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plants, animals, and artifacts. Thoreau’s extensive record of losses mingles with his 
living text so that the act of recording turns “into a process of revitalizing” (p. 353). 
Like birds, his journals are themselves living relics that enact death and life at the 
same time.
 Thoreau’s mournful vitalism, as arranged by Arsić, offers a profound reorientation 
to life, loss, time, and change in an age of ecological turmoil. Thoreau’s vital matter 
is not a prism for his idealism, as critic Sherman Paul has argued, but rather a living 
relic that exemplifies Jane Bennett’s “swirls of matter.”1 In Arsić’s rendering, both 
Thoreau’s insistence on the vitality of all things and his perpetuation of grief through 
naturalist observation effect a profound metempsychosis. Activity shifts from an im-
mortal soul to ceaselessly transforming matter. Through Thoreau, Arsić thinks outside 
of human reason to articulate an ongoing process for seeing the beyond-human. 
Arsić’s historicist-theoretical monograph intertwines Thoreau’s poetic and empirical 
activities and offers a compelling contribution to a growing body of new material-
ist criticism that seeks to redefine the man-in-nature trope foundational to environ-
mental thought. The morally superior, individualistic, proto-conservationist version of 
Thoreau has been both championed and lampooned by modern environmentalists. 
The Thoreau that Arsić encounters could not be more different. Her Thoreau creates 
a new way of seeing the change, life, and movement that constitutes the world. Bird 
Relics imaginatively rescues vitality from the clutches of the universal human soul, and 
disperses it throughout the earth.

Rachael DeWitt
University of California–Davis

Seb Franklin, Control: Digitality as Cultural Logic. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2015, 
240 pp. $26.00 cloth. 

In Control: Digitality as Cultural Logic, Seb Franklin argues that computer technologies 
not only saturate our daily lives, but that “digitality” fundamentally shapes the ways 
that we see ourselves and conceptualize the world. Computer technologies provide a 
whole host of metaphors that we now use to conceptualize cognition, self-manage-
ment, labor, and other socioeconomic formations: steering, feedback, and discrete-
ness. The digital—which tends to be colloquially synonymous with the computer—
sets forth a logic of atomization that comes to shape how we see the material world, 
labor, and social formations as disparate parts rather than as interconnected elements. 
Franklin’s project offers digitality as a heuristic for making the logic of control visible 
in the fabric of the ordinary.  

In order to fully flesh out a genealogy of the control epistêmê that we urgently 
should learn to read for, Franklin synthesizes a range of writings in cultural theory, 
media studies, and Marxism across five chapters. In chapter 1, Franklin begins with 
Gilles Deleuze’s famously brief “Postscript on Societies of Control” (1992), noting how 
Deleuze’s “dividual” helps conceptualize this mode of subjectivity as one that “has 
been divided within itself, broken down into discrete parts that are each represent-
able as symbolic tokens and capturable as labor” (p. 9). Franklin extends Deleuze’s 
theorization of control as a set of technically mediated relations by more fully describ-

1. Jane Bennett, “Systems and Things,” New Literary History 43:2 (2012): 225–233, at  
p. 227.
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ing its relation to the domain of the social. “Digitality,” writes Franklin, “promises to 
render the world legible, recordable, and knowable via particular numeric and linguis-
tic constructs” (p. xix). In other words, control is not only about distributed power 
within a material infrastructure, as Alex Galloway has written in Protocol,1 but is also 
an epistêmê that emerges from the formulation of everything, including the social, in 
digital/discrete terms. 

The logic of control as episteme describes a wholesale reconceptualization of the 
human and of social interaction under the assumption . . . that information stor-
age, processing, and transmission (as well as associated concepts such as “steer-
ing” and “programming”) not only constitute the fundamental processes of bio-
logical and social life but can be instrumentalized to both model and direct the 
functional entirety of such forms of life. (p. xviii)

What we need to learn to read for, Franklin argues, is how “cybernetics itself” disap-
peared and how its methods for instrumentalizing human labor came to “constitute 
a seemingly objective component of political economy and management theory” (p. 
42), which he traces in the works of Warren McCullough, Norbert Weiner, Gregory 
Bateson, John von Neumann, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and others (chapter 2). Departing 
from earlier studies of the “signature technologies and projected futures” of cybernet-
ics such as Katherine Hayles’s seminal text How We Became Posthuman, Franklin focuses 
on the “less spectacular ways in which cybernetic principles came to expand from 
specialist knowledge into forms of doxa [common belief]” (p. 33), or how cybernetic 
thought came to seem intuitive in the first place. It is within the mundane and the 
everyday that digitality, as the logic of control, is most subtly naturalized.
 Although Franklin professes to focus on the “less spectacular” dissemination of 
digitality as a cultural logic, the last three chapters tackle the challenges of represent-
ing digitality (chapter 3), reading for a logic of digitality across literature and culture 
(chapter 4), and in formulations of the “programmable subject” (chapter 5). Yet the 
cases where Franklin reads literary texts and cultural objects could more explicitly en-
gage with feminist and queer theories, indicating where the logic of control coincides 
with the logic of heteronormativity. For example, Franklin’s case studies of literature 
are limited to Joyce, Beckett, Faust, and Kafka (chapter 4). His analysis of how Urban 
Outfitters’ demographic modeling (“the upscale homeless person”) compares with 
Anthropologie (“she tends to be a homeowner . . . in a relationship”) and The Free 
People (“She runs and practices yoga to stay fit and balanced . . . target age 26”) fo-
cuses on the general discreteness of categories, without discussing gender normativity 
as a contributing factor. Although a focus on male authors is perhaps a symptom of 
the control epistêmê itself, it seems important to place Control alongside works that 
engage the long history of women and computing. For example, in Zeroes and Ones: 
Digital Women and the New Technoculture, Sadie Plant takes computational paradigms 
as an opening to rethink the naturalized divisions between man, woman, nature, and 
technology, a case where the logic of digitality may not necessarily foreclose the pos-
sibility of new social formations.2

Indeed, once we take up Franklin’s lens of “digitality” and begin to see control and 
its associated computational metaphors everywhere—digitality, steering, feedback, 
and so on—we are left to wonder, where are the paths to escape? How might we 

1. Alexander Galloway, Protocol: How Control Exists After Decentralization (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 2004).

2. Sadie Plant, Zeroes and Ones: Digital Women and the New Technoculture (New York: 
Doubleday, 1997).
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build life practices that are not metered by control alone, at an infrastructural level? 
My first guess was that escape might come in the form of the analog, which Franklin 
briefly addresses in chapter 1. In media, analog simply means “continuous” recording 
instead of discrete sampling (imagine the difference between recording sound waves 
on the surface of a gramophone record, compared with sampling sound digitally on 
your phone). Yet by viewing the digital and analog as forms of labor, Franklin forgoes 
the possibility of locating escape in the analog (or the continuous) itself. Instead, he 
argues that the analog has historically been co-opted by bio-political management:

Factories in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were analogical not just be-
cause they were premised on such thermodynamic concepts as energy and the 
individual worker’s ability to perform their labor in the form of continuous move-
ments. Nor were factories (and by extension, the disciplinary societies within 
which they present the central site of production) analogical because of the linear-
ity of their processes. . . . Rather, the factory is analogical in the social relations it 
creates. (p. 9) 

Franklin argues that this analogical sociality has to do with the forging of individuals 
into masses for, alternately, bio-political management and the mobilization of mass 
resistance via trade unions. Thus, the analog is not necessarily less dehumanizing than 
digitality; it also performs the work of dissolving the subject. 

Yet if analog modalities dissolve the subject by joining it with the masses, and 
digital modalities fracture the subject into discrete parts, where do we go next? Does 
the dialectic of the digital and analog, in fact, constrain the way that we conceptual-
ize possible social formations, by unmaking the imagined prior wholeness of subjects? 
Franklin offers some thoughts on the possibilities of escape at the end of Control, to 
potentially be found in sites of “undecidability or unmeasurability,” of “modes of 
individual or collective being that can evade and unmake apparatuses of informatics 
control” (p. 168). This utopian gesture toward the freedom of unmeasurability shares 
kinship with Zach Blas’s recent work on biometrics and surveillance technologies, 
which embraces an aesthetic of opacity that refuses to disclose the particularities of 
identity and presence to forms of biometric capture.3 The desire to elude measure-
ment, however, might necessitate an even deeper intellectual genealogy than the one 
that Franklin charts in Control (to the nineteenth century), necessitating research into 
economic history, the emergence of neoliberalism, and the emergent mathematiza-
tion of nature that dates back at least to the seventeenth century.4

 Franklin’s theorization of control is a specific kind of intellectual tool that opens 
itself to necessary grafting with other fields—gender studies, environmental studies, 
visual studies, economics—for which we are left to do the remaining connective work. 
Environmental studies would be an especially promising field to engage with Franklin’s 
diagnosis of the control, perhaps in relation to fantasies of geoengineering the climate 
or the totalizing pretensions of the Anthropocene concept. We would then be in a 
position to ask, how much has digitality already been naturalized—not only in the 
present, but also in our imaginations of possible futures? 

Melody Jue
University of California–Santa Barbara 

3. See Zach Blas, “Opacities—An Introduction,” Camera Obscura 31:2 (92) (2016): 149–153. 

4. For example, see Geoffrey Gorham, Benjamin Hill, Edward Slowik, and C. Kenneth 
Waters, eds., The Language of Nature: Reassessing the Mathematization of Natural Philoso-
phy in the Seventeenth Century (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2016).


