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Peter Merriman

Professor, Department of Geography & Earth Sciences
Aberystwyth University, UK

Email: prm@aber.ac.uk

Abstract:

In this paper I outline some of the different conceptual approaches to mobility and
immobility/fixity that have emerged in mobility studies over the past few decades, connecting
this work to broader philosophical and methodological debates in the humanities and social
sciences. I discuss writings which have distinguished between mobility and moorings, mobility
and motility, and nomadic and sedentary metaphysics, before focussing upon studies which
either approach mobility-fixity as a continuum, or highlight the many qualities, events and
experiences which traverse or cut across this binary. In the final section I outline Gilles Deleuze
and Félix Guattari’s theoretical approach to movement, affect and becoming in which they
distinguish between molar and molecular becomings and movements. By adopting a processual
and non-representational approach to mobility and stasis I argue that the problem is not one of
understanding when and why things move or are still, but of tracing when and how movements

become perceptible and imperceptible.
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Introduction

At the heart of much work on mobility in the humanities and social sciences lies the relationship
between mobility and fixity, or mobility and immobility. Sometimes, they are conceived as two
different ontological states. At other times, they have been approached as an ontogenetic
continuum or qualitative field in which there are an innumerable number of ontological
becomings reflecting different speeds, qualities of, and potentials for, movement and stasis. In
this paper I outline some of the different conceptual approaches to mobility and immobility/fixity
that have emerged in mobility studies, connecting this work to broader philosophical debates in
the humanities and social sciences. I argue that behind these different approaches lie an
important set of questions that are rarely asked, namely: the question of what movement and
mobility actually are; how movement is registered and experienced; what and who enacts
movement (and changes in movement); what approaches to power are assumed; and how do we
represent, identify, delineate and research movement and mobility.

It will clearly not be possible for me to address all of these points and questions in full.
Indeed, my main concern is simply to pose these questions, in part because many mobility
scholars do not consider these broader ontological points, being too consumed by “real-world”
empirical problems to question the underlying binaries which many Western academics and
citizens take for granted. In contrast, I argue that binary approaches to mobility and fixity
overlook the many ways in which mobile bodies are continually becoming perceptible and
imperceptible, and are rendered mobile and still. I argue that a focus on molar and molecular
mobilities and materialities can force us to acknowledge the plural or multiple existence of

entities and events for different subjects, such that bodies may be simultaneously experienced



and apprehended as mobile and still. I argue that processual, relational, non-representational and
post-structuralist thinking has the potential to unsettle and undermine long-standing Western
assumptions about singular acts and moments of moving-and-being-in-and-with-the-world. This
is particularly the case for the emerging field of mobility humanities, which is less tethered to the
epistemological and methodological traditions of the social sciences — in particular their “notion
of bringing back the ‘data’” (Thrift, “Introduction” 3) — and has the potential to facilitate a broad
range of more experimental studies and open-ended methods for apprehending people’s practices
and experiences of movement and mobility (Merriman, “Rethinking”; Vannini).

In section two I start by tracing a genealogy of a series of binaries which have
preoccupied many mobility scholars, ranging from a distinction between sedentary metaphysics
and nomadic metaphysics, to binaries of mobility/fixity and mobility/moorings. I discuss the
emergence of approaches which have attempted to cut across such binaries, before outlining, in
section three, different theoretical approaches to agency, action and motive force, including
processual approaches, vibrant materialities, Newtonian accounts, sociological accounts of
motility, Manning’s writings on “pre-acceleration” and “incipient movement”, and Cresswell and
Martin’s writings on “turbulent mobilities”. In section four, I outline an alternative approach to
movement which distinguishes between “molar” and “molecular” mobilities, drawing upon
Deleuze and Guattari’s thinking to outline how perceptible molar movements are continually

traversed and undermined by molecular affects and micro-political movements.

Towards a Genealogy of a Binary
Threading through the amorphous and emergent multi-disciplinary field of mobility studies have

been a series of assumptions, arguments and debates about the dialectical or binary relationship



between mobility and fixity (see Adey, “Fluidity/fixity”’; Merriman, Mobility, Space and
Culture). This has ranged from scholars who insist that the mobility/fixity distinction is a
practical and useful one that underpins our everyday lives, to thinkers who attempt to deny or
dismantle the binary by emphasising how it is a Western social and political construction, and is
breached or traversed in important theoretical approaches and empirical realities (cf. Latour). Of
course, such a polar positioning of thinkers who are either for or against this distinction is itself a
rather crude binary characterisation of what are often complex and shifting positions. To avoid
presenting debates as if they are a battle between two teams, [ want to outline a few of the
common refrains that have gathered around concepts like mobility, fluidity, fixity, stillness,
moorings, and motility in the social sciences and humanities, before making a few suggestions
about a way forward.

An important characterisation of the binary in recent studies was first hinted at by the
anthropologist Liisa Malkki in 1992 and ‘formalised’ by the geographer Tim Cresswell in 2001
and 2006 (Malkki; Cresswell, “The production”, On the Move). Drawing upon Malkki’s work,
Cresswell stressed that there are “two principal metaphysical ways of viewing the world: a
sedentarist metaphysics and a nomadic metaphysics” — both of which “revolves around
[different] understandings of mobility, spatial order, and place” — although he adds that “these
ways of thinking... form ends of a continuum and rarely exist in pure form (Cresswell, On the
Move 26). “Sedentarist metaphysics” (Malkki) is seen to underpin the territorial spatial
imaginations of many contemporary capitalist societies, economies and political regimes built
around private property rights and an assumption that people have a fixed address, and in this
worldview mobility is generally seen to be an exception, a by-product of practices in places, and

justified by what happens at either a departure or arrival point. This “sedentarist metaphysics” is



informed by a “pointillist” imagination of spaces and places as fixed points or static bounded
areas (Doel; Adey, “Fluidity/fixity”). In contrast, for Cresswell, a “nomadic metaphysics” puts
“mobility first, has little time for notions of attachment to place, and revels in notions of flow,
flux, and dynamism” (On the Move 26). As a general term, it could be applied to a large number
of peoples and cultures whose ontologies and spatial practices are not grounded in sedentary and
pointillist Western territorial values, ranging from Aboriginal tribes such as the Walpiri (Munn),
to the Ongee hunter-gatherers in the Andaman Islands (Pandya) and gypsy-travellers in the UK
(Sibley). The problem is that although anthropological studies of non-Western societies have
revealed how some cultural groups hold beliefs that are underpinned by processual, mobile,
nomadic or path-based ontologies, the most famous work which delineates nomadology and the
difference between “sedentary space” and “nomad space” is not an in-depth ethnography but a
prominent book of post-structuralist philosophy, A Thousand Plateaus, by two white male
French philosophers, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (381).

For many scholars interpreting Deleuze and Guattari’s writings, cultural differences get
effaced or erased in the figuration of two different categories of subject, ontology and space —
sedentary and nomad — even if there are territorialising or deterritorialising tendencies and lines
which ensure these ontologies are in constant becoming (or ontogenesis) — becoming-sedentary,
becoming-nomad (see Cresswell, “Imagining the nomad”). Deleuze and Guattari’s figure of the
nomad caught the imaginations of a broad array of thinkers in the late 1980s and early 1990s,
ranging from cultural theorists such as Iain Chambers to post-structuralist feminists such as Rosi
Braidotti (e.g. Chambers; Braidotti). But their figuration of the nomad also drew criticism from
feminist scholars, postcolonial critics and geographers for whom they had constructed a rather

romanticised, generic, ahistorical and “remarkably unsocial being — unmarked by traces of class,



gender, ethnicity, sexuality and geography” (Cresswell, “Imagining the nomad” 377; Kaplan;
Sutherland; Engebrigtsen).

There is no doubt that the wholesale embrace of mobile figures such as the nomad,
migrant, tourist, and flaneur by theorists was often problematic (see Adey, Mobility), but
Deleuze and Guattari’s discussion in A Thousand Plateaus is also important for their embrace of
a more ancient processual philosophy of incessant movement and change which is seemingly
blind to the binary mobility/fixity. Deleuze and Guattari approach this tradition through a range
of sources — including Spinoza’s Ethics, Bergson’s vitalist philosophy, Simondon’s writings on
ontogenesis (Simondon), and Michel Serres’ account of Democritean and Lucretian physics in
The Birth of Physics (Serres) — and their genealogy of processual philosophies of becoming has
been picked up by a number of mobility theorists seeking to explore the complexities, practical
utilities and problematics of the mobility/fixity binary. This includes Peter Adey’s early account
of relational and non-representational approaches to mobility and immobility, Thomas Nail’s
extensive genealogies of philosophies of motion, and Cresswell and Martin’s account of
“turbulent mobilities”, as well as my own provocative attempts to expose the binary as a
‘convenient’ Western ontological categorisation which is frequently used to justify exclusionary
political practices aimed at certain groups.

As with other mobility theorists, such as Peter Adey and David Bissell, I have been
heavily influenced by a strand of post-structuralist geography known as “non-representational
theory” or “non-representational theories”, which Nigel Thrift has described as “a theory of
mobile practices” (Thrift, “Non-representational theory” 556). Indeed, it is from this tradition of

thinking that one of the most commonly quoted examples of incessant and all-pervasive



movement is taken, namely geographer J.D. Dewsbury’s Deleuzian-Spinozan example of a
building that is in constant flux, movement, and becoming:
“It is all a question of speeds and slowness, of relations of movement and rest... This is
Deleuze's Spinoza: one substance for all attributes such that there is one nature, itself
individual, varying in unlimited ways... Take, for example, the building you walk
through/within — what is the speed of flux that is keeping it assembled? It seems
permanent, less ephemeral than you, but it is ephemeral nonetheless: whilst you are there
it is falling down, it is just happening very slowly (hopefully). In such a world, that is
incessantly bifurcating and resonating amongst the different movements of its many
compositions, our subjectification is always occurring” (Dewsbury 487).
While Adey and Bissell have both quoted elements of this passage in order to challenge
simplistic binaries of mobility and stasis, Cresswell inserts Dewsbury’s account into the binary
of sedentary/nomadic metaphysics, associating his arguments with nomadic perspectives which
tend to be “overly abstract and universalising” (Cresswell, On the Move 54). Cresswell’s
overarching concern seems to be that processual accounts overlook the differential politics of
mobility and immobility, including the varying capacity of individuals and groups to act and
mobilise or immobilise themselves, others and a broad range of things. It is true that Dewsbury
fails to explicitly discuss some of the political practices that can get caught up in these affective
regimes, but for me it is also telling that Cresswell (On the Move) does not quote the opening
lines of Dewsbury’s paragraph above, particularly where he repeats Deleuze’s assertion that
affective relations and movements are differentiated by speed and slowness (Deleuze and
Guattari 256; cf. Deleuze). Indeed, in response to Cresswell’s critical remarks, I have suggested

that to argue that the world is in constant movement and flux, or underpinned by “vibrant



materialities” (Bennett, Vibrant Matter) of different kinds, is not to argue that molecular
movements, vibrations and affects are linear, uniform or uncontrolled (Merriman, “Mobilities
117, “Molar and molecular mobilities”).>

A second important discussion of the mobility/fixity binary emerges in the distinction
between “mobilities” and “moorings” which John Urry (49) took from a reading of Henri
Lefebvre’s The Production of Space (403). Writing in his book Global Complexity, Urry seeks to
show how complex social systems are characterised by high levels of both mobility and
immobility, with high-speed air travel, car travel or digital data transfer requiring spatially fixed
infrastructures such as airports, paved roads, fuel stations, and networks of fibre-optic cables
(Urry 125). His conclusion is that “the complex character of such systems stems from the
multiple time-space fixities or moorings that enable the fluidities of liquid modernity to be
realized” (Urry 15), and these two polar states are very clearly positioned in an opposed (if
complexly entangled) dialectical relationship:

“it 1s the dialectic of mobility/moorings that produces social complexity. If all

relationality were mobile or ‘liquid’, then there would be no complexity. Complexity, I

suggest, stems from this dialectic of mobility and moorings.” (Urry 126).
The distinction is, of course, a convenient one, hinting at the necessity of stepping back from
over-enthusiastic accounts that announce the uniform acceleration of movements and world
events. Urry’s argument echoes the conclusions of several generations of historians of mobility
and technology who have traced developments in infrastructures in parallel with new embodied
mobile practices and experiences (e.g. Schivelbusch; Merriman, Driving Spaces). However, Urry
is in danger of presenting a rather too simplistic binary in which people, commodities, messages,

and vehicles are seen as mobile, dynamic and active, and infrastructures are figured as static and



immobile. As Peter Adey once remarked in response to Urry’s formulation, “immobilities or
moorings” can be seen as “mobile too”, and there is a need to examine how “mobilities and
immobilities or mobility and moorings slip out of phase, moorings becoming mobilities and
mobilities becoming moorings” (“If mobility is everything” 86-87). This dynamic understanding
of mobility spaces and environments is also confirmed by a broad range of historical,
sociological and archaeological studies of how mobility infrastructures are variously maintained,
refashioned, experienced and valued over time (e.g. Graham and Thrift; Merriman,
“Archaeologies”; Penrose; Gray).

One of the most powerful sets of challenges to simplistic constructions of a
mobility/fixity or mobility/moorings dialectic can be seen in the writings of David Bissell. In
their introduction to Stillness in a Mobile World, Bissell and Fuller provide a powerful account
of the philosophical, social and political importance of plural ontologies of “volatile stillness”
which “are not necessarily reducible to the dialectic of mobility and immobility” (8, 6).
Meanwhile, in a 2010 paper in the journal Area, Bissell draws upon detailed auto-ethnographic
and participatory research on rail travel in Britain to show how a consideration of “vibrations™ as
“events” can facilitate a dynamic and non-dualistic approach to the material relations between
“bodies, technologies and mobilities” (480). The repetitive, rhythmic vibrations of rail travel
“have the capacity to cut across and through different materialities” and undermine any clear
distinction between mobile subjects, transporting vehicle, and “moored” infrastructure (Bissell
481).

Bissell’s reflections alert us to the many and varied movements, forces and affects which
traverse bodies of different kinds, problematizing overly simplistic approaches which focus only

on bounded and black-boxed material entities. Indeed, if we examine how people in different



societies socialise and move with other beings and traverse spaces — becoming intricately
entangled with bodies of different kinds — we can reveal the very different cultural practices that
became involved in the establishment and disestablishment of relations, connections, boundaries
and territories (Bennett, “Systems and things”; Strathern, Relations). Social networks are not
simply formed differently in particular cultures, but practices of cutting networks, stilling and
mobilising vary (Strathern, “Cutting the network™), raising important questions about how we

perceive, apprehend and represent movement, stillness, materiality, bodies and boundaries.

Enacting Mobilities: Materialities, Force and Politics

To recount, a number of mobility theorists have challenged constructions of a simple
mobility/fixity or mobility/moorings binary, highlighting the different rhythms, forces,
movements and affects which are apprehended by — and appear to relate or traverse — bodies of
different kinds. Underpinning this work are a set of philosophies of movement and mobility that
are quite different in their approach to the physical forces and powers entailed in the propulsion
or constraining of mobile bodies. At first glance, it would appear easy to dismiss them as
apolitical atomist or vitalist fantasies based upon crude and antiquated scientific and
philosophical ideas that are rejected by Western scientists and critical theorists. In her book
Vibrant Matter, the political theorist Jane Bennett does indeed admit that she finds
“Epicureanism to be too simple in its imagery of individual atoms falling and swerving in the
void” (x1), but she and others do see strong parallels between the non-binary, dynamic and
processual worlds that are figured in Lucretian physics, and the complex, self-organising and
non-linear systems conceived by complexity theorists such as Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle

Stengers (Prigogine and Stengers, “Postface”, Order Out of Chaos; Serres, Hermes, The Birth of
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Physics; Bennett, Vibrant Matter). The problem is that such conceptual approaches do not seem
to accord with Western everyday embodied perceptions and apprehensions of movement, space,
action, and materiality, which is one reason why object-oriented philosophers such as Graham
Harman and Timothy Morton have challenged processual and relational thinking (see Bennett,
“Systems and things”). These everyday Western concepts appear to have changed very little
since the 18" century, being informed by what Capek has termed a “Newtonian-Euclidean
subconscious” which he feels “lie deep in the phylogenetic heritage of man” (xv). While I would
not affirm Capek’s rather ethnocentric, genetically-determinist justification of the dominance of
certain ontologies of space and movement, [ agree that the key tenets of Newton’s natural
philosophy and physics of perceptible meso-scale movements over space and time have come to
underpin many approaches to movement and mobility in the social sciences and humanities, as
well as our everyday lives (see Merriman, Space). Why? Well, in part because 18" century
physical theories easily correspond with embodied human perceptions of physical properties;
even though 20" century physicists have argued that “classical modes of thought are applicable
only to what [Hans] Reichenbach called ‘the zone of the middle dimensions’, situated between
the world of galaxies and the microcosm, while they fail utterly outside its limits” (Capek xiii-
Xiv).

These somewhat abstract, interrelated concepts of space, time and motion are discussed
by Cresswell in On the Move, although a detailed examination of Cartesian and Newtonian
physical theories is passed over in favour of brief references to Kant and Marx. Nevertheless,
Cresswell opens a section called “Movement, time and space” with a discussion of these

traditions of scholarship:
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“Movement is made up of time and space. It is the spatialization of time and
temporalization of space. Any consideration of movement (and mobility) that does not
take time and space into account is missing an important facet. Time and space, as Kant
reminded us, are the fundamental axes around which life revolves — the most basic forms
of classification. Certainly any material object has to have coordinates in time and space.
Movement, as the displacement of an object from A to B, involves a passage of time and,
simultaneously, a traversal of space” (On the Move 4).
This opening discussion could easily have appeared in a work of positivist spatial science or a
basic philosophy of physics, but Cresswell quickly and deliberately moves on from such abstract,
foundational conceptions of absolute movement, time and space to argue that “the notion of
mobility” he “want[s] to propose... [is] a thoroughly social facet of life imbued with meaning
and power” and “is composed of elements of social time and social space” (On the Move 4).
Drawing upon the arguments of Henri Lefebvre about the social and political “production of
space”, Cresswell argues that abstract notions of movement, time and space are themselves
“social production[s]”, and he asserts that his approach treats mobility as “a social product” that
exists in “a meaningful world of social space and social time” (5).

Cresswell’s simple yet important reframing of mobility has been highly influential, but I
want to question the necessary positioning of social mobility in relation to “social space and
social time”, as if they have an essential relationship in the way that Galileo and later Newton
identified the functional relationship between distance, speed and time. The danger is that social
science and humanities scholars unproblematically reify and affirm certain metric properties or
functional relations without applying the same critical insight that they often apply to social

relations and actions. What’s more, meaningful and power-laden movements are in danger of
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appearing as superficial representations or experiences that are superstructural to physical base
actions and movements, whereas they must be seen as productive and forceful actions which may
or may not become perceptible as and enacted in physical movements of various kinds.

A number of other humanities and social science approaches focus on this potential for
movement, without relying upon physics-based theories of motion or potential energy. One
approach is associated with the writings of the Swiss sociologist Vincent Kaufmann, who rather
than focus on the mobility/stasis binary, focuses his attention on the distinction between “actual”
mobility and “potential” mobility, or what he calls “mobility” and “motility” (Kaufmann;
Kaufmann et al.). Across a number of publications, Kaufmann has argued that while many
scholars focus on past and present mobilities, they often fail to recognise inequalities in mobility
and the different degrees of motility or “speed potential” of actors or agents (Kaufmann 1). This
differential capacity to be mobile — which is “a form of [mobility] capital” (Kaufmann et al. 752)
—is seen as a key determinant that not only shapes patterns of actual physical and social
mobility, but also structures our social lives, and what emerges is effectively a social science
equivalent of the distinction between kinetic energy (evident through actual physical mobility)
and potential energy (potential mobility, or motility). Underpinning Kaufmann’s account is a
fairly standard realist and structuralist ontology focussed upon social agents, structures and
actions, and for me his account presents a rather too simplistic and deterministic model of social
causes and effects, leaving little room for the vibrant materialism and molecular mobilities that I
discuss in the final section of this paper.

An alternative approach is presented by the post-structuralist philosopher, movement
theorist and artist Erin Manning in her book Relationscapes. Manning draws upon the relational

thinking of Deleuze, and an insistence that there are no beginnings, ends, boundaries or stasis, to
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focus on the incessant movements and incipient actions which she sees as underpinning all life
and things. In her view, movement is primary, but she differentiates between visible, molar,
physical movements and potential movements, although these should not be approached as a
binary, as these two interrelated states are always becoming:
“The movement within becomes a movement without, not internal-external, but folding
and bridging in an intensity of preacceleration. This means you are never stopped. To
move is to engage the potential inherent in the preacceleration that embodies you.
Preaccelerated because there can be no beginning or end to movement. Movement is one
with the world, not body/world, but body-worlding. We move not to populate space, not
to extend it or to embody it, but to create it. Our preacceleration already colors space,
vibrates it. Movement quantifies it, qualitatively. Space is duration with a difference. The
difference is my body-worlding, always more than one.... Preacceleration: a movement
of the not-yet that composes the more-than-one that is my body. Call it incipient action.”
(Manning 13)
Manning’s new philosophy of movement builds upon the philosophy of Deleuze, Guattari,
Massumi and Whitehead, and the creative practices of artists and dancers, to try and cut-across
the binaries of mobility/stasis, self/world, and passive/active. In doing so, she abandons
conventional understandings of movement and action that rely upon cognitive models of
decision-making, bounded ethnocentric conceptions of individual action, and non-
representational approaches to power. The question of what propels the mobile human body, and
what forces enact mobility, is opened out in the thinking of Manning, Deleuze and Guattari, and
no answer is provided because forces are not universal and are not always perceptible through

the human body.
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How might different traditions of thinking approach the topics of action and force? A
physical scientist might highlight the forces of gravity, friction, air resistance, and propulsion
which act on a mobile body. Psychologists, physiologists and behavioural scientists might point
to the neurological and cognitive processes, modes of perception, and motor functions which
enable mobile actors to perceive, mentally process and physically enact movement. Sociologists
and political scientists may highlight the different enabling and constraining factors which
produce mobility and fixity in different ways, ranging from social and economic capital, to
political influence. Process and post-structuralist philosophers may emphasise the incessant
movements involved in ontogenesis and worlding. Relational thinking may point to the
inseparability and complex entanglements of individual humans and other bodies and
environments.

In a mobility context, few scholars have effectively worked across and between these
disciplinary fields, although in a number of papers Tim Cresswell has pursued what he calls a
“mesotheoretical approach to the politics of mobility” by breaking it down into “constituent parts
(motive force, velocity, rhythm, route, experience, and friction)” which cut across any neat
distinction between the physical sciences and social sciences (Cresswell, “Towards” 17,
Cresswell and Martin). In an important co-authored paper from 2012, Cresswell and Martin
engage with atomist, processual and post-structuralist theories of turbulence, assemblage and
entanglement developed from the thinking of Lucretius, Serres, Deleuze, Guattari and DeLanda
to cut across conventional binaries of stasis and mobility and explore “turbulent mobilities” that
reveal the “entanglements of stasis and movement” (521). These theoretical ideas may be placed
in the same conceptual lineage as the nomadic and non-representational theories over which

Cresswell has, at times, expressed scepticism and concern (Cresswell, “Nonrepresentational
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theory”), and I wonder whether it was his collaboration with Craig Martin which prompted this
embrace of these theories. As with much of Cresswell’s other research, the “turbulence” paper is
underpinned by a conceptual and methodological approach which cannot be easily situated in
either the arts and humanities or social sciences (see Cresswell and Adey), although Cresswell
and Martin do appear to evidence their theoretical claims using textual and media analysis. The
‘real-world’ molar geographies of the beached container ship MSC Napoli are used to evidence
claims about the turbulence of mobilities, but such methodological strategies need to be treated
cautiously if we are to recognise the plural or multiple unfoldings of events, practices and spaces.
Perceptions, experiences and events of turbulence and smoothness will be culturally specific and
variable. In short, mobility scholars — and others — always need to be careful about invoking
empirical evidence and adopting realist arguments about ‘how things are’, as if they are that way

for everybody.

Molar and Molecular Mobilities

Realist accounts of mobility largely focus on practices and events of movement and stillness that
are clearly perceptible to some human travellers, to which scholars add detailed investigations of
the broader social, legal, political and economic factors shaping actual and potential movements.
These are the movements and events occurring in Reichenbach’s “zone of the middle
dimensions” (in Capek xiv), and they are conceived and represented through contemporary
Western ontological and embodied practices which appear blind to the kinds of primary
movement and vibrant materiality discussed by prominent thinkers such as Deleuze and Guattari,
Serres, Jane Bennett, Erin Manning, Brian Massumi, and Cresswell and Martin, who tap into a

diverse tradition of thinking that includes Lucretius, Heraclitus, Bergson and Whitehead. In my
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own research | have focussed on Deleuze and Guattari’s distinction between the “molar” and
“molecular” which can be useful for cutting across the mobility/fixity binary and for
understanding how some movements become perceptible, while others remain imperceptible. In
this section, I explore the key principles of this thinking.

It would be a mistake to see “molar” movements as being of a particular magnitude and
size that renders them visible to the human eye, and “molecular” materials and movements as
being very small and invisible. As Deleuze and Guattari insist in 4 Thousand Plateaus, the molar
and molecular are neither opposed nor defined by their size (215). Rather, the molar and
molecular are “inseparable... segmentarities” (213) that are distinguished by their degree of
perceptibility, legibility, and the affective regimes gathered around them (213). Imperceptible
molecular aggregations can be very large becomings that are simply not perceived as wholes,
just as perceptible molar entities may be invisible to the human eye but remotely sensed and
easily grasped and conceived as things. Molar entities tend to be aligned with representation,
perception, and bounded “organised” individual material bodies or collective groupings, whereas
molecular bodies often appear to be imperceptible, fluid and to defy representation (215, 217,
219). To repeat again, though, they should not be placed in binary opposition. Seemingly molar
entities are in a continuous state of becoming-molecular, becoming-mobile, becoming-
imperceptible. Likewise, molecular forces and affects are in a continual state of becoming-molar
and becoming-perceptible. What this thinking highlights is how molar movements are
continually traversed and cross-cut by an array of molecular movements, affects and forces,
exhibiting a tendency to become molecularised, imperceptible and deterritorialised. It is futile,
then, to simply try and locate the root cause or force of actions, practices and events in bounded

molar bodies that are forever becoming molecular. And it is this tendency which still clearly
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dominates contemporary social science theories that focus on macropolitical relations between
pre-formed physical and molar bodies, ignoring transversal processes, ontogenesis, and
becomings, as well as the molecular affects and movements circulating between bodies that are
all-too-frequently black-boxed as closed entities or structures.

Do molecular mobilities have a politics? i.e. are they caught in political regimes, relations
and affective forces? For Deleuze and Guattari, “everything is political” (213), so the answer is
yes. But, more importantly, for them “every politics is simultaneously a macropolitics and a
micropolitics”, including the kind of “macropolitical” alliances and forces that show up in
contemporary forms of political organisation and action, as well as the more incipient
“micropolitics” of “unconscious micropercepts, unconscious affects, [and] fine segmentations...
[that] are distributed and operate differently” (213). While the vast majority of social scientists
focussing on mobility tend to focus on the “molar masses” and macropolitics involved in clearly
perceptible actions, structures and relations, Deleuze and Guattari’s work — together and
separately — highlights how in particular political struggles and configurations molecular and
molar affects and forces operate simultaneously at different levels. The political ramifications of
this were most fully developed by Félix Guattari in some of his solo writings from the late 1970s
and early 1980s. For example, in Molecular Revolution in Brazil, Guattari expands upon his
writings with Deleuze on the molar and molecular by outlining his approach to ‘micropolitical’
and ‘molecular’ political forces. First, he insists that there is “no logic of contradiction” between
molar and molecular levels:

“The same kinds of elements and the same kinds of individual and collective components

that operate in a certain social space may function in an emancipatory way at a molar

18



level, and coextensively may be extremely reactionary at a molecular level.” (Guattari

and Rolnik 187)

Second, he insists that the job of the theorist or analyst is one of “placing micropolitics
everywhere” (190). This is important because micropolitics and molecular political relations
operate below the thresholds of perception and representation at “the level of the production of
subjectivity” (39), involving affective forces and relations that are felt and sensed but not always
openly and dramatically expressed. Drawing upon processual and relational approaches to
human subjectivity, Guattari delineates a “micropolitics of molecular transformations” that is
based upon a radical questioning of traditional psychoanalytic “notions of the individual as a
general reference for processes of subjectification” (44). This thinking is clearly in line with the
broader distributed and relational approaches to affective relations that he and Deleuze develop
elsewhere.

A third point which is emphasised by Guattari in Molecular Revolution in Brazil is that
we must not judge “molar” aggregates as autonomous, negative, oppressive or dominant blocks
(in every sense) which forcefully structure our social worlds and inhibit change, just as we must
not automatically assume that micropolitics and molecular political forces are inherently
liberatory or progressive. For example:

“...a community work group may have a clearly emancipatory action at a molar level, but

at a molecular level have a whole series of phallocratic, reactionary leadership

mechanisms. ....Inversely, the action might reveal itself to be reactionary and
conservative at the level of the visible structures of social representation, at the level of

the discourse as articulated on the political or religious level or whatever, that is, at a

molar level. And at the same time components of expression of desire, of expression of
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singularity, may appear at a molecular level, elements that do not in any way lead to a

reactionary, conformist politics.” (Guattari and Rolnik 187)

Molar becomings may exert a positive force, assembling and infrastructuring practices and
affective relations in open and liberatory ways, just as micropolitical actions can be toxic and
fascist in their incipient undermining of subjective formations, desires, and collective
movements.

Guattari’s thinking on molecular and molar forces, affects and circulations highlights the
interconnected influences of micropolitical and macropolitical actions in shaping the emergence
of movements, desires, collective affects and social actions. They hint at the limitations of realist
approaches that while undoubtedly drawing attention to the forceful “molar” movements and
materials involved in important processes like migration, commuting, and holiday-making,
ignore the incessant molecularization of these molar geographies, and the transversal molecular

forces that shape and undermine the binaries of mobility/stasis in different ways.

Conclusions

In this article I have examined some of the different ways in which mobility scholars have
approached the binary of mobility/stasis, challenging a binary which is often invoked for critical
political ends. A prime example of this would be when scholars contrast “our” privileges as
educated mobile Western elites with the injustices faced by immobilised peoples in different
places, whether Palestinian citizens whose mobilities are severely constrained by the Israeli
authorities and their “defence wall” (see Pullan; Cresswell, “Mobilities III"’), or those who have

experienced environmental disasters in places like Haiti or New Orleans (see Cresswell,
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“Understanding”; Sheller). As Tim Cresswell once remarked of processual accounts which focus
on molecular movements:
“While it is the case that the world is always in motion at a molecular level, it still
presents plenty of immobilities at both experiential and political levels. Molecular
vibrations are not much comfort, I expect, to Palestinians who cannot walk through the
wall that has been built between their homes and their farmland. Immobilities (and indeed
time-spaces) such as these cannot be wished away with a theoretical wand.” (Cresswell,
“Mobilities III”” 719)
There is a danger that my account might be seen to undermine the political force of such left-
leaning critical accounts, and there is always a danger that left-leaning processual accounts like
Deleuze and Guattari’s get co-opted by politicians or military figures who see the benefits of
adopting nomadic strategies and accelerationist principles as a counter to insurgent practices (see
Weizman). This is, indeed, a risk, although there are also dangers of adopting approaches which
universalise and naturalise Western spatialities, binaries and mobile ontologies, even if they are
underpinned by positive political motives. Realist theoretical approaches often clearly
distinguish between mobile and immobile citizens, efficient and failing infrastructures, activity
and passivity, and the powerful and the weak, mobilising particular kinds of empirical evidence
to affirm, deny or adjust their theoretical approaches to the social, political and economic
production of mobilities. The modus operandi, here, is to observe the world, identify theories,
outline aims and hypotheses, observe the world again (through the lens of data), analyse data in
relation to preferred theories, disprove other theories, draw conclusions, and repeat. The danger
is that such realist social science epistemologies inevitably reify the observations and common-

sense rationales of privileged Western researchers, who often speak of and for underprivileged
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mobile subjects. Mobility studies clearly has a lot to learn from post-colonial thinkers, critical
race scholars, anthropologists and development studies scholars in the non-Western majority
world, but I believe that “we” as mobility scholars must also look beyond standard social science
theories, methods and approaches to embrace different philosophies, methods and practices in
the arts and humanities (see Merriman and Pearce). Experimental approaches rooted in the arts
and humanities, whether in philosophy, linguistics, film studies and literary studies, or practise-
based work in art, film, dance and performance, has the potential to move mobility scholarship

forward in exciting, experimental, open-ended but no less political ways.

Notes

! See Adey, “If mobility is everything”; Nail, “The ontology of motion”, Being and Motion,
“What is the philosophy of movement?”’; Cresswell and Martin, “On turbulence”’; Merriman,
“Human geography without time-space”, Mobility, Space and Culture, “Unpicking space-time”,
“Molar and molecular mobilities”.

2 As I discuss below, Cresswell would go on to engage more positively with processual and non-
representational approaches to movement, most notably in his writings with Craig Martin on
“turbulent mobilities” (Cresswell and Martin).
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