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Abstract: This article offers some tentative reflections on the question of
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humanities in the face of the multiple urgencies of the present. Building on
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studies, and taking inspiration from Donna Haraway’s notion of “tentacular
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“Kraken theory,” which thinks the contemporary moment along radically
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Thinking the thinkable is not worth the effort.

—Hélene Cixous

Theory survives. All declarations of its demise notwithstanding,
theory, as John Mowitt puts it, “stubbornly survives its death.” If theory,
put simply, means a more or less systematic reflection on ourselves and
the world, then it will always remain indispensable. It cannot ever really
die. Yet, that being said, it is of course also true that we can very well
identify different cycles, constellations or—to already use a term | will
speak about in more detail shortly—conjunctures of theory. When, in his
2003 book After Theory, Terry Eagleton claimed that “[t]he golden age of
cultural theory is long past,” | believe he was at the same time right and
wrong. For it was in fact not theory per se that he was talking about, but
(as he himself conceded) what is frequently called “high theory.” And
although | would want to differ from the assessment that we are living in
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the aftermath of high theory, | nevertheless think Eagleton was quite right
to observe that a shift of some sort had indeed taken place. In broad
terms, this shift can perhaps be charac- terized as a general retreat from
large-scale, holistic types of analysis, that is, from those forms of social
theory that aim at a more or less comprehensive “big picture” of the social
totality as a whole—a retreat that can undoubtedly be contextualized,
among other things, through reference to the widespread skepticism
towards “grand narratives” within the humanities and social sciences on
the one hand, and, on the other hand, to a consolidated global hegemony
of neoliberalism, now stabilized by a powerful “capitalist realism” (the
notorious “end of history” and the “cancellation of the future”—
celebrated by the likes of Francis Fukuyama, lamented by thinkers on the
left). However, as | have indicated, this new constellation or conjuncture
did not entail the “end of theory,” but rather a shift in what we may
perhaps call “modes of theorizing.”

What exactly is a theoretical mode? Following Rita Felski, modes of
theorizing can be understood as particular styles of thought, involving
specific epistemological, ontological, philosophical, political, ethical, and
affective orientations as well as distinctive formal characteristics. Thus,
to speak of a theoretical “mode” means to refer to a unique way of “doing
theory,” which entails particular analytical assumptions, conventions, and
expectations, an identifiable sensibility, disposition, and mood, as well as
distinguishing forms of tone, style, and narrative. Thus, the change that
Eagleton speaks about can, | think, in part be understood in terms of a
shift—partial, untidy, and incomplete—from the mode of “high” to the
mode of “low theory.”

In what follows, | want to think about what kind of theory, which
mode, or modes, of theorizing might be particularly productive for the
critical humanities in the face of the multiple crises, or better, urgen-
cies, of the present. | begin by making the case for the usefulness of the
tradition of “British cultural studies” or the “Birmingham school.” In
particular, the article suggests that the methodology of “conjunc- tural
analysis” central to this tradition can serve as a helpful basis or framework
for the fashioning of a genuinely multi-modal type of theo- rizing. Such an
outlook would think the contemporary moment along radically relational
and processual lines, in terms of a cultural logic of impurity or hybridity,
and in this way try to remain as true as possible to the complex messiness
of the present, mapping it in its manifold determinations. | argue that in
order to be able to do so, this sort of approach must itself assume the
form of an assemblage. Thus, taking inspiration from Donna Haraway’s
notion of “tentacular thinking,” the contribution outlines a syncretic and
pragmatically oriented “Kraken theory,” a theory of the third space and
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of the excluded multiple, whose many tentacles reach in numerous
different directions and which hence bridges or mediates between
oppositions such as high vs. low, strong vs. weak, or paranoid vs.
reparative theorizing.

But first, as a counterpoint, let’s look for a moment at a different type
of theorizing. The urgencies of the present have in the recent past
prompted a number of attempts at interpretation, one of which is
collapsology and the related postnormal times thesis. For sure, a mere
passing glance at the contemporary world is enough to warrant the
conclusion that we are living through an age of “global weirding” and that
we have entered something like “postnormal times”—times, that is, in
which “things we take for granted become uncertain, our understanding
of things can become a form of ignorance, and long- standing norms, if
not the very idea of normalcy itself, break down before our very eyes”.
With their emphasis on a profoundly changed sense of being in the world,
on uncertainty, on (spatially and tempo- rally) wide-reaching disruptions,
and the convergence of complexity, chaos, and contradictions (the “3 Cs”
of postnormal times theory), diagnoses such as these certainly capture
something of the domi- nant feel or mood of the times—of what may be
called key affects or “structures of feeling” (Raymond Williams) of
“Western” late moder- nity in crisis. And yet, such monikers are finally
unsatisfying. Among other things, what is particularly problematic about
these approaches is their persistent tendency to de-politicize what is going
on and to present (social, political, economic) events and dynamics in
terms of quasi-automatic logics or near-self-fulfilling prophecies. In this
theo- retical universe, for instance, “[c]Jomplex networks generate
positive feedbacks that can produce chaotic events such as Brexit”. It’s
all just “complexity” and “chaos”—to the effect that actual complexity,
the concrete analysis of complexity, is avoided. It simply is not enough to
go on asserting that the world is chaotic—the task of theory is precisely to
explain that chaos, to disentangle it, to show how it is produced. Instead,
we are presented with a series of images of civilization on the brink of
collapse, of a world run amok, out of control, no longer normal. What this
ultimately amounts to is an erasure of the political itself, of the real as
the site and result of decision-making, intervention, and— importantly—
struggle.

Another issue with these diagnoses is the way they invoke the notion
of the normal itself—a concept tied to a set of norms and performing
specific exclusions and abjections: “Postnormal times have undermined
the conventions about how society [is] supposed to function.” In the case
of the theories at hand, it appears to be, among other things, a
distinctively “Western” model of liberal democracy and (social) market



economy that is charged with the power of the normative. The predictable
byproduct is a regrettable universalizing rhetoric that falsely generalizes
the (alleged) experience of a partic- ular minority in the so-called “Global
North” into an experience of humanity as a whole: “In postnormal times,
all human cultures have lost their bearings; and every social, cultural,
political, philosophical and religious outlook known to humanity needs to
relearn how to engage with its own moral and ethical precepts.” Here, in
other words, we once again encounter Anthropos, the figure of universal
man (sic) at the heart of so many discourses on and of the Anthropocene
and heavily criticized by a host of scholars, especially from fields such as
Black or Indigenous studies. Thus, while the diagnoses of collapsology or
post- normal times theory may be instructive for thinking about particular
contemporary experiential and affective formations, their tendency to
inscribe a particular idea of normality as an unquestioned normative point
of reference is problematic. In fact, with a view to the history of the
concept as a material force in the world—a history of violence!— we may
actually well embrace the coming of a “postnormal” age.

To find a more productive theoretical model, one that is more
attentive to the complex disorder of our present moment, | want to look
to what, in reference to the University of Birmingham’s renowned Centre
for Contemporary Cultural Studies (1964-2002), is frequently called the
“Birmingham tradition” of cultural studies—or sometimes simply (and
misleadingly) “British cultural studies”—a school of thought associated
with thinkers such as Raymond Williams, Stuart Hall, Angela McRobbie,
Paul Gilroy, or Lawrence Grossberg. By way of example, let me mention
the 1989 volume New Times: The Changing Face of Politics in the 1990s,
edited by Hall and Martin Jacques. | believe that, as a mode of periodizing
and thinking change, the notion of “new times” may once again prove
useful in the present day. As | see it, the concept’s significance is twofold:
For one thing, it decidedly views the present as a transitional moment. It
is an effort to think change not from its presumed end, teleologically and
deterministically, but, so to speak, in medias res, that is to say, not
primarily with a view to its predicted outcome, but in its unfurling and
becoming, as it is taking place—and that, importantly, means thinking it
in its open-endedness and contingency. For another thing, it is important
to note that “new times” was an attempt to capture in one single term a
whole range of different facets of change: social, political, economic,
cultural, medi- atic, technological, and more, “none of which,” as Hall
emphasized, “ha[d] any necessary connection with the other.” It was a
program- matically multidimensional approach, tackling transformation
in all of its complexity and refusing mono-causal explanations, uni-linear
logics, and grand récit-like totalizations and absolutizations of partic- ular
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factors. Taking these two aspects together, we can say that “new times”
are—or that the analytic lens of new times considers the present as—both
over- and underdetermined.

Taking inspiration from the work of Antonio Gramsci, this approach
thinks the contemporary moment as an “interregnum,” marked by the fact
that “the old is dying and the new cannot be born.” Hall explained that
“[w]hat it feels like in that transitional state is to be “post,” living in the
moment of the “post”—in his case, that meant terms like “post- modern,”
“postindustrial,” or “post-Fordist.” | don’t think it is a coin- cidence that
today, we once again witness a conspicuous proliferation of “posts,” or,
indeed, of “post-posts,” such as “post-postmodernism,” “post-
poststructuralism,” “post-post-Fordism,” or “post-post-poli- tics.” As Hall
said of the “posts” of his day, each of these “expresses a clearer sense of
what we are leaving behind (“post” everything?) than of where we are
heading.” It is interesting that the notion of “new times” never achieved
anywhere near the prominence that the other terms mentioned by Hall
have. And indeed, in comparison with others like these, the metaphor
“new times” pales as far too unimpres- sive, bland, unspectacular. As an
intellectual coinage and brand, it is astonishingly, almost provocatively,
unsexy. And similarly today, who would want to speak of “new times” when
we have a host of other, far more exciting concepts on offer—control
society, Empire, platform capitalism, society of singularities, surveillance
culture, pharmaco- pornographic era, and so forth? And yet, what makes
the new times approach so compelling to me is precisely its refusal to
reduce the complexity of change to any one determinate logic. It
acknowledges that many of these periodizing concepts signify something
important, and it takes them on board, but it decidedly rejects turning
any of them into the kind of global meta-concept that can account for
virtually anything and everything.

In this, the analytic of new times was characteristic of the Birmingham
tradition of cultural studies more generally. As | under- stand it, this
tradition can be characterized in terms of five defining “Cs,” some of
which have already been touched upon: by an emphasis on contextuality,
contingency, complexity, and the concrete, as well as by its political
commitment. Its principal objective is the mapping of relations of power.
These analytical principles and commitments arguably account for the
centrality of the concept of the conjuncture in cultural studies (effectively
a sixth, overarching “C”). Conjunctural analysis has long been an integral
element of the field and is consid- ered by some to be its defining
methodology and key analytics of the power relations that shape the
present. As Hall stated in an inter- view: “The commitment to
understanding a conjuncture is what from the beginning we thought



cultural studies was about.” Although the notion of the conjuncture has a
longer and diverse history in Marxist theory, it entered cultural studies
predominantly through the work of Antonio Gramsci, who was the first to
theorize it in more detail, and that of Louis Althusser. Put simply, a
conjuncture can be defined as “a specific moment in the life of a social
formation.” Thus, it is an object of knowledge that is determined
temporally, spatially, as well as by a particular theoretical perspective. To
speak of “conjunctures” means to primarily situate one’s analysis on an
intermediate, meso-level of abstraction, more concrete than, say, an
“epoch” or a “mode of produc- tion,” but also more abstract than a
“situation” or a specific govern- ment. In particular, it means to approach
such “moments” in terms of always specific and provisional constellations
or “conjunctions” of a number of heterogeneous “relations of force,”
which structure a variety of domains ranging from the economy, politics
and culture to technology, media, and even ecology. The analysis aims at
describing these different forces that are “condensed” in a moment as
well as the distinctive nature of their interconnectedness or, as it is often
put in cultural studies, their “articulation.” A basic assumption is that
these linkages and relations can coalesce into relatively stable, seemingly
uncontested “settlements”—paradigmatically, in the liberal democra- cies
of the “Global North,” the post-war growth period of industrial capitalism
that was combined with strong welfare states, or the period of laissez-
faire, post-industrial financial capitalism (or neoliberalism) since the
1980s. However, following thinkers like Gramsci, British cultural studies
has always emphasized the “struggle for hegemony” and the notion that
even such seemingly stable settlements at all times harbor more or
less strong centrifugal forces which can only be suppressed temporarily.

To give just one example, Hall et al.’s 1978 study Policing the Crisis,
a seminal work that is frequently cited as paradigmatic of conjunc- tural
analysis, developed a wide-ranging, multi-layered investigation of British
society in the 1970s in terms of what the authors diagnosed as a profound
“crisis of hegemony.” In a characteristic analytical move, the authors
“entered” or approached their subject through an initial discussion of a
(seemingly) minor social incident, a street robbery or “mugging,” to then
propel their analysis into a spiral of increasing degrees of abstraction,
examining the manifold political, economic, and ideological dimensions of
the crime. In this manner, the particular event and the media discourses
surrounding it were richly contextu- alized by drawing on a wide range of
academic fields (e.g. law, crim- inology, media studies, political economy,
semiotics, sociology of deviance), until the study eventually arrived at the
level of the social formation “as a whole” (or at least significant parts of
it), at what may be called “a “soft” version of totality.”
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Conjunctural analysts have been particularly interested, therefore, in
times of crisis when, as Hall and his colleagues, quoting Althusser, write,
“the antagonisms and contradictions, which are always at work in society,
begin to “‘fuse’ into a ruptural unity.” Indeed, | believe that conjunctural
analysis offers an extremely helpful analytics for thinking about, or with,
“crisis,” one that is driven by the five “Cs” mentioned earlier and that
therefore allows us to think crises in their overdeter- mination, their
multiplicity, and complexity. As such, it seems to me to constitute an
invaluable tool for a better, more nuanced understanding of our present
era of multiple, overlapping urgencies. For, as Grossberg explains, cultural
studies, and conjunctural analysis in particular, is eminently suited for the
study of just such confusing, obscure, and uncertain moments as ours:
“Cultural studies emerged in response to just such contexts, where we
don’t know what is going on, or even what questions to ask, because the
many struggles and contradictions don’t seem to offer up a coherent
narrative. The result is that we don’t yet know what theories, concepts
and methods may enable us to find useful answers, and to tell better
stories. [...] It is such contexts that call for conjunctural analysis.”

For conjunctural analysis, to adopt a phrase from Virginia Woolf,
nothing is simply one thing, nothing is ever simple. And it is because it
sees historical moments as fundamentally “messy,” because it is set to
remain sensitive and attentive to their essential complexity and
multiplicity, that, as a theoretico-methodological framework, it is itself
complex and multiple. This is what, in my view, makes it appealing as a
model or springboard for a mode of theorizing for “our” times. For, as |
see it, what is needed today is a distinctly “multi-modal” method- ology—
or, as | would like to call it, taking inspiration from Donna Haraway’s
notion of “tentacular thinking,” a Kraken theory. Let me outline, in the
form of what perhaps effectively amounts to a kind of wish list, the central
contours of such an approach.

As | have already suggested, it would be rigorously dedicated to the
concrete, to the societies and worlds we (who?) live in/with/as. It has no
truck with lofty abstractions and universal, totalizing logics. Yet, by no
means should this be understood as an anti-intellectual, empiricist sort of
argument. As Hall never tired of emphasizing, for a true understanding of
the concrete, theory is a necessary, inevitable “detour.” This is because,
following Marx, the concrete is under- stood as “the concentration of
many determinations.” The concrete is emphatically not the simple. This
is why the investigation of it is not opposed to, but actually demands the
work of theory and abstraction. As Marx explained: “the reader who on
the whole desires to follow me must be resolved to ascend from the
particular to the general.”



As | already indicated, this was precisely the movement performed by
the cultural studies classic Policing the Crisis, which set out from a
discussion of a specific case of “mugging” and ended up as an analysis of
the general crisis of hegemony in 1970s Britain. It was also evident, for
instance, in the 1967/68 May Day Manifesto, as well as, to varying extent,
in much other work in the field up until the 1990s, whether it related to
the study of subcultures, media, popular culture, or other areas. In this
kind of analysis, the concrete social fact, in its constitutive
overdetermination, thus serves as an “entrance point into the context, an
assumed point of articulation or a crystallization of lines of deter-
mination.” That is to say, for cultural studies, as Hall once put it, the
central question is always: “what does this have to do with everything
else?”

For our Kraken theory, this means that its tentacles must stretch near
and far and try to reach onto a number of different planes of abstraction.
It must zoom in and out (or rather, as | will suggest shortly, “touch” close
and distant) and move back and forth between the empir- ically concrete
and particular, its various (“structural”) determinations or mediations,
and some (“softer”) sense of the totality. Thus, this type of theory would
to some extent bridge the divide between so-called “high” and “low
theory.” While generally skeptical of overly gener- alizing and un-
grounded abstraction and of narratives that tend to be too “grand,” it also
avoids any fetishization of the small and the local. It remains convinced
of the value of “big pictures” and “cognitive mapping,” of the importance
of trying to “see it whole,” yet insis- tently puts such eagle-eye points of
view under erasure, emphasizing their inevitable provisionality,
particularity and incompleteness, their constructedness, situatedness,
their constitutive gaps and exclusions. Kraken theory thus operates
beyond both, the modern and the post- modern—neither the majestic,
authoritarian grand narratives of the first, nor the playful, relativistic
small language games of the latter, but stories, as Haraway, adopting a
phrase of James Clifford’s, puts it, which are “big enough”—stories, that
is, in which “forces intersect but do not form a whole” and that hence are
“able to account for a lot, but not everything—and without guarantees of
political virtue.”

To this end, there are further tasks to perform by the myriad arms of
our octopus. From the perspective of Kraken theory, a historical moment
such as ours is best thought of as a heterogeneous assemblage. It is to be
understood in terms of a cultural logic of hybridity. That means that at
all times there is a multiplicity of different temporalities, logics, scales,
and “social” dimensions to consider simultaneously—for instance,
diachronically speaking, the complex interrelations between
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developments taking place on the level of the conjuncture (which we may
associate with terms like Thatcherism or Merkelism), changes of a
“deeper,” perhaps more “epochal” nature (such as the transfor- mations
captured by the notion of “new times” discussed earlier), or indeed, with
the often radically different time-scales of the non- and more-than-human
(e.g. the deep time of rocks or evolution, or the distant and not so distant
future of climate change). And at every level, there is complex movement,
there are what Raymond Williams called contemporary, residual and
emergent tendencies, a “simultaneity of the non-simultaneous” (Ernst
Bloch). Because of this, Kraken theory cultivates a principled skepticism
vis-a-vis all forms of periodiza- tion that follow a totalizing, all-or-
nothing logic, according to which either everything is new or nothing at
all has changed. Relatedly, synchronically, in sharp opposition to all easy
forms of determinism— be it Marxist economism or what has been
described as a quasi-idealist culturalism—such an approach would try to
pay attention to all the different layers or dimensions that make up “the
social,” whether it is politics, economy, and technology, or culture,
affectivity, and ecology.

In order to be able to do that, for its multitude of arms, our octopus
also requires a multitude of tools. Following thinkers like Foucault and
Deleuze, or, more recently, Andreas Reckwitz, this is what, for the Kraken,
theories essentially are: toolkits, there to be used. Its orientation is thus
a resolutely pragmatic one. As Bruno Latour explained, it is a “question of
having the right tools for the right job.” Kraken theory is thus not a closed,
pure, friction-free system, but an open, hybrid, and dynamic network. It
is itself an assemblage—syncretic, trans- versal, rhizomatic. It is driven by
the Deleuzo-Guattarian logic of “and ... and ... and” not the either/or-
definitiveness of the verb “to be.”

Inevitably, this means tensions, even (self-) contradictions—but the
Kraken is willing to tolerate, even work with these. Like Haraway’s cyborg,
it believes in the need for irony as an ethico-onto-epistemological
commitment, which is about “the tension of holding incompatible things
together because both or all are necessary and true.” Afterall, as Haraway
points out, “[s]ingle vision produces worse illusions than double vision or
many-headed [or -armed] monsters.” Kraken theory is therefore an
emphatically “un-disciplined” form of knowledge production. It is too
slimy, too multiple, too nomadic; as such, it does not have a place in the
current, hierarchical “order” of the humanities and social sciences—not
until these are transformed into posthumanities or humusities (Donna
Haraway). It is at its core a radically “response-able” mode of thinking; it
is not “in dialogue” with many different theories, fields, and sciences—it
is that dialogue. Our Kraken is thus also a gifted bricoleur, always busy



with the challenging work of mediation, “translation” and articulation, a
work that is driven by curiosity and openness vis-a-vis the new, and one
that can never come to an end. And of course, the Kraken is itself multiple.
After all, this theoretico-analytical work of mapping | have sketched
cannot be carried out by one person alone. It is a decidedly collective and
cooperative effort. The Kraken is many—and not a Leviathan, but a
multitude. That is to say, this type of intellectual work would also run
counter to the long and powerful tradition of (possessive) individualism
central to “Western,” capitalist modernity which still fuels present-day
neolib- eralism and the neoliberal university, and instead—in sync with
much contemporary thinking—conceive subjectivity and sociality in rela-
tional and processual terms and aim at the production of knowledge as a
common. In such knowledge practices, the heroic (academic) Subject
would disappear like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea.

In its place, from the liquid amorphousness of this sea, arises our
Kraken. Everything about it is truly revolting, in both senses of the word.
The slime, the baseness, the formlessness—while all of this is an affront
to modern, humanist sensibilities, squids have recently been identified as
the ideal cipher of the posthumanist and non-modern (intellectual as well
as material) dynamics of the Post-/Anthropocene or Chthulucene.51 It all
marks Kraken theory as resolutely postanthro- pocentric, as aimed not just
at human but at multi-species survival, and indeed, the survival of the
entire ecological web. In fact, in order to avoid not just anthropocentrism
and speciesism but also biocentrism and our dominant biontologies,
instead of “survival,” let’s speak of “earthly ongoingness” (Donna
Haraway). Ongoingness in times of urgencies rather than survival in the
face of apocalypse is what this mode of thinking is committed to. Not
unlike British cultural studies, which Hall famously characterized as a
“political project” more than a mere academic discipline, Kraken theory’s
orientation is thus inter- ventionist. Its revolting cephalopodal onto-
epistemology links up with the revolt of its cephalopodal politics. The
maps it draws up and the stories it tells are also about and for resistance.
And here, too, Kraken theory remains committed to multiplicity. If, to
appropriate Gramsci’s imagery (though | dislike its militarism), political
struggle can be thought as a permanent “war of position,” then our
understanding of its many “fronts” or “trenches” probably needs to be
broadened even beyond what Gramsci spoke of, to comprise a variety of
different levels and forms, some of which are “louder” while others are
more “quiet.” This includes what may perhaps be called
“representationalist” or “voice”-based (Albert Hirschman) forms of
politics—from political parties to trade unions or social movements—as
well as those which attack forms of power that are not (primarily)
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representational—the politics of affect, infrastructure, matter, and much
more. It encom- passes the diverse dimensions of struggles for hegemony,
the array of forms of micropolitics, as well as the more “imperceptible
politics” of “everyday resistance” (James C. Scott) and varieties of
withdrawal, desertion, and “escape”—for instance in dissident “forms of
life” or “counter-communities”—and sometimes mere (“mere”?) modes of
endurance, potentiality, of the otherwise. It means thinking from micro
to macro, from the “pre-individual” (Gilbert Simondon) to the systemic,
from process to event. Kraken theory thus tries to bypass the old
antagonisms of reform vs. revolution, micropolitics vs. polit- ical economy,
etc. and proceeds from the assumption that political struggle, too, needs
to be multiple. And it ultimately casts its lot with all these many forms of
resistance which fight for more equal and just ongoingness. Unlike
Tennyson’s (with whom it does not have much in common), our Kraken’s
sleep is not dreamless—it dreams of a better world.

But it slithers past other dichotomies as well. As mollusks, octo- puses
certainly cultivate a soft, supple, unarmored kind of thinking. In this vein,
while many—for instance, Bruno Latour and several of his critics—have
seen what has been termed “strong,” “paranoid” modes of thought on the
one hand and “weak,” “reparative” ones on the other as incompatible
opposites, Kraken theory rather considers them as endpoints on a
continuum and hence as virtually always entan- gled—sometimes more,
sometimes less. It softens or weakens the hard and strong and, in its
characteristic pragmatic spirit, refuses having to choose between them,
instead emphasizing their role as heuristics that have different
affordances. Each, as Felski points out, “does some things well and other
things poorly or not at all.” Once again, it is a question of “tool-being”
(Graham Harman), of usage and context, of having the right instruments
for the right job. We need both, the “de” of critique—deconstruction,
demystification, denaturalization, etc.—and the “re” of repair—
reassembling, recuperating, restoring, and so forth. By drawing on both,
we can go beyond naive optimism as well as cynical pessimism. Though to
proceed in this way inevi- tably throws up tensions and contradictions that
need to be dealt with, our analytical arsenal is significantly widened. As
the many tentacles of our Kraken simultaneously trace and describe actor-
networks and investigate regimes of accumulation, conduct on-the-ground
empir- ical and phenomenological work and theorize the totality, decenter
and recompose, negate and affirm, combine close and distant, deep and
surface readings, interweave thick and thin descriptions, and so on, a host
of other supposedly irreconcilable dichotomies are overcome as well:
constructivism vs. realism, discourse vs. matter, nature vs. culture,
essentialism vs. anti-essentialism, and more.



A dedicated agent of entanglement and connection, wary of all
absolutes, the Kraken feels its way around binary oppositions. As Haraway
has pointed out, the word “tentacle” comes from the Latin tentaculum,
meaning “feeler.” This—touch—not seeing, is the prime sensorial universe
of our octopus. Kraken theory, in other words, is committed to alternative
ways of knowing which, as Maria Puig de la Bellacasa puts it, attempt to
“esche[w] abstractions and detach- ments that have been associated with
dominant epistemologies of knowledge-as-vision” and hence
“problematize epistemological distances—between subjects and objects,
knowledge and “the world,” and science and politics.” Shunning all “god
tricks,” the haptic designates a type of knowledge that is situated,
embodied, worldly, that is sensitive to the materiality of thinking,
including, crucially, its mattering effects. It is a transformative, “caring
thinking,” expres- sive of material interdependence and relationality,
and hence marked by (mostly non-bilateral—squids have many arms)
reciprocity (being touched by what we touch), accountability, and
response-ability. Not so much a theory than a Kraken (con)tactory or
contagiory. A bundle of earthly limbs, not the binocular eyes of “sky-
gazing Anthropos”—“[m] ay they squirt inky night into the visualizing
apparatuses of the tech- noid sky gods.”

Such a theory would also aim at accessibility: Its tentacles would try
to reach beyond the walls of the academy and to touch, respond to, and
link up with other knowledges and practices in a number of elsewheres,
and in ways in which the “public” or “organic intellec- tual” does not
appear as the vanguard. Relatedly, it would affect and infuse our
educational practices, reorienting them in the direction of a popular,
open, critical, collectively empowering pedagogy, one in which the
“teacher” is replaced by an “ignorant school-Kraken.”

Finally, while driven by the belief in the survival of theory, by the
conviction of its inevitability as a “necessary detour,” this mode of
thinking would at the same time cultivate what Hall called the equally
necessary “modesty of theory,” a humbleness through which we continue
to hold theoretical and political questions in an irresolvable tension and
which thus guarantees that, as Hall memorably put it, “theory [does not]
let you off the hook.”

Kraken theory is a theory of the third space, of the in-between and
beyond, of the excluded middle or, indeed, the excluded continuum, the
excluded multiple. It is dedicated to complexity, relationality, and
processuality. As such, as we have seen, it is in numerous ways marked by
friction, even contradiction. It is a constant balancing act— an octopus
dancing on a web of high ropes. Yet, there is little danger of falling, once
we lose our fear. The ropes will carry us; we can bounce on them as if on
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trampolines. To think with, in, and as multiplicity means to navigate in a
network of “checks and balances,” too. Tentare, the root of “tentacle,”
also means “to try.” Kraken theory is an emphat- ically experimental
approach. It is not afraid of tensions and it has no fear of failure. After
all, as Jack Halberstam has so impressively demonstrated, failure often
constitutes an opening to an otherwise.

Octopuses cultivate glitch(ing). Let’s fail well, fail often, and learn
how to fail better. Though the type of theorizing | have outlined is
obviously not only not ready to hand, but also an incredibly difficult and
demanding endeavor—so that my wish list is perhaps somewhat akin to a
wishful thinking—in this exploratory manner | believe we can begin to
fashion it, as an ongoing process, an unfinished conversa- tion, a collective
work-in-progress towards an ever-receding vanishing point.

Ultimately, while certainly not exactly a new Copernican revolu- tion,
Kraken theory is an exercise in alien phenomenology (lan Bogost) or
thought—an incitement—and an enticement—to think other- wise,
beyond an onto-epistemology based on dualism and clear-cut, self-
contained wholes. It sets the otherwise to work in the domain of theory
itself, in our very mode of thinking. By provoking us into alternative ways
of seeing and being, into new “distributions of the sensible,” novel
worldings, its many tentacles encourage us (who?) to think again and anew
about questions of survival and ongoingness. Why not follow its invitation
to becoming-squid?
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