film enabled by the perceptual and temporal distortions/openings 

provided by hallucinogens, the final two thirds revolve around the violent machinations of 

Jeremiah Sand, a white cult leader who kidnaps Mandy when she’s out for a walk. What follows 

is a story filled with gonzo violence as Red attempts to avenge her eventual death (the cult burns 

Mandy alive in front of a tied-up Red). While there’s much to say about the function of white male 

violence, for the purposes of my argument, I’ll keep my focus on Mandy and how Jeremiah 

attempts to brainwash her using hallucinogens, paralytics, and brainwashing.  

 The most striking example of Jeremiah Sand’s violent attempt to depersonalize Mandy via 

LSD occurs halfway through an overwrought monologue he gives while she’s paralyzed by a wasp 

sting. He stares at Mandy while pontificating on all the things God has bequeathed upon him. His 

scree should sound familiar to those who have encountered a narcissistic person: extreme 

grandiosity; a lack of remorse; self-centeredness; and manipulation. When Mandy and Rod take 

hallucinogens, the world both slows and opens up. Colors swirl majestically, rendering nature 
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open, grand, and alive with affect. This scene, however, traps its viewers within a confined space. 

The cult remains indoors in a windowless room. The mise-en-scene looks flat, like a religious 

painting or a film strip begging for a pair of 3D glasses. The monochromatic reds, blues, and 

purples render the environment flat and sterile. Sand’s use of LSD works to drive out the wonder 

of the natural world in favor of orchestrating tight control over his comrades’ perception: what 

they can see, sense, and feel. His otherworldly compressed voice sounds demonic. 

 

 
Figure Twelve and Thirteen: Mandy and Jeremiah’s faces blurring into one another in Mandy (2018). 

 

 As his speech continues, Sand encroaches upon Mandy’s personal space, kneeling down 

to meet her eye level. The camera captures this by utilizing a close-up of Sand looking directly 

into the camera. Initially this scene appears to be from Mandy’s point of view. He talks into the 
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camera as he talks to her. Over the course of his monologue, however, Mandy’s features begin to 

blur with Sand’s. Typically fades and dissolves are utilized to suggest the passing of time. Here, 

the fade works to super-impose different points in space. Sand and Mandy are in a superimposable 

entanglement despite their physical distance in Euclidian space. The message is clear: Sand 

orchestrates an environment—through the sounds of his machinic, commanding voice, by 

paralyzing Mandy’s body via hornet sting, through perceptual distortions that strip the world of 

color—so that he might entrap Mandy within his cohort. Such maneuvers are both depersonalizing 

and re-personalizing. That is, LSD and its dissociative effects are mobilized by Sand to dissolve 

Mandy’s once individuated form (depersonalization) while simultaneously attempting to project 

his own self within the container of her body (re-personalization). Their features subtly interfere 

with one another such that an easy demarcation between Sand and Mandy become tenuous at best. 

A feeling of nausea overtook me in this scene due to the sound distortions, grating soundtrack, and 

film techniques that blur the subjectivities between characters and environment.  
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Figure Fourteen and Fifteen: Mandy’s laugh and Sand’s rage in Mandy (2018). 

 

 Mandy, however, isn’t susceptible to such manipulations, even while under the influence 

of a dissociative like LSD. Instead of succumbing to depersonalization, she laughs. Her mouth 

opens into a cartoonish oval as she bellows again and again, her face at times transforming into a 

sarcastic, angry growl. While her form and face smear across the screen like Chuck’s in Better 

Call Saul, her mouth expresses the same affect: contemptuous humor. Sand is irate. Shot in close 

up, the poles angled behind his head look both religious and furious, like impotent horns. Mandy 

is impervious to manipulation via dissociation because we’ve already seen how hallucinogens have 

helped her and Rod become more intimate, more vulnerable, and more open to experiences both 

past and present. Mandy is no stranger to her inner emotional life. She’s capable of grounding 

herself within difficult realities (such as her childhood trauma) and has utilized hallucinogens to 

help access these emotions deep within. While anyone can be susceptible to manipulation (with or 

without the help of a dissociative), Mandy isn’t moved due to the work she’s already done on 

herself. She’s had enough experience disentangling herself from abusive structures such that, when 

met with the cold manipulations of a white cult leader, she can laugh in his face. 

 Instead of using a scream to resist, as John Holloway would have it, Mandy’s powerful, 

sarcastic laugh cuts to the quick of Sand’s unbridled insecurity. Her laugh is such a threat that 

she’s lit on fire by Sand. The consequences for her actions reflect the danger present for anyone—

including white folks—for daring to question the complete lack of humor present in narcissistic, 
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heteropatriarchal white supremacy. The self-seriousness of fragile men and white supremacy can 

create environments of dread and dissociation for those that, on the surface, benefit from toeing 

the party line. With practice, and enough courage, laughing at this self-seriousness may be the best 

tool we have to combat the numbing effects of dissociation. I don’t mean that we should laugh at 

the tragic consequences of white narcissism and the catastrophic damage it does to living beings 

and the environment. Rather, Mandy’s laughter reveals the courage it takes to tackle the absurdity 

of these structures not with her own posture of self-serious resistance, but instead as a person who 

refuses the game entirely despite the potential dire consequences. White supremacy lies to white 

folks. It holds the promise that proximity to white narcissism might result in near God-like magic 

in everyday life, as Sand’s speech makes clear. It’s no wonder that many white people in the U.S. 

have difficulty resisting this brainwashing. That Mandy laughs defiantly at the absurdity of Sand’s 

grandiosity gives viewers a clue as to what resistance against white supremacy looks like for white 

folks in the U.S. We (and by “we,” I mean those socialized as white in the U.S.) can align ourselves 

with the cult of white supremacy and remain enslaved to its promises of omnipotent control that 

never materializes. We can hold our tongues and dissociate against unbearable realities. Or, like 

Mandy, we find avenues that break dissociative dis-ease through re-attuning our perceptions, 

sensations, and emotions towards something much larger. We can experience vitality in safe 

relationships, and by the end of that long journey, we can laugh in the face of institutions who 

offer empty promises of salvation. We can laugh knowing we’re both trapped and free. We can 

laugh to keep from crying or form zoning out. We can laugh when there’s nothing more to do but 

refuse the dissociative escape white heteropatriarchy offers as our medicine. Laughing coasts on 

the edge between the end of something—a life, some freedoms, some privileges—and the start of 

something—a death, a fire, a revenge.  
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