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Cameron	Rowland’s	Encumbrance	(2020)	comprises	mortgages	for	four	
mahogany	doors	and	a	mahogany	handrail	in	the	Grade	I	listed	Regency	
building	at	12	Carlton	House	Terrace,	London.	That	building	is	leased	by	the	
Institute	of	Contemporary	Arts	(ICA)	from	the	Crown	Estate,	a	semi-
independent	body	that	has	managed	land	owned	by	the	British	monarchy	
since	1760.	Encumbrance	Inc.,	an	entity	created	by	Rowland	to	produce	these	
works,	loaned	the	gallery	£5000	to	purchase	the	five	mahogany	pieces	for	the	
artist’s	2020	exhibition	at	the	ICA.	The	institute	will	not	repay	these	loans.	
Consequently,	Encumbrance	Inc.	will	retain	a	security	interest	in	the	building	
for	as	long	as	the	mahogany	remains	therein.	As	Rowland	puts	it	in	the	
accompanying	text,	“An	encumbrance	is	a	right	or	interest	in	real	property	
that	does	not	prohibit	its	exchange	but	diminishes	its	value.”1	The	lender’s	
retention	of	a	security	interest	in	the	property	purchased	with	their	funds	
distinguishes	the	mortgage	from	other	types	of	credit—and	this	distinction	is	
central	to	Rowland’s	use	of	that	type	of	loan.	As	a	means	of	financing	the	
competition-driven	expansion	of	capitalist	operations,	mortgages	were	
central	to	the	plantation	economy.	There,	the	exchange	value	of	enslaved	
people	rendered	as	commodities,	or	the	projected	output	of	their	labor,	was	
used	alongside	the	property	they	produced	and	maintained	as	collateral	for	
raising	loans.2	The	prospect	of	losing	collateral	functioned	in	concert	with	the	
permanent	threat	of	falling	behind	rival	capitalists	to	ensure	that	plantation	
owners	constantly	sought	to	expand	and	rationalize	production	and	to	more	
closely	integrate	their	operations	into	global	networks	of	production	and	
circulation.	
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The	objects	to	which	Rowland’s	mortgages	pertain	are	equally	significant.	
Mahogany,	felled	and	worked	by	slaves	in	Jamaica,	Barbados,	and	Honduras,	
was	first	used	by	the	Spanish	and	British	for	the	construction	and	repair	of	
ships	deployed	in	colonial	expansion,	commodity	shipping	(including	the	
transport	of	slaves),	and	commercial	wars.	Later,	it	was	used	in	Britain	in	“a	
wide	variety	of	architectural	applications	and	furniture,	characterizing	
Georgian	and	Regency	styles.”3	For	these	reasons,	mahogany	reticulates	the	
processes	of	extraction,	circulation,	and	financialization	that	animated	
Atlantic	slavery	and	continue	to	resonate	through	its	afterlives.4	In	large	part	
because	of	the	market	for	antique	furniture	and	the	tendential	rise	of	
property	prices,	especially	in	London,	it	is	“one	of	the	few	commodities	of	the	
triangular	trade	that	continues	to	generate	value	for	those	who	currently	
own	it.”5	The	Encumbrance	works	constitute	a	form	of	“reparation”	that	
functions	by	taking	value	out	of	circulation	rather	than	reallocating	it.		
	
Like	the	failure	of	a	single	device	that	makes	the	scale	and	the	fragility	of	
digital	media	infrastructures	momentarily	legible,	Rowland’s	Encumbrance	
works	bring	into	focus	a	complex	of	abstractions,	relations,	and	forces	whose	
historical	and	ongoing	mobilization	of	bodies	and	things	in	service	of	capital	
accumulation	both	vastly	exceeds	and	invests	with	fractal	significance	the	
£5000	of	loans,	the	four	doors,	and	the	handrail	that	the	work	itself	
comprises.	In	these	brief	remarks,	I	want	to	consider	how	the	cycles	of	value	
disclosed	and	impeded	by	those	works—the	circulation	of	certain	renderings	
of	life	in	and	as	commodity	forms—impel	the	logistical	turn	in	media	studies	
to	accommodate	the	racializing	logic	of	value-mediated	social	relations.		
	
Logistical	media,	John	Durham	Peters	writes,	are	those	technologies	that	
“arrange	people	and	property	into	time	and	space.”6	More	than	mere	carriers	
of	content,	they	constitute	systems	and	structures	that	establish	thresholds	
of	legitimate	content	and	allow	the	latter	to	circulate.	They	are	both	“prior	to	
and	form	the	grid	in	which	messages	are	sent.”7	In	addition	to	the	calendars,	
clocks,	and	towers	through	which	he	defines	them,	Peters	counts	among	the	
logistical	media	“maps,	names,	addresses,	archives,	museums,	census,	stamps	
and	seals,	compasses,	astrolabes,	the	shofar,	and	money.”8	The	last	of	these,	
he	concludes,	“is	perhaps	the	paradigm	case.”9	Much	of	the	most	compelling	
recent	work	in	media	theory	and	history	follows	Peters	in	emphasizing	the	
technical	infrastructures	that	make	the	circulation	of	goods	and	data	
possible.	But	the	social	relations	that	subtend	those	infrastructures—and	
that	are	gestured	to	but	not	fully	accounted	for	by	Peters’s	“paradigm	case,”	
money—remain	largely	outside	the	purview	of	studies	examining	media	and	
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mediation.10	The	same	year	that	Peters	defined	logistical	media,	Stefano	
Harney	and	Fred	Moten	wrote	that	modern	logistics,	with	its	fantasies	of	
frictionless	circulation	and	scale-free	accumulation,	was	“founded	in	the	
Atlantic	slave	trade”	and	is	thus	“marked,	branded,	seared	with	the	
transportation	of	the	commodity	labor	that	was	not.”11	Harney	and	Moten	
argue	that	histories	of	containers,	ships,	cables,	software,	spreadsheets,	
sensors,	supply	chains,	and	labor	management	cannot	be	separated	from	
those	of	the	barracoon,	the	hold,	the	coffle,	or	the	auction	block.	Rowland’s	
Encumbrance	shows	how	these	histories	are	animated	not	only	by	the	
demand	to	organize	the	circulation	of	property	and	persons	(or	persons	
rendered	property),	but	also,	and	more	fundamentally,	by	a	logic	of	value-
mediation	that	sets	in	motion	distributed	networks	of	property	and	allocates	
higher	or	lower	productive	and	reproductive	capacity	to	certain	bodies	as	a	
condition	of	those	networks’	continued	function.	Manifesting	and	
interrupting	the	extended	operations	of	this	complex,	Rowland’s	work	asks	
how	the	study	of	circulation	might	come	to	terms	with	the	differential	
integration	and	wearing	down	of	life	that	is	encoded	in	what	circulates.	
	
The	“great	merit	of	classical	economics,”	Marx	wrote	in	the	third	volume	of	
Capital,	was	its	dissolution	of	the	“autonomization	and	ossification	of	the	
different	social	elements	of	wealth	vis-à-vis	one	another.”	12	By	defining	
interest	as	a	part	of	profit,	presenting	the	circulation	process	as	a	
“metamorphosis	of	forms,”	and	locating	the	source	of	value	in	labor,	classical	
political	economy	had	overcome	the	artificial	division	of	those	phenomena.13	
But	“even	its	best	representatives	remained	more	or	less	trapped	in	the	
world	of	illusion	their	criticism	had	dissolved.”14	Overcoming	the	separation	
of	these	categories	came	not	through	identifying	each	as	a	mystification	of	
value-mediated	social	relations,	but	rather	through	their	reticulation.	And	
the	content	of	that	reticulation	was	value	imagined	as	a	more	or	less	“real”	
substance,	a	property	of	things	rather	than	an	encoded	outcome	of	social	
relations.	If	value	was	a	product	of	labor,	it	was	so	as	an	absolute	substance	
borne	by	laborers,	not	as	the	result	of	specific,	market-mediated	
relationships	between	labor,	capital,	and	the	means	of	social	reproduction.15	
Circulation	really	was	a	metamorphosis	of	forms,	a	transmission	of	the	value	
borne	by	labor	through	goods	and	services,	money,	prices,	rent,	and	interest.	
Interest	really	was	a	natural	expansion	of	that	value.	This	notion	of	value	as	a	
transmissible	content,	able	to	assume	different	forms	in	different	moments	
and	to	expand	by	itself,	is	foundational	for	the	financial	and	logistical	
technologies	Rowland	foregrounds,	many	of	which	have	been	of	concern	to	
media	and	cultural	theory	in	recent	years.16	And	both	classes	of	technology—
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finance	and	logistics—are	informed	by	a	value	relation	that	comes	to	appear	
the	neutral	basis	and	content	of	relationality	as	such.	
	
I	want	to	suggest	that	this	relation	is	informatic	in	character.	A	given	
commodity’s	exchange	value	reflects	not	the	specific	concrete	labor	that	
went	into	its	production,	but	rather	a	social	average,	the	“labor-time	socially	
necessary	for	its	production.”17	The	individual	commodity	“counts	here	only	
as	a	sample	of	its	kind.”18	So	although	value	might	appear	subsequent	to	
labor—the	content	of	a	transmission	that	passes	from	laborer	to	commodity	
to	financialized	forms	in	which	it	expands	all	by	itself—it	is	in	practice	a	
virtual	or	“phantom-like”	register	that	is	actualized	through	exchange	but	
which	determines	all	the	preceding	moments	of	market-mediated	relation:	
the	determination	of	the	value	of	labor	power,	the	contract,	the	production	
process,	and	so	on.19	This	virtual	register	gives	rise	to	a	common	“content”	
for	a	range	of	disparate	practices	and	social	positions,	which	come	to	appear	
as	forms.	In	so	doing,	it	facilitates	the	synthesis	of	functional	circuits	of	
accumulation	from	those	practices	and	positions.	But	this	informatics	of	
value	does	not	simply	produce	social	form	through	transmission.	It	is	
instantiated	and	sustained	by	the	ostensibly	independent	activities	of	actors	
engaged	in	commodity	production	and	exchange	under	conditions	of	
generalized	market	dependence—which	means	conditions	of	indirect	or	
abstract	domination.	It	is	the	latter	that	animates	capitalism’s	production	of	a	
general	social	form	and	its	positioning	of	individuals	in	relation	to	that	form.	
The	distributed	and	apparently	self-equilibrating	processes	of	regulation,	
aggregation,	and	quantization	that	distinguish	capitalism	from	other	modes	
of	social	organization	both	require	and	intensify	the	mobilization	of	masses	
of	capital,	“free,”	and	slave	labor.	And	it	is	in	the	coordination	of	the	two	
registers—the	frictionless	circulation,	metamorphosis,	and	expansion	
towards	which	value	tends,	and	the	concrete	extraction	and	exploitation	of	
labor	and	other	resources	that	impede	this	tendency—that	technologies	of	
logistical	management	are	mobilized.			
	
The	networks	of	circulation	produced	by	capital’s	quasi-autonomous	
mobilization	of	persons	and	things	are	exemplified	in	John	Perlin’s	
description	of	the	eighteenth	century	“trade	loop”	connecting	North	
American	lumber	merchants	to	planters	in	the	British	West	Indies,	slave	
traders	in	Africa	and	Europe,	and	manufacturers	in	England.	Between	1771	
and	1773,	Perlin	writes:	

Woodsmen	had	to	cut	far	in	excess	of	240,000	trees	to	provide	the	
West	Indian	market	with	the	lumber.	In	exchange	for	the	wood,	
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Yankee	traders,	mostly	Quakers	and	Puritans,	obtained	3	million	
gallons	of	rum.	With	their	cargoes	of	liquor,	they	headed	to	Africa	to	
trade	the	rum	for	slaves	or	sell	it	to	European	slave	merchants.	They	
then	returned	to	the	West	Indies	with	their	human	freight,	and	they	
bartered	the	slaves	for	sugar.	The	New	Englanders	shipped	the	sugar	
to	England	and	traded	it	for	manufactured	goods	which	they	sold	in	
America.	The	money	earned	from	those	sales	went	to	purchase	more	
timber	for	another	round	in	this	trade	loop.	
	
Yankee	traders	also	bartered	timber	for	thousands	of	gallons	of	
molasses	to	ship	to	Boston,	where	they	were	distilled	into	spirits	“of	
the	American	proof.”	Traders	exchanged	the	American-made	rum	for	
pelts	from	Native	Americans.	Furs	brought	a	high	price	in	England	and	
New	Englanders	came	home	with	a	bevy	of	manufactured	goods	to	
sell	in	their	province	and	the	rest	of	the	colonies.20	

	
Timber	turns	into	rum.	Rum	turns	into	slaves	or	cash.	Slaves	turn	into	sugar.	
Sugar	turns	into	manufactured	goods,	which	turn	into	cash,	which	turns	into	
more	timber.	Or,	timber	turns	into	molasses,	which	turns	into	spirits,	which	
turns	into	fur,	which	turns	into	cash,	which	turns	into	manufactured	goods.	
What	kinds	of	life	cycles	are	nested	within	this	network?	Perlin	says	nothing	
of	the	labor	arrangements	nor	the	conditions	of	dispossession	that	subtend	
the	metamorphoses	of	form	he	depicts.	Each	exchange	presupposes	both	the	
concrete	deployment	of	labor	and	capital	and	a	general	equivalent,	socially	
average	labor,	which	is	sometimes	expressed	as	money	and	at	others	as	the	
direct	exchange	of	one	type	of	commodity	for	another.	But	not	all	of	the	
exchanged	goods	are	produced	by	the	same	kind	of	labor.	Perlin’s	cycle	
mobilizes	“free”	waged	labor,	slave	labor,	and	non-capitalist	(or	non-	or	
indirectly-value-mediated)	modes	such	as	that	which	produced	furs.	In	other	
words,	the	circulationist	fantasy	of	the	“metamorphosis	of	forms”	masks	not	
only	the	exploitation	but,	more	specifically,	the	racialization	of	labor—which	
is	to	say,	its	differential	valuation.	
	
Perlin’s	sketch	also	hints	at	how	differential	valuation	functions	as	an	
essential	technology	for	ensuring	the	productive	synthesis	of	capital	and	
labor.	In	so	doing,	it	shows	how	that	function	cannot	be	separated	from	
finance	and	logistics.	The	“free”	labor	mobilized	in	the	course	of	Perlin’s	
“trade	loop”	is	subject	to	value-mediation	through	the	wage	contract,	and	its	
deployment	in	the	production	process	makes	possible	the	objectification	of	
units	of	socially	average	labor	into	commodities	and	services.	The	ostensibly	
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non-capitalist	mode	of	production	is	integrated	into	the	exchange	network	
through	trade	based	both	on	value-mediated	equivalence	and	on	settler-
colonial	domination.	And,	as	several	of	the	“transformations”	in	Perlin’s	loop	
show,	both	value-mediated	forms—wages	and	commodities—become	
functionally	interchangeable	with	enslaved	persons,	who	could	either	be	
bought	for	cash	or	exchanged	for	other	commodities.	Furthermore,	enslaved	
persons	were	effectively	treated	as	fixed	capital	in	so	far	as	their	purchase	
value	was	calculated	against	their	projected	productivity	and	incrementally	
passed	on	to	the	value	of	the	products	of	their	labor	until	they	were	
consigned	to	a	state	of	unproductive	debility.21	This	synthesis	of	distinct	
forms	of	racialized	labor	into	a	single	circuit,	nominally	via	their	output	but	
also	through	combinations	of	concrete	and	abstract	domination,	is	central	for	
maintaining	accumulation	across	uneven	geographies	and	under	conditions	
of	waning	profit.	And	it	is	inseparable	from	the	racialized,	gendered,	and	
debilitating	technologies	of	ascription	that	are	too	often	regarded	as	distinct	
from	capital’s	core	abstract-concrete	processes.	As	Marx	writes	in	a	section	
on	the	role	of	foreign	trade	in	countervailing	the	tendential	fall	in	the	rate	of	
profit,	“capital	invested	in	the	colonies…yields	a	higher	profit”	firstly	because	
a	“lower	level	of	development”	leads	to	workers	being	allocated	lower	
reproduction	requirements	and	thus	lower	wages,	and	secondly	because	of	
the	intensified	“exploitation	of	labor”	made	possible	through	the	use	of	
“slaves	and	coolies,	etc.”22		
	
So,	the	functional	interchangeability	of	goods	and	labor	encodes	processes	
that	cannot	be	reduced	to	the	circulation	of	commodities,	living	or	otherwise.	
But	this	irreducibility	does	not	mean	that	such	processes	are	secondary	to	
those	of	commodity	circulation.	As	Sylvia	Wynter	has	argued,	the	encoding	of	
living	labor	as	value	entails	a	gradated	devaluation	of	which	racialization—
and	thus	coloniality	and	Atlantic	slavery—represents	a	basal	mechanism.	
Atlantic	slavery,	Wynter	writes,	was	“only	the	first	form,”	the	“first	
mechanism”	by	which	Black	labor	and	Black	humanity	were	devalued,	not	by	
ideology	but	by	“economic	infrastructure.”23	In	developing	this	analysis,	
Wynter	recounts	how	Portuguese	slave	traders	used	pieza	(piece)	for	“the	
African	who	functioned	as	the	standard	measure”	of	optimal	labor	
productivity,	“the	general	equivalent	of	physical	labor	value	against	which	all	
the	others	could	be	measured—with	for	example	three	teenagers	equaling	
one	pieza,	and	older	men	and	women	thrown	in	a	job	lot	as	refuse.”24	The	
pieza	denoted	not	a	single	person	but	a	unit	of	socially	average	capacity	
tallied	to	specific	bodily	characteristics.	The	social	average	is	shown	here	to	
function	not	only	as	a	virtualization	of	labor	but	also	as	a	means	of	devaluing	
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that	labor—that	life—in	advance	of	its	deployment	in	production	in	order	to	
optimize	the	extraction	of	surplus	value.	This	process	rests	on	a	near-
identical	mechanism	to	that	which	continues	to	organize	the	uneven	
distribution	of	imputed	labor	value	through	the	wage	relation.25	
	
What	I	am	trying	to	show	here	is	that	commodity	circulation—and	thus	all	of	
the	technologies	that	support	it—entails	the	circulation	of	techniques	for	the	
differential	integration	and	valuation	of	life.26	The	history	of	these	
techniques,	which	connects	without	rendering	analogous	the	valuation	of	
“free”	and	violently	coerced	labor	and	the	concomitant	distribution	of	
personhood	and	prospects,	is	carried	within	and	shapes	their	most	recent	
forms.	Recognizing	this	historical	continuity	may	allow	the	analysis	of	
technologies	for	arranging	property	and	persons	into	time	and	space	to	
encompass	the	abstract-concrete	dynamics	through	which	property	and	
persons	are	made.		
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