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ABSTRACT

In the 1995 Hollywood film Outbreak, which drew heavily on
Richard Preston’s best-selling non-fictional exposé concerning the
Ebola virus The Hot Zone, a virulent virus of African origins erupts in
a small town in the United States and threatens to engulf humanity
at large. | argue that this film, while it acknowledges and plays on
contemporary concerns about globalization and ecological damage,
simultaneously provides the viewer with a reassuringly outmoded
world picture. In particular, the film sends the message that familiar
boundaries of race and nation, although threatened, remain intact.
Similarly, whiie the virus is distinctly amoral, the depiction of those
who combat it reaffirms individual ethical action. Taking the virus as
a figure for contemporary information technologies, however, we
can see that the film's messages are actually undermined by its
medium. Like the virus, film and related technologiés undo national
borders, racial ideologies, and put into question human agency,
even where content works against this. | then consider two recent
theories of mass media in order to determine their aptness to
explain this clash of medium and message. Paul Virifio's theory that
technology once it reaches a certain thresholds of speed and size
changes the way in which we experience reality resonates with the
notion of the Ebola virus as figure for contemporary mass media.
On the other hand, Virilio’s work also shows a post-structuralist
tendency to revert to reality as ground, even if only as lost and
mourned. Niklas Luhmann'’s work on mass media, while it avoids
the pitfalls of foundationalism, is too sanguine in its assessment that
contemporary media can provide a construction of reality. |
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conclude with an examination of how the Hong Kong horror film
Ebola Syndrome suggests that the pop-cultural containment
strategies of Outbreak—as well as the more theoretical strategies
of Virilio and Luhmann—-are no longer viable.
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Desperately trying to trace the vectors of a mysterious eruption of
an African virus in a bucolic town in the Pacific Northwest of the
United States, a medical researcher in the 1995 film Qutbreak (dir.
Wolfgang Peterson) exclaims, “Apparently, they all got it at a movie
theater.” It is natural enough, of course, for an infectious agent to
spread in a crowded place. But how exactly does an African disease
end up in a North American cinema? The simple answer given in the
film is that the virus infects a monkey and that the monkey travels by
ship across the ocean, Behind this literal trajectory is a playful bit of
cinematic self-reference. When a man in, Oufbreak is represented as
watching a movie, starting to cough, getting up, stumbling to a generic
fobby, and then hacking his pathogens all over his fellow patrons, this
would surely resonate with real moviegoers, who might henceforth
regard any throat-clearing neighbors with increased wariness. Is there
perhaps a more sinister, unconscious implication at work here? Could it
be that there is a deeper connection being forged between cinema as
medium and viral infection as they both traverse the pathways of
globalization? This is the connection towards which I will be working
in this essay. In order to arrive at this point, however, I will first be
examining what we might consider the mythological structures of
Qutbreak: the ways in which it couples the realities of disease and
epidemiology to constructions of nation, race, and ethical agency.'
This will take us back to the eighteenth century, when the modemn
nation state was taking form in relation to colonialism, when race
began to be elaborated as a biological category, and when the Western
“subject” was defined in relation to both. This glance backwards to the
emergence of the boundaries of modemnity is necessary in order to
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grasp the specifically atavistic nature of Qutbreak. Indeed, 1 will be
arguing that while the virus depicted in the film clearly pays no heed to
national borders or racial differences, while it undermines the very
notion of ethical agency, the film itself tries to contain these threats by
a sort of ideological regression.” Next, I will consider how theories of
mass media similarly provide inadequate solutions to the problem of
boundary dissolution. In this regard, I will use the Hong Kong film
Ebola Syndrome (dir. Herman Yau, 1996) as an example of how
today’s mass media, by their very nature, undermine some of the
principal guiding distinctions through which we have come to perceive
the world.

While it works well enough as a thriller, Qutbreak is not
innovative filmmaking. The plot is predictable and the characters are
shopworn types. With high production values and big-name stars
(Dustin Hoffman and Rene Russo in the lead roles), this is not a
B-movie per se. And while it is also not an outright horror film, it has its
gory moments and plays on anxieties about disease for thrills. That is to
say, Outbreak is the type of film that we have come to expect from
Hollywood and bespeaks a certain middiebrow exemplarity. The
screenplay was clearly inspired by Richard Preston’s bestseller The
Hot Zone (1994), a non-fictional—although often highly
speculative—examination of filoviruses from the tropical rainforests
that have occasionally “crashed” into humanity and threaten
widespread contagion. At the heart of Preston’s narrative is an exposé
about how a facility in Preston, Virginia that provided primates for
scientific and medical research became infected with a hitherto
unknown strain of the Ebola virus. In most respects, The Hot Zone
draws on the same mythological pool as Outbreak, and I will cite from
the book on more than one occasion in order to show that what we are
dealing with can be generalized to a degree. On the other hand, thanks
to the looseness of the film adaptation, a variety of differences come to
the surface that are particularly instructive with regard to my thesis
about regression, and I will draw attention to these differences as well.
The first of these is the role of villain played by the United States Army
in the film, which contrasts starkly with the more sanguine
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assessment—and at times adulation—in Preston’s account. The film
begins with a back-story: in a mercenary camp in the Motaba River
Valley of Zaire in 1967, there is an outbreak of a new and deadly virus.
American military doctors arrive too late to treat the stricken and
without the means to do so in any case; with a promise to send more
help, they instead call in a strike on the camp. A massive firebomb
obliterates the area, its inhabitants, and presumably the disease. Thirty
years later, the so-called Motaba virus, explicitly compared to a more
virulent strain of Ebola, has broken out in Zaire again, This time,
however, it manages to travel out of Africa in the bloodstream of an
unaffected host monkey destined for medical research but illegally
diverted t6 the pet trade. The remainder of the movie takes place in the
United States, where a small town in northern California has become
infected and placed behind a heavily armed cordon sanitaire. On the
case are Hoffman’s idealistic colonel and researcher for USAMRIID
(United States Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases)
and Russo’s researcher at the Center for Disease Control. (These two
have been until recently married, and by the end of the film they
achieve an unlikely, if generically necessarily, romantic reconciliation.)
What follows is standard race-against-time material: the frantic
attempts of heroic, if flawed, doctors and researchers to curtail the
epidemic that threatens to engulf the nation and to ensure that the same
holocaust visited on the original African camp does mot become
necessary at home.

Outbreak recalls the heyday of the disaster film in the 1970s, from
The Poseidon Adventure (1972; dir. Ronald Neame) to The Towering
Inferno (1974; dirs. Irwin Allen and John Guillermin) and Earthquake
(1974; dir. Mark Robson). It also has roots in the thriller genre of the
“attack of the giant creatures” type, from Day of the Triffids (1963; dir.
Steve Sekely) and Godzilla (1954; dir. Ishiro Honda) to Stephen
Spielberg’s  Jurassic Park (1993). It has as well its
government-conspiracy roots, as in Capricorn One (about a faked
landing on Mars [1978; dir. Peter Hyams]), Jacob's Ladder (about the
testing of hallucinogenic drugs on soldiers in Vietnam [1990; dir.
Adrian Lyne]) and, more recently, the television series The X-files
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(1993-2000). Like many such films and shows, Outbreak plays on
familiar themes of hubris: the Fall of scientific curiosity and the
Pandora’s Box of technology. Perhaps the most interesting point of
comparison in this regard is King Kong (1933; dir. Merian C. Cooper).
The giant ape comes from the peripheries of the world to wreak havoc
on the Western center. It is worth noting that the building that the
escaped Kong ascends is the Empire State Building. Each element of
the name resonates: colonialism, government, and technology are what
come in for attack.” But whereas King Kong was gigantic and even
lovable, the anxiety in Qutbreak concerns the miniscule, invisible, and
distinctly unsympathetic, Moreover, the origin of the virus is not
colonial territory but rather Africa in the violent pangs of
post-coloniality. Finally, what the virus threatens is not so much the
center, but rather the safe zone outside of the center supposedly
immune to such threats: suburbia, here figured as a Rockwellian hamlet,
In this regard, a more apt symbolic opposition of our time is not so
much center versus periphery (a leftover of imperialism), as it is
ordered suburb or exurb versus overcrowded, unhygienic, and chaotic
post-colonial cities and overpopulated non-Western countries. Using
an infelicitous comparison, Preston remarks in The Hot Zone: “One or
two viruses can become a billion viruses in a few days—a China of
viruses in a bottle the size of one’s thumb” (176). Here as well,
however, there is a telling difference between Preston’s book and the
film: the actual location of the outbreak of the Ebola virus described in
the book—and which turned out to be lethal only to the monkeys in the
facility-—was an anonymous office park in an exurb of Washington,
D.C. Further, Preston does not miss the irony of the outbreak’s
occurrence in this “visible symbol of the American belief in rational
design,” one of the first planned communities in the United States, a
place where “disorder and chaos were given no sign of
acknowledgment and no places to hide” (157). That Outbreak chooses
instead a picket-fenced small town, more reminiscent of a setting for
Cold-War paranoia, tends to confirm its regressive content, While what
one generally sees in Outbreak is a shift from Cold-War
preoccupations to more nebulous fears about what post-Cold War
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globalization might entail, there is an almost palpable nostalgia for
what appears as a 1950s, racially homogeneous community of nuclear
families.

Two explanatory schemes in Qutbreak, while they are not so
obviously regressive, provide at least reassurance that human agency is
at work rather than something absolutely beyond our control and moral
intervention. On the one hand, there is theme of government conspiracy.
While Preston insists that the U.S, Army stopped studying lethal agents
for potentially offensive military uses on President Nixon’s executive
order in 1969, the film depicts an army hierarchy that has yet to
abandon its clandestine biological warfare programs. Moreover, the
military is ‘willing to sacrifice not only African lives but also ultimately
American ones in order to protect “their” virus as potential biological
weapon. Donald Sutherland’s wicked army general puts a face on this
evil, and I would suggest that evil intention and agency are
unconsciously deemed preferable forms of aggression in comparison
with the mindless takeover strategy of the virus itself. On the other
hand, a “juju man” from the village where the Motaba virus first
reappears may look insane to Western eyes but he speaks the wisdom of
primitive environmentalism: he asserts that the virus has come as a
revenge for timber operations in the jungle. The damage inflicted by
human agents thus provides another rationalization for a situation that
is otherwise inexplicable except in terms of the relentless, idiotic logic
of Darwinian survival. This is true in Preston’s book too, where he
writes that perhaps “the biosphere does not ‘like’ the idea of five billion
humans.” The use of quotation marks to qualify implications of agency
scatter The Hot Zone and suggest a further unwillingness to relinquish
at least the appearance of rational intention. Preston similarly reverts
to personifications that provide a rationale, however unpleasant, for our
own destruction. He writes that “Nature has interesting ways of
balancing itself” and that these ways include viral infection by
pathogens such as AIDS and Ebola as a sort of “immune response” to
rid the globe of “infection by the human parasite™ (407).

While both the concern about biological weapons and
environmentalism indicate an up-to-date topicality to Outbreak, the



34 Tamkang Review, Vol. XXXV, Nos. 34

film simultaneously provides evidence of ideological structures of
longer duration. This is particularly true of the way that the film
invokes race and place. While there are ancient examples linking skin
color to temperature—anyone might notice the phenomenon of tanning,
after all—it was not until the seventeenth and especially eighteenth
centuries that natural philosophers in Europe bepan to think in
systematic terms about the relation of complexion to climate.* In the
theory of monogenesis, which became the dominant scientific
paradigm, all humans began as one race. The original complexion was
usually considered white and the most derivative black. (This was not
always the case; notably, Georges Buffon, the foremost French
naturalist of the eighteenth century, flip-flopped on this matter.)
Rejecting the theory of polygenesis, which argued for scparate
creations of human varieties and had support from the likes of Voltaire
because it appeared to undercut the Biblical account of a single act of
creation, the monogenists argued that climate was the cause of
differences of complexion. Torridity would lead to one extreme and
frigidity to another. There is scientific evidence to support the notion
that skin color and climate are related: in colder climes, melanin acts as
a block to vitamin D absorption and darker skin would be selected out
of the population. This lends no support, of course, to the tendency in
early modern theories of race to distribute different constitutional,
moral and social attributes to those of different complexions. To
Linnaeus, for example, the white European was sanguine, inventive
and ruled by laws, while his copper-colored American brethren were
choleric, free and ruled by customs. Asiatic man was melancholy,
haughty and ruled by opinions. Last and indeed least, the African was
phlegmatic, indolent and ruled by caprice—that is, ruled by nothing at
all.” While we could take an casy moral lesson from this—that
Linnaeus and his ifk were racist—I would like to underline a historical
point. This is simply that globalization goes a long way back. Much of
human history could be said to be global, although there are clearly
certain threshold moments. In eighteenth-century Europe, with
mnovations in navigation and colonialism in full swing, we are
certainly faced with one of these thresholds. Interestingly, what
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theories of race in the eighteenth-century tended to do was map the
world in terms of distinctions that did not account for what was actually
being observed and reported. Rather than being rejected for their
inadequacies, many of which were perceived at the time, these
distinctions were held onto because they nonetheless helped to simplify
a complex picture.

Along with race, disease has long been associated with climate.
There are good scientific reasons for this association too. Like other
living or quasi-living things, viruses, bacteria, and parasites are
temperature sensitive. Buried under the tundra of the far northern
reaches of Europe, it is thought that corpses of the victims of the great
Spanish influenza epidemic of the early twentieth century might still
harbor the dormant virus—a possible boon for scientific investigation
and, in careless or the wrong hands, a potential disaster.® The
connection of climate and disease, like the connection of climate and
race, also has its ideological or mythological side. Of course, epidemics
have often been taken as signs of the wrath of the gods. In the book of
Exodus, Jehovah calls down various plagues on the Egyptians. An
important early-modern updating of this theme is Daniel Defoe’s
fictional Journal of the Plague Year (1722), a work that melds
empirical observation with providential explanations. It is this
combination that marks the emergence of what will come to be called
the novel—a point to which I will return shortly.” Similarly, Preston
chose for The Hot Zone an epigraph from Saint John’s
Revelations—simply cited as “Apocalypse”’—and in the course of the
book suggests that the end times will be brought on by our own
treatment of tropical ecosystems as well as by our technological
innovations. On the other hand, disease has also frequently served as a
figure for other ills. The plagues of the last days in Revelations may be
read as an allegorical rendering of Roman imperialism. Similarly, in
Albert Camus’ novel The Plague (1947), the epidemic visited on Oran
has an allegorical relation to fascism. While Susan Sontag has warned
against treating disease as metaphor—speaking in particular about
AIDS, the emergence and spread of which has been accompanied by
apocalyptic pronouncements—there is no doubt that the practice is
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widespread and long-lived.® In Outbreak, the warning of the “juju
man” shows both faces of this mythological complex: the Motaba virus
as both wrath of the gods and as allegorical revenge for environmental
depredations.

A disease that makes for an apt comparison here is the “pox” in
the eighteenth century. Syphilis was considered by many at the time to
be an import from the torrid zones of the New World. The “pox” would
be Columbus’s other discovery and the curse of European colonial
endeavor.” Syphilis tended to confirm fears that the material benefits of
colonialism were also potential deficits. Simultaneously, it figured
exotic imports and luxury items that encouraged effete behaviors and
dangerous forms of consumption.'® When Joseph Conrad painted the
Congo as a place where heat led to fever and fever to the breakdown of
civil society, he was working a well-worn fopos. The ironic twist in
Heart of Darkness is that colonialism had already led to an abandoning
of civility in King Leopold’s Belgium well before Africa supposedly
got to Kurtz. Outbreak is no Heart of Darkness in terms of subtlety, and
its depictions of Zaire as a torrid crucible of disease reactivate old
natural philosophy as largely unexamined folklore. The movie does
seem troubled by itself in this regard. It tries to be politically sensitive,
targeting the military bureaucracy directly and global capitalism by
implication. Moreover, in transparent compensation for the depiction
of Africans as primitives, African-American actors are cast in major
supporting roles. Cuba Gooding Jr. plays a gung-ho neophyte army
scientist and daring helicopter pilot. Morgan Freeman as the general in
charge of USAMRIID is a clearly brilliant and fundamentally good
individual who ultimately overcomes his corruption by the system. His
complexion, moreover, is in marked contrast to that of Donald
Sutherland, whose pallor suggests that as the representative of the
system he is literally lacking blood (and thus perhaps immune to
blood-borne infections, concerning which he shows a remarkable
insouciance).

But in spite of these compensations—or perhaps misdirections is
the better term—Qutbreak cannot really afford to lay aside matters of
race, climate, and geography. It cannot do so because these are
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precisely the areas of anxiety that the Ebola virus taps into. The Ebola
virus seems in many ways to be the mythical disease of our time. This is
not to deny that the virus exists or that its effects are not deadly. Still,
for a disease that has penerally remained quite localized—outbreaks
tend to be self-limiting thanks to the very speed and deadliness of
infection—it seems to have a hold on the popular imagination out of
proportion to the threat. Why might this be so? It is true that global
warming may encourage the spread of certain discases beyond their
current endemic areas (malaria, for example, and the West Nile
virus). '! But what we might call the Ebola syndrome relies on
ideological structures that existed well before the notion of globat
warming was around. Global warming just heats up what was already
there. Thus if the “hot zone” is jargon for an area containing a lethal,
infectious organism, it is clear that the African jungle is treated as the
literal and original hot zone. As the point of origin of Ebola and other
filoviruses, Africa as hot zoae figures the moment when life emerges
qua discase, In particular, in Preston’s book, Kitum Cave in the tropical
rainforest of western Kenya appears as an Eden that turns out to hide
the gateway to hell: a sort of natural laboratory and the most likely
repository of the Marburg virus, at least in relation to the best-known
human cases. Africa then is not only the place of human origin, it is also
where primordial creation and destruction—a deconstruction of
physical boundaries—continues to take place. The way that the Ebola
virus attacks the body confirms this insofar as it collapses the internal
differentiation of the bodily organs. In descriptions of its effects,
victims are said to melt. Deliquescing, the human body returns to the
primordial ooze. Similarly, the manner in which the virus spreads is
described in terms of boundary breakdown. Victims are said to spew
infected blood, as if the disease itself intended to bypass the boundaries
of self and other through the medium of hot bodily fluids willfully
breaking free of their normally contained circuits. Once again, while
Preston is careful to assert that filoviruses do not really intend anything,
he cannot resist attributing to these diseases a sort of explanatory
agency when describing their effects: “Having destroyed its host, the
hot agent is now coming out of every orifice, and is ‘trying’ to find a
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new host” (24). This is a pattern that is repeated in the book: “When a
virus is trying, so to speak, to crash into the human species” (47). At
other times, such qualifications are tendered only to be withdrawn: “It
[the Marburg virus] did not know boundaries. It did not know what
humans are; or perhaps you could say that it knew only too well what
humans are: it knew that humans are meat” (139). At other times,
mixed messages are sent, denial of intention strangely coupled with
attributions of rational behavior: “A virus does not ‘want’ to kill its
host. This is not in the best interest of the virus” (84). In all of these
cases, filoviruses become a manifestation of nature as sort of inhuman
agent beyond the grasp of our comprehension.

But it is not just nature that is at play here. The jungle, its people
and their practices at located in a liminal zone where civilization
recedes into savagery, the pre-human and ultimately inhuman. This
idea of humanity regressing towards its moment of origin and beyond
into an undifferentiated state is at work in a theory of how Ebola might
cross from animal to human host. This theory is that humans become
infected through the consumption of “bushmeat,” which is often that of
primates. “Bushmeat” clearly raises the specter of cannibalism. Ebola
is the disease visited first and foremost on those who do not respect
certain basic distinctions that mark the boundaries of humanity and
culture—on those whose practices put into doubt the principle of
human difference from the animal and the principium individuationis.
One should not eat flesh that is too proximate to one’s owrn, or culture
too will melt away. In the “bushmeat” theory, the Ebola virus becomes
a sort of punishment meted out not by an angry god but rather by
natural causality itself. Ultimately, we might even say that the heat of
the jungle, which will not allow civilization to take shape, is to blame;
inhuman torridity pushes the natives to become the hapless
executioners of their own deconstruction. If myth formerly used the
gods to explain the causes of natural occurrences, here we are faced
with natural, causal explanation as cryptically deified. At this point, we
catch a glimpse of the positive task of the Ebola syndrome: by casting
the victims as no agents at all, the heroic Western doctors who try to
save them and the government forces that act to obliterate them are
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defined by opposition as agents. We might understand this process in
terms of abjection: the psychoanalytic theory of the emergence of the
subject not by positive identification but rather by repudiation. '
Considered in ideological terms, the abjection of the primitive would
be more basic than the process of “othering” that defines the historical
tactic of Orientalism.

To clarify what I have in mind, let me recall that cannibalism
plays a central role in one of the foundational narratives of the capitalist
and colonialist subject: Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe 1719).7 A
book, I might add, that is singled out as the only suitable reading
material for the pupil in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s pedagogy of the
autonomous individual Emile (1762). The Western individual subject
emerges against the background of cannibalism. Indeed, cannibalism
appears to Crusoe as a horror that threatens not only his physical
existence but also the very fabric of his symbolic existence, which is
based on the ultimate goodness of Providence. What could the
cannibals have done, Crusoe wonders, for God to have abandoned them
to such an inhuman practice? Further, what is the appropriate response
to such savagery? On the one hand, Crusoe decides that he has no right
to intervene and follow through on his burning desire to kill the
cannibals that visit the island on which he has landed. Although he has
made the island his own in many respects, there is the sense that this is
still not really his part of the world. As far as the natives are concerned,
judgment is God’s business. Crusoe’s position here comes close to a
cultural relativism that is actually a reinforcement of hierarchy. (We
might see here a forerunner of bureaucratic imperial policies to leave
the mores of the indigenes unmolested, all the while insisting on the
right to rule.) On the other hand, the colonialist Crusoe proves his value
not only by industry and inventiveness during his years of isolation, but
also by civilizing the native Friday and ridding his subject of
anthropophagous practices (if not of the occasional urge). The English
colonial agent and state emerges out of a delicate balancing act. The
English nation is defined as not-cannibal, as having a task of civilizing
and of Christianizing, but also by keeping the cannibals intact. Without
the abjection of the native, the English national agent and colonial
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system could not have effectively recognized their boundaries and
unity."

These moments of definition and boundary formation need to be
understood in relation to dominant forms of media. According to
Benedict Anderson and others who have written about the nation state,
the printing press and literacy play vital toles in the emergence of this
form of polity.!® This was recognized even in the eighteenth century by
acute observers such as Rousseau, who claimed that the uniformity of
English national character was a function not of public discourse but of
the habit of private reading (79 - 80). In this regard, Robinson Crusoe
was both a reflection of and a shaping force with respect to the new
middle-class mindset that increasingly defined itself in terms of nation
rather than rank, blood, station, or other conceptual schemata
appropriate to stratified societies. It also tapped into the healthy market
for tales of travel and exotic places.’® As merchants and traders from
Europe began to expand trade—including the slave trade—the reality
of what was “out there” was constructed though the printed word. In
fact, while travel was certainly becoming faster and easier, it was still
enormously difficult and not something that most experienced. Rather,
it was the construction of reality in the press that led to a collapsing of
distances—albeit in a largely hegemonic and unidirectional
fashion—and that pushed into consciousness the distinction betweer
place, the situation of the body, and space, easily traversed by
technology.'” Of course, many saw the press itself as a threat akin to
disease. In the eighteenth century, as the sentimental novel got
underway with the likes of Richardson’s Pamela (1740}, there was an
acute fear among many that reading would cause an epidemic of bad
behavior among women in particular. Moreover, as the same novel
showed, the new genre might be used as an agent of social change; in
particular, the happy marriage of a common servant to an aristocratic
squire in Pamela struck at ideological Justifications of stratification.
That the novel had roots in French romance only made matters worse; it
was a foreign disease, like the so-called French malady (for the English
held that the current endemic area of the imported “pox” lay directly
across the Channel). While the press made the imagination of
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nationality a possibility, it simultaneously had the potential to undo
national boundaries. This is doubtless why the notions of national
character and cosmopolitanism came into currency at the same time.
Kant and Hume, for example, tended to see the fundamental divisions
of humanity in terms of the former while projecting the latter as our
collective future. Nonetheless, neither expressed hope that inferior
races, and this meant black Africans in particular, could ever be
citizens of the world. Africans, that is, would help define the

_ boundaries of the cosmopolis by virtue of being left out of it."

As we have seen, depictions of the Ebola virus tend to take us
back to these emergent boundaries of modernity. At the same time,
these depictions also evoke many aspects of contemporary
globalization. In particular, the virus carries the markers of digital
information technologies. It rapidly travels global networks, which
Preston in The Hot Zone abbreviates as “the net” (16; 371). Further, it
shares the same underlying structure as these technologies. Thus the
virus is made up of “long molecules that contain a software program for
making a copy of the virus” (83). Elsewhere Preston describes viruses
as “machines, subtle ones to be sure, but strictly mechanical” (85). A
virus generally speaking is “a motive without a mind” and is
“[cJompact, hard, logical, totally selfish... dedicated to making copies
of itself—which it can do on occasion with radiant speed” (85). While
the Ebola virus is not a conscious metaphor for technology in relation
to culture and globalization, we immediately recognize that its effects
are largely the same. It is fast, invisibly transmitted but manifested as
spectacle, spreads uncontrollably, and does not respect the boundaries
of the nation state. Is it mere coincidence that the Motaba
virus—Ebola’s stand-in in Outhreak—Dbegins its move to the American
masses in a movie theater? I think that we might take the Ebola virus as
a figure of sorts not only for the predominant entertainment medium
today—film as a quickly and globally distributed commodity—but also
for the emergence of new ones that threaten the traditional dominance
of cinema. In The Art of the Motor, Paul Virilio makes the case that
technological advances in speed, a quantitative measurement, have had
and will continue to have qualitative effects. As the speed of
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communication crosses a certain threshold, the world is no longer
experienced in the same way." Along with speed, another quantitative
measurement on which Virilio focuses is size. Nanotechnology shrinks
the machine down to the size that the line between biology and
technology begins to vanish. The obverse of the promise of the medical
uses of nanotechnology is the fear that, if the man-made can replicate
the biological, we may accidentally—inevitably—add technology to
the list of pathogenic agents, alongside bacteria, viruses and parasites.
The idea of information technology as disease permeates recent science
fiction, which increasingly has shifted its attention away from the
cybernetic conundrums of artificial intelligence to matters of artificial
infection (for exemplary cases of each tendency, compare the stories in
Stanislaw Lem’s Mortal Engines [¢.1972] to Neal Stephenson’s Snow
Crash [1992]).* The invisibility and efficiency of viral infection
makes it a perfect vehicle for current concerns, Of course, we have
already become habituated to the notion of computer viruses.

Ebola plays on both of these issues—speed and
size—simultaneously. In the era of industrial capitalism, Marx could
write of the strange optical effects that commodities could create: the
consumer cannot see the human relations that have gone into the
making of commodities and so sees in them relations between things. It
is striking that Marx labeled this fetishism. The capitalist mode of
production entails, ideologically, a return to primitive superstition.
Capitalism in the information age presents a rather different problem: a
speeding up and shrinking down that render time and space largely
irrelevant, The Ebola virus figures this situation and concomitant
anxieties nicely. It metaphorically expresses the collapse of culturc
thanks to mass media. And, affirm what one will in terms of content,
the mass media as such constantly threaten to undermine the messages
of separation and differentiation that they send.?' The threat here goes
beyond the primitive and towards the savage and, ultimately, an
inhuman force that undoes all differentiation. [ronically, the figurative
vehicle, so close to the origins of life emerging out of undifferentiated
matter, mimics the most technologically advanced, Yet the deeper
irony is that this threat does not issue from the heart of darkness—or
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rather, this heart of darkness is situated in the technologically advanced
states. The curse is not carried back with travelers, as was supposedly
the case with Columbus and the “pox.” Rather, it not only originated af
home, but it also simultaneously attacks the very notion of home as a
safe and bounded place. This, however, is the new experience of reality
that one atternpts to ward off. The ideological delusion in this case is
the idea that the danger comes from elsewhere, from those familiar
racial and geographical landscapes. This helps explain the specifically
regressive nature of Qutbreak’s mythology. For while the film gestures
at the dissolution of familiar boundaries and distinctions, it contains
anxiety by anchoring itself in reassuring atavisms.

The Medium against the Message

The film Outbreak plays on contemporary concerns for a frisson
or two. Recognizing that the Ebola virus is the mythical disease of the
post-Cold War era and our age of rapid globalization, it taps into fears
about travel and immigration. The movie sees that the Ebola virus has
sympathetic ties to the complexities and confusions of diaspora,
multiculturalism, increasingly unclear racial categories, national
security threats that do not respect national boundaries and do not issue
from other states, and a post-colonial order that can appear as so much
disorder. Notwithstanding such complexity, however, it continues to
map the world in regressive terms, upholding a vision of the United
States as advanced civilization and the jungles of Zaire as its other,
Ultimately, Outbreak attempts to enact a strategy of containment that
echoes its own back-story. The spectacular disease remains elsewhere,
in the primitive hot zone of a mythical Africa. The Congo, one is
reassured, is still the real heart of darkness. Moreover, Western
suburbia is threatened but finally saved thanks to the heroism of
individuals, and, it must be said, heroic individualism is very much
what the film celebrates. But this strategy of containment looks less
certain if we focus on the medium rather than the message. From this
perspective, it is hard to see how containment is possible because mass
media obliterate place in important ways. It is not clear, that is, how
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something could possibly be confined to a place given the way that
media technologies currently work. Then again, Hollywood’s
dominance of the global film market and above all its hegemony in the
North American market ensure that much information flows out from
the Western center and that, for a viewer in the United States, only a
paliry trickle flows in from elsewhere. This means that a cordon
sanitaire of sorts does in fact surround the typical North American
viewer.

In the previous section, I called on the work of Paul Virilio in
order to clarify why the Ebola virus makes such a good figure for the
mass media today: blindingly fast, invisibly small, and heedless of
conventional boundaries. Yet behind Virilio’s radical anti-foundational
stance, there is a scent of old empiricism, a nostalgia for terra firma. A
residue of reality-—a stable foundation that must be there, even if now
as only lost and mourned--permeates his analyses. > A more
constructivist approach would say not that reality is lost, but that it has
been made a different way. Here, Niklas Luhmann’s constructivist
systems theory looks as if it might provide a refinement of Virilio’s
theses. This is especially the case insofar as Luhmann’s analysis of how
systems emerge and function focuses on the drawing of boundaries and
indication of differences; an encounter of systems theory with the
Ebola virus, where precisely differences and boundaries are overcome,
looks like a promising avenue of inquiry. In Luhmann’s writings, one
frequently comes across guiding mantras culled from the work of other
writers that emphasize the functions of difference and distinction. One
favorite is Gregory Bateson’s definition of information as “a difference
that makes a difference.” Similar is the recurrence to the founding
command in George Spencer Brown’s calculus of forms: “Draw a
distinction.””* Combined, these statements begin to paint a picture of
what Luhmann has in mind when he speaks of systemns: their
fundamental operations are observation and the processing of
information; information must be presented as a difference (the same
has no informational value); and observation takes place through
guiding distinctions (such as the crucial distinction between system and
environment). While these aspects of systems are general enough to
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cover everything from cells to computers, Luhmann as a sociologist is
understandably most interested in social systems. Here, he has drawn
his own distinction—counter-intyitive perhaps—between social
systems, the fundamental elements of which are communications (the
unity of information, utterance, and understanding), and psychic
systems, the fundamental elements of which are thoughts. While
psychic systems can only be said to be in the environment of
commuynication systems and vice versa, they both share the medium of
meaning and can both be described in terms of “autopoeisis.”?
Autopoeisis, as its etymology suggests, means self-production. Neither
psychic systems nor communication systems receive input from the
environment to keep going, although they certainly receive irritation (a
neutral term in this case).”® Psychic systems are nothing but thoughts
connecting to thoughts; social systems are nothing but communications
connecting to communications. In this regard, I would suggest that
there is something heuristic in Luhmann’s very use of mantras: they
foreground communication as a process of connection and accretion
that cannot be reduced to thought alone.

For those of us working in literary and cultural studies,
Luhmann’s relentless abstraction can be rebarbative and his array of
references often foreign and potentially alienating, In both cases, there
is a Brechtian Verfremdungseffekt, employed in order to shake our
theoretical habits. Another reason that Luhmann’s work often seems
unnecessarily difficult is that he rarely engages with those French
thinkers who have had the greatest impact in the North American
academy—and thence the global academy-—from the early 1970s
forward. There are many places where Luhmann refers to theorists well
known in France, He frequently cites Michel Serres and Edgar Morin,
for example. But neither of these figures has enjoyed the major impact
of their post-structuralist compatriots. Still, looking back over his
writings, we see that Luhmann did at times engage with
post-structuralism, although often in an ofthand way. In the preface to
the American edition of Social Systems, he had poked fun: “One knows
how ‘the subject’ is endangered these days by French aerosols and the
ozone hole of deconstruction.”’ Why this bit of sarcasm in what is his
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grand prolegomenon to more specific systems-theoretical inquiries?
Social Systems is, as it were, a sort of lengthy anti-foundationalist
Discourse on Method (if that is not a contradiction in terms). I think
that the humor was partly an attempt to connect with the American
academic reader. It was a shorthand way to say that he had been
thinking about post-structuralism and that connections were possible.
After all, Luhmann himself at this point had been long invested in
dismantling the subject-based metaphysics of what he called “Old
Europe.” Social systems may in fact be subjects in the sense of
observers of their own observing, but tie subject that had come in for
critique in both structuralism and post-structuralism—the self-present,
individual agent—is radically extrinsic to Luhmann’s way of thinking
about the social. Nonetheless, the comment on global warming and
French aerosols was also a dismissive gesture. It was a way of stating
that the dangers presented by what has come to be called “theory” fout
court were overblown. If the whole world is heating up—if the crisis of
the subject is global-—this is not because a handful of radical theorists
have done the damage. It comes as somewhat of a surprise, then, that in
Luhmann’s final writings there is a turn to Detrida and deconstruction.
The affinitics were already there. Both deconstruction and systems
theory after its autopoietic turn take difference rather than unity as a
point of departure for their analyses. What Luhmann came in fact to
recognize in deconstruction was a powerful tool for analyzing systems
insofar as they are constituted through distinctions and the processing
of differences.” Nonetheless, I must insist that the so-called crisis of
the subject for Luhmann has nothing to do with metaphysics but is
social in its origins. Briefly put, it is the effect of a shift from
stratification as the fundamental mode of social organization to
functional differentiation. * Moreover, within a functionally
differentiated social system, Luhmann claims that the specific role of
the mass media is the construction of reality, which can then be
deconstructed by analysis as well.*

Without any strict adherence to doctrine—rather a mere
appreciation of a certain way of asking questions where system and
structure are at issue—I will be considering in these final pages
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whether Luhmann went far enough in his adoption of deconstruction,
In particular, since Luhmann takes the fundamental elements of
communication to be the unity of information, utterance, and
understanding, what happens if we disrupt this unity? I have argued in
relation to Outbreak that the very nature of its utterance—its mode of
communication—undermines what the viewer might understand as its
information.”’ And yet the movie is, in the end, able to maintain the
semblance of a neat alignment of information and understanding, even
if its medium works against this. I now turn to a movie that was not
produced in North America and that counters this strategy of
containment. This movie is the gruesome and often sickeningly
humorous Hong Kong production Ebola Syndrome. This is one of the
rougher films to wear the Category III rating, given for graphic
depictions of violence, sexual content, or both.” It stars Anthony
Wong, who has become the villain of choice in over-the-top and
ultra-violent films from Hong Kong. Here is a spectacle that relishes
the task of showing that place has been mortally infected with space.
To start with, it is not clear in what sense we can even say this is a Hong
Kong movie. While it was clearly not courting the judges at Cannes,
Ebola Syndrome is global in another sense. It could not exist without
the impetus Hollywood, for it is in certain respects nothing but a
rip-off—or perhaps replicant is a better term under the
circumstances—of Qutbreak itself. In this regard, it serves as a
reminder that, whereas many in the West take films produced
elsewhere to be somehow pure, native expressions, this position is
entirely naive.” Would it be overstating the case to say that all films
that are not Hollywood are made in emulation of or in opposition to
Hollywood, or some combination thereof? On the other hand, place
still has its pull, and for aficionados of Category III horror films, it is
hard to imagine Ebola Syndrome coming from anywhere else but Hong
Kong. In fact, the movie is particularly self-referential in this regard,
alluding frequently to a precedent Hong Kong production: director
Herman Yau’s The Untold Story (1993), another sanguinary tale
starring Mr. Wong, For those in the know, one of the pleasures of
watching is such moments of recognition.
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The action of Ebola Syndrome begins in Hong Kong, where the
protagonist Chick (Anthony Wong) commits a hideous murder and
then flees to South Africa. Working in a Chinese restaurant in
Johannesburg, Chick and his boss try to find a less expensive source of
pork than that supplied by the local white, racist butchers. They travel
to a remote tribal village, where, unbeknownst to them, the Ebola virus
has broken out. After buying a pig, they are on their way home when
Chick spots an African woman dying by the side of a road. He rapes her,
and then the pair makes their way back to town. In a replay of Yau’s
carlier film, The Untold Story, Chick murders the boss and his family,
and then butchers them and uses their flesh to stuff the restaurant’s
“pork” buns. Eventually, it turns out that Chick is a carrier of Ebola,
although he himself is not affected by the disease (the role given an
adorable monkey in Qutbreak). The virus soon begins to spread
throughout the city. When local authorities begin to suspect foul play at
the restaurant, Chick flees back to Hong Kong. Here, he continues to
spread the virus, and the final scenes of the film depict him pursued
through the streets of the city, intentionally sowing death and disease,

Considering this film in relation to Qutbreak, we can see where
Luhmann’s accounts of mass media and of social systems more
generally require modification. First of all, Luhmann centers his
analyses of mass media on the news, and this means that he does not
pay adequate attention to what he calls media of entertainment or to the
important differences between these two subgroups. News, for
example, absolutely requires trritation from the environment to keep
itself going, whereas entertainment as a system relies much more on
self-reference for autopoeisis. We might think here of variations on
genre or theme, sequels, and, of course, outright imitation. Moreover,
insofar as entertainment does produce information with external
references, such information is clearly not understood in the same way
as that of news. While both may be vehicles of ideology, entertainment
works differently. Indeed, the very experience of being entertained
tends to occlude the fact that the construction of reality is taking place.
And yet, much of our current reality is not so much a construction of the
news media as it is of entertainment media. On the contrary, one could
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argue that news has, if anything, become increasingly infected by the
entertainment system. Secondly, Luhmann’s model tends to focus on a
type of broadcast medium the hegemony of which has been challenged.
In particular, one gets the impression that he is interested in news
channels that do not reach much past national borders. But
contemporary media are much more diverse than this picture, which at
best would cover pre-cable television, suggests. Further, their reach is
much larger thanks to digital technologies. Of course, given the speed
of change, it is difficult for theory to keep up. As we have already seen
in the case of Outbreak, regression is a reassuring path to take. In terms
of theory, moreover, it is also the only possible one insofar as critical
observation must always lag behind or else take the risky path of
futurology. Be that as it may, while Luhmann holds that the mass media
have been given the task in a functionally differentiated society of
constructing reality, it would appear that given the current state of mass
media—not to mention their future tendency—it is increasingly
unlikely that « reality can be constructed. While the mass media today
may continue to observe using distinctions from an earlier time, as we
saw in Outbreak, they simultaneously undermine these distinctions by
their very nature,

Finally, it is not clear that spectacu/ar media in particular can be
treated only in terms of information. Here, Luhmann seems to envision
the printing press as a sort of procrustean bed for other media. Even
when writing of television, for example, he tends to think in terms of
news delivered via speech as if this could be translated to print without
loss or change. But films—and horror films above all—are not simply
parts of 2 communication network. Rather, they simultaneously create
effects on the psyche and the body that are irreducible to
communication, By distinguishing so clearly between various systems,
Luhmann underestimates the importance of theorizing such
cross-systemic effects. Needless to say, this goes for the printed word
as well, which can certainly do more than simply lead to more
communication. But the problem strikes me as particularly acute in
relation to the image, While this final point requires elaboration,
suffice it to say that Luhmann’s insistence on social systems leads to an
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impoverished account of psychic systems.>® (This is less a critique than
a remark that one corollary of Luhmann’s opening decision to focus on
social systems means that much is, of necessity, left out). In the
intriguing case of horror, one would at least need to look at how
communications systems—and particularly those that rely on images,
if communication is still the right term—couple with psychic systems
to produce a variety of affective responses. I.uhmann himself has noted
that emotions may be understood as a technique of simplification when
situations become too complex to be handled by the communicative
strategies at hand.” Here, a more psychoanalytic approach might
produce richer results. We might look to Kristeva’s formulation of the
abject, to which T have already alluded, as a way to understand the
horror and the pleasure that accompanies the dissolving of boundaries
set up by primary identification. Similar would be Jacques Lacan’s
notion of the Real as that which lies outside of the Symbolic and the
Imaginary. Lacan suggests that writers such as Sade who force an
encounter with the Real involve a certain obscene enjoyment.*® What
happens when das Ding—that grotesque, cruel, unnamable “it” that
turks behind and within the orders of language and the image—is called
up by film?*’

It is worth noting that much of the material on the Ebola virus
lends itself readily to such approaches. While Preston is certainly not a
Lacanian nor do I think that he is aware of Kristeva’s coupling of
abjection and horror, the extent to which he in The Hot Zowne
unwittingly reproduces their terms is remarkable. For example, Preston
refers to hot agents as “the replicative Other” (71). That is, a force that,
via replication, undoes individuation. At such points, Preston cannot
resist dropping his qualifications about intention and simply asserting
an alien will: “During this process, the body is partly transformed into
virus particles. In other words, the host is possessed by a life form that
is attempting to convert the host into itself* (18). The virus becomes
“an invasive life form, devastating and promiscuous” that shows a
“kind of obscenity so extreme that it dissolves imperceptibly into
beauty” (138--39). Moreover, this Other, very much along the lines of
Kristeva’s analyses of horror, takes on maternal attributes,
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simultaneously threatening and erotically fascinating. Peering at the
thread-like, snaking forms of the virus under an electron microscope,
one sees the “hair of Medusa” and “the face of Nature herself, the
obscene goddess revealed naked” (197). The human viewer is “pulied
out of the human world into a world where moral boundaries blur and
finally dissolve completely” (197).

Yet while there is a danger of reductionism in Luhmann, the risk
runs the other way as well. That is, we ought to consider the function of
horror within social systems too—and the fact that horror can be
converted into communication of a sorts. In this regard, we should note
that Ebola Syndrome is representative of a certain reaction within the
Hong Kong production system and its audience in the years
immediately preceding handover to the People’s Republic of China and
the formation of the Special Autonomous Region. At this point in time,
the number of Category III films specializing in the mixture of sexually
explicit and violent material shot up. In a sense, this increase in violent
and pornographic material was a strangely political act, tied to the
particular circumstances of Hong Kong. It was a sort of proleptic
vengeance and violent assertion of modernity and democratic
freedoms—unseemly perhaps and even repugnant at times—faced with
fears of impending oppression. It is the darker side of what Ackbar
Abbas has described as Hong Kong’s odd historical specificity in
relation to colonialism: never really postcolonial when most other
subjects of the former British empire had gained independence, Hong
Kong was to be handed over to another colonial power in the name of
some supposed Chinese ethnic and national unity.”®

More generally, one of the reasons that horror films produced in
Hong Kong during this period make for compelling research matter is
that they play—often violently—at the deconstruction of many
cherished guiding distinctions. This can appear an almost infantile
destructiveness, but also as a complex undoing of the strategies of
containment seen elsewhere. The graphic depictions of cannibalism,
rape, and murder in the film are willfully disturbing. Further, the
engagements with race in the movie are much more openly problematic
than those in OQutbreak, which is, as noted, at least troubled by its racist
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underpinnings. The manner in which Chick becomes a carrier for Ebola
plays directly into anxieties about miscegenation, not to mention
ethnocentric and xenophobic notions of AIDS as a disease introduced
in Hong Kong by foreigners and originating in Africa (both points are
likely trivially true). In the place of Qutbreak’s neo-colonial and
carefully administered panic, what Ebola Syndrome indulges is an
abject perversity, if not psychosis (psychotic characters are the director
Herman Yau’s specialty). Chick, a morally bereft and mentally
deranged murderer, is cast as the hero of the film. We might see him as
a sort of aborted subject of post-colonialism: a global traveler and
monstrous hybrid who does not fight disease but rather spreads
disorder—the inversion of the Dustin Hoffman’s earnest scientist who
contains the threat.”” What Ebola Syndrome suggests then is that the
tidy, ideologically regressive solution is falling apart—which is not to
say that an idyllic global village is necessarily what will follow. Read in
terms of media and technology this makes sense. One cannot put the
proverbial genie back in the bottle. That this horror film presents the
disintegration of identity as simultaneously shocking and enjoyable
should give us both pause and food for thought. If reality is constructed,
then the old distinctions are clearly in the process of deconstruction,
The question remains, however, whether reality can ever take on a
consistency again and what the experience of this world will be like.
Post-structuralism has long vacillated between mourning and
celebration on this score. I hope that this essay has at least suggested
ways in which a sociologically inclined approach to medium, tempered
with a dose of original post-structuralist attitude, might open up new
avenues of inquiry.
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Tactics of Intervention in Contemporary Cultural Studies (Bloomington:
Indiana UP, 1993), 27--54. Chow returns to this topic in The Protestant Ethnic
and the Spirit of Capitalism (95-127).

** 1 have approached some of these matters in more detail in a couple of
essays. See, Steintrager, “John Woo’s Bullet in the Head: Trauma, Identity and
Violent Spectacle,” Chinese Cinema: Films in Context, ed. Chris Berry
{London: British Film Institute, 2003); and “An Unworthy Subject: Slaughter,
Cannibalism and Postcoloniality,” Engendering Hong Kong Cinema: The
Production and Reception of Masculinity. Eds, Laikwan Pang and Dey Wong
(Hong Kong: Hong Kong UP) (forthcoming).

3 See Social Systems (274-275).

* See Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire VII: L éthique de la psychanalyse
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{(Paris: Seuil, 1986); 55--86, passim. Lacan’s notion of das Ding gets an
explanation and political spin in Slavoj ZiZek, For They Know Not What They
Da: Enjoyment as a Political Factor (London: Verso, 1991), 229-77.

7 Some of these issues are dealt with in rhapsodic fashion by Steven
Shaviro in The Cinematic Body (Mimneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1993). Sce
especially the section on the work of David Cronenberg “Shattering Pleasures”
(154-155). For a more general application of theories of masochism to the
aesthetics of violence, see Leo Bersani’s The Freudian Body: Psychoanalysis
and Art (New York: Columbia UP, 1986).

® See Ackbar Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of
Disappearance {(Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1997).

%% For a take on hybridity in recent Hong Kong cinema, see Stephen Teo,
Hong Kong Cinema: The Extra Dimensions (London: British Film Institute,
1997), 219-29.
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