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“Felo de se: The Munus of Remote Sensing”
Ryan Bishop

Abstract: Polyscaler autonomous remote sensing systems are presently constituting new regimes of tele-activity for real-time surveillance and data-gathering. This paper continues several ongoing projects that examine the philosophical, technological and political ramifications of these systems as they pertain to the constitution of the subject, community and the imaginaries operative within and through them. Working with the concepts of nomos, munus and autos to read these systems, exemplified here by two different kinds of remote sensing systems IT/weapons systems for the new US destroyer the USS Zumwalt and the non-profit Planetary Skin Institute, this paper explores the geopolitical and philosophical stakes of these systems and their intended and unintended consequences. The article argues that autonomous remote sensing systems configure a specific kind of self/autos within a munus constituted by a nomos.  The autos, munus and nomos have been remade in and through these tele-sensing systems that simultaneously repeat, reify and modify the politics of the self that remains a default mode for thinking geopolitics in the West in its global reach. This remaking works in ways that counterintuitively and counter-intentionally might result in the opening to alternatives to this specific yet pervasive kind of politics of the self. 
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I do not know which to prefer,   

The beauty of inflections   

Or the beauty of innuendoes,   

The blackbird whistling   

Or just after.   

(Wallace Stevens “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird”)
At the peak of our technological performance, the irresistible impression remains that something eludes us … that, in effect, it is not we who are winning out over the world, but the world which is winning out over us. – Jean Baudrillard (Perfect Crime, 71)
Thus, for us, nomos is a matter of a fundamental process of apportioning space that is essential to every historical epoch – a matter of structure-determining convergence of order and orientation in cohabitation of peoples on this now so scientifically surveyed planet. This is the sense in which the nomos of the earth is spoken here. Every new age and every new epoch in the coexistence of peoples, empires, and countries, of rulers and power formations of every sort, is founded on spatial divisions, new enclosures, and new spatial orders of the earth.” – Carl Schmitt (The Nomos of the Earth 78-79)
For all stated intents and purposes, the weapons and battlefield observation systems for the new state-of-the-art naval destroyer USS Zumwalt has little if anything in common with the global eco-tracking system offered by the non-profit Planetary Skin Institute. The former, after all, is implemented for strategic deployment and military theater dominance while the latter tracks significant environmental changes in real-time.  Although encoded and constructed for different functions and to operate in separate domains, their tele-technological operations occur through the same combination of software platforms, sensing devices, machine-to-machine interfaces, autonomous monitoring and acting capacities, real-time tele-technologies, automated detection and responsive action components, and widely-distributed sensory data used by a range of agents. Remote sensing systems like the Planetary Skin Institute are not often discussed or considered as operating in ways that sensing and weapons systems for military craft and operations do but the two kinds of tele-technological systems actually are more alike than not. Perhaps the most important similarity resides in the ways these large-scale remote sensing systems, in isolation and without an awareness of their simultaneous operation and mutual influence, are reconstituting the political subject and its demarcated capacities within a rapidly changing techno-geopolitics of automated tracking and governance.
These polyscaler autonomous remote sensing systems and tele-technological weapons systems presently constitute new regimes of tele-activity for real-time surveillance and data-gathering. In the process of going about their automated business, these systems do more than simply generate information. They help constitute a markedly pervasive distribution of sensing, data-gathering and communication into the weave of the world while simultaneously reconfiguring human engagement with it. The numerous large-scale interrelated remote sensing systems operative in the present have long genealogies in military research and development and remain influential in military, civic and corporate spheres. The history of these autonomous remote sensing systems, no matter their function, evokes the history of media generally, especially those tele-media such as telegraphy, radio and television that have explicitly extended the senses beyond their corporeal limits. The political and philosophical effects of these radically distributed sensing systems on the constitution of the self and the self’s imaginary of its relation to others form the primary focus of my argument. 

This article continues a number of varied explorations of mine into remote sensing, tele-technologies, weapons and autonomous systems that have led to a positioning of the subject through extensions of the senses and the self (autos), as well as imaginings of other kinds of selves made possible through these technological extensions.
 This positioning has resulted in a kind of political subjectivity (as well as embodied and mental subjectivity) that might be labeled in Latin as Felo de se – a felony against oneself – which is a legalistic term for suicide. The self, in this argument, however is more than just the self and becomes a metonym for any community/globe/bounded entity that seeks to constitute and protect itself through this boundedness. 

Thus it is not a simplistic or straightforward suicide I wish to pursue here – as in the statement “By pillaging non-renewable resources and burning them at insane rates, the human race is committing suicide,” or “it is suicide for us to continue our geopolitical war on terror.” In both of those statements, suicide is more figurative than literal, but potentially both at the same time. The kind of suicide invoked by Felo de se is literally a felony against oneself, against the self as self, which could well result in unforeseen political possibilities, such as can be found in theorizations of politics without a specific kind of self (sovereign or otherwise) at the center of it. Thus I am interested in exploring this felony against oneself, or the self, as more deeply embedded in the communal bond found in the idea of the munus. The munus is a gift that one receives and which one must reciprocally repay that forms a community: what we owe each other and receive as a part of being in the munus. 

Due to and through the autonomous remote sensing and robotic systems that increasingly constitute our positioning as sentient beings through manipulation, extension and erasure of our senses, the status of the self (as autos, agent, subject, sovereign entity) is currently being fundamentally reconstituted. What kind of munus is formed through these remote sensing systems and what are the bonds they create, if any? To think through the self (autos) and its various teletechnological extensions in terms of the munus and nomos (Law), we will examine the two examples invoked at the outset: the futural sensing systems on the new US Navy state of the art battleship the USS Zumwalt and the polyscaler remote sensing project operative in the Planetary Skin Institute.  These two systems operating in different yet overlapping scales of data-gathering, tele-technological activity and automated response exemplify a specific politics of the self that finds further articulation, reification and modification through these systems.

In essence, I wish to argue that autonomous remote sensing systems configure a specific kind of self/autos within a munus constituted by a nomos that these systems also create.  The autos, munus and nomos have been remade in and through these tele-sensing systems that simultaneously repeat, reify and modify the politics of the self that remains the default mode for thinking geopolitics in the West in its global reach. And they do so in ways that counterintuitively and counter-intentionally might result in the opening of alternatives to this specific yet pervasive kind of politics of the self. 
Autos/Nomos/Munus

…one has to acknowledge that nothing is altogether natural in this world, everything is shot through with law, conventionality, technology (nomos, thesis, tekhne). (These have in advance invaded physis and ruined its prinicple or its phantasm of purity.)  -- Jacques Derrida (Athens, Still Remains 39)

What is autonomy? Autonomy is at the core of modern complex systems as, increasingly, these systems are required to decide for themselves what to do and when to do it. – University of Liverpool website for the Centre for Autonomous Systems Technology 
Much of how Western thought has interpreted teletechnological development -- as McLuhan, Baudrillard, Virilio and others have argued -- depends on the understanding of the self or subject as an agent enacting its will upon a world of objects (including other subjects). As a result, the means by which we can and do imagine extensions of that sensing and acting self invariably fold into and influence the interpretation of that self. Multi-sensory teletechnologies as they pertain to the implications for the enactment of agency relate fundamentally to the constitution and expression of the self and the many systems in which it is embedded, formulated, constructed, subsumed and articulated. Remote sensing and teletechnologies as mobilized by the military -- as well as by corporate and civic organizations -- indeed have the potential to result in killing at a distance, which is clearly a matter of a subject controlling and manipulating objects.
 It is the self of mastery and control that often fuels various tele-technological drives, and is the short-hand version of the sovereign subject, or self, that I will take up here. However I consistently evoke this figure/concept of the self as one in need of protection, of assuring its bounded entity remains intact. This self replicates on the micro-level larger formations such as community, state, globe and a host of other cordoned-off areas. 

The self as philosophical and political concept is difficult to disentangle from the subject, sovereignty, identity and a host of other concepts and terms that relate to a specific stripe of metaphysics that Derrida terms “logocentrism”, and Heidegger before him calls “onto-theology.” Much of critical theory from the 1970s to the present has been engaged with this figure: the self (though mostly as subject).  Nancy, in his 1979 work Ego Sum, anticipates this return to the subject but as one that questions or moves beyond, perhaps out of structural necessity, the metaphysical subject such as one finds in Derrida’s and Heidegger’s critiques.
 As with the intellectual projects of Nietzsche, Benjamin Adorno and Derrida – to name but a few of many – this article attempts to consider how we might arrive at (or are already arriving at) a politics without a certain kind of self at the center of it that results explicitly from the self’s concerted technological attempts to remain at the center. 

Thus I am interested in examining this felony against oneself, or the self, through the munus as the middle-voiced relationship that dictates who the self is through its relationships with and indebtedness to others. Esposito (2008) argues that the commmunitas thus formed through bonds and exchanges of the munus erodes the individual by removing the autonomy of the autos. His argument implies that the only true self appears in the form of one immune to the demands of the munus – hence an early meaning of the term immunity.
 The immunity of the sovereign, who is not bound by the same munus and not bound to the same reciprocal demands of the gift of the munus as the citizen, then historically becomes all-too easily and simplistically transposed as the right of the self/subject as sovereign self/subject in liberal democratic regimes (though not fully so). The transposition reappears as the supposed return of autonomy to the autos, the individual, the subject, the self. It is this figure of the unimpeded self that can enter autonomously of its own will and volition into social obligation and citizenship – or so the story goes.

If one is a subject of the Law (nomos), however, one has no choice but to be so bound: the subject is literally “thrown under” (sub:under; -ject: thrown) the munus and does not enter into it through a Rousseauian social contract, necessarily, but enters simply through birth or dwelling. Heidegger’s onto-theological work on this “thrownness,” and the fundamentally ontological nature of the “–ject” speaks to this condition and position of the subject within the munus. The metaphysical, philosophical and political subject, though, is no static entity or concept and would not be or have been the same for Descartes, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, Freud, Lacan, or any one attempting to theorize it – though the conditions of munus and nomos would be equally constitutive of it. Therefore I have carved out a certain circumscribed understanding of the subject as self: the extended, distended, tele-decentered self based on the sovereign agency of the self that it believes itself to be projecting in and through these autonomous remote sensing systems.
Inextricably related to the founding of a munus, I would argue, is the nomos, the foundational and self-organizing measure from which all other measures emerge. The nomos constitutes a story of origins concerning how the division and partitioning of the world occur – coming as it does from the verb nemein: to divide and thus distribute and allocate. (see Schmitt 2006 [1950]: 67-72) The nomos is simultaneously physical, conceptual, institutional and political for it provides the originary concept of the Law and becomes constitutive of tradition. According to Schmitt, the nomos provides the means by which land is “divided and situated” but “it is also the political, social and religious order determined by the process” of dividing and conceptualizing the land that “turns a part of the earth’s surface into the force field of a particular order.” (70) Part of the power of the nomos resides in its inceptionary and generative qualities that move rapidly from materiality to immateriality, from literal divisions to conceptual and institutional justifications of them. The nomos begins as and operates through self-organization, autonomous organization as it were.
 The nomos as founding division becomes the basis for taxonomies, the division of the world into parts and wholes, including nations and states, and is therefore related to the Latin term limes. The nomos marks the difference that makes a difference and is constitutive of difference itself. 

If the nomos is the division, the Ur-mark, that makes the institution of the Law possible, as Schmitt notes, and constitutes the outside, then the munus is that that bond, or set of bonds, within the inside constituted by the mark.
 The nomos and the munus together, create the inside of the community and the outside of alterity, difference, futurity, danger, threat, death, and perhaps even possibly love or salvation. The figure, trope, and mental/political reality of the outside is partially what is at stake in the mark of the nomos and the bond of the munus, but so is the destruction of that membrane from within, the auto-immunity that can render the munus null and void. The relationship to what is outside the munus as simultaneously threat and salvation is essential to Derrida’s readings of autoimmunity, particularly with regard to political formulations. The deeply paradoxical set of relations found with munus, immunity, autoimmunity and “common auto-immunity” provide a contextual frame for the ways that these autonomous remote sensing systems alter the relationship between autos, munus and nomos while also providing us the means by which we may query these larger political philosophical concepts in some of their current and emergent iterations. 

The unintended consequence of these vast remote sensing systems as extensions of a self and its mastery over others and objects in the world, as well as the protection of that self, might be the undoing of this very concept of self. To better read how autonomous remote sensing systems simultaneously exemplify the extension of that kind of self and the constitution of its failure through the enactment of these very systems, we can turn to a more extended engagement with the sensing and weapons systems on the USS Zumwalt and the remote sensing project of the Planetary Skin Institute. Despite the stated clear differences between large-scale remote sensing systems for military use and that for corporate/civic/NGO use, the means of deployment and the ways of imagining the implementation and operation of the latter systems come to resemble the former, and the differences between them become diminished. The self imagined in and through these systems, as well as constructed by them, becomes the same across the spectrum of use and application. The replications of the functions and effects of the two systems alter according to scale and boundary, as well as the automated actions they perform, thus providing insights into the complexities of their operations as well as our involuntary and likely ignorant enmeshment within them.
USS Zumwalt and Futural Sensing Systems

The Liberty of the Sea will be the Happiness of the Earth – Robert Fulton, epigraph to Torpedo Warfare and Submarine Explosions

Consider the subtleness of the sea; how its most dreaded creatures glide underwater, unapparent for the most part, and treacherously hidden beneath the loveliest tints of azure. Consider also the devilish brilliance and beauty of its most remorseless tribes, as the dainty embellished shape of many species of sharks. Consider, once more, the universal cannibalism of the sea; all whose creatures prey upon each other, carrying on eternal war since the world began.
      Consider all this; and then turn to this green, gentle, and most docile earth; consider them both, the sea and the land; and do you not find a strange analogy to something in yourself? For as this appalling ocean surrounds the verdant land, so in the soul of man there lies one insular Tahiti, full of peace and joy, but encompassed by all the horrors of the half known life. God keep thee! Push not off from that isle, thou canst never return!’ – Herman Melville, Moby Dick (chapter 58, 235-6)
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https://archive.org/details/torpedowarsub00fultrich
Robert Fulton is largely credited with pioneering the modern, steam-driven navy and the invention of the submarine. He also wrote the first treatise on underwater warfare to counter developments in naval ship technologies – many of which were his own -- through submarine projectiles and prototypes for mines. Using a set of experiments fully documented and costed that proved the efficacy of attacking-at-a-distance below the water as well as above, Fulton converted the striated and smooth space of the seas into a densely layered territory. No longer a version of the sky on earth or limitless horizontal axis, the ocean suddenly transformed into a stratified terrain of infinite complexity, peril, and militarized strategic advantage. That the ocean always had these depths and dangers has long been part of its risky allure, as the quote from Melville evokes. However those dangers were nature, physis. Fulton opened the ocean further to human technological intervention, converting the boundedness of nautical depth into an openly malleable space not contained by its nature or by nature: physis shot through with nomos. 
The Melville quote anticipates important elements of Schmitt’s theories about the nomos in the fundamental and essential contrast of land with sea, a contrast which Melville then suggests as resident in the individual/autos as well. Schmitt, in fact, opens his writings on the nomos of the earth by stating the nomos pertains to bounded land as opposed to the free sea, a division that replicates the primal division of earth and sea found in the Pentateuch. (2006 [1950]: 42-49) Just as foundational as the nomos itself is this specific juxtaposition between land and ocean, for Schmitt, drawing on both Kant’s The Metaphysics of Morals and Hegel writes “the nomos of the earth rests on a particular relation between firm land and free sea.” (48) The boundaries of cleared land find institutional and organizational similarities in the fences, walls and enclosures that result from these original marks in the land. All of this stands in contrast to the sea, which “knows no such apparent unity of space and law, of order and orientation” and upon which “firm lines cannot be engraved.” (42) The ocean represents a site freed from the order and control granted terrestrial dwelling. As such it is lawless, rife for piracy or industry and a space of both freedom and fear. In his analysis, though, the sea immediately becomes potentially appropriable by the powers of the nomos as it begins to extend itself prosthetically to oceanic possibilities in spite of the protections granted to the free right of the use of the sea. (42-43) His analysis of the nomos remains structurally grounded in the soil, in the ground itself, and markedly contrasting with the sea, though Fulton’s innovations (alluded to in his writings in the form of underwater mines and submarines) seem to place many of these fundamental differences in doubt – a depth that belies the apparent tabula rasa and freedom of the surface. 
Fulton’s small treatise, penned in 1810 as an extended and published letter to President Madison, found renewed interest and enthusiasm a century later after the naval developments of WWI, and the prescience of his overtly-rational arguments were robustly discussed.  The catalyst for US entry into the war was, after all, a submarine attack on the Lusitania, thus proving the desires for a weapon that would liberate the seas through its unbeatable powers had in fact endangered the seas and those who traveled on top of them. The epigraph that opens Fulton’s small book explicitly states the utopic liberation that he hopes his experiments and technological innovations might achieve.  In a turn toward considering that the dream might instead result in nightmare, Fulton directly addresses the concerns about the possibility of his developments perhaps unleashing greater devastation and horror. 

By anticipating that his invention will not free the seas but open them to even-greater risk, danger and death, Fulton also anticipates the thesis of H. Bruce Franklin’s War Stars: The Superweapon and the American Imagination (2008). The thesis reads something like this: Since the 1880s the US has had a cult of the superweapon, that is a weapon that would make warfare so horrific as to render it an impossible option for rational humans to exercise. The first examples he uses come from Fulton’s various inventions and vessels, and their effects on the US navy as well as naval warfare generally. The final superweapon to emerge from the American imagination he examines is the nuclear bomb. Franklin argues that each attempt to build a superweapon only ever resulted in destroying an extant natural advantage, such as distance created by land or sea, that the nation held over military foes. Every attempt to secure and protect the corpus of the union resulted in self-inflicted wounds. In other words, Fulton’s caveat regarding intended and unintended consequences of his experiments acknowledges the autoimmunity of his invention – the act of self-protection that destroys the integrity of the community that is found in potentia within each defensive dimension (whether intended or not) of the community containing elements of its destruction. 
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U.S. Navy Photo Illustration 
A direct descendant of Fulton’s vision for maritime domination and control by a superweapon is the US navy’s USS Zumwalt. The vessel, so the Raytheon ad for it claims, is “America’s next generation Navy Destroyer.”
 As the future of battleships, it is the US’s “newest, smartest and stealthiest” Destroyer. According to Raytheon’s YouTube infographic video about the ship, it is the size of three USS Constitutions but requires only 158 sailors to operate it, 10% of those required for a WWII Cleveland-class vessel. The smaller crew size is due to its “Total Ship Computing Environment” -- which controls everything from weapons systems to propulsion -- and the ship’s increased automation. The ship’s control center allows for “cooperative engagement capability” and “total situational awareness” from below deck. Its adaptable launchpad “transforms” (underscored with a transformer icon in the video) to “combat any missile.” Finally, its stealth capability allows it to appear as small as a fishing vessel on enemy radar. Thus these self-representations claim the Zumalt as the newest, smartest and stealthiest vessel the navy has ever launched.

The Zumwalt’s visual resemblance to American Civil War submarines -- the Monitor, Merrimack and H. L. Huntey -- is uncanny. One analyst writing for the Defense Review, says the vessel “looks submersible” and that it should and could be so, thus criticizing the navy for building a surface-only ship.
 These 19th century crafts were almost fully blind and deaf while the new destroyer’s “total ship computing environment” replaces the bridge with a set of screens in a sealed-off room that allows for remote visualization and sensing of all parts of the ship as well as its tele-technological input. The small number of apertures on the ship provides it protection while limiting sensory input to that primarily gained through a suite of state-of-the-art tele-technologies provided by Raytheon. Screens have replaced windows, thus erasing the difference between inside and outside of the vessel in terms of monitoring and data-gathering and response. The corporation’s promotional material about its outfitting of the vessel reads like a virtual encyclopaedia of the values of modernity and technoscience of a certain stripe applied to warfare: agency, speed, technological prowess, closing the gap between perception and action (between detection and destruction), the power to render the visible invisible and vice versa. All of this articulates the desire for complete control of space and others through tele-technological sensing and data-gathering/data-distributing within and without the contained unit -- be it vessel, cockpit, bunker, tank, drone, battlefield, urban setting, nation-state, sphere of influence, globe. 

Much time could be spent providing an interpretive analysis of this text as well as a hermeneutics of the naval machine itself. However it is more relevant to turn to some questions the vessel and its remote sensing systems provoke pertaining to areas addressed earlier. What is the nomos of this destroyer? Where does its boundary end? What is the spatial “force field of a particular order” (Schmitt 2006 [1950]: 70) created by the vessel? Do the tele-capacities of the ship’s various tracking and attacking systems shape the limits and extensions of its nomos – including up to its 72-mile missile range above water? What is the munus constituted within its limits? How is the originary mark or division bridged and/or reinscribed through these tele-technologies of remote sensing and desired control: the flexing of a prosthetically-extended self and community into the world of objects and the apparently uncontrollable? And what are the bonds/munus, the politics of self and community, that emerge through these remote sensing systems?
Perhaps one way of broaching these questions is through those procedures of the State or the nomos through which the State most manifestly sees itself as nomos enacting nomos, as for example with those grand gestures of war, exile, or the death penalty. In each of these, the State exercises its power over the citizen as a means of (supposedly) protecting the State, and its nomos, by revealing to the citizen that her/his right to life or to dwell within the boundary of the mark is a gift from the State for the citizen’s guarantee of security (as Rousseau argues in the Chapter 5, Book 2 of The Social Contract). Derrida, writing on the death penalty, says that the State/polis/civil community best sees itself when enacting the death penalty, (an act to which we might add war and exile). Further these are acts that must be seen or witnessed in order for them to become what they are. (2014: Note 25, p. 2) Diasporic or exile communities, for example, result from the power of sovereignty or nomos to expunge those who oppose it and is indeed the mark of this very power. Thus, the creation of a State’s wandering people manifest State power by their dwelling outside of its rule or nomos because of its power and nomos, thus reminding them of that power as well as serving as warnings to those still in the State’s embrace of their potential future. By being visibly cast out, they truly serve their country abroad while not being an ambassador, to paraphrase Ambrose Bierce’s equally accurate and satiric definition of “exile.” (Bishop and Phillips 2010: 173) In this way, their wandering relates etymologically to nomos in its derivative nomas (wandering to find pasture land) as found in the English word “nomad”: the pasture and nourishing land of the State as and within nomos is lost to them. And their loss must be seen and witnessed by those still possessing the munus of the State’s munificence in order for the munus of the State to appear to itself, through these others, as itself. 
If the right to punish is the right to see punishment and the punished actually punished, as with the death penalty or exile, then there has been an increased mediation of it over time. According to Foucault in Disciplne and Punish, from the 19th century to the present, the spectacle and theatricality of the death penalty has been increasingly erased or veiled. Derrida calls this right “seeing-punish” and argues that now there exists “a technical, tele-technical or even televisual complication of seeing, or even a virtualization of visual perception.” (2014: note 76, p. 43). The tele-visual and tele-synaesthetic remote sensing systems that constitute the nomos of the Zumwalt’s IT and weapons systems exemplify and pose special problems for this visibility whilst simultaneously trafficking in or invoking the explicit extension of the State’s vision if not that of its citizens or soldiers. By witnessing (or not) the attack on the lives of others through the Law/nomos of war via remote automated cameras or as abstracted icons on screens that substitute for corporeal seeing and witnessing the fullest performative elements of the State as State, of the nomos as nomos, the displacement of State power occurs. The attenuation of visibility places power elsewhere from where the State requires it to be. The paradox, of course, is that the capacity to strike-at-a-distance that constitutes contemporary warfare is also simultaneously an enactment of tele-technological prowess intended to extend the nomos of the State in strategic figures of political agency for display. The State’s vision can be cast where it wishes with impunity but is not witnessed except at a temporal or spatial distance that the tele-technologies supposedly collapse or erase, only to have them re-emerge in their operation.  The power of these remote-sensing systems is it to render the invisible visible in order for the action of agency to occur, thus reinforcing the logic and power of the nomos. Yet at the same time and with the same gesture to the authority of witnessing the State’s manifestation of itself as best enacting itself results in a blinding of the requisite act of witnessing.
Returning to the USS Zumwalt, it is clear that the ship essentially functions as a large robotic system outfitted with tele-sensory capacity that enables mobility and action in actual and virtual space. The transformer invoked in the Raytheon video gives a sense of how its basic platform and hinge structure renders all elements of it – personnel and materiel– part of a bounded whole, a machinic, automated and autonomous community: the munus of security offered by the State to itself and to, as well as through, the crew and its apparatuses. The language of advertising for Raytheon’s IT and sensing systems is one of anthropomorphic animation as their systems constitute the vessel’s life: “At the Bath Iron Works shipyard in Maine, the first of three Zumwalt-class ships sits majestically in the Kennebec River. Aboard, teams of master shipbuilders work alongside Raytheon’s Shipboard Test Team to bring it to life.” The vessel is animate but not alive, like so many machines, and the data-gathering systems at work within it are what animate the whole. But the munus formed within resultant from the automated remote-sensing systems and tele-technological extensions of the bounded vessel reveal much about a reconfigured politics of the self, of an interpellated and strategically placed self/community whose self-organizing imaginary about itself is constructed and articulated through these tele-technological systems. 

However an openness to alterity, futurity or danger that crossing the boundary of the nomos could create is replaced, in this specific politics of the self/community, by the tele-extension of the nomos itself, forestalling – or at least explicitly wishing to forestall and indeed deployed specifically to forestall– any chance of a proper bond beyond its malleable spatial demarcation other than that of tracking or destroying what lies beyond.  Yet as the designers and implementers of any new weapons system or platform knows, the desire to have the nomos remain immune to attack and/or able to enact its will with impunity – to have a superweapon capable of ending all human conflict – only results in increased opportunities of violation, failure and loss, which in turn demands yet another system to rectify the deficiencies or excesses of the former. The result is the momentum of technicity in weapons and system design known as arms races: an autoimmunity of failed desire that seems destined to repeat the very acts that imperil it in the name of saving it.
Planetary Skin Institute: Sense, Predict, Act 

The cell membrane is not a wall or a skin or a sieve. It is an active and responsive part of the cell; it decides what is inside and what is outside and what the outside does to the inside. Cell membranes have “faces” that enable cells to recognize and influence one another. The membranes are also communications systems. Things outside a cell do not necessarily act on the cell interior by passing through the membrane; they may simply change the membrane in some way that causes the membrane, in turn, to make changes in the cell interior. -- Daniel Mazia “The Cell Cycle”
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(chasing permission)

All of the numerous large-scale globally-interrelated remote sensing systems operative in the present have long genealogies in military research and development and remain influential in military, civic and corporate spheres. In fact, their genesis, formulation, operation and reach are such that they have rendered these spheres indistinguishable with the military, civic and corporate becoming inextricably intertwined and mutually dependent and influential. Regardless, each sphere attempts to delineate boundaries (nomos) and often do so through the stated agency and purpose of these large-scale interrelated remote sensing systems. One of these is a project formulated out of research cooperation between Cisco Systems and NASA for planetary eco-surveillance and is called the Planetary Skin Institute. 

With its stated goal as a non-profit global R and D organization dedicated to “improving the lives of millions of people by developing risk and resource management decision services to address the growing challenges of resource scarcity, the land-water-food-energy-climate nexus and the increasing impact and frequency of weather extremes,” the Planetary Skin Institute claims to provide a “platform to serve as a global public good.” Articulating a position and agenda as altruistic as can possibly be imagined, the Planetary Skin Institute works with  “research and development partners across multiple sectors regionally and globally to identify, conceptualize, and incubate replicable and scalable big data and associated innovations, that could significantly increase the resilience of low-income communities, increase food, water, and energy security and protect key ecosystems and biodiversity.” (http://www.planetaryskin.org) 

The Planetary Skin Institute’s system echoes what a number of other polyscaler remote automated sensing systems provide in terms of real-time, tele-tracking of occurrences in many parts of the globe, as well as beyond. For example, Hewlett-Packard’s massively scaled Central Nervous System for the Earth uses smart dust (nano-automated sensors at the cubic millimeter) and intends to distribute a trillion of these micro-sensors from the bottom of the ocean and up into space. Similarly the International Monitoring System (IMS) for the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty for nuclear weapons uses seismic, hydroacoustic, infrasound, radionuclide platforms for automated, global real-time monitoring in a global alarm system that includes 337 monitoring facilities located in 89 countries covering all continents and oceans. It also has a data processing center in Vienna and a global satellite communications system. When an event occurs, several stations might register it and send detection information via satellite for collection and interpretation in Vienna. The transfer of data to Vienna takes place in a matter of seconds.
 

The Planetary Skin Institute offers the same sort of real-time surveillance coverage for the most surface and apparent aspects of the globe’s ecosystem, for its “skin.” It offers “automated, rapid refresh providing near real-time situational awareness,” along with the “ability to scale to nation-wide coverage almost immediately.” Through “innovative algorithms for managing data quality and cloud cover issue” and its “inexpensive, non-profit operation supported by a network of world-class partners,” the Planetary Skin Institute has created an “open, accessible platform for accessing data and images” that simultaneously tracks and records “events” of note on the face of the globe. In spite of the non-profit rhetoric of global public good, it is worth noting that the data and information targets of the system – weather, water, crop conditions, carbon emissions etc. – are potential areas for resource futures investment that could link rapid profits and high-yield returns to this altruistic sensing. The system the Planetary Skin Institute provides thus reveals a complex interactive simulation of strategically-targeted systems of biological, eco-global, economic and geopolitical actors across species of flora and fauna, as well as geological, meterological and machinic-sensing agents.
My discussion of the Planetary Skin Institute emphasizes the “skin” portion of the organization’s title and system because it pertains most directly to remote sensing. However, it is worth noting their choice of the term “planet” as opposed to earth, globe, or world. Spivak theorizes planetarity (in her 2004 Death of a Discipline) and Derrida expands his notion of mondialization to include “worldwide war”  (as in World War II), and each constitutes a position to interpreting the earth that deviates from understanding it as a globe. Spivak’s figure of planetarity responds to an intellectual and strategic relationship to the figure of earth-as-globe because she addresses legacies of the Cold War found in the discipline of Area Studies to rethink the university as institution and how it might better position itself for an alternatively conceptualized international stage. Her shift toward planetarity marks a rhetorical, discursive and intellectual move away from the earth as globe and its attendant globalization studies (see 2004: 71-102). 

My interpretation of the Planetary Skin Institute’s remote sensing system in relation to other similar systems, on the other hand, figures the earth as globe and not as planet or world. Figuring the earth as globe and thus fully bounded, networked and observed in real-time is an inheritance of the Cold War, as are the remote sensing systems that led to real-time global surveillance. And all of these, as noted earlier, have a military provenance. For example, the Limited Test Ban Treaty on nuclear testing signed in 1963 and the attendant requirement to monitor adherence to it through remote sensing systems coincides with the emergence of the prefix  “geo-” becoming synonymous with the earth as globe, as strategically-networked and surveilled entity. The prefix “geo-” clearly conflates earth with ground and surface, much as the “skin” in the institute’s name does. The first issue of The Journal of GeoElectronics (in 1963) underscores the moment the “geo-” becomes codified as primarily a techno-scientific engagement with the earth. That first issue included an introductory meditation on the changing understanding of the prefix “geo-” in relation to tele-technological developments. The journal is now called The Journal for Geoscience and Remote Sensing. 
Therefore, it should come as no surprise that all of the qualities, advantages, attributes and technophillic splendors The Planetary Skin Institute touts for itself are also on offer by other similarly constructed autonomous remote sensing systems, such as the Central Nervous System for the Earth and the IMS. CeNSE was funded by DARPA (with HP partnering with Shell in its current formation) and thus has military and corporate applications designed for offensive battlefield use and profit-driven surveillance while the IMS operates under the banner of military and international policing for detection and defense purposes. The Planetary Skin Institute intends its “platform to serve as a global public good” through automated, multi-user, web 2.0, sensor-saturated global coverage of “change events.” The language, the technologies, the touted benefits, the agencies allowed are the same for CeNSE, IMS and The Planetary Skin Institute – and there are antecedents that date back to the Cold War, test ban treaties and experimental closed systems of automated sensing and firing in the Vietnam War. The only differences between these three polyscaler, automated and autonomous remote sensing systems can be found in their stated intended use -- differences and uses that can be altered with the flip of a switch. 

If the Planetary Skin Institute wishes to posit its interrelated levels and strata of dispersed data-gathering and disseminating sensors as a way of animating the apparently inert surface of the earth and transforming it into prosthetically-enhanced “skin,” and if we are discussing remote sensing as constitutive of a peculiar kind of munus and politics of the self, then an extended meditation on skin and therefore the proximate sense of touch would be of much use.
  Although that is beyond the scope of this article, it is worth noting at this juncture and for further contemplation as subtext for the issues at hand that touch is the only sense that is distributed over the entire body, as and through skin, and that it is the only sense without which we would die: thus linking it to dispersed sensory activity and survival. Skin and touch function rather like the cell membrane in Manzia’s epigraph for this section, itself a kind of epigraph on epidermal phenomena as both that which creates boundedness and allows for its breaching in seemingly intelligent ways. In other words, skin/touch/membrane form an embodied foundation for thinking the nomos at the singular level. Touch is the negotiation of the thin membrane where the self leaves off and the world begins. Touch provides our notions of boundedness and its limitations, of entities related to yet separate from others, of the self enmeshed in the tug and pull of the world. Any boundedness here is illusory, though, for the porosity of the skin opens the self to the world in joyous and threatening ways, as we have seen with the munus and autoimmunity, and which seems to be unintentionally acknowledged in the name of the Planetary Skin Institute. When we acknowledge that to touch is always to be touched, our logic of active and passive voice is erased, much as the logic of offensive and defensive uses of remote sensing systems disappears when we note how easily they swap agencies and hop spheres of influence and use.

During the Cold War, the logic of the pre-emptive strike laid waste to any policy, strategy or technology that claimed to operate solely in the name of military offensive or defensive use. Similarly the claims made by, for and through the three global remote sensing systems operative in CeNSE, IMS and the Planetary Skin Institute belie their stated simultaneous operations and purpose, thus aligning them more clearly with Raytheon’s remote sensing systems for the Zumwalt. How they work together intentionally or not to create new and unpredictable domains of governance is part of the work pursued in Benjamin Bratton’s The Stack: On Software and Sovereignty. Though the very paradigm of high tech altruism and eco-salvation, the slogan for the Planetary Skin Institute – which is “Sense, Predict, Act” – when applied to remote sensing systems that result in automated action based on data gathered by autonomous sensors could just as easily be the tagline for the Apache attack helicopters’ Hellfire missiles and their “Fire and Forget” systems. Thus we might want to ask, again, what kind of munus is forged with these automated global remote sensing systems, and how does such a munus take into account, if at all, its establishment through such an uncertain and unstable nomos? Especially one constituted by such  polymorphous techne? How is the munus affected when a nomos operates more like a cell membrane than a firm boundary or division? Finally we might ask if what is true of the nomos might be true for the autos or self that is configured by it and the new munus forged by autonomous remote sensing systems? What kind of self is formulated in this specific, emergent politics of the self and what becomes of the self as ontological, political and philosophical entity?
Offense/Defense/Sense/Self
The price of the human living being, i.e. the anthropo-theological being, the price of what must remain safe (heilig, sacred, safe and sound, untouched, immune), as absolute price, the price of what should inspire respect, modesty, discretion – this price has no price.  It corresponds to what Kant calls the dignity (Würdigkeit) of the end in itself, of the rational finite being, the absolute value beyond any comparable value on a market (Marktpreis).  This dignity of life can only stand beyond the present living being.  Whence transcendence, fetishism and spectrality, whence the religiosity of religion.  This excess over the living being, whose life has worth absolutely only by being worth more than life, more than itself, in sum, is what opens the space of death that is linked to the (exemplarily “phallic”) automat, technology, the machine, the prosthesis, virtuality, in short the dimensions of auto-immune and self-sacrificial supplementarity, that death drive that in silence works on every community, every auto-co-immunity, and in truth constitutes it as such, in its iterability, its heritage, its spectral tradition.  Community as common auto-immunity: there is no community that does not maintain its own autoimmunity, a principle of sacrificial self-destruction ruining the principle of self-protection (of the maintenance of the intact integrity of the self), and that does so with a view to some invisible and spectral sur-vival [sur-vie: super-life].  This self-contestatory attestation keeps the community alive, i.e. open to something other and more than itself: the other, the future, death, freedom, the coming of love or of the other, the space and time of a spectralising messianicity beyond any messianism. – Jacques Derrida “Faith and Knowledge” 87 (alternative translation by Geoff Bennington)
The emergence of communications technologies, involving kinds of telephony, telegraphy and broadcasting, stimulates the possibility that sensorial phenomena may be experienced at vastly increased distances while also drawing attention to the mechanisms that underlie sensory experience in general. Such technologies reveal the tautology that informs remote sensing: sensing is always remote; a layer of distance is always required for something to become an object of sense. The implication (which these sensory spheres share) involves the apparently paradoxical situation according to which a sensory mechanism must become vulnerable for it to be able to function at all. Through its operation it must open itself to that which lies beyond it – much in the fashion of the munus. 

The blurring of offense and defense of both the senses and the polyscaler remote sensing systems apparently predicated on them seem, of necessity, to work on the principle Derrida terms “common auto-immunity”: “a principle of sacrificial self-destruction ruining the principle of self-protection (of the maintenance of the intact integrity of the self).” (2002: 87) In order for the senses and their tele-technological extensions to be what they are and do what they do, they must breach themselves and open themselves up to their own destruction, failure and loss – as Newton learned by staring at the sun for too long. Yet in order for the community to survive, for the munus, to be viable, it must generate and maintain that excess beyond itself, “to something other and more than itself: the other, the future, death, freedom, the coming of love or of the other.” (87) And it accesses this excess through those elements of its ontology that open “the space of death” and that are linked to the autos, technology, techne, the machine, prosthesis, virtuality: “in short the dimensions of auto-immune and self-sacrificial supplementarity.”(87) These are the elements we see in full bloom when we examine the munus of the USS Zumwalt and The Planetary Skin Institute. Thus when considering what kind of munus these systems create, an attendant set of issues emerge around whether or not this new munus differs necessarily from other munare we experience, occupy, dwell in or know of historically. 

The munus found in Rousseau’s social contract writings in relation to the death penalty, as mentioned earlier, states that the citizen’s life is not his own but only the result of the sovereign’s protection and security. The citizen’s life is “no longer the bounty of nature but a gift received conditionally from the state.” (2014: Chapter 5, book 2) The shift from natural rights to civic ones, from physis to nomos, can be found in this conditional gift/munus of state-generated security. The munus of security secures the autos/self but only to a point. The limit occurs when that which is sovereign and immune to the munus revokes the gift and takes the citizen’s life: the security of the self depends on its precarity and potential loss. The nomos of the State and the self is predicated on and through the munus and the enacting of the nomos through the loss of what it offers. The complexities and paradoxical relations addressed by Rousseau around the security of the self in a sovereign state seem to be rendered as even more complicated by the kinds of nomos and munus resultant from these autonomous remote sensing systems and the kinds of governance, intentional or not, formed through their radically redistributed capacities and operations that outstrip institutional, state, corporate and civic constraints. If there is a gift of security of the self that might be revoked and thus ending the self’s life, it becomes increasingly difficult to find out from whence the gift emerged and by whom or what might cause it to be retracted. 
What might this mean for the self/autos constituted through the specific munus formed by the nomos of these autonomous remote sensing systems? What might these systems tell us about the nomos, the munus and the autos in this replication and extension of a specific kind of a politics of the self? Certainly, it appears that the nomos is not impermeable but porous, like a cell membrane, and is so out of necessity for the munus to foster that which resides beyond it as simultaneous threat and salvation. Thus Felo de se, the felony against oneself, apparently operates when the autoimmune properties of all attempts to secure, protect, and immunize the self come into play and the nomos fails. 

But this might only apparently be the case. Perhaps the politics of the self that emerges from the current remote sensing systems is one with an awareness of Felo de se in its final throes. This awareness might lead not to a felony against oneself but rather to a felony against the self: the self as trope, as container, as bounded entity, as threatened being, as the most precious ontological subject of all. Thus we might find another kind of politics lurking unintentionally and in perfect deconstructive and autoimmune fashion within the most sophisticated systems designed for maintaining the self/community. This could be an emergent munus that understands the dangers inherent in the illusions of absolute agency, transitive grammar and a firmly drawn nomos: a munus that comprehends not a felony against the self but a felony of the self, and that is the self.
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� Some of these imaginaries, especially as they pertain to media and information theory are decidedly non-human, as discussed in Jussi Parikka’s excellent book Insect Media: An Archaeology of Animals and Technology. A removal of anthropocentric subjectivity and agency remains a possibility in the history of medial formations of the subject but this alternative remains largely the road not taken. The more common stance comes in the form of discovering how to get these machines to better serve human needs and human agency. To compound the problems with this stance, human needs and human agency are usually invoked as common-sense, universally agreed-upon, a priori concepts. 





� Esposito and Agamben has provided extensive engagements with the concept of the munus, but have done so within the larger frame of a biopolitics that engages Foucauldian takes of the same. The discussion of munus provided here seeks to understand the ways in which it is currently being formulated through tele-technological systems that pertain obliquely to biopolitics and more directly imaginaries of governance that become involved with biopolitics when it comes to sovereign exercises of power that might result in the death of citizens, in this case through automated systems of sensing and action.





� See for example Bishop, Ryan and John Phillips. Modernist Avant-Garde Aesthetics and Contemporary Military Technology: Technicities of Perception. Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 2010; and Bishop, Ryan “Project Transparent Earth and the Autoscopy of Aerial Targeting: The Visual Geopolitics of the Underground” Theory, Culture and Society 28:7-8, 2011 pp. 270-286 (reprints: in Peter Adey, Mark Whitehead and Alison J. Williams (eds.) From Above: War, Violence and Verticality. London: Hurst & Company, 2014, pp. 186-202; and in Eyal Weizman (ed.) Forensic Architecture Berlin: Sternberg Press pp.580-591).





� The division between the subject and the self is one of the trickier borders in Western metaphysical and philosophical traditions. With contemporary critical theory, perhaps no one has made this a more sustained project than Jean-Luc Nancy, as flagged up here. His co-edited collection (with Peter Connor and Eduardo Cadava) Who Comes After the Subject? covers the general terrain in a thorough fashion, including those concepts that have attempted to unseat the subject including community, body/corpus, techne, being etc. His vigorous discussion with Derrida in that volume opens the ground of the subject to questions of grammatical determinism and temporalization that might smack of teleology found in assumptions operative in the collection’s title. Nancy’s was but one voice amongst many performing a sustained critique of Western metaphysics, and his project paralleled and engaged the multi-faceted feminist innovations in philosophical and political critique of institutions that form and reify the subject and self. A recent and sustained dialogue with Nancy and others can be found in Irving Goh’s attempt to rethink the subject as the reject. See his The Reject: Community, Politics and Religion after the Subject, NY: Fordham UP, 2015. 


� When thinking with and through munus, its more current derivatives community, immunity and auto-immunity also figure strongly, and these concepts are active in this article. However I wish the emphasis to be on munus and how these autonomous remote sensing systems might be influencing our understanding of it. Thinkers such as Giorgio Agamben, Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, Keith Ansell Pearson and Isabel Lorey have engaged with biopolitics in profound and nuanced ways, especially as it pertains to a harrowing thanatopolitical set of institutional practices over the past few centuries in the West. This is not the tack taken here, but it is by no means irrelevant to my project. Of more direct import for the argument put forward here is Derrida’s deviation from Esposito – a deviation encountered in Sam Weber’s work too – about autoimmunity with regard to the political, though not necessarily biopolitics. Autoimmunity figures largely in most of Derrida’s work over the last decade or so of his life, including, but not limited to, his interview conducted a few weeks after 9/11, the essay “Faith and Knowledge,” and his late seminars on the beast and the sovereign, and the one on the death penalty. As he tried to think through political processes in terms of autoimmunity, he defined it as “that strange behavior where a living being, in quasi-suicidal fashion, ‘itself’ works to destroy its own protection, to immunize itself against its ‘own’ immunity.” (“Autoimmunity” p. 94) The sets of concerns Derrida outlines in this brief encapsulation of autoimmunity connects with important elements of the argument I am putting forward here and what is at stake with it. 


� If the term “autonomous” is broken down into its constituent elements of autos and nomos then the self-generating and self-governing dimension of these autonomous remote sensing systems becomes even clearer. 





� Within that inside, of course, continual constitutions of embedded marks result in the formulation of ever-smaller “outsides” contained within the inside of the nomos, resulting in a chiasmus of infinite regress of outsides and insides.





� At the time of writing this article, the USS Zumwalt was being featured in the news as steaming toward the South China Sea a show of force about the disputed right of the People’s Republic of China to build military bases in the form of artificial islands in waters over which they claim sovereignty. The deployment not only gives the US a chance to show off its new ship and flex its malleable nomos, but also to engage in the strategy called “fleet-in-being,” which dates back to the 17th century, about which Virilio writes in Speed and Politics.  This strategy argues that simply by existing, a fleet serves as a deterrent and drain on enemy resources. In this instance, the Chinese military will have to spend a large amount of time, money and craft simply to keep track of what the Zumwalt is doing. 





� All of the information used in this article pertaining to the Raytheon sensing systems for the USS Zumwalt and the Planetary Institute (as well as any other autonomous remote sensing systems or technologies) are all in the public domain and come from either military or corporate websites. Some of this is used for public relations and promotion of the corporations for potential investments. The military similarly requires promotion for continued investment from taxpayers into advanced IT research and development. Often the more speculative of these research plans and projects receive an initial public display of information and then the flow of information ceases. This cessation will be due to either the project being too costly and unrealizable or very successful indeed. The former condition stops throwing good money after bad while the latter helps maintain strategic advantage. The defense department needs to maintain a careful balance between public promotion for whiz-bang technologies of the future being developed today (for PR and financing purposes) and covert strategic advantage for implementation in the field.  





� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.defensereview.com/raytheon-ddg-1000-zumwalt-class-stealth-destroyer-with-electric-propulsion-low-observable-hyper-lethal/" �http://www.defensereview.com/raytheon-ddg-1000-zumwalt-class-stealth-destroyer-with-electric-propulsion-low-observable-hyper-lethal/� The author David Crane suggests several possible attributes the ship might possess but which are not being revealed for strategic reasons, and one of these is submergibility.  





� See Bishop, Ryan “Smart Dust and Remote Sensing: The Political Subject in Autonomous Systems” Cultural Politics 11:1, 201, pp. 100-110.





� This is an endeavor attempted in a special issue of SubStance in 2011 (40:3) entitled  Plus d’un Toucher. Touching Worlds (Bishop and Goh, co-eds) with contributions by Geoff Bennington, Verena Andermatt Conley, Jordan Crandall, Aden Evans, Peter Fenves, Luce Irigaray, Erin Manning, Jean-Luc Nancy, Frederic Neyrat, and John Phillips. 





