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Introduction
Between the Universal and the Particular

In 2020, two piv otal events on oppo site sides of the globe helped cat a lyze a series 
of devel op ments that each had far-reaching impli ca tions. First, on the morn ing 
of Jan u ary 22, the Chi nese gov ern ment announced that the city of Wuhan—a 
metrop o lis with a pop u la tion of more than 11 mil lion—would imme di ately be put 
under lock down in an attempt to halt the spread of a dan ger ous new virus. Inter-
national news cov er age ini tially treated this out break pri mar ily as a local Chi nese 
phe nom e non, but within a few months the virus had reached almost every nation 
on earth.1 Second, in the even ing of May 25, a Black man named George Floyd 
was detained by Minneapolis police on charges of try ing to pass a coun ter feit $20 
bill, and dur ing the ensu ing con fron ta tion an offi cer used his knee to pin Floyd’s 
neck to the ground for almost nine min utes, kill ing him. A bystander’s video of 
the inci dent was posted to the internet, lead ing to a series of pub lic pro tests that 
were ini tially con cen trated in the city of Minneapolis but which quickly spread 
around the world.2

In both cases, an event that ini tially appeared to be rather pro vin cial in its 
impli ca tions (relat ing pri mar ily to the cit ies of Wuhan and Minneapolis, respec-
tively) almost imme di ately came to have global ram i fi ca tions. In the first case, 
within a day the Wuhan lock down had been extended to twelve other cit ies in 
Hubei Province. Moreover, despite the fact that most of the inter na tional cov er-
age ini tially con cluded that this sort of mea sure was only pos si ble in an author i-
tar ian state like China, by the time the Wuhan lock down was lifted two months 
later, over seventy countries around the world (representing all  of the world’s con-
ti nents except Antarctica) had implemented national lock downs of their own.3 
Similarly, the George Floyd pro tests began in Minneapolis on May 26, but by the 
next day they had been joined by dem on stra tors in many cit ies across the coun-
try. Protests con tin ued for sev eral months, ulti mately peaking in the United States 
on June 6, when approx i ma tely half a mil lion peo ple showed up to dem on strate at 
almost 550 dif er ent loca tions. Moreover, in addi tion to these US pro tests, there 
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were dem on stra tions in over sixty nations and on all  seven con ti nents—some 
sought to dis play sol i dar ity with the US pro test ers, while oth ers tried to draw 
atten tion to sim i lar pat terns of racial injus tice in their own countries.4

Although a World Health Organization offi cial called the Wuhan lock down 
“unprec e dented in pub lic health his tory”5 and a New York Times anal y sis sim-
i larly con cluded that the tsu nami of social jus tice dem on stra tions fol low ing 
George Floyd’s death almost cer tainly were “the larg est move ment in the coun-
try’s his tory,”6 in real ity nei ther event was a unique or his tor i cally iso lated occur-
rence. Instead, Covid-19 is just the most recent in a string of pan dem ics caused by 
influ enza or an influ enza-like ill ness, with ear lier cri ses includ ing the 1918 “Span-
ish influ enza” pan demic (caused by the H1N1 virus), the 1957–1958 pan demic 
(H2N2 virus), the 1968 pan demic (H3N2 virus), and the 2009 H1N1 pan demic 
(H1N1pdm09 virus). Moreover, although the 2002–2003 SARS out break was not 
offi cially labeled a pan demic, it was nev er the less caused by a strain of coronavirus 
(SARS-CoV) that is very sim i lar to the Covid-19 coronavirus (known as SARS-
CoV-2), and it prompted a response that antic i pated the ini tial response to the 
Covid-19 out break. Similarly, George Floyd’s death was just one in a depress ingly 
long list of unarmed Blacks killed by US police or by indi vid u als asso ci ated with 
law enforce ment—with prominent vic tims in recent years includ ing Trayvon 
Martin in 2012, Michael Brown and Eric Garner in 2014, and Ahmaud Arbery 
and Breonna Taylor in the months lead ing up to Floyd’s death in May 2020. In 
fact, it was pre cisely the acquit tal in 2013 of the man charged with Martin’s death 
that resulted in the estab lish ment of the Black Lives Matter move ment, which in 
turn played a crit i cal role in help ing coor di nate many of the sub se quent pro tests, 
includ ing the ones fol low ing Floyd’s death in 2020.7

The resulting ten sion between the par tic u lar and the gen eral—namely, the ten-
sion between a focus on the geo graphic and his tor i cal spec i fic ity of events like the 
pan demic and the pro tests, on the one hand, and an atten tion to the broader tran-
sregional and trans his tor i cal pro cesses within which those same events are embed-
ded, on the other—also char ac ter izes a range other socio cul tural phe nom ena, not to 
men tion the the o ret i cal par a digms and inter pre tive meth od ol o gies that are used to 
inter pret them. That is to say, although many cul tural stud ies the o ries and meth od ol-
o gies are shaped by the spe cific intel lec tual, ideo log i cal, and socio cul tural con di tions 
under which they were ini tially devel oped, there is often nev er the less an inter est in 
apply ing them to a much broader range of phe nom ena. In par tic u lar, many con tem-
po rary the o ries and meth od ol o gies devel oped out of a Western intel lec tual tra di tion 
and are shaped by a set of mod ern assump tions and con cerns, lead ing some crit-
ics to ask how they may be applied to the anal y sis of non-Western or pre mod ern 
phe nom ena while avoiding the haz ards of epis te mo log i cal impe ri al ism.

One way of approaching these ten sions between an empha sis on the sin gu lar 
or uni ver sal char ac ter of socio cul tural phe nom ena—or of the the o ries and meth-
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od ol o gies used to inter pret those same phe nom ena—is through the con cept of 
immu nity, which coin ci den tally has been cen tral to many dis cus sions of both the 
con tem po rary pan demic and pro tests. On the one hand, one of the fac tors driv ing 
the pan demic has been the fact that SARS-CoV-2 is a novel virus to which most 
peo ple lack prior immu nity. Furthermore, some of the key ele ments of the global 
response to the pan demic have involved attempts to develop a vac cine, as well as 
debates over when com mu ni ties were likely to develop herd immu nity (mean ing 
that enough indi vid u als have acquired immu nity, either through vac ci na tion or 
through prior infec tion, that the virus can no lon ger cir cu late freely through the 
com mu nity). Moreover, one of aspects that make the virus so dan ger ous is that in 
some patients it trig gers an auto im mune-like anti body response, which poses a 
greater threat than the symp toms directly asso ci ated with the virus itself.

On the other hand, a cen tral issue behind the George Floyd pro tests has been 
a legal doc trine known as qual i fied immu nity, a lim ited form of sov er eign immu-
nity that grants gov ern ment offi cials par tial exemp tion from civil suits relat ing to 
actions performed in the nor mal course of duty (unless their actions are deemed 
to have been in vio la tion of “clearly established” law).8 In recent years, this doc-
trine has fre quently been used to defend police offi cers against suits for use of 
exces sive force.9 This use of qual i fied immu nity—par tic u larly when com bined 
with the ten dency of the police to try to pro tect their own, and of the court sys tem 
to give police the ben e fit of the doubt when ever pos si ble—means that it is often 
exceed ingly diffi  cult for vic tims of police bru tal ity to achieve redress through 
nor mal legal chan nels. The pro tests fol low ing the death of George Floyd and 
oth ers, accord ingly, involved pre cisely an attempt to pur sue jus tice out side these 
same nor mal legal chan nels.

Although at first glance these two con cepts of bio med i cal and jurid i cal 
immu nity might appear unre lated to each other, they actu ally both derive from 
the same root. Roberto Esposito traces the word immu nity back to the Roman 
legal con cept of immunitas, which des ig nated a state of exemp tion from social 
obli ga tion. Esposito notes that this ear lier con cept was posi tioned in oppo si tion 
to the root word munus, which means an office (i.e., a social duty or obli ga tion), 
while immunis (the adjec ti val form of immunitas) refers to some one who per-
forms no office. At the same time, how ever, Esposito argues that the true anti pode 
of immunitas “is not the absent munus, but rather the communitas of those who 
sup port it by being its bear ers.” That is to say, the sta tus of being immunis posi-
tions the sub ject simul ta neously inside and out side of a com mu nity pro duced 
by shared obli ga tions, mean ing that the sta tus of being immunis is not pos si ble 
in the absence of the communitas whose obli ga tions it con tra venes. For this rea-
son, Esposito argues, the cat e gory of immunitas is pre cisely a “con di tion of par-
tic u lar ity” that stands in dia lec ti cal oppo si tion to the con di tion of com mon al ity 
embod ied in the con cept of com mu nity itself: “Immunity, in short, is the inter nal 
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limit which cuts across com mu nity, fold ing it back on itself in a form that is both 
con sti tu tive and deprivative: immu nity con sti tutes or recon sti tutes com mu nity 
pre cisely by negat ing it.”10

Esposito also notes, mean while, that the par al lel med i cal under stand ing of 
immunitas has long roots (he cites an instance of the term in Lucan’s first-cen tury 
CE Pharsalia, to refer to an acquired resis tance to snake poi son). The con cept, 
how ever, acquired a more pre cise sig nifi  cance with the devel op ment of the mod-
ern bio med i cal under stand ing of the immune sys tem in the late nineteenth and 
early twen ti eth cen tury, at which point it was adopted to describe the con di tion 
whereby an organ ism is protected from the harm ful efects of path o gens. How-
ever, as discussed in detail by Elie Metchnikof—who is credited with dis cov er ing 
the basic work ings of the immune sys tem in the early twen ti eth cen tury—the 
same func tion al ity that allows an organ ism’s immune sys tem to tar get harm ful 
path o gens also per mits it to mis tak enly tar get the organ ism’s own healthy tis-
sue, resulting in an auto im mune response wherein the immune sys tem efec tively 
becomes a destruc tive force in its own right.11 The result, as Donna Haraway has 
observed, is that a vision of an organ ism as a coher ent, uni tary entity is actu ally 
a con tin gent prod uct of the immune sys tem’s con tin ual pro cess of rec og ni tion 
and misrecognition, as opposed to being its enabling con di tion.12 Moreover, even 
when the immune sys tem is func tion ing “cor rectly,” the organ isms pro duced 
through this pro cess are them selves thor oughly hybrid and het ero ge neous enti-
ties. The human body, for instance, is actu ally teeming with micro or gan isms, 
some of which are benign while oth ers, such as gut flora, are vir tu ally essen tial to 
human sur vival. In fact, as Stefanie Fishel notes, the Human Microbiome Proj-
ect’s 2010 announce ment that genet i cally “for eign” micro or gan isms in the human 
body out num ber “human” cells by a ratio of ten to one encour aged a pre cip i tous 
reimagination of “what it means to be human and the intra- and inter con nec tions 
with non hu man objects.”13

A more explic itly polit i cal cor re late of this con cept of immu nity, mean-
while, can be found in the legal con cept of a state of excep tion or state of emer-
gency. Whereas jurid i cal immu nity des ig na tes an indi vid ual who is exempt from 
social obli ga tions, a state of excep tion instead des ig na tes a sit u a tion in which an 
entire polit i cal body is efec tively placed out side the bounds of the nor mal legal 
restric tions. In the early 1920s, dur ing the early years of the Weimar Republic, 
for instance, Carl Schmitt the o rized this state of excep tion in detail, argu ing that 
every legal order relies on the exis tence of a sov er eign entity who is empowered, 
either explic itly or implic itly, to sus pend the nor mal legal order if the sit u a tion 
demands. In fact, Schmitt famously defined the sov er eign as “he who decides on 
the state of excep tion.”14

Although the most imme di ate object of Schmitt’s anal y sis was Article 48 of 
the Weimar Constitution—which Hitler used a decade later to seize dic ta to rial 
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power—other the o rists have pro duc tively extended Schmitt’s dis cus sion. Most 
nota bly, Giorgio Agamben, in his book State of Exception, argues that a state of 
excep tion rep re sents a pecu liar state that “is nei ther exter nal nor inter nal to the 
jurid i cal order, and the prob lem of defin ing it con cerns pre cisely a thresh old, 
or a zone of indif er ence, where inside and out side do not exclude each other 
but rather blur with each other.”15 Coincidentally, it was also in 2003—the year 
Agamben released the orig i nal Ital ian ver sion of State of Exception—that Achille 
Mbembe published his influ en tial Public Culture arti cle “Necropolitics” (which 
Mbembe would sub se quently expand into a book-length study published in 
French in 2016 under the title Politiques de l’inimitié, released in English three 
years later trans la tion under the title Necropolitics), which also opened with a 
dis cus sion of the rela tion ship between the con cepts of sov er eignty and state of 
excep tion. To Schmitt’s defi  ni tion of the sov er eign as “he who decides on the state 
of excep tion,” Mbembe added the cor re late that the sov er eign is he who has con-
trol over the death of oth ers. Moreover, observ ing that many other crit ics have 
taken the Holocaust as a par a dig matic exam ple of a state of excep tion, Mbembe 
argues that the col ony and the Black slave trade should also be approached in a 
sim i lar fash ion. More spe cifi  cally, as a con verse to Foucault’s notion of biopolitics, 
Mbembe pro poses the con cept of necropolitics, or necropower, to describe “the 
var i ous ways in which, in our con tem po rary world, weap ons are deployed in the 
inter est of max i mally destroying per sons and cre at ing death-worlds, that is, new 
and unique forms of social exis tence in which vast pop u la tions are subjected to 
liv ing con di tions that con fer upon them the sta tus of the liv ing dead.”16

Meanwhile, under ly ing these ques tions of how to the o rize the rela tion ship 
between the uni ver sal and the sin gu lar and between the gen eral and the excep-
tional is a par al lel set of ques tions about the use of the ory itself. Recognizing 
that all  crit i cal the o ries and ana lyt i cal meth od ol o gies are nec es sar ily inflected 
by the cul tural and his tor i cal con di tions under which they orig i nate, we may ask 
how the o ries and meth od ol o gies “travel” from one cul tural or his tor i cal domain 
to another.17 What is involved in apply ing the o ries and meth od ol o gies to other 
cul tures or his tor i cal peri ods? Conversely, what is assumed when one attempts 
to apply cer tain the o ries or meth od ol o gies to ana lyze their own cul tures or his-
tor i cal peri ods?

This ques tion of how the o ries and meth od ol o gies travel, in turn, is one of 
the driv ing con cerns behind this new Prism Theory Forum, which will appear in 
every other issue of the jour nal and will fea ture clus ters of essays exam in ing inter-
re lated the o ries and meth od ol o gies. The forum’s pri mary focus is not how the o-
ries and meth od ol o gies relate to the field of mod ern Chi nese lit er a ture but, rather, 
with how they inter sect with one another. At the same time, how ever, one of the 
forum’s guid ing assump tions is that fields of study—like that of mod ern Chi nese 
lit er a ture and its var i ous prox i mate fields and sub fields—are never auton o mous 
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enti ties inde pen dent of the var i ous the o ries and meth od ol o gies that are deployed 
to ana lyze them; rather, these fields are them selves con sti tuted (and con tin u ally 
reconstituted) by those same the o ries and meth od ol o gies. Ideally, care ful atten-
tion to a vari ety of dif er ent sets of the o ret i cal and meth od o log i cal con cerns will 
help shed light on the con sti tu tion and con tin ual trans for ma tion of the field(s) 
of mod ern Chi nese lit er a ture. Accordingly, for this inau gu ral Theory Forum we 
have com mis sioned three essays that exam ine a set of intersecting the o ret i cal and 
meth od o log i cal con cerns within the fields of ani mal stud ies, crit i cal race stud ies, 
and envi ron men tal human i ties, with a view to reflecting on how these the o ries 
and meth od ol o gies may be applied not only to the con tem po rary pan demic and 
pro tests but also to other phe nom ena and fields of inquiry.

In the first essay, Neel Ahuja opens by not ing that, whereas 1970s util i tar ian 
ani mal eth ics had pro posed that a cri tique of rac ism (and par tic u larly the pri-
or i ti za tion of whites over non whites) was foun da tional to a broader cri tique of 
spe cies ism (and par tic u larly the anthro po cen tric pri or i ti za tion of humans over 
non hu man ani mals), more recent ani mal stud ies schol ar ship has instead tended 
to argue the reverse: that a cri tique of spe cies ism is foun da tional to a cri tique of 
rac ism. Ahuja then traces some of the intel lec tual and ideo log i cal shifts that have 
helped drive this rever sal while also exam in ing sev eral sets of cri tiques—par-
tic u larly from schol ars work ing in the fields of fem i nist and gen der stud ies—of 
the eth i cal and con cep tual assump tions under ly ing the dis cus sion of spe cies ism 
within con tem po rary ani mal stud ies. Ahuja con cludes by con sid er ing how three 
recent works by Black Studies schol ars address the rela tion ship between con cepts 
of race and spe cies within Animal Studies and then brings these ques tions to 
bear on the cri tique of racialized police vio lence at the heart of the recent wave 
of social jus tice dem on stra tions. In this way, Ahuja exam ines not only shifting 
under stand ings of the human spe cies within Animal Studies and other fields but 
also the shifting rela tion ship dif er ent “spe cies” of aca demic inquiry.

Next, Patrice D. Douglass approaches the inter sec tion of con cerns raised by 
the con tem po rary pan demic and pro tests by not ing that a dis pro por tion ate num-
ber of Covid-19 fatal i ties in the United States have been Blacks and Native peo ple. 
Douglass argues that the rea son for this dis par ity lies not in bio log i cal dif er ences 
between dif er ent racialized pop u la tions but, rather, in con di tions of racialized 
struc tural vio lence that exac er bate the efects of the pan demic itself. In par tic u lar, 
Douglass takes the Black com mu nity’s height ened vul ner a bil ity to the pan demic’s 
viral con ta gion as a starting point for exam in ing the cat e gory of Blackness itself 
as a prod uct of a pro cess of social con ta gion. Like Ahuja, Douglass exam ines 
how con tem po rary Black Studies schol ars, and par tic u larly Black fem i nist the-
o rists, have attempted to inter ro gate the under ly ing assump tions on which the 
cat e gory of the human is itself pred i cated, argu ing that a mod ern under stand-
ing of the human is grounded on an unex am ined ground of anti-Black rac ism. 
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For instance, Douglass discusses Black phi los o pher Axelle Karera’s cri tique of a 
ten dency to rely on the con cept of the Anthropocene within con tem po rary dis-
cus sions of disas ter,18 not ing that this reli ance is often pred i cated on an “inter-
de pen dence the sis (that we are all  in this together) [that] over shad ows how the 
social struc tur ing of Black life and death makes the col lec tive ‘we’ a struc tur ally 
impos si ble equiv a lency, despite the afec tive and emo tional desire for such to be 
true.” Douglass con cludes with a detailed exam i na tion of the death of George 
Floyd and other recent vic tims of racialized vio lence—includ ing not only fig ures 
like Ahmaud Arbery and Breonna Taylor but also less pub li cized vic tims such as 
the trans gen der indi vid u als Nina Pop and Tony McDade. Here, Douglass essen-
tially turns the Black Lives Matter man tra on its head, argu ing that there is an 
equally com pel ling need to engage with the fact that Black deaths mat ter and that 
only by acknowl edg ing and val i dat ing these deaths will it be pos si ble to address 
the struc tural forces that pro duced those deaths in the first place.

Finally, Margherita Long approaches the pan demic through a dis cus sion of an 
essay titled “The Invention of an Epidemic” that Giorgio Agamben published in 
late Feb ru ary 2020, approx i ma tely two weeks before Italy announced its national 
lock down. In this essay, Agamben begins by cit ing Ital ian gov ern ment sta tis tics 
suggested that only 4 per cent of patients infected with the coronavirus end up 
requir ing “inten sive ther apy” and then asks why—assum ing these sta tis tics are 
accu rate—the gov ern ment has begun to imple ment a set of mea sures designed 
to gen er ate not only a “state of fear” but also a more gen er al ized “state of excep-
tion.” Rather than fol low Agamben’s lead in crit i ciz ing the pub lic health mea sures 
implemented by the Ital ian gov ern ment in an attempt to limit to the spread of 
the virus, how ever, Long instead takes inspi ra tion from the response of the psy-
cho an a lyst Rocco Ronchi, who argues that, when faced with the twin chal lenges 
of a dev as tat ing cri sis like the pan demic and a set of poten tially restric tive pub lic 
health mea sures enacted to address the cri sis, it is impor tant for peo ple to focus 
on issues of men tal health, and espe cially the need to embrace “the respon si bil ity 
that each indi vid ual has toward all  liv ing beings for the sim ple facts of (still . . .) 
being part of this world, and want ing to be a part of it.”19 Taking this empha sis 
on an eth ics of indi vid ual respon si bil ity as her starting point, Long then turns to 
three lit er ary works by Hayashi Kyoko, Kimura Yusuke, and Kobayashi Erika—
each writ ten in the imme di ate after math of Japan’s 2011 Fukushima nuclear cri-
sis. Long then discusses con tem po rary Jap a nese critic Kimura Saeko’s empha sis 
on rec og niz ing and val i dat ing the “incho ate anx i ety” gen er ated by the cri sis and 
con cludes with a ges ture very sim i lar to Douglass’s own final point concerning 
the need, in a state cri sis, to con front and embrace not only life but also death 
itself. Like Douglass, Long con tends that, under this type of cir cum stance, it 
is only through a pro duc tive engage ment with death that it will be pos si ble to 
appre ci ate and value life.
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Notes
1 On March 11 the World Health Organization offi cially declared Covid-19 to be a pan-

demic, and on April 4 the orga ni za tion reported that the global total of con firmed cases 
had exceeded a mil lion, includ ing over 50,000 deaths. See WHO, “Coronavirus Disease 
2019.”

2 For details on the George Floyd pro tests around the world, see the list com piled on 
Wikipedia: “List of George Floyd pro tests out side the United States.”

3 For details on pan demic lock downs around the world, see the list com piled on Wikipe-
dia: “COVID-19 lock downs.”

4 Buchanan, Bui, and Patel, “Black Lives Matter.”
5 Reuters, “Lockdown.”
6 The New York Times reports that by early July an esti mated 15 mil lion to 26 mil lion peo-

ple around the United States had joined the pro tests and notes that, even if the actual 
num ber of pro test ers was only half of the lower end of this esti mated range, that would 
still make the George Floyd pro tests by far the larg est pro test move ment in the nation’s 
his tory. See Buchanan, Bui, and Patel, “Black Lives Matter.”

7 Although George Zimmerman, who killed Trayvon Martin, was not him self a police-
man, he was nev er the less the o ret i cally act ing in his capac ity as coor di na tor of his com-
mu nity’s neigh bor hood watch pro gram, which was admin is tered by the local police 
depart ment. Similarly, although the men who killed Ahmaud Arbery were not them-
selves actu ally police, the local dis trict attor ney nev er the less ini tially recommended 
that they not be arrested on the grounds that their actions were law ful under Geor-
gia’s cit i zen arrest law (mean ing that they were viewed as though act ing in a polic ing 
capac ity).

8 The con cept of qual i fied immu nity was first intro duced in the 1967 civil-rights–era 
Supreme Court deci sion Pierson v. Ray, which involved the arrest of a group of priests 
protesting for racial equal ity. Beginning in 2005, the doc trine has increas ingly been 
used to defend police offi cers accused of using exces sive force.

9 Nathaniel Sobel, “What Is Qualified Immunity?”
10 Esposito, Immunitas, 5–6, 9.
11 See, e.g., Metchnikof, Prolongation of Life.
12 Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women, 203–30.
13 Fishel, Microbial State, 59–60.
14 Schmitt, Dictatorship; Schmitt, Political Theology.
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