
American Hybrid: The New Imperialism 

 In the introduction to American Hybrid, Cole Swenson states, at the outset, that the intentions of 

the collection she co-edited with David St. John arose “from the conviction that the model of binary 

opposition is no longer the most accurate one...and everywhere we find complex aesthetic and 

ideological differences”; moreover, she extends the polemic reach of her argument by claiming that 

“the contemporary moment is dominated by rich writings that cannot be categorized and hybridize core 

attributes of previous 'camps' in diverse and unprecedented ways” (xvii).  An uncritical approach to 

Swenson and St. John's project does, no doubt, offer an almost utopian landscape of diverse poetic 

techniques that produces a non-hierarchical panorama of poetries within the contemporary moment in 

order to defy reductive identifications.  But, ignoring for a moment the glaring inaccuracy of her own 

statement (i.e. the poems therein, or those “that cannot be categorized,” are part of a larger project by 

the editors to categorize and homogenize the poems as “American Hybrids”), readers should 

interrogate the editors' anthology for what, in all reality, it actually does: myopically co-opt the 

terminology of post-colonial studies in order to further proliferate American, cultural imperialism under 

the guise of an egalitarian, poetic consciousness. 

 Especially since Swenson posits the “American Hybrid” as “essentially social in nature” and a 

type of writing that “recognize[s] a social obligation,” wherein “the political is always there” (xxi), a 

brief and in no way thorough history of the term “hybrid” should undertaken so as to demonstrate the 

manner in which the conceptual foundations of the anthology, whether through ignorance or arrogance, 

function as a capturing mechanism of the State apparatus.  The brevity and less-than-complete narrative 

of the hybrid-concept should not be understood as a lack of veracity, but, instead, should indicate the 

minimal amount of excavation one needs in order to unearth its historical, material, linguistic, and 

theoretical underpinnings, and thus makes evident the short-comings of Swenson and St. John's project.  

To this extent, the anthology appropriates that which is foreign to it (i.e. the concept of hybridity) in 

order to “trap and stabilize the mutation machine in the overcoding machine” (Deleuze and Guattari, 



Plateaus 229): an act of appropriation intended to nullify difference. 

 In his historically expansive essay “Tracing Hybridity in Theory,” Nikos Papastergiadis 

provides a broad overview of hybridity's theoretical origins, “which bears traces of colonial and white 

supremacist ideologies,” and its development as a discourse, which ignores the “dark past of hybridity” 

in favor of “cheerful populist claims” (258).  To wit, most hybridity theorists commence discussion 

regarding the origins of the term with Mikhail Baktin's conceptualization of hybrids as “a means of 

critique and resistance to the monological language of authority” through a “series of dialogical 

counterpoints, each set against the other, allowing the language to be both the same and different” 

(267).  Pnina Werbner expounds upon Baktin's ideas further in her introduction to the anthology 

Debating Cultural Hybridity: Multi-Cultural Identities and the Politics of Anti-Racism, when she 

parses out the difference between Baktin's organic hybridity and intentional hybridity.  The former of 

these two hybrids encompasses all language because it is “a feature of...historical evolution,” in that 

cultures the world-over transform through “unreflective borrowings, mimetic appropriations, 

exchanges and inventions” (4-5).  In other words, no culture or language is a stagnant or hermetic 

entity; over the course of time, but through no intentional or overt means, transformations and 

mutations occur due the simple fact that different cultures interact with one another in a dynamic world 

overrun with variation.  To the extent that these transformations lack intention and transpire organically, 

these hybridizations do “not disrupt [a] sense of order and continuity” (5); they appear, merely, as the 

standard flow of alterations a language or culture undergoes and, as such, may not “appear” (i.e. be 

readily noticeable) at all.  In this respect, everything is hybrid.  Yet, intentional hybrids (alternatively 

named aesthetic or artistic hybrids), on the other hand, demonstrate a unique capacity “to shock, 

change, challenge, revitalise or disrupt through deliberate, intended fusions of unlike social languages 

and images” (5), enacting a heteroglossia “that rages beyond boundaries” (Bakhtim qtd in Webner 5) 

and produces something both within and outside of a dominate culture. 

 Given Bakhtin's formulation of intentional hybridity, wherein some members of peripheral 



cultures create and engage in linguistic acts pass that through or beyond established boundaries, it 

should come as no surprise that the discourse of post-colonial studies, initially, found use for the 

concept.  Take, for instance, The Hybrid Muse: Postcolonial Poetry in English; the study's author, 

Jahan Ramazani, outlines the basic framework of the discourse's implementation of the concept by 

exploring the confluence of “the English muse with the long-resident muses of Africa, India, the 

Caribbean, and other decolonizing territories of the British Empire” in an effort to expand “the contours 

of English language poetry by infusing it with indigenous metaphors and rhythms, creoles and genres” 

(1).  He further explains that hybrid poets, by which one should understand Ramazani to mean 

intentional hybrid poets, are 1) “all born to colonial populations,” 2) all “grew up in the potentially 

productive tension between an imposed and an inherited culture,” and finally, 3) responded “with 

emotional ambivalence and linguistic versatility to the experience of living after colonialism, between 

non-Western traditions and modernity” (6).  But why such a specific set of criteria for the hybrid poet?  

Why not simply considered the hybrid poet as Sweson and St. John do, as a practitioners of an art-form 

that seek “to renew the forms and expand the boundaries of poetry” (xxi)?  By delimiting a particular 

set of historic and cultural conditions for what constitutes hybridity, Ramazani anticipates political and 

artistic platforms such as Swenson and St. John's and answers the aforementioned questions when he 

states: “the term [hybrid] can be misleading if it muffles the power differences between cultures or 

oversimplifies the multi-layered deposits within any single culture” (6).  More specifically, English and 

American intervention “in the Third World...was a direct consequence of the violent intersection 

between the British empire and various native cultures...and, more recently, to the expanding 

technological and economic might of the United States” (7-8)  The term hybrid, then, and one cannot 

stress this fact enough,“is largely unintelligible without some sense of its historical origins” (8); those 

origins, of course, stem from social, political, economic, military, and cultural conditions predicated 

upon the imperialist endeavors of the Western world. 

 Ramazani's specific, historical contextualization of hybrids is not one man's fringe opinion 



concerning the concept.  Gayatri Spivak, one of the more notable theorists thinking through the issues 

of postcolonial studies, believes “that the preoccupation with hybridity in academic discourse...tend[s] 

to gloss persistent social divisions” (Papastergiadis 258), and, in his scathing essay on the 

contemporary use of the term hybridity, titled “Adorno at Womad: South Asian Crossovers and the 

Limits of Hybridity-Talk,” John Hutnyk levels an extensive, critical inquiry into the West's co-opting of 

the word.  Hutnyk echoes Adornonian thought in his belief that hybridity in contemporary society 

signals “the multiplication of differences as commodities” as a manner of offering “only more and 

more of the same” (106) through commercial production and promotions; in other words, any rhetorical 

or political heft the term “hybrid” may have once carried is now subsumed by a marketing apparatus 

that seeks not radical reconstruction of identity, but, instead, an increase in the flow of capital; a 

reinforcement of linguistic, artistic, cultural, and theoretical hegemony; as well as “collusion with 

State-policy making” (119).  In recasting hybridity along these lines, Hutnyk must ask the inevitable 

question: “Is capitalism hybrid now” (128)?  Given, in his view, that hybridity stops short of radical, 

political action in favor mainstream commercial, academic, and institutional interests (131), the answer, 

it would appear, is an emphatic “yes.” 

 But are these fair claims to level against Swenson and St. John's anthology?  Does a negative 

critique of American Hybrid expose its American imperialism, or, is such a charge against the 

invocation of the words “hybrid” and “hybridity” baseless, in that their meanings are, merely, a matter 

of semantics?  If one takes the Language poets at their word (and this, of course, is important because 

not only does the anthology's introduction repeatedly reference the Language poet(s/ry), but the 

collection as a whole contains many poets affiliated with the movement, including Swenson herself), 

then no, employing the word “hybrid” is not a matter of semantics, but both an epistemological and 

phenomenological operation wherein such a term both creates a world and is the world.  As Marjorie 

Perloff notes in 21st-Century Modernism: The “New” Poetics, “Language poetry...has often been 

linked to...Wittgenstein” (1) and his proposition that  “To imagine a language...is to imagine a form of 



life” (Wittgenstein qtd in Perloff 6) and “The limits of my language...mean the limits of my world” (9).  

Therefore, the language game into which Swenson and St. John, on their own accord, enter into raises 

the word to a life-forming, world-creating, and knowledge-producing entity.  Of course, the life of 

hybrids, the world created by hybrids, and the knowledge produced by hybrids, as mentioned 

previously, is firmly rooted in a “vexed political history” (Ramazani 15) born of the West's colonial 

projects in the “Third World” that left in their wakes a complicated and, more often than not, 

destructive legacy.  By employing the term “hybrid,” then, the anthology co-opts a concept that once 

served as a liberatory device so as to enable the hegemonic forces of the West to infiltrate a ground 

initially claimed for oppositional forces. 

 Again, engaging Swenson and St. John on their own terms, initiating a critique of American 

Hybrid should begin with a “fissuring” of “the center of writing itself” in order to “redraft our notions” 

of language's capabilities (xxvi).  As such, critical engagement of the text should commence not with 

the anthology's first word, but with the anthology's first engagement within the regime of signs. The 

incipient engagement, of course, is the cover art:     

The image above, which is found below the words “A Norton Anthology of New Poetry” and 

“American Hybrid,” is that of a butterfly with two, distinctly different wings hoisting up a pole with an 

American flag affixed to its end.  By electing to adorn the cover of the anthology with this drawing, the 



editors not only attempt to erase the history of violence and political oppression the word “hybrid” 

carries with it before one even opens the book by, literally, naturalizing the term, but they also seek to 

recast the hybrid, furtively, as a new colonial effort and an extension of American imperialism. 

 To explain the former stance of the anthology's dual-pronged platform, one can turn to Roland 

Barthes' concept of mythic speech; in the closing essay, “Myth Today,” found within his seminal book 

Mythologies, the philosopher defines myth as “a system of communication” (109) comprised of 

“material which has already been worked on” (110), creating a second-order semiotic (115) that 

“impoverishes” meaning from a sign in order to drain it of its historical context and “implant” a “new 

history” (in the form of myth) into that object (117-9).  In such a manner, myth appropriates a sign 

through the “deformation” (but not replacement) of its original, semiotic content in an effort to 

depoliticize it by “transform[ing] history into nature” (129).  American Hybrid's cover image, then, 

deforms the aforementioned political history of hybridity by impoverishing the sign of its post-colonial 

meaning and filling it with an image of the natural-world.  This transference alters the register of the 

hybrid-concept into not only the natural occurrence of the caterpillar-butterfly dyad's transformational 

capabilities, but also a butterfly composed of dual wing-types: in other words, a single, organic entity 

that can harbor difference placidly through synthesizing disparate anatomies.  Of course, if one 

demythologizes the butterfly image, it becomes an ideological construction through and through; in 

fact, for such a creature to exist, genetic engineering would, necessarily, need to be undertaken so as to 

produce dual wing-types.  Hybridity, then, is not a natural occurring instance of environmental 

conditions, but, instead, the product of forced, human intervention in nature; and, given Horkheimer 

and Adorno's contention that “human beings are so radically estranged from themselves and from 

nature that they know only how to use and harm each other” (211), as well as their belief that “human 

beings purchase [their] increase in power with their estrangement from over which it is exerted” (6), in 

this case, nature, demythologizing the butterfly presents us with a moment of power struggles and 

domination with the intent of inflicting “harm.”  American Hybrid's butterfly image, as Barthes wrote 



is, therefore, the editors invocation of a “conjuring trick” that has “turned reality inside out” (144).  

This fact is all the more ironic in the face of Swenson's claim that many of the poets therein are 

“particularly concerned to explode the myth of the ahistorical” (xxiii). 

 But the “conjuring trick” in no way concludes with humanity's domination of the natural world.  

Horkheimer and Adorno, indeed, trace a direct line from “enlightened” man's domination of nature all 

the way through to the gas-chambers at Auschwitz.  While the contention that Swenson and St. John's 

anthology leads to the concentration camp may be overstating its treachery, displacing the history of 

hybridity from the colonized and oppressed to the aesthetic squabbles of twentieth-century, American 

poetry certainly ignores, if not intentionally muffles, the cries of those people who have been affected 

in a negative manner by the Western, imperialist project. To wit, one needs only to focus on the second 

aspect of the cover-image to comprehend the relevance of such assertions in relation to the anthology's 

aims.  In a decidedly anthropomorphic moment, the butterfly hoists up an American flag with one of its 

legs, appearing to be either waving it in the air or implanting it into the ground.  Given the fact that the 

anthology is meant for, primarily, an American audience, the inclusion of this symbol functions in a 

similar manner to the cover of Barthes' copy of Paris-Match in which “a young Negro in a French 

uniform is saluting, with eyes uplifted...the tricolour” (116), French flag so as to signify “that France is 

a great Empire, that all her sons, without any colour discrimination, faithfully serve under her flag,” 

and, moreover, that “there is no better answer to the detractors of an alleged colonialism than the zeal 

shown by this Negro in serving his so-called oppressors” (116).  While, at first blush, an uncritical 

audience member might view the American flag as a signifier of “one nation, under God, indivisible, 

with liberty and justice for all,” a careful demythologizing process reveals something else.  As Barthes 

succeeds in demonstrating how the Paris-Match image, in fact, serves as “the accomplice” for “fully 

armed, French imperiality” (118) and a justification for their military presence in countries such as 

Algeria, the same, no doubt, can be said of the flag-hoisting-butterfly and its relation to American 

imperiality.   



 Both the hoisted flag and the implanted flag have served this function throughout the United 

States' young history.  Take, for instance, the below painting that re-creates the Battle of Little Big 

Horn: 

Like many paintings created during the period of westward expansion in North America by European-

bred settlers, the above image offers a moment of nationalistic fervor via the recreation of a battle with 

indigenous peoples.  In the center of the image stands General Custer, six-shooter in hand and 

surrounded by soldiers under his command who are locked in armed struggle with a group of Native 

Americans.  To the right of his head, an American soldier, dressed in blue, raises the country's flag in 

the midst of battle, which served as an emblem for Manifest Destiny, or that “ideology of American 

expansion” composed of: 

a motley body of justificatory doctrines...metaphysical dogmas of a providential mission 

and quasi-scientific “laws” of national development, conceptions of national right and 

ideals of social duty, legal rationalizations and appeals to “the higher law,” [with] aims 

of extending freedom and designs of extending benevolent absolutism. (Weinberg 2) 

European-American “benevolence,” under the moniker of Manifest Destiny and through the symbol of 

the hoisted flag, exercised a white “right” ordained to them by a “higher law” (i.e. god) and succeeded 

in decimating the eighteen million indigenous peoples estimated to have lived in the area now known 



as the United States (usinfo.state.gov) to such an extent that by “1820, 120,000 Indians lived east of the 

Mississippi,” and, by “1844, fewer than 30,000 were left.  Most...forced to migrate westward” (Zinn 

125).  Far from signifying the benevolent melding of disparate, aesthetic “camps” in American poetry, 

the flag bears within it, albeit deformed and muffled, the genocide of millions; not coincidentally, the 

exclusion of indigenous writers from the anthology should be a less than surprising, rhetorical gesture. 

 Of course, in more recent history, the implanting of the American flag served as the pinnacle, 

literally, of Cold War propaganda.  Below, the iconic image of Neil Armstrong standing on the lunar 

surface shortly after inserting the staked flag into the moon's crust signaled the United States' “victory” 

over the Soviet Union in the so-called Space Race: 

The Space Race, of course, served not so much as a tactical operation with demonstratable, strategic 

outcomes, but offered both United States and Soviet governments opportunities for fear-mongering and 

nationalistic propaganda, which “turns language into an instrument, a lever, a machine,” so much so 

that it “manipulates human beings; when it screams freedom it contradicts itself,” promoting, instead, 

“a community of lies in which the leader and the led come together” (Horkheimer and Adorno 212).  

The flag anchored into the moon's surface did not so much signify a great achievement for the United 

States in its quest to best the Soviet Union in the Cold War, nor an interplanetary competition that 

crowned democracy king and gained for the country cosmic transcendence, but, rather, fulfilled the 



promise of instrumental language, transforming the word into “a machine”; each and every American 

citizen into a docile, fully-automated component of that machine; “freedom” into red, white, and blue 

shackles; and the Third World into a debtor-nation, whose payment plan consisted of its eventual 

reformation into an overseas, corporate customer-service, call-center.  Welcome, poets, to the world of 

Swenson and St. John's American Hybrid, wherein a “restricted and edited marketing of 'oppositional' 

cultures” enters into a “happy relationship of capitalism that can sell—and usually neutralise—

everything under the sign of value” (Hutnyk 113), so much so that the “potential for any oppositional 

politics seems whole curtailed under the auspices of [W.W. Norton],” and “radical critiques” proffering 

hybridity “turn oxymornically into 'new conventions' of scholarship” which “nullify critical thinking 

itself” (118). 

 Certainly, one can challenge whether or not a negative critique of American, poetic hybridity 

based, primarily, upon the cover-image of an anthology is warranted.  Yet, upon close examination of 

the introductions written by both editors, such a stance is only further enforced.  As stated before, the 

editors desired to compile an anthology that championed “complex aesthetic and ideological 

differences” (xvii) in order to “avoid echoing the canned speech that has become so prevalent in this 

age in which fewer and fewer people control more and more of the media” (xxi).  Ironically, Swenson 

and St. John's project, in what can only be understood a severely unself-reflective, appears to do just 

that.  As St. John writes, the editors “first imagined a group of younger poets” populating the 

anthology's pages, but then “decided...to include other poets as well, in order to show the historical 

depth and vitality of the concept of poetic hybrdization” (xxviii).  This move, though, was merely the 

beginning of their downward, hegemonic spiral.  Once the inclusion of “other” poets (the term “other” 

should be taken in the most ironic sense possible, in that, the term, employed within critical parlance as 

those on the periphery or outside, in this case, transforms into a modifier for modern, canonical poets) 

took precedence, the editors further modified the trajectory of their anthology by instituting the caveat 

that they would include “only those who, at the time [they] began reading for the anthology...had 



already published at least three volumes of poetry” (xxviii); as St. John admits, “this excluded many of 

the younger poets whose works we'd first looked to as models of hybridization” (xxviii).  But admitting 

this exclusion does not alter the fact the collection contains, primarily “first-generation members of 

several” thoroughly established and canonized American poetry movements, as well “second-

generation writers from those schools”: in other words, “poets who began writing in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s” (xxii), echoing the same, canned poetic speech that has become so prevalent during the 

past thirty years of American literature.  Not surprisingly, then, reading through the biographical notes 

before each poet's section in the anthology reveals a collection of writers who support themselves with 

tenure-track or full-time positions at both public and private universities; are the recipients 

government-funded grants from such state-sponsor apparatuses as the NEA and Library of Congress; 

are the winners of Pulitzer Prizes and National Book Awards; and function as the editors of both the 

leading public and private literary journals in the country.  Without a doubt, these writers operate as the 

contemporary gate-keepers of literature and culture, deciding who and what will be validated on today's 

poetic landscape.  When Swenson and St. John claim that these poets recognize that “there is nothing 

new under the sun,” one would be more accurate in saying that there is nothing new between the covers 

of American Hybrid, just the tired words of faux-progressives asserting their authority through a 

centrally-located loudspeaker, purchased and maintained by the corporate entity known as W.W. Norton 

& Company, Inc.  Re-casting creative stagnation into a “multitude of poetic styles” that is “resistant to 

coercion” and exhibits a particular “complexity” could be considered foolish, but this, perhaps, 

provides Swenson and St. John with too much credit; to quote the latter of these two editors, “we are, 

as American poets...arrogant” (xxvii).  And just as the specter of America's global arrogance asserted 

itself on the deck of an aircraft carrier on [insert date] with the words “Mission accomplished,” so too 

did that arrogance assert itself, belatedly (as so often is the case with the right-wing), in the literary 

world on [insert date]. 

 To conclude a critical analysis of American Hybrid, it would be wise to return to the briefly 



alluded to “glaring inaccuracy” mentioned at the outset of this essay: the homogenizing effect of a 

project that contends its goal to be the celebration of diversity and difference, while, paradoxically, 

reducing that which is already rather similar to a repetition of the same.  St. John writes of the fact that, 

by 2005, he had “become so deeply dissatisfied by the increasingly narrow categorical definitions of 

and...exclusionary critical demarcations in American poetry,” such as “avant-garde, postmodern, New 

Formalist, Language poetry, organic, mainstream, New Critical, Beat, et cetera” because they, 

ultimately, produced “highly generalized critical orientations to or as retrospective overviews of a 

poet's work” (xxvii).  The editors' joint answer to the proliferation of “critical demarcations” and the 

“dissatisfaction” that arises from their use appears, surprisingly, to be the creation of one, monolithic 

critical orientation: the American Hybrid.  Of course, the question must be asked: who creates these so-

called “critical demarcations” that Swenson and St. John lament?  Sadly, the editors forget that they 

already informed us of the answer earlier in the introduction, when, in order to justify the “career” 

(xxiii) aspirations of these daringly original poets now fully ensconced within the academy, Swenson 

writes: 

Workshops have changed the tone of poetic criticism by extending it beyond the critics 

to the poets themselves; they've also legitimized practice as a viable site of study, 

created communities centered on a fusion of creativity and analysis, and brought the 

work of very recent or contemporary poets into the curriculum of studies.  (xxiii) 

Thus, in their own words, the editors and the poets they selected who, almost exclusively reside in 

academia, are the very ones setting “the tone of poetic criticism,” creating the “communities,” and 

developing the “curriculum” of study.  If the designation of “Language poetry,” “Beat,” or “New 

Critical” are too stultifying, one wonders why a) the editors acted as accomplices to the designation 

process for so long, and b) how could the reduction of categorical designations offer a more wide-

ranging understanding the poetic world?  What the editors either fail to realize or hope to accomplish, 

is that when everything becomes hybrid and “everywhere we find...hybrdize[d]” poetry, the term 



transforms into theoretically flaccid, but capitalistically erect concept that penetrates all aesthetics, 

identities, and modes of poetic production.  To this extent, those poetic “extremes” that Swenson and 

St. John reference in their opening mission statement and, subsequently, attempt to neutralize through 

silence may be the only hope for truly interesting and innovative writing today. 

 In an effort to explain their stance further, Swenson invokes, rather incorrectly, Deleuze and 

Guattari's concept of the rhizome: “The rhizome is an appropriate model...for the current world of 

contemporary poetry as a whole” because it generates a “laterally ordered network composed of nodes 

that branch outward toward smaller nodes, which themselves branch outward in an intricate and ever-

changing structure of exchange and influence” (xxv).  Once again, if one reads this statement 

uncritically, the editors appear to have re-conceptualized American poetry into a diverse, 

transformation model predicated upon the mutation-inducing rhizome; but, also once again, this could 

be no further from the case.  For, indeed, the State captured the rhizome-concept long ago, and 

American Hybrid demonstrates this all too clearly.  To explain, as previously stated, Swenson argues 

that “the model of binary opposition is no longer the most accurate one,” but, by referencing the 

rhizome in the manner in which she does, she allows binary oppositions to enter her argument, but with 

renewed veracity through the establishment of a rhizomatic-arborescent dyad.  To understand a 

rhizomatic use of the rhizome-concept, one would be best served to return to where it first took root: 

Deleuze and Guattari's A Thousand Plateaus. 

 Before one can understand the rhizome, though, it is first important to understand the concept of 

multiplicity, so as to develop thought processes not mired in dialectics.  To wit, the philosophers state 

that the concept of multiplicity “was created precisely in order to escape the abstract opposition 

between the multiple and the one, to escape dialectics” (Deleuze and Guattari, Plateaus 32), and that 

there is “no question...of establishing a dualist opposition between...multiplicities....There are only 

multiplicities of multiplicities forming a single assemblage, operating in the same assemblage” (34).  If 

a multiplicity in its de jure state is not subsumed by the dialectical machine, then what exactly is it?  Or 



more precisely, how does it function?  Readers find the answer to this question relatively early on in A 

Thousand Plateaus: “A multiplicity has neither subject nor object, only determinations, magnitudes, 

and dimensions that cannot increase in number without the multiplicity changing in nature” (8).  

Additionally, an assemblage that multiplicities form is an “increase in the dimensions of a multiplicity 

that necessarily changes in nature as it expands its connections” (8).  Moreover, while multiplicities 

occur on a particular “plane of consistency,” they are actually “defined by the outside” of that plane, in 

that there is a “line of flight or deterritorialization” that ruptures the plane's continuity, thus altering the 

dimensions of the plane (9).  To this extent, a multiplicity is a transitive process defined by its operative 

function, or, in other words, its ability to do something. 

 As previously mentioned, the most often evoked, and more often than not most poorly 

understood, conceptual multiplicity from Deleuze and Guattrari's collection is that of the rhizome, 

which is a “radicle-system, or fascicular root” (5) that “assumes diverse forms” and exhibits a “surface 

extension in all directions” (7) via the “rupture” so as “never...to be overcoded” by the “tree” or “root” 

system (5-11).  Of course, speaking of the rhizome as a singular entity or in opposition to the tree (i.e. 

how it manifests itself in Swenson and St. John's anthology) necessarily means that the concept 

becomes part of the dialectical/oppositional model.  In order to function differently, Deleuze and 

Guattari advance several nuanced positions.  One such position is that “to be rhizomorphous is to 

produce stems and filaments that seem to be roots, or better yet connect with them by penetrating the 

trunk, but put them to strange uses” (15).  As a result, the rhizome must be part of and employed in 

conjunction with the tree so as to blur designations and foster “strange uses.”  Deleuze and Guattari 

infuse the trunk with strangeness in many ways, one of which is their re-conceptualization of certain 

terms.  For example, in Plateau six, the word “organic,” usually associated with naturally or 

spontaneously occurring elements, becomes “the organization of the organs” and “the system of the 

judgment of God,” and thus “the enemy” (158): something other than the “organic” of  common 

parlance. 



 In contradistinction to the strangeness fostered through assigning different concepts to 

previously established words, Deleuze and Guattari also assign new words to old concepts; such a 

nominal maneuver effects a retroactive alteration of the concept.  An example of this technique is the 

renaming of the chapter-concept, referring to it, instead, as a “plateau.”  Traditionally, the chapter-

concept striates a particular section of a book so as to “necessarily delimit” and construct a 

“determined...frame” within “a closed space” (475), but, by renaming the chapter concept a plateau, 

Deleuze and Guattari succeed in creating “piece[s] of immanence” that are “continuous regions of 

intensity constituted in such a way that they do not allow themselves to be interrupted by an external 

termination” (158).  To further explain, one can examination the authors' usage of the concept of the 

Body Without Organs (BwO); in plateau six (i.e. “November 28, 1947: How Do You Make Yourself a 

Body without Organs?”), readers confront the concept at its most intense, with the philosophers 

mapping it more thoroughly than anywhere else in the text.  Yet, the plateau cannot contain the concept 

and it secretes into other plateaus via its continual, albeit less frequent, reference; “How Do You 

Make…” merely harnesses BwO's intensity within a particular plane of immanence, undertaking “an 

inevitable exercise or experimentation” (149) of operative-pragmatic-intensive assemblages.  Other 

plateaus that reference BwO employ the concept’s intensity, but at a lower determination and different 

a higher rate of speed. 

 Another nuanced and often neglected position that the philosophers forward with regard to the 

rhizome and its relation to the tree is the importance, not so much of the rhizome itself, but the 

movement between the rhizome and the tree.  In fact, Deleuze and Guattari's thought locates itself less 

within the rhizome and more within the process wherein opposing terms are “constantly being 

translated, transversed...[and] reversed” (474) in an effort to develop new “passages or combinations” 

(500) as yet unknown: a transitive becoming moving at variable speeds between opposing points so as 

to continually re-figure those points.  To this extent, the “middle is by no means an average; on the 

contrary, it is where things pick up speed...a transversal movement that sweeps one and the other away” 



(25).  Finally, to further complicate the rhizome-tree relation, the philosopher's mobilize the 

conjunction “and” to “establish a logic of the AND,” which will “overthrow ontology, do away with 

foundations, [and] nullify ending and beginnings” (25).  “AND,” therefore, “places everything in 

variation” wherein “everything shifts” (98), not in the sense of dialectical synthesis, but in such a way 

that “AND” generates “an amorphous collection of pieces that are juxtaposed but not attached to each 

other...or rather accumulation, of a set of vicinities” (485). 

 What, then, does this explication of the multiplicity-concept mean for contemporary poetry?  

Instead of implementing an all-encompassing term founded upon imperialism and violence toward non-

Western countries, positing the worn-out poetics of State-sponsored poets as a herald call for the “new” 

and “dynamic,” a transitive multiplicity of terms composed of neologisms and reversals that bi-

directionally infuse oppositional structures for the sake of strangeness, all the while transversally 

employing the conjunction “and” needs to be enacted through the poetics and poetries of poets on the 

margins, the “extremes” that were neglected by Swenson and St. John's “arrogant” polemic. 

II 

 Of course, to speak of the “extremes” in a manner that does not simply re-articulate the poetics 

of the center, one must employ a new idiom capable of making “us aware of new variations and 

unknown resonances” (Deleuze and Guattari, Philosophy 28); otherwise, through the use of a previous 

idiom, one deploys outmoded or ineffective concepts that operate as “functionaries,” which in-and-of-

themselves are “ready-made thought...not even conscious of the problem and...unaware even of the 

efforts...they claim to take as their models” (51).  One witnesses this “unawareness,” rather clearly, in 

Swenson and St. John's use of the ready-made, hybrid-concept and their collective “unawareness” of 

the problems inherent to the implementation of the word.  To this extent, and in order to briefly 

articulate and outline the dynamism and efficacy of a particular, contemporary poetics, a new language 

for a new concept is paramount; we can find this concept within ethicoaesthetic cleaves. 

 The first term of this concept, in fact, is inherited, but necessarily deformed, particularly from 



Simon O'Sullivan's Art Encounters Deleuze and Guattari, wherein he describes ethics, in the language 

of Deleuze and Spinoza, as “the science of affect” which “increase[s] our capacity to act in the world” 

through an interconnected series of passages in the body (both bodies of art and human bodies) from 

one state to another in order to “produce joyful encounters” (41-2).  The latter half of the first term, 

aesthetics, in this case, refers to specific art-practices and art-concepts that take into account “what art 

once was,” in addition to “what has become of art and what might possibly become of it in the future” 

(Adorno 3); but, since the “was,” “has become,” and “what might possibly become” of art predicate 

themselves upon a vast, inter-relational complex of temporal, spatial, and cultural contingencies, etc., 

aesthetics, then, are the “dynamic laws” that produce “tension between the motive force of art and art 

as past history” (4).  In other words, ethicoaesthetics nominally describes a transitive process of 

affective relations between and among bodies in order to produce affirmative and contingent tensions, 

or measures of force, within and throughout the discourse and creative process of art, which 

encompasses their materiality, techniques (i.e. craft and process), “end”-products (although, such 

objects signal no definitive “end,” nor do they (re/at)tain any significant privilege with regard to art's 

other components), mediums, interpretations, and varying, inter-disciplinarian contexts.  The second 

term, cleaves, simultaneously evinces the characteristics of the multiple meanings of the word: “to split 

or to separate,” “to accomplish by cutting,”  “to make one's way,” “to adhere or cling,” and “to be 

faithful” (Webster 208).  To wit, the act of cleaving, which is the creating of a therefore untraversed 

way, necessarily adheres with and separates from, both makes and destroys (via the cut as affirmative 

rupture), and all the while instilling within the enactor a devotion to this paradoxical movement akin in 

its fanaticism and unprovability to that of a religious zealot. 

 Ethicoaesthetic cleaves are highly-specific, but non-localizable moments infused with ploy-

valent and contingent contexts that effect asymmetrical movements between opposite poles in order to 

produce paradoxical tensions that cannot be resolved in any definitive fashion, but do, simultaneously, 

create and destroy devotional bodies and concepts through a variety of means that are indissolubly 



“both.”  The obvious question at this juncture, then, is: how can we speak with any clarity, or give 

examples of, ethicoaesthetic cleaves if, by the mannerisms outlined above, they exhibit such multi-

dimensional, “trans” capacities?  The short and rather reductive answer is: we cannot.  Yet, we may 

find a trace, or better stated, the temporarily, inert residue of ethicoaesthetic cleaves within semi-stable 

compounds. 

 What, then, is a semi-stable compound?  Again, as with ethicoaesthetic cleaves, one can come 

to an understanding of semi-stable compounds by considering the multiple definitions of the word 

“compound.”  To begin with, to compound means to “combine so as to form a whole,” or to “produce 

or create by combining parts,” and, in its noun form, a compound is a “macroscopically homogenous 

substance consisting of...two or more different elements” (231).  Therefore, a compound, examined at 

the global-level, appears to be a singular entity, but in all reality is a combinatorial construction, an act 

of creation wherein disparate elements, or, more precisely termed, components, work in relation to or 

with one another through accrual so as to produce the illusion of a unified whole; the holistic illusion 

compounds foster, thus, accounts for the “semi-stable” modifier, since there is nothing inherently 

natural or permanent about the compounds produced by ethicoaesthetic cleaves.  In fact, due to the 

“bothing” process that marks ethicoaesthetic cleaves, they will necessarily destroy or, better stated, re-

disperse the combinatorial accruals which construct semi-stable compounds.  But the illusional 

qualities of the holism a compound produces does not mean that the effects of that holism are 

phantasmal or immaterial; they are, in fact, materially perceptible and account for the second meaning 

of a compound, which is a “group...enclosed” or an “area for confining” (231).  In very real manner, 

compounds function as material prisons for ethicoaesthetic cleaves, solidifying the transitive into static 

objects or identities often associated with ontology, authority, and categorization in general.  

Compounds, therefore, deform cleaves through a process of inertia, or the “tendency of a body to resist 

acceleration” (566); yet, as in physics, if a body's inertial force exhibits a particular velocity 

unobstructed by an external force, that body will engage in undisturbed motion.  As such, the process of 



inertia working on individual components contains the capacity to slow down, as well as afford 

continual and regular movement if unimpeded.  It should also be noted that a semi-stable compound, 

through the combinations found within it, can affect the initiating inertia necessary for its 

redistribution; this inertial force produced by a velocity can be referred to as a magnitude. 

 The aforementioned, disparate components that ethicoaesthetic cleaves work upon so as to 

construct semi-stable compounds are of two kinds: confines and confuses.  Of course, before 

explaining the difference between these sub-compound components, it should be noted that these 

designations are not determinate, in that the context of a particular admixture these components enter 

into necessarily dictates whether they are a confine or a confuse at that specific, spatio-temporal 

moment.  To this extent, a component can be the former in one instance and the latter in another; 

furthermore, since an individual component is capable of entering into multiple combinatorial 

constructions within multiple compounds simultaneously, it can at once be both a confine and a 

confuse.  When a component exhibits traits of a confine, it attempts to “restrict in movement” or “keep 

within bounds” (236) the other components around it by altering their velocities through the inertial 

process; when a component exhibits traits of a confuse, on the other hand, it attempts to “mix up,” to 

make “unclear” (237) the relationships between components around them through an altering of 

velocities, forcing new relationships, and thus forming new compounds.  Given this information, we 

now understand that ethicoaesthetic cleaves both create and destroy the component relationships that 

comprise compounds through multi-directional, inertial forces moving at variable speeds. 

 Within these highly-complex networks of components forming, deforming, reforming, and 

unforming compounds via ethicoaesthetic cleaves, there is another arrangement that bears mentioning, 

and that is the composite.  Composites are the aggregate formations of compounds entering into 

relationships with one another in a similar fashion to the manner in which components enter into 

relationships with one another to form compounds.  In principle, the characteristics of composites are 

the same as the characteristics of compounds, but they differ in degree to the extent that the inertial 



movements of composites appear much slower due, in large part, to their size.  Likewise, the 

relationships they form exhibit a higher degree of complexity, due to the more expansive number of 

connections.  The increase of connections stems from the fact that, at the limit of a particular 

compound (where and when it cleaves with/from another compound), there are ethicoaesthetic cleaves 

occurring en masse between both confines and confuses of these respective compounds, extrapolating 

the number of combinatorial constructions to the nth degree.  Furthermore, there are aggregate 

formations larger in size than composites (as well as molecular formations smaller in size than 

components), but the ability to perceive these arrangements by humans, let alone harness their 

conceptual efficacy, remains in doubt.  This, of course, does not mean such arrangements, both large 

and small, do not produce specific and important effects, but it does mean that the energy spent 

deciphering their velocities and the manner in which those velocities affect bodies through passage may 

not, in the end, prove beneficial. 

 To clarify a bit more the composite-

compound-component (confine-confuse) 

relationships and the manner in which 

ethicoaesthetic cleaves enact the inertial process 

upon these relationships, it may be helpful to 

provide both diagrammatic schemas and a specific 

example from poetic discourse.  The diagram to 

the left, for instance, demonstrates, albeit in a 

fragmentary manner, ethicoaesthetic cleaves 

between a series of components that form a single 

compound. 

         This micro-level, or molecular, view visually explicates many aspects inherent to 

ethicoaesthetic cleaves.  First, if one considers the directional arrows between the X-subprime 



components that indicate the cleaving process, it will be noticed that cleaves are asymmetrical, in that a 

particular passage both adheres with and separates from, but the magnitude of a component, which is a 

measure of inertial force based upon the velocity and density vis-à-vis another component, enables a 

dominate directional flow to establish itself.  Take, for instance, the cleaving process between X2 and 

X4.  While X4 does, indeed, separate and thus destabilize X2, the magnitude of X2 is much greater than 

that of X4 and, therefore, adheres with X4 components more readily; or, stated alternately, X2 separates 

X4 components from each other with greater frequency.  Of course, one must take into account that 

although the cleaving process is primarily asymmetrical, this does not preclude the possibility, although 

rare, of a symmetrical relationship, as is the case between X2 and X3.  Furthermore, the cleaving 

process is asymmetrical when one considers the relationship between multiple components.  For 

example, the relationship between X2 and X4 is much weaker than the relationship between X2 and X3, 

which is itself weaker than the relationship between X2 and X1.  It must also be noted though that weak 

and strong relationships are both relative, in that they can only be gauged by the other relationships in 

proximity to them, as well as non-valuative, in that there is nothing inherently positive or negative 

about a weak or strong relationship; instead, one needs to evaluate what, in a particular context, are the 

(a/e)ffects of that relationship and can they be employed for a specific use. 

 Second, components contain attributable densities and, thus, multiple layers.  The denser a layer 

is within a component, the more resistant to separation; the less dense a layer within a component, the 

more susceptible to separation.  Likewise, one can say that high-density layers within a component 

exhibit greater adherent capacities, while lower-density layers within a component exhibit lesser 

adherent capacities.  To this extent, the outer, or lower-density layers of the X-subprime components 

enter into the cleaving process more regularly than the inner, or higher-density layers of the X-

submprime components.  This is not to say that such occurrences do not happen.  The relationship 

between X2 and X3 demonstrates the manner in which components enter into the cleaving process, bi-

directionally and at multiple densities; in fact, the lower-density layers of both components cleave 



with/from their counterpart's high-density layers.  A more standard relationship between components' 

densities, though, occurs in the relationship between X1 and X2.  In this case, the cleaving processes 

occurring between the two are of the low-density to low-density variety.  What levels of densities 

interact with one another during the cleaving process, then, is necessarily a function of a particular 

magnitude, which as previously stated, is a measure of inertial force produced by a components 

velocity and its density.  To wit, a component with a slower velocity and higher density will generate a 

greater magnitude and thus be more apt to separate its neighboring component; in other words, it will 

function as a confine, remaining relatively stable, while simultaneously confusing those components in 

the general vicinity that exhibit weaker magnitudes.  Thus, we can say that confines remain confined 

while confusing, and confuses confuse while confining.  The second part of the previous statement is 

possible because as a component of a weaker magnitude adheres to a component of a stronger 

magnitude, it necessarily alters the composition of the latter, thus transforming it into something new; 

likewise, while the weaker component separates due to the magnitude of the stronger component, it 

begins to confine as it becomes more dense from the stronger components confusing.  As a matter of 

further explanation, witness the relationship, again, between X2 and X4.  X2 is of a greater magnitude, 

thus its lower-density layers are able penetrate and separate X4.'s higher-density layers.  To this extent, 

X2’s lower-density layer becomes part of X4.'s higher-density layer; but, concomitantly, the high-

density layer of X4 adheres to X2’s low-density layer, albeit at a lower rate. 

 A third characteristic that the diagram demonstrates, and which is implicit in characteristics one 

and two, is the poly-valent nature of the cleaving process with relation to components.  All the X-

subprime components are subject to multiple ethicoaesthetic cleaves, from a single, neighboring 

component, but each, individual component is subject to ethicoaesthetic cleaves from multiple 

components.  And, while the diagram represents a single moment in time and space, those relationships 

alter and transform as the cleaving processes accrue.  Therefore, while X2 cleaves with/from X1, X3, 

and X4, this does not prohibit X1 from cleaving with/from X3 and X4; moreover, X1, X2, X3, and X4 can 



cleave with/from any number of other components, simultaneously, depending on the context.  As such, 

the general formula f(m) = Y1(Xn ↔ Xo) + Y2(Xn ↔ Xp) + ... can be used to describe the cleaving 

process, wherein Xn equals the base component, Xo and Xp equal components Xn cleaves with/from, ad 

infinitum, while Y1 and Y2 equal the contexts in which the components locate themselves. 

 Finally, within a particular component, the inertial forces do not necessarily move 

synchronously.  In fact, and as the directional arrows in the above diagram indicate, it is more often 

than not the case that the inertial forces within components move in multiple directions.  These 

internally, paradoxical forces, no doubt, signal similar cleaving processes at the sub-molecular level.  

Of course, these cleaves, even in components with low velocities, proceed at such high rates that 

analyzing their (a/e)ffects may not be worth the time one would need to properly examine them, if even 

possible.  What should be noted, though, is that dissimilar directional flows within a component 

necessarily increase the complexity of that component, as well as offering an expanded set of 

component-to-component cleaves than 

would otherwise not be possible if they were 

all moving in a synchronous direction. 

 While investigating the sub-

molecular relationships of a component may 

not prove efficacious, a brief study of the 

macro-level relationships between 

compounds and their formation of a 

composite does offer fruitful insight into 

their properties and composition.  In the 

diagram to the right, the dotted, semi-permeable circle indicates a composite at a particular spatio-

temporal juncture and contains fifteen different compounds, which although not indicated in the 

diagram, are themselves composed of multiple component relationships.  As with the previous diagram, 



there are several aspects that bear mentioning.  First, while fifteen semi-stable compounds comprise 

this particular composite, there are fragmentary, sub-composite relationships within a composite.  Take, 

for instance, compound A2; in addition to cleaving with/from compound A1, it also cleaves with/from 

eight other compounds.  We term this a fragmentary, sub-composite because, while it exhibits many 

characteristics of a composite, it lacks the necessary relationships and subsequent (e/a)ffects to be 

considered a composite proper and thus appears incomplete, in-and-of-itself.  A second aspect of 

interest within the diagram is the overlapping compounds; the areas wherein compounds share 

diagrammatic space should be understood as instances in which compounds contain the same 

components as part of their molecular composition.  As such, A1 and A2 share a specific, but ever 

changing set of components in the diagram's shaded area.   A third aspect of the diagram is, and in 

contradistinction to the previous statements, subsumed compounds such as A3.  While completely 

engulfed by both A2, as well as two other compounds, it produces such specific (e/a)ffects that it retains 

its own, particular zone of composition; it is both part of the three large compounds and the overall 

composite, but also its own, dynamic set of interrelated components.  Finally, a fourth characteristic 

can be extrapolated from the diagram of a composite: composites share compounds.  For example, A1 

and six other compounds extend beyond the semi-permeable boundary.  Although not indicated on the 

diagram, these compounds, no doubt, compose portions of other composites and thus demonstrate the 

manner in which large, macro-level aggregates form beyond the scope of composites.   

III. 

 Even with an explication of ethicoaesthetic cleaves and their relationship to composite (sub-

composite)-compound-component (confine-confuse) combinatorial constructions and their 

diagrammatic representations, one may still ask how these compositions manifest themselves 

concretely, specifically within poetic discourse.  In a certain regard, these concepts occur throughout 

the entirety of poetry and poetic production; one could examine any poem, poet, or poetic and discern 

how ethicoaesthetic cleaves function with/from them.  To this extent, one even could select, at random, 



a group of poems from Swenson and St. John's American Hybrid and articulate a cleaving process 

inherent to it.  Of course, several complications arise from such an undertaking. First, while all works 

cleave, some do more ethicoaesthetically than others.  This, primarily, is a matter of context, in that, the 

longer one employs an aesthetic, particular style of writing, or conceptual formalization, the more 

likely its components' velocities will slow down and, due to its ever increasing density, solidify into 

confines.  These alterations in velocity and density will, necessarily, produce magnitudes so forcible 

that the asymmetric relations between components will no longer exist as ethically exchangeable; 

instead, relations will re-order themselves in such disproportionate and, often times, unilateral 

arrangements that they become hierarchical in the strictest sense.  Therefore, such writing will, 

ultimately, become less dynamic and more centralized; while never ceasing to cleave, the process, most 

certainly, will become authoritarian.  Furthermore, one must question, as a political, social, cultural, 

and artistic platform, the efficacy of activating new concepts within an outmoded and centralized 

framework.  Certainly, such a maneuver has the ability to produce an interesting and unique set of 

(e/a)ffects, but mobilizing new concepts within a more dynamic field of poetry may serve us more 

judiciously.  This is not to say that all the writing in American Hybrid is of a slow-moving, high-density 

variety that produces, primarily, unilateral cleaving processes; in fact, excerpts from Claudia Rankine's 

Don't Let Me Be Lonely, Stacey Doris' Cheerleader's Guide to the World: Council Book, and Gillian 

Conoley's The Pilot Genie appear to cleave at exceptionally high-rates and in a more multi-directional 

manner.  But perhaps, when St. John's writes, “Ironically, [American Hybrid] excluded many of those 

younger poets whose work we'd first looked to as models of hybridization.  I can only add that their 

anthology is yet to come” (xxviii), there is nothing at all ironic about their exclusion.  More likely, 

these “younger poets” were “excluded” because the imperialist concept of hybridity does not subsume 

them as such and, no doubt, are more attuned to the ethicoaesthetic cleaves occurring within poetic 

discourse today, thus faster-moving and of a lower-density. 

 And where are the ethicoaesthetic cleaves of today occurring most frequently?  They can be 



found in artistic output that is 1) collaborative, 2) trans-generic, and 3) contains mixed-media.  

Certainly work that models one, two, or, at times, none of these traits can rapidly cleave, but those 

works that model all three traits, indeed, cleave at extremely high-rates due to their high velocities.  

Take, for instance, the Figures for a Darkroom Voice composite, containing text-compounds co-written 

by the Noah Eli Gordon and Joshua Marie Wilkinson components and image-compounds drawn by the 

Noah Saterstom component, as it offers a model of the cleaving process that encompasses all three 

traits.  As the writer-components themselves claim, “Each time one of them speaks another metric layer 

of sawdust pours from the earth” (12); to wit, as they “speak” or write, their component “layer[s]” enter 

into a series of passages with other components, “pour[ing] from” and into the “earth,” as well as from 

and into the bodies surrounding them.  In other words, the author-components are “busy bending” the 

words on “paper” into “the softest music” by “deranging the proper techniques” of writing in an effort 

to construct “an altered photograph” (Gordon and Wilkinson 8-9) that both confuses and confines 

reader-components in an effort to encourage a redistribution of authorship, genre designation, and 

media-type. 

 In an effort to comprehend how the book-composite cleaves, one may begin by questioning the 

manner in which it undermines the concept of authorship.  Who, in fact, wrote the compounds therein?  

Although certain poem-compounds may retain particular traits of the writer-components' individual 

writing styles (i.e. Gordon's pseudo-philosophical prose poems and the fragmented surrealism of 

Wilkinson's lyric work), thus cleaving with authorship, reader-components can never know what writer 

actually wrote what words, lines, or sentences, and as such, the work simultaneously cleaves from 

authorship: a passage of organic bodies through thought bodies into artistic-poetic bodies.  While, no 

doubt, the prose-compounds contain Gordon-components of a higher density and stronger magnitude 

and Wilkinson-components of a lower density and weaker magnitude, the opposite could be said of the 

shorter, lyric compounds.  In either instance, though, each proper name and the process of collaboration 

are components speeding up and slowing down in order to form a specific, semi-stable compound that 



manifests itself as a printed “end”-product, which Deleuze and Guattari believe is an attempt “to make 

ourselves unrecognizable in turn.  To render imperceptible...To reach, not the point where one no longer 

says I, but the point where it is no longer of any importance whether one says I.  We are no longer 

ourselves...We have been...multiplied” (3).  The passage of author-components through a text-

compound, then, re-distributes Gordon and Wilkinson components within that compound by way of the 

cleaving process; the process produces “joyful encounters” between those components, as well as with 

the reader-components, by rendering the “I” imperceptible while concomitantly multiplying it to the 

nth degree. 

 But, even more curious than the manner in which Gordon and 

Wilkinson components attempt “to collapse the world” (10) and words of 

into ever-changing compounds through ethicoaesthetic cleaves, are the 

image-compounds created by the Saterstrom component scattered 

throughout the book-composite.  More specifically, the question of how 

image-compounds cleave with/from text-compounds needs be asked.  To 

wit, the book-composite opens with a passage into an image-compound that 

looks to be a nineteenth-century-

style dress or nightgown.  On the 

following page, reader-components 

encounter the collection’s incipient 

sentence, which is: “A girl draws a 

picture of a dress & becomes kingly in her substitutions” (7).  

The first half of this sentence passes through the image-

compound from the previous page in order to create, initially, a 

direct representational relationship between text-compound and 

image-compound; but, as the fantastical text-images within the 



text-compound begin to accumulate, peculiar transformations predicated upon the cleaving process 

begin to occur.  For example, teeth are no longer teeth, but “Their teeth, winter”; likewise, “their hand, 

gauze; eyes, little lions” (12).  As such, the “substitutions” mentioned in the first sentence 

acknowledge, perhaps, a cleaving wherein components exhibit traits of confuse components, or an 

indeterminacy that develops from the passage of bodies and components between linguistic, imagistic, 

and conceptual layers.  Therefore, the image-compound of a dress is and is not a dress, and the word 

“dress” is and is not an actual dress or the image of a dress.  To this extent, the image-compound 

functions as an allegorical substitute for all the images one encounters, and thus demonstrates the 

curious ability of ethicoaesthetic cleaves to adhere with and separate from concepts and modes of 

thought, such as signification and symbolism (i.e. allegorical).  While primarily affective, the cleaving 

process, by its very nature, functions so dynamically that it can, if need be, operate, albeit temporarily, 

within these registers.  

 But the cleaving that the reader-components encounter within the first image-text-sub-

composite does not stabilize in the aforementioned relationship.  Take, for instance, the second image-

compound found on page seventeen of the book-composite, which is the image of a deer standing 

below a painted/scribbled-over crescent moon.  Although the text-compound on the opposite page 

references how “pollen dusts a little stream from the moon” (16), which could obliquely correspond to 

the image-compound, little else connects the two by way of representation.  Therefore, the image-

compound becomes, primarily, a conduit for an affective response, in that it simultaneously engenders 

within the reader-component anticipation (i.e. When will I discover its purpose?) and confusion (i.e. 

Why do I not know its purpose?) over the course of the next several text-compounds.  Stated 

differently, the image-text-sub-composite and the components therein travel at such rapid velocities that 

a dispersal of low-density layers spreads throughout the book-composite in a variety of directions.  The 

affective response fostered by the sub-composite does not readily pass into different conceptual bodies 

until eight pages later, when the writer-components inform the reader-components of another cleaving: 



“these paintings don’t accentuate the walls as much as expand them” (25); in other words, image-

compounds are no longer confined to conceptual relations with texts, whether affective, 

representational, or symbolic (i.e. the manner in which an image-compound “accentuate[s]” the text-

compounds), but they “expand” or confuse text-compounds.  To this extent, the image-compounds 

become part of the text-compound themselves; the cleaving occurs at velocities so great that they 

confuse into sub-composites wherein one can no longer differentiate between the two.  Moreover, the 

cleaving process' multi-valent passages affect a diversity wherein one cannot know definitively whether 

the image-text-sub-composites should be read as ideographs, imagistic extensions of a fractured and 

chaotic narrative, or something else entirely. 

 The next image, not surprisingly, cleaves again and forces reader-components to re-consider the 

image-text-sub-composites once more.  The Gordon-Wilkinson-Saterstrom sub-composite informs us 

that “One hundred painters interpret this, but not equal to the way you’ve startled afternoon’s sputtering 

engine” (26), and on the opposing page, 

there is an abstract image-compound 

composed of lines that look, vaguely, 

like a tablecloth or waterfall.  One 

wonders whether or not the word “this” 

refers to the image-compound, the 

sentence, the previous sentence, the 

text-compound, the book-composite, or 

the word “this” itself?  Certainly, it is difficult to tell, but what is clear is that the sub-composite 

acknowledges the difference between interpretation and affect, or the manner in which one is 

“startled,” tacitly asking us to consider the sub-composite in both ways.  The sub-composites further 

promote a cleaving with/from modes of reception when we read: “sketched like a screen, the thought 

continues in its flexibility” (30).  The “sketche[s]” on the “screen,” in other words the page, continue to 



develop a “thought” pattern predicated upon cleaving, or a “flexibility” to move beyond  or from 

“thought” and into the realm of affective response, while simultaneously remain within “thought” and 

the realm of signification or representation: indissolubly “both.” 

 Thinking through ethicoaesthetic cleaves and the manner in which they dictate relationships 

between composites (sub-composites)-compounds-components (confines-confuses) predicated upon 

magnitudes, which themselves are a function of velocities and densities within particular contexts, offer 

us a language in which we can speak of poetry such as Gordon, Wilkinson, and Saterstrom's 

collaborative project.  But in a world wherein the boundaries of poetry are dissolving, and poems can 

be found not only in the form of digital videos and streaming audio, but as digital files, computer 

programs, databases, and tag-sets, the conceptual framework of the cleaving process may even be 

better suited to explain these new forms of writing.  For at the molecular, sub-component level of this 

new poetry, a series of electric pulses pass through a body of switches, which themselves pass through 

a particular composition of zeros and ones, and relate to one another at such low densities and high 

velocities that conceptual models constructed from high-density and low-velocity thought-composites, 

no doubt, serve us in only the most inadequate ways.  Perhaps, then, this new language, and under these 

new circumstances, will, as Swenson writes toward the end of her introduction to American Hybrid, 

leave “us all in a better position to fight a much more important battle for the integrity of language in 

the face of commercial and political misuse,” than the hybrid-concept enables us; except, of course, 

that there is no “integrity of language,” just a continuum of passages between linguistic, artistic, and 

organic bodies that forever transform and make strange in a limitless series of joyful encounters. 
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