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Preface

I have heard what the talkers were talking, the talk of the
beginning and the end,
But I do not talk of the beginning or the end.
There was never any more inception than there is now,
Nor any more youth or age than there is now;
And will never be any more perfection than there is now,
Nor any more heaven or hell than there is now.
Out of the dimness opposite equals advance, always
substance and increase, always sex,
Always a knit of identity, always distinction, always a
breed of life.
WAlT WhITmAN, Song of myself

This book is a meditation on alternative worlds
in the shadow of contemporary transformations
of late liberalism, a phrase I will explain more
fully in the introduction, but which can here be
understood as the governance of social difference in the wake of the anticolonial movements
and the emergence of new social movements. It
looks at shattered lives and exhausting struggles,
at discourses that deflect ethical and social responsibility for crushing if at times imperceptible
harms, and at scholarly attachments to miracles of
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enduring difference. Ethnographic material is culled from a variety of personal and professional relationships I have had in the United States and
Australia and culminates as one moves through the chapters. This material is situated in a variety of discursive fields including political theory
and philosophy, anthropology, and cultural and legal studies, and also
through academic and activist thought and writing. One reader of this
text described it as “austere ethnography,” a description meant to indicate
a move away from a now longstanding commitment in anthropology to
thick description. I myself like a term that James Clifford used, during a
dissertation hearing, “sociography,” to describe a way of writing the social
from the point of view of social projects.
But this way of writing ethnographically—or sociographically—also
presupposes an entire corpus of previous and projected writerly projects.
Although certainly able to stand on its own, this book is the second in a
series of books I am writing under the broad rubric of “Dwelling in Late
Liberalism.” The Empire of Love was the first volume in this series and a
subsequent volume will focus on an augmented reality project that this
book mentions, if only glancingly.
Economies of Abandonment is conceptualized as an argument that
builds across chapters, rather than as a set of thematically related essays.
Material elaborated in an initial chapter is referred to in subsequent chapters. Material acting to support a point in one chapter is elaborated and
made the center of a subsequent chapter. I have tried to make each chapter as self-contained as possible, which means that there is some repetition of information. And I have tried to allow for innovative readings, say,
starting with chapter 3 on ethical substance and moving back to chapter 2
on recognition, camouflage, and espionage. Nevertheless, this is a book
written to unravel an argument step by step. Two works of fiction frame
this book: Ursula Le Guin’s “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas”
and Charles Burnett’s 1977 film, The Killer of Sheep, the one written loosely
within the genre of science fiction, the other, a quasi-documentary of the
Watts neighborhood, the scene of the infamous 1968 black uprising. Le
Guin’s story sets the framework for the introduction and first two chapters, Burnett’s film for the last three. Two other divisions mirror this one.
First, while gesturing to the critical importance of eventfulness and ethical substance chapters 1 and 2 focus more heavily of the use of tense in
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late liberalism, chapters 3 and 4 on ethical substance and eventfulness;
chapter 5 draws these divisions together through a discussion of sacrificial
love. Second, the first chapters focus more centrally on the governmental
aspects of late liberalism and neoliberalism, the later ones on the nature
of life within these governmental orders.
The introduction moves from Le Guin’s short story, “The Ones Who
Walk Away from Omelas,” and discusses the specific social worlds and
projects that interest this book; why I am interested in these kinds of
worlds and projects; what this has to do with tense, eventfulness, and ethical substance. I then describe how the general space and time in which
this book was written has made understanding these kinds of concerns
unavoidable and make sensible why I use the chronotrope of late liberalism rather than other available chronotropes such as liberalism, neoliberalism, postcolonial liberalism, or diasporic liberalism. Alongside “late
liberalism” are other terms and phrases I will use in this book as a counterweight to “late liberal”: “tense,” “eventfulness,” and “ethical substance.” I
will present what I mean by some of these and how the following chapters slowly unpack late liberal techniques of power that might make them
useful framing devices.
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Introduction

The Child in the Broom Closet

In the Broom Closet

Ursula Le Guin’s “The Ones Who Walk Away
from Omelas” tells the tale of a city, Omelas,
where the happiness and well-being of its inhabitants depend on a small child’s being confined to
and humiliated in a small, putrid broom closet.
It is critical to Le Guin’s fiction-based ethical
wager that Omelas’s happiness is not ideological
in Louis Althusser’s sense, nor naive. It is experientially unmediated, materially substantive, and
morally desirable. This happiness is what every
average Joe and moral philosopher might wish

