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Detonator: Phrenomenology 

Joseph Conrad’s 1907 novel The Secret Agent is a fictional account of the failed 

Greenwich Park bomb attack on February 15, 1894. On the surface, the novel 

explores the politics of Edwardian London, but as Conrad told Bertrand Russell, he 

was a writer unable to remain on the surface. In The Secret Agent, he does not merely 

describe this event, but satirizes the vogue science of phrenology and the nascent 

philosophy of phenomenology, which serve as girds for the structure of 20th-century 

humanism—a humanism that Conrad reveals to be little more than a disguise for 

egotism and a Darwinian survival instinct, in fact a pseudo-humanism, as all 

humanisms are. 

The detonator that dislodges ‚pseudo-‚ from pseudo-humanism is 

phrenomenology, the interplay of the pseudosciences of phrenology and 

phenomenology. The idea of phrenology has been around for millennia, and we see 

its persistence in terms such as ‚high-brow‛ and ‚low-brow.‛ According to its 19th-

century proponent O.S. Fowler’s tome, it ‚consists in certain cause and effect relations 

existing between particular developments and forms of the brain, and their 

corresponding manifestations of the mind‛ (115). This central phrenological idea—that 

a unified personality exists and clearly manifests in physiology—was osmosed by 

Italian criminologist Cesare Lombroso, whose influential books Criminal Man and 

Crime: Its Causes and Remedies had a wide readership that included Conrad. 

Lombroso believed that ‚if we examine a number of criminals, we shall find that 

they exhibit numerous anomalies in the face, skeleton, and various psychic and 

sensitive functions‛ (Criminal Man 5). With Lombroso in mind, ‚phrenology‛ in this 

essay will be an umbrella term for all anthropometric pseudosciences, which include 

phrenology, craniometry, craniology, and physiognomy. In sum, phrenology links 

skull shape and body structure to mind or soul.  
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 Phenomenology was developed by Edmund Husserl—his Logical 

Investigations ‚ushered in the century‛ (Cumming qtd. in Glendinning 32)—and it 

was influentially expounded by Martin Heidegger. It is the pseudoscience of 

phenomena, which are ‚simply objects and properties ‘for us’ or even ‘for me’” (18); it 

claims that ‚what we normally understand as ‘objective reality’ just is ‘reality as it is 

for us’” (20). While phenomenology undoubtedly gives us a valuable internal 

perspective on our lives and relations to the world, it can make this interiority all-

encompassing. Quentin Meillassoux notes that ‚the Copernico-Galilean decentering 

carried out by modern science gave rise to a Ptolemaic counter-revolution in 

philosophy‛ (190), wherein ‚the world is only world insofar as it appears to me as 

world, and the self is only self insofar as it is face to face with the world, that for 

whom the world discloses itself‛ (14).1 Because of phenomenology’s ‚profoundly 

anti-scientistic stance‛ (Glendinning 6), and because it is ‚the transition by which a 

new philosophical world came into being‛ (Hermberg 1), it has leaked its pseudo-

humanism into philosophy as phrenology did in science: Husserl claims that ‚a 

transcendental intersubjectivity is the absolute and only self-sufficient ontological 

foundation out of which everything objective *<+ draws its sense and validity‛ 

(249). Heidegger’s claim—that ‚those who have taken ‘phenomenology’ as the title 

of their work conceive it as a legitimate heir to the subject that used to be called 

‘philosophy’‛ (qtd. in Glendinning 6)—echoes Fowler, who writes that ‚all other 

branches of study are but fragmentary‛ (33). To simplify, phenomenology links 

appearance to essence. 

 Arguably, ‚the science of one generation is the pseudoscience of the next‛ 

(Davies x). While both phrenology and phenomenology are pseudosciences, they are 

because they were—and are—taken in isolation rather than as complements to other 

sciences and philosophies, and not merely because they are dated.2 As they have 

been made to stand alone, so has the human ego and the idea of personal agency in 

the pseudo-humanism they create—Man has become God at the expense of 

everything around and within him (see endnotes [i] and [ii]). 

Phrenology and phenomenology link the material, the ontic, or existence to 

the immaterial, the ontological, or essence. With them, we create linear time 

(chronology) and cause-effect relation (causality), and we center the world on 

ourselves: everything that is, every skull, smile, event, and phenomenon, is linked to 

the human subject’s body, mind, and essence. As Vinciane Despret writes, ‚the very 

notion of agency still conveys its classic understanding as intentional, rational, and 

premeditated, and is still embedded in humanist *...+ exceptionalism‛ (29).  
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Phrenology sees the physical body—especially the white, heterosexual, male 

body—as the effect of a metaphysical cause: the soul. With Lombroso, it 

characterizes those different and other as criminal and therefore pre- or sub-human. 

In a similar way, phenomenology sees existence, the appearance of things, as effects 

of a metaphysical cause: transcendental intersubjectivity. With Levinas, it 

characterizes those other and not-I into immortal manifestations of an Other, and 

therefore anti- or super-human. In both cases, all but the lone ego become criminal, 

not-the-Same, external, and eventually extraneous, dismissible if not disposable. 

Phrenology and phenomenology place the human agent at the center of the 

world. They create causes and effects without connecting logic, by assuming that a 

pseudo-humanist agency is the causative logic. These fallacies make humanism a 

pseudo-humanism, and call for its continual re-evaluation. With Spinoza, 

phrenomenology recognizes that causes and effects are disjointed, that we are 

conscious of effects but generally ignorant of their causes, and that we therefore treat 

causes as effects of a still-greater cause—God, and after his death and the subsequent 

theologizing of man, Man. But the world is a meaningless constellation of causes, 

effects, and logic in diffuse time, a world of ects that we do not understand, a 

world of illegible signs and senseless events that we want to read and give 

sense. ects have no meaning in-themselves or in-use, but they interrelate and open 

possibilities for many meanings. Phenomenology more than phrenology recognizes 

this, but goes too far and reinscribes its pseudo-humanism where it should open and 

collapse—its agent instructs ects rather than attuning with them in what Despret 

calls an agencement. Phrenomenology helps us to act with and in the ecologies and 

ethologies around and within us, rather than to subordinate them. It helps us not by 

erecting another ivory tower, another white mythology, but by outlawing itself and 

its isolated parts, and opening up our humanism. In The Secret Agent, there are three 

major –plosions that occur within the singular blast of the bomb at Greenwich Park: 

being and ontology implode, time and chronology and causality displode, and the 

Tree of Knowledge and epistemology explode. These three plosions of pseudo-

humanism return us, in a post-human way, to humanism, to an interrelated, 

complementary understanding of agency, of ethics, and of science and philosophy.3 

 

Being: The Implosion of Pseudo-humanist Ontology 

I write ‚implosion‛ of being because the pseudo-humanist agent carries the 

possibility for its own destruction within itself. Its anthropocentrism is self-

destructive; its eradication comes from within—implosion. Phrenomenology in the 
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novel, and all phrenomenology, pursues a path of what Conrad calls ‚the absurdity 

of things human‛ (101) until it implodes. 

In The Secret Agent, the hyper-empirical, anarchist Professor’s mind is 

phenomenological, Heideggerian. As phenomenology believes that ‚I constitute the 

sense of the objectivity of all objects, and constitute too the sense of the ‘alter ego’ as a 

‘truly existing other’‛ (Glendinning 57), so the Professor believes in the inferiority of 

everything but himself, for he is the ultimate agent. He makes the bomb used by 

Stevie in the novel, and he pursues this pseudo-humanist agency ad absurdum: 

‘Exterminate, exterminate! That is the only way of progress. It is! Follow me, 

Ossipon. First the great multitude of the weak must go, then the only 

relatively strong. You see? First the blind, then the deaf and the dumb, then 

the halt and the lame—and so on. Every taint, every vice, every prejudice, 

every convention must meet its doom.’ ‘And what remains?’ asked Ossipon in 

a stifled voice. ‘I remain—if I am strong enough,’ asserted the sallow little 

Professor. (Conrad 248) 

The primacy of the ‚strong enough‛ human subject is in every case the primacy of 

myself. Phrenology of course wallows in the subjectivity of its practitioner. But 

phenomenology is not innocent: Heidegger writes a universal experience of 

phenomena from a first-person perspective, and so Emmanuel Levinas notes that 

‚philosophy is an egology‛ (47).4 Heidegger says in his interview with Der Spiegel 

that German is the language of thought: 

SPIEGEL: You attribute to the Germans a special task? [...] 

HEIDEGGER: I am thinking of the special inner kinship between the German 

language and the language of the Greeks and their thought. This is something 

that the French confirm for me again and again today. When they begin to 

think, they speak German. They assure [me] that they do not succeed with 

their own language. (n.p.) 

Humanism, through phenomenology, always encourages the shift from humans-as-

superior to human-races-as-superior to human-individuals-as-superior. With it, we 

cannot have ecology, and so ultimately, therefore, we cannot have humanity. 

Everyone becomes an outlaw by someone’s law, a criminal for someone to destroy. 

‚Every Other is like the next,‛ drones Heidegger (164), smearing heterogeneous 

others into a homogeneous Other, an external criminality dependent on the self’s 

internal normativity, an effect dependent on the self’s cause, or what Levinas calls 
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the Same. Alain Badiou hints at a return from this pseudo-humanism to posthumous 

humanism when he says that ‚differences are; the Same is what may come to be‛ (xv). 

Conrad implies that phenomenology is as erroneous as phrenology. Yet it has 

the potential to destroy its errors—the Professor carries around a suicidal detonator. 

Phenomenology, following Heidegger, sees two kinds of value: the in-itself value of 

the self, and the useful-to-the-self value of all things: either persons and things are 

valuable because they exist alone, or because they exist to be used by humans alone. 

Verloc, whose name may mean ‚place of truth‛ in Latin, has ‚perhaps one single 

amiable weakness: the idealistic belief in being loved for himself‛ (Conrad 237). This 

in-itself value implodes at his death: he was never alone, never a pseudo-

humanistically self-justifying end or ego. He was shaped by his superiors, such as 

Vladimir, by his peers, such as the Professor, and by his wife Winnie and brother-in-

law Stevie, not to mention the thousands of bacteria in his gut, viruses in his genes, 

and plant-derived oxygen in his lungs and nutrients in his blood. On the other hand, 

Winnie defends Stevie as useful: ‚There was no young man *...+ more affectionate and 

ready to please, and even useful,‛ she says (78); later, she says, ‚he’s been making 

himself very useful lately‛ (165). Stevie’s use-value also implodes: he was always 

more than a means. 

Stevie’s body is phrenological, Lombrosoan. His lower lip has a vacant droop 

(42) and he is prone to violence (155) because he has a ‚deep hollow at the base of his 

skull‛ (69). Lombroso calls this the median occipital fossa, and he first found it on ‚an 

Italian Jack the Ripper‛ (Criminal Man 6). Phrenomenology opens pseudo-humanism 

when Stevie unwittingly blows himself up. The volatility of the pseudo-humanist 

agent, a closed system at the center of a closed system, straining against its bars and 

walls, leads to a violent opening.5 Conrad writes that ‚all around *are+ fragments of a 

man’s body blown to pieces‛ (87). The appearance of being, which allowed 

phrenology to assume a mind or soul and phenomenology to assume a 

transcendental Being or subject, is destroyed.  

With no being-in-the-world, there is no agency or logic to empower the 

pseudo-humanist agent, no power to link effects and causes. Being lies smashed 

among objects, one and the same with them, as Inspector Heat notices: ‚‘you used a 

shovel,’ he remark*s+, observing a sprinkling of small gravel, tiny brown bits of bark, 

and particles of splintered wood as fine as needles‛ among Stevie’s mangled remains 

(98). ‚Blood and dirt. Blood and dirt,‛ repeats Winnie (238)—the conjunction and 

reveals the equality between blood and dirt rather than the humanist predominance 

of blood over dirt. Stevie’s being mingles with what humans have traditionally 
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considered nonbeing, and the two are one and the same, blood and dirt. This debris 

is not and was not an agent. But it was and is, to an extent, part of an agencement. 

Despret criticizes Brian Massumi for translating agencement as assemblage in Deleuze; 

she keeps the term agencement because ‚it insists upon an active process of 

attunement that is never fixed once and for all‛ (38). The human is an agencement of 

many objects and subjects, not an agent, a glorified, central subject, nor a machinic 

assemblage.6 The human is blood and dirt.  

Fowler asks ‚is not place as inherent an element of all things as is 

configuration? Can anything be without being somewhere?‛ (23). The relationship 

between phrenomena and where they occur is important: Edwardian London itself, 

the setting of the novel, is phrenomenological, and it too implodes in this way. 

London is divided into neighbourhoods with ‚topographical mysteries‛ (Conrad 

47), like phrenological Faculties of the brain with their associated traits: Belgravia is 

fashionable (41); Soho is mean (42); Knightsbridge is wealthy (46); Piccadilly is 

unsavory (62); Islington is unfashionable (81); Greenwich is full of unhealthy fog 

(97); Westminster is regal (147). These neighborhoods produce certain people and 

values, as the areas of the brain produce certain shapes and behaviors. After Stevie’s 

implosion, Inspector Heat meets the Professor in an alley that looks more like a 

junkyard. As Stevie’s body is scattered everywhere, the things that compose the city 

are scattered everywhere: Conrad writes that it is ‚a bizarre forest of wardrobes, 

with an undergrowth tangle of table legs‛ (95). As Nietzsche proclaimed that God is 

dead, Conrad whispers that so, too, is Man. The agent implodes for theagencement, 

pseudo-humanism for a posthumous, post-human humanism. 

 



The Apollonian 2.1 (April 2015) 105 
 

Time: The Displosion of Pseudo-humanist Chronology and Causality 

‚Displode‛ is an archaic form of the word ‚explode,‛ and I use it because instead of 

suggesting out-of (as ex- does), it suggests not or against: the blast does not exactly ex-

plode time because Stevie does not exactly reach the Greenwich Observatory, where 

Greenwich Mean Time, the zero-hour, is set—an example of pseudoscience. But the 

blast doesn’t not explode time, the Observatory. It displodes it. A whole and intact 

humanist chronology would mean the chapters of the novel would be ordered, 

approximately, 1-2-3-8-9-4-5-6-7-10-11-12-13, but time has been disploded. The blast 

itself occurs somewhere between chapters three and four and somewhere within 

chapter nine. Linear time, a fundamental construct for a progressive cause-effect 

binary, is fragmented and figmented. Time is no longer at the beck and call of being, 

no longer the streamlined vehicle for being, but a field of fluctuation. Man is 

destabilized and dethroned, for his own good. Sense breaks down in disploded time; 

the human is decentered. Despret writes that ‚an agencement is a rapport of forces 

that makes some beings capable of making other beings capable, in a plurivocal 

manner, in such a way that the agencement resists being dismembered, resists clear-

cut distribution. What constitutes the agent and the patient is distributed and 

redistributed incessantly‛ (38). The post-human human is an agencement, not 

timeless or time-lined, but disparate, ever-moving, a set of ects within sets of 

ects. 

 

Tree of Knowledge: The Explosion of Pseudo-humanist Epistemology 

If Western philosophy is a Tree of Knowledge, then pseudo-humanism is its trunk. 

Our epistemology is what Deleuze calls arboreal: it is monolithic, hierarchical, and it 

branches all things into false binaries that depend on us. We decide; the tree is 

deciduous. Stevie trips on roots that ‚stick out all about the place‛ and he explodes 

(Conrad 100). His explosion destroys a tree, and there is ‚an enormous hole in the 

ground under a tree filled with smashed roots and broken branches‛ (87). The 

syntax of this sentence blurs whether it is the hole in the ground or whether it is the 

tree itself filled with smashed roots and broken branches—pseudo-humanism 

contains humanism, after all. The smashed Tree of Knowledge and the tangle of 

binary branches opens the field for the growth of rhizomes, non-anthropocentric 

epistemologies.7 

The blast in Greenwich Park is also obscured by fog. Stevie was led there by 

Verloc, but allegedly fell and prematurely exploded the bomb. But was Stevie’s 



The Apollonian 2.1 (April 2015) 106 
 

death a suicide, prompted by the departure of his mother? Winnie says that ‚He’ll 

be worrying himself from morning till night before he gets used to mother being 

away. *...+ I couldn’t do without him‛ (Conrad 162). Or is Stevie’s death a murder—

did Verloc kill him, or was the bomb wired incorrectly by the Professor? Readers 

and characters do not know. And fog is the symbol for this unknowing: Greenwich 

Park is full of ‚a good deal of raw, unwholesome fog‛ (97) and is ‚choked in raw 

fog,‛ writes Conrad (107). Stevie is ‚misty and confused‛ (43); even his hair is ‚like a 

golden mist‛ (44). This obscuring mist and fog does not reveal a world of 

phenomena orbiting agents, but conceals a world of ects, where we, like 

Inspector Heat, do not get ‚a glimpse into the whole amazing truth‛ (182) because of 

our peculiar and particular positions, as both phenomenology and phrenology often 

explain before slipping into the universalizing egotism of pseudo-humanism.  

 

Aftermath: A Return to Humanism 

The ‚secret agent‛ of the title is supposedly Verloc. But the real secret agent is Stevie. 

Stevie implodes being, which is no longer the ontological locus of the world; he 

displodes time, which can no longer facilitate linear linkages between causes and 

effects; and he explodes the Tree of Knowledge, which allows a rhizomic way of 

knowing and being to emerge from the debris. He exists in the fog, in the mist of 

things, of agencements. He needs Verloc to instruct him and Winnie to feed him. As 

Despret says, ‚we are all secret agents, depending on the circumstances, waiting for 

another being who will give us new agencies, new ways of becoming agents, actively 

acted upon, undoing and redoing precarious selves (through) one another‛ (44). 

Stevie, before and through his –plosions, helps us see where to go after being, 

time, and the tree—egocentric ontology, causality, and epistemology—are 

destroyed. His empathy is our starting point. Pseudo-humanism thus –ploded, we 

witness the budding of a new ethics and the blossoming of an agencement part of, 

not condescending to, our world. Stevie is considered disabled, and thus inferior in 

reason, in utility, and in language—three major tenets of pseudo-humanism. But in a 

humbly humanist world, these so-called disabilities allow him to truly understand, 

assist, and communicate. This is not to consecrate Stevie as a ‚holy idiot,‛ whose 

altruistic feelings arise ‚from a chain of instinctive, uncontrollable reflexes‛ 

(Schnauder 100), but to see that we are ourselves incomplete products of such reflex-

chains, and that our altruistic feelings need not ‚arise from anxiety for one’s own 

well-being‛ and need not be ‚informed by egoism‛ (100).  
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Phrenology and phenomenology give us ethics through anthropocentrism: be 

ethical because the other is also an ethical subject, says Levinas; be ethical because it 

is a ‚fact that moral Faculties are inherent in man,‛ says Fowler (767). Based on me, I 

create a subjectivity for you, and respond to it. As Cary Wolfe notes, this 

anthropocentrism reproduces the normative subjectivity that grounds unethical 

conduct in the first place (xvii). But Stevie presents an open-ended ethics: he is 

always already in the place of others—they put him there.  

Stevie feels what they feel and desires what they desire: he is easily diverted 

from his duties by following stray cats, and he shrieks at the pain of fallen horses 

(Conrad 43);8 his coworkers tell him stories of injustice until he angrily sets off 

fireworks (43); his jaw drops at the idea of branding and he collapses at conversation 

of cannibalism (72–73); he stammers at a cabman not to whip his horse; he jumps off 

the cab to lighten the horse’s load (147–55). The description of the horse, whose ‚ears 

hung at different angles‛ (153) evokes a phrenological type not unlike Stevie himself. 

In addition, Verloc ‚extends about as much recognition to Stevie as a man not 

particularly fond of animals might give to his wife’s beloved cat‛ (65). The circle of 

pseudo-humanism, phrenology and phenomenology, ultimately fails to exclude and 

criminalize Others. It does not widen to include them, either—it already includes 

them, and they dissolve it from within. Stevie is animal; animals are Stevie. Stevie is 

also a graphomaniac.9 He draws  

circles, circles, circles; innumerable circles, concentric, eccentric; a coruscating 

whirl of circles that by their tangled multitude of repeated curves, uniformity 

of form, and confusion of intersecting lines suggest [...] a rendering of cosmic 

chaos, the symbolism of a mad art attempting the inconceivable. (Conrad 69) 

His circles recall those of Emerson in his 1841 essay ‚Circles.‛ Emerson writes that  

Our life is an apprenticeship to the truth that around every circle another can 

be drawn; that there is no end in nature, but every end is a beginning [...]. 

Everything is medial. [...] Every ultimate fact is only the first of a new series. 

Every general law only a particular fact of some more general law presently 

to disclose itself. There is no outside, no inclosing wall, no circumference to 

us. (252–54) 

There is no wall to imprison a criminal or exclude an other. The opening of Stevie’s 

body to the world, of time, and of the tree of knowledge destroys the closed idea of 

an ego, of Man, and reveals that we are blood and dirt, circles among circles, an 

agencement of ects, not one powerful subject—a self that is not self as much as it 

is Other to the Other (Levinas 84); Conrad writes that ‚the van and the horses, 
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merged into one mass, seemed something alive‛ (143). Aside from the food-chains 

that feed us and the earth-based materials that house and clothe us, we have ten 

times more bacterial cells than human cells in ‚our‛ bodies, the placentas we are 

born in are retroviral, our energy comes from prokaryotes called mitochondria, the 

food we eat is digested by an ecosystem of gut bacteria, our genomes are made of 

viral fragments, and we breathe from plants. Phrenology and phenomenology open 

up as phrenomenology, through mutual criticism, and the illogical 

anthropocentrism, the canny Darwinism and survivalism of the ego, and the 

hegemonies of power contained in their pseudo-humanism dissipate. The links 

between body and so-called soul, between existence and purported essence, erode. 

The powerful pseudo-humanist agent is exploded by the post-human secret agent, 

an agencement. 

 

ENDNOTES: 

1. Ptolemy built armillaries and orreries to demonstrate a geocentric universe, a universe orbiting 

the earth; Copernicus later proved that the Earth is in orbit around the sun, within the universe. 

Meillassoux asserts that as science decenters humanism qua Copernicus, philosophy recenters 

humanism qua Ptolemy. He responds, in a way, to Feuerbach, the ‚Father of Humanism,‛ who 

argued that humans are the origin of religious belief and that ‚the true sense of Theology is 

Anthropology‛ (qtd. in Power). As this humanism, which is always a pseudo-humanism, 

decenters theology via anthropology, it simultaneously recenters anthropology as a new 

theology—an uncritical and monolithic egocentrism, with the Ego as its God. 

2. So is the pseudo- of pseudoscience based as much on the ‚pseudo-ness‛ of science—its inherent 

frangibility, even falsity—as it is on the ‚pseudo-ness‛ of pseudoscience? Even post-

phenomenological object-oriented ontologists such as Meillassoux and Bogost, who ‚put things 

at the center of being‛ and contend ‚that nothing has special status, but that everything exists 

equally‛ (Bogost 6), do not escape pseudo- and pseudo-humanism. For example, Bogost argues 

that ‚anthropocentrism is unavoidable, at least for us humans. The same is true of any unit (for 

the bats, chiropteracentrism is the problem)‛ (64), and that ‚to the hammer, everything looks like 

a nail‛ (76). Yet these arguments of ‚centrism‛ around a subject or object are wholly based on 

analogy to anthropocentrism. They do not escape anthropocentrism, but transpose it to a 

transcendental position, as a frame of reference for all ‚centrisms.‛ To summarize: any 

‚centrism‛ that claims not to be anthropocentric is simply pseudo-anthropocentric—e.g. ‚the 

way we humans experience our world is the way everything experiences its world.‛ Bats may 

not be the center of the world as they know it, and what if there is no ‚everything‛ to a hammer? 

Tangentially, Bogost references Thomas Nagel, who years ago decided that he cannot know 

what it is like to be a bat because he is not a bat—but then, he also cannot ever know what it is 

like to be a human because ‚human,‛ as the word ‚bat‛ upon which his argument hinges, 

creates a false universal, in this case a pseudo-anthropocentrism. The only thing Nagel can know 

what it is like to be is a Nagel; any generalizations he can extend from there to other humans are 
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based on psycho- and physiological similarity of the reductionistic stripe he was trying to avoid 

in the first place, and ought in proportion to be extended to bats and to any other animal—

without certainty and with vulnerability, which are the basis for a truly compassionate and 

ecocentric ethics. 

3. This post-human return to humanism is akin to contemporary posthumanism, but is dynamic, 

and retains an emphasis on the inescapability of our anthropocentrism, which may occasionally 

be ruptured in imagination and in action, and must always be thoughtfully navigated and 

critiqued. As an ideological construct rather than a complementary and changing frame of 

reference, posthumanism presents a destructive tendency, not only toward the environment at 

the behest of technology, but to humanity itself, and implicitly advocates a non-critical stance 

toward our engrained centrisms and biases (see endnotes above). 

4. With reference to the above endnotes, Levinas is mostly correct, if this statement is read as a 

diagnosis of philosophy after the pseudoscientific influence of phenomenology alone, but he 

does not have to be correct, as this study of Conrad will reveal. 

5. The closest to the horizon of this post-human humanism that Heidegger dares venture is first-

order systems theory, in Section IV of Being and Time (‚Being-in-the-world as Being-with and 

Being-one’s-self. The They‛ *149-224]), which vaguely adumbrates the concept of closed bodies 

in a system. Second-order systems theory, systems within systems, denies the pseudo-humanist 

closedness of Dasein. Heidegger claims that ‚Being-with is an existential characteristic of Dasein 

even when factically no Other is present at-hand or perceived‛ (156), a claim that nullifies the 

very idea of being-with because, with no present Others, there are none with whom to be. Being 

remains falsely independent of with—this is the ultimate manifestation of pseudo-humanism, the 

paragon of Man theologized. 

6. A recent study identifies a ‚new‛ source of genetic heredity: the DNA of bacteria inside the 

mother. The study shows that lab mice, once thought to be exhibiting strange traits that must be 

accounted for by random mutations in their DNA, were possibly of an entirely different 

phenotype, one dependent not only on their murine genotype but on the genotypes of bacteria 

transmitted to them from their mother. The MLA citation for the study is: Moon, Clara, et 

al. ‚Vertically transmitted faecal IgA levels determine extra-chromosomal phenotypic 

variation.‛ Nature, 2015. 

7. While tangles of branches and roots do not necessarily imply a rhizome, they do imply the death 

of the tree. The Deleuzian rhizome cannot thrive as well in the shadow of a tree, which would 

nutritionally out-compete it, as it can thrive on the detritus of the tree. The destruction of the 

Tree of Knowledge therefore opens the field for new growths to take root. 

8. Stevie’s sister Winnie also has ‚that ready compassion *...+ for a horse‛ (Conrad 156). Her name, 

after all, is Winnie, the sound that a horse makes—if Stevie is others, dependent on them and 

obliged to them, Winnie is close to realizing this in her own life. They share many traits: the 

carving knife in response to brutality, Stevie against the officer and Winnie against her husband 

Verloc (79, 219); altruism, manifested in Stevie’s protests against animal cruelty, Winnie’s 

marriage to Verloc to provide a home for Stevie, and her interceptions of their father’s blows for 

Stevie when they were children (206); and they share an ‚incredible resemblance‛ (144), ‚even to 

the droop of the lower lip, even to the slight divergence of the eyes‛ (219–20).  
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9. Lombroso identifies graphology as a subset of what we are calling phrenology: ‚the graphologist 

who examines his signature finds there vanity, pride, and energy as the dominant 

characteristics‛ (Anarchy and its Heroes). The shape of the writing reveals the character behind it, 

as the shape of the head and face reveals the mind behind it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Apollonian 2.1 (April 2015) 111 
 

WORKS CITED: 

Badiou, Alain. Ethics: An Essay on the Understanding of Evil. Trans. Peter Hallward. 

London: Verso, 2012. Print.  

Bogost, Ian. Alien Phenomenology, or What It’s Like to Be a Thing. Minneapolis: U of 

Minnesota P, 2012. Print. 

Burgoyne, Mary. ‚Conrad among the Anarchists: Documents on Martial Bourdin 

and the Greenwich Bombing.‛ The Conradian 32.1 (2007): 147–85. Web. 17 Feb. 

2015. 

Conrad, Joseph. The Secret Agent. ed. Tanya Agathocleous. Toronto: Broadview 

Editions, 2009. Print.  

Davies, John D. Phrenology: Fad and Science. New Haven: Yale UP, 1955. Print. 

Deleuze, Gilles and Felix Guattari. A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. 

Trans. Brian Massumi. Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1987.  

Despret, Vinciane. ‚From Secret Agents to Interagency.‛ History and Theory 52 (2013): 

29–44. Web. 1 April 2014. 

Dunmore, Charles W. and Rita M. Fleischer. Studies in Etymology. 2nd ed. 

Newburyport: Focus Publishing, 2008. Print. 

‚Early Attempt at Localization of the Faculties.‛ Phrenology.com. Web. 17 Feb. 2015. 

Emerson, Ralph Waldo. ‚Circles.‛ The Essential Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson. Ed. 

Brooks Atkinson. New York: Modern Library, 2000. 252–62. Print. 

Fowler, O. S. Human Science: or, Phrenology. Philadelphia: National Publishing Co., 

1873. Print. 

Gallagher, Shaun. Phenomenology. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012. Print. 

Glendinning, Simon. In the Name of Phenomenology. New York: Routledge, 2007. 

Print. 

Heidegger, Martin. ‚Only a God Can Save Us.‛ Trans. W. Richardson. Heidegger: The 

Man and the Thinker. Ed. T. Sheehan. 45-67. 1981. Web. 2 Oct. 2013.  

Heidegger, Martin. Being and Time. Trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson. 

Cambridge: Blackwell, 2001. Print.  

Hermberg, Kevin. Husserl’s Phenomenology: Knowledge, Objectivity and Others. New 

York: Continuum, 2006. Print. 



The Apollonian 2.1 (April 2015) 112 
 

Husserl, Edmund. ‚The Amsterdam Lectures (1928).‛ Trans. Richard E. Palmer. 

Psychological and Transcendental Phenomenology and the Confrontation with 

Heidegger (1927–1931). Ed. Thomas Sheehan and Richard E. Palmer. 

Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic, 1997. Web. 7 May 2014. 

---. Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority. Trans. Alphonso Lingis. Pittsburgh: 

Duquesne UP, 1969. Print.  

Lombroso, Cesare. Anarchy and Its Heroes. Trans. Mitch Abidor. Lyon: A.H. Storck, 

1897. Web. 1 Oct. 2013.  

Lombroso, Gina. Criminal Man: According to the Classification of Cesare Lombroso. New 

York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1911. Web. 25 September 2013.  

‚Map of London Boroughs.‛ UK Student Life. Web. 17 Feb 2015. 

Meillassoux, Quentin. After Finitude: An Essay on the Necessity of Contingency. Trans. 

Ray Brassier. New York: Bloomsbury, 2008. Print. 

Nagel, Thomas. ‚What Is It Like to Be a Bat?‛ The Philosophical Review 83.4 (1974): 

435–50. Web. 10 Jan. 2014. 

Nordau, Max. Degeneration. London: William Heinemann, 1895. Web. 25 Sept. 2013. 

Power, Nina. ‚Humanism.‛ Encyclopedia of Political Theory. Ed. Mark Bevir. 

Encyclopedia of Political Theory, 2010. Web. 3 December 2013. 

Ryan, Frank. Darwin’s Blind Spot: Evolution Beyond Natural Selection. New York: 

Houghton Mifflin Company, 2002. Print. 

Schnauder, Ludwig. ‚The Materialist-Scientific World View in ‘The Secret Agent.’‛ 

The Conradian 32.1 (2007): 95–105. Web. 17 Feb 2015. 

Wolfe, Cary. What is Posthumanism? Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 2010. Print. 

 

 

AUTHOR INFORMATION: 

Nathan TeBokkel completed his MA in English Literature at Western University, 

Canada. His thesis focuses on the poetry of E. E. Cummings. His articles appeared in 

such journals as Post-Scriptum. His areas of interest include poetry, Modernism, 

genetics, aesthetics and ethics.  


