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Should we speed up or stop?  
An aesthetic and political analysis 

of kinetic accidents

Frédéric Neyrat

The French philosopher and author of Biopolitique 
des catastrophes, Frédéric Neyrat, carries out 
a critical analysis of the present, identifying its 
‘kinetic dilemma’, a hesitation between two 
movements, one too fast and the other too slow, 
that are responsible for the ecological disaster. 
Discontinuation, he argues, is the sole ‘kinetic 
therapy’ that can respond to the immense 
problems confronting us today.
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SHOULD WE SPEED UP OR STOP?  
AN AESTHETIC AND POLITICAL ANALYSIS OF KINETIC ACCIDENTS

Frédéric Neyrat 

too slow or too fast?

A nightmare: ‘I am in a sort of dark basement, it smells mouldy, water is oozing from 
the walls, then I sense the presence of a monster, a being with infernal breath which 
is about to grab hold of me, I try to escape but I move slowly, desperately slowly, as 
though under the effect of a gravitational force which, rather than pulling me towards 
the centre of the Earth, is trying to pull me towards the place I can’t get away from, 
the very place where the invisible threat will attack me’ – and another nightmare: 
‘I am in a spaceship travelling away from the Earth, the instrument panel is twinkling 
and the colours create a secret harmony, everything is visible and shining because 
everything will be saved, but as the spaceship accelerates to reach the nearest galaxy, 
the light becomes more blinding, space stretches further away, and I see my body 
drawing away from itself, every atom that I am made of is stretching without splitting, 
so that I cannot reach myself yet I do not disintegrate, I lose sight of myself without 
losing my sight.’

In these two fragments from what she calls her ‘exo-journal’, Cindy Terrafere 
lays bare the ‘kinetic torments’ of our age: going too fast or going too slowly.1  
In this article, I will try to resolve this kinetic dilemma by showing that the solution 
to our problems –personal, political, ecological and technological – cannot be 
reduced to a question of speed: we need to bring an off-beat rhythm into the world, 
in order to interrupt the temporality that leads to nightmares of slowness and 
acceleration. 

kinetic perplexity

Going too fast or going too slowly: these are indeed the two sensations, or the two 
premises, that oppress us these days. In order to describe the current environ-
mental situation, climatology and human sciences – like all the disciplines that 
come under the heading of ‘environmental humanities’ – refer to a geological 
timescale, to ‘deep time’, to the Anthropocene, that is to say the long, slow time 
that applies to the Earth; yet climatic changes are accelerating, the oceans are 
atrophying in plain sight, the permafrost is melting and species are disappearing 
almost before our eyes, in real time. Turning the perspective around, it could 
be said that the acceleration of ecological disasters is obvious: it can be felt just 
about everywhere, to varying degrees and depending on our ability to protect 
ourselves – financially, technologically, through the class system – yet institu-
tional policy is monstrously slow, introducing measures in dribs and drabs and 
proposing reforms that are not sufficient to prevent ecocide. Between the 1992 
Rio Earth Summit and COP25 held in Madrid in 2019, twenty-seven years passed 
by in vain, in this ‘slow race to save the Earth’.2 Let us turn the structure of our 
analysis around again: astutely, the environmental thinker Rob Nixon came up 
with the concept of ‘slow violence’ to draw attention to the damage that escapes 

1.   Cindy Terrafere, Fulgur, précédé 
de: La Banquise est en Feu, 2016,  
p. 58 (manuscript; our translation).
2.   Cf. Audrey Garric, ‘Une course 
de lenteur pour sauver la Terre’, 
Le Monde, 01/12/2019: ‘Le traité de 
décembre 2015 prévoit que les États 
soumettent de nouveaux plans plus 
ambitieux tous les cinq ans jusqu’à 
atteindre la neutralité carbone au 
maximum en 2050 [my emphasis]’ 
[‘The treaty of December 2015 
provides for states to submit new 
and more ambitious plans every 
five years in order to achieve carbon 
neutrality by 2050 at the latest’].
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inclusion in the spectacular order of catastrophes – those sudden and explosive 
phenomena that are easier to pinpoint, record, describe and transmit – for ex-
ample, the slow violence of toxicity (as chronicled in the 2019 Todd Haynes film, 
Dark Waters, about a toxic chemical component of Teflon). Yet the slow violence 
that is contributing to the collapse of civilisation has now become spectacular –  
slow violence has begun to move very fast.3 

How can we visualise this kinetic craziness, this acceleretardation? It is a bit 
like the scene in Interstellar (Christopher Nolan, 2014), when the crew is exploring 
a planet that appears to be made of nothing but water: the surface seems calm 
and there are mountains in the distance. But the mountains turn out to be slowly 
moving tidal waves, like slow-motion pictures of an ongoing catastrophe, like the 
slowly transmitted image of an accelerated collapse. This disconcerting situation 
leads to something we might name kinetic perplexity, that is to say a difficulty in 
knowing how to answer the following question: do we need to accelerate or decel-
erate? Are we going too fast or too slowly? It is a question of rhythm, or perhaps 
tempo: we will need a musical ear to help us, in the course of this essay, if we are 
to extricate ourselves from the trap of kinetic perplexity. 

from acceleration to inertia

Many authors have shown how the modern era, followed by the so-called post- 
modern era, provoked a sort of kinetic accident leading from acceleration to 
immobilisation; I propose to explain this point in this section. 

If modernity set in motion all the dimensions of society, a movement that 
was most barbarously expressed in colonisation and slavery, post-modernity 
could be characterised by its fetishization of motion itself. In the modern era, 
motion serves to eliminate the brakes on capitalism and on the technological 
‘progress’ that it promotes and that, in turn, reinforces it, to dispense with 
‘traditions’ and their ‘archaism’. This movement is translated politically thus: 
the Middle Passage, that is to say the displacement of African populations; 
expropriation, that is to say land confiscation and expulsion of populations. 
The movement of ‘progress’, focused on the future, implies a counter-movement 
of rejection – ‘propulsion and expulsion’, as described by Judith Butler, consisting 
of a ‘double movement’.4 But in the post-modern era, setting in motion is no 
longer a means, it has become an end in itself: setting in motion has become 
a realm in which subjects and objects evolve. Obsolescence, which is a way of 
artificially degrading goods more quickly than necessary in order to encourage 
the purchase of more goods, becomes a condition: the self-degradation that 
fosters the necessity to update.

To take an example: updating a software program or an operating system 
is no longer above all a means of obtaining software that performs better; it has 
become necessary to ensure that the equipment (computers, smartphones and 
so on) continues to function, that is, operate without interruption. Progress has 
become not the objective but the reward for something that continues to func-
tion. As the meta-sociologist Zygmunt Bauman has demonstrated, for the sub-
jects of ‘liquid modernity’ (a term that Bauman prefers to post-modernity, so as 
to emphasise a continuity and intensification of modernity, rather than a rupture 

3.   Cf. Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and 
the Environmentalism of the Poor. 
Harvard: Harvard University Press, 
2011.
4.   Judith Butler, Parting Ways: 
Jewishness and the Critique of Zionism. 
New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2012, p. 101.

subject



76

"It is acceleration that tends to 
suppress the space-time of earthly 
definition within an abstract globe 
entirely reconstructed by digital 
technology, the internet of things, 
so-called ‘social’ networks and so on."

Frédéric Neyrat

René Bertholo, 
Nuage à surface variable  
[Cloud with variable surface], 
1971
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with it), the sole aim is to ‘remain on the move’; change becomes ‘an end in itself, 
expected to be chased in perpetuity.’5 Individuals are ‘on the move because move 
they must. They move because they cannot stop. Like bicycles, they keep upright 
only when spinning along. It is as if they were following Lewis Carroll’s precept: 
“Here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep to the same place.”’ 
(ibid).

But the realm of permanent movement, change ‘in perpetuity’, is a realm 
in a state of dissolution. Marx and Engels had recognised this aspect when they 
described bourgeois modernity as follows: 

‘All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is pro faned, and man is at last 
compelled to face with sober senses, his real conditions of life, and his rela-
tions with his kind.’6

So they wrote in the Manifesto of the Communist Party, not without then – Marx later 
changed his position – praising the positive aspects of such a dissolution: it is true 
that egoism and individualism will become dominant, but freed from the blinding 
values of the past, human beings finally have the chance to see their real ‘relations’ 
with a ‘sober’ eye. The only thing is, the eye itself has begun to dissolve and become 
liquid. For Paul Virilio, the disinhibition associated with speed provokes the 
dematerialisation of the world, the evaporation of urban agglomerations and 
ultimately of all kinds of habitation, the end of all permanence – of all substance.7 
The faster we go, the more space contracts and is ultimately absorbed, unob-
served, into electronic communications. It is therefore acceleration that tends 
to suppress the space-time of Earth within an abstract globe entirely recon-
structed by digital technology, the internet of things, so-called ‘social’ networks, 
tele-working and so on.  

Virilio, the prophet who announced that the world would collapse as a result 
of digital acceleration, understood this paradox: acceleration leads to immobility, 
the journey is no longer an experience connected with a lived space, but a relo-
calisation.8 Once a certain speed is reached, nothing moves – nothing human, 
that is to say, because it is the invisible movement of electricity and information 
that allows us to stay put in an armchair while the screen turns us into domestic 
cyborgs – domestorgs, or domocyborgs. The inertia of homo facebookus is the eye of 
a maelstrom – not a ‘sober’ eye but one that is flushed with digital streams and 
digital clouds that stop it seeing both the earth and the sky. 

wrld and wooorld

Let us illustrate the way in which kinetic perplexity translates into the digital 
streams that the domocyborg is seeking to master. Netflix, the entertainment 
streaming business, recently installed an option as a test feature on some mobile 
phone applications that allows films to be watched faster, without the pitch of 
voices being affected: this speed settings option is not simply fast-forwarding, 
it entails an actual alteration of the film, a different internal arrangement of 
the visible and the audible.9 In fact, Netflix also offers the option to watch the 
film more slowly: the range is from twice as slowly to one and a half times faster. 
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5.   Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Life. 
Cambridge: Polity, 2005, p. 172.
6.   Marx and Engels, ‘Manifesto 
of the Communist Party’ in The 
Marx-Engels Reader. New York: W. W. 
Norton & Company, 1978, p. 476.
7.   I refer here to Paul Virilio, 
L’Espace Critique. Paris: Christian 
Bourgois, 1984.
8.   Paul Virilio, L’inertie polaire. 
Paris: Christian Bourgois, 1990; 
available in English as Polar Inertia, 
trans. Patrick Camiller. London: 
Sage, 2000.
9.   Cf. https://www.theguardian.
com/film/2019/oct/28/netflix-back-
lash-playback-speed-test-feature 
[accessed 24 January 2020]
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Peter Fischli and David Weiss, 
Bürohaus für Shanghai [Office- 
building for Shanghai], 1984/86
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Eadweard Muybridge, 
from the series Animal Locomotion, 
1887

It seems however that usage, the kinetic curve, is heading towards acceleration: 
watching faster in order to watch more. 

One might think that this potential for acceleration, watching faster, 
would make it possible to watch only the key points of films, the denouements, 
a little like some viewing practices that might be applied to pornographic 
films. But in the first place porno films began accelerating their screenplays 
a long time ago so as to retain only the high points. Secondly, the Netflix 
experimental option only makes it possible to accelerate the film for its entire 
length, not just specific moments. In the knowledge that viewing on streaming 
platforms is becoming more and more fragmented, this is a strange visual world 
that is being revealed. We can ask ourselves questions about what a spider sees, 
but we must also learn to analyse the accelerated and fragmentary viewing 
kaleidoscope proposed by Netflix: in each accelerated fragment, the post-modern 
world appears deformed, like a wrld, a compressed word that has lost some of its 
letters; if it is made to slow down, the world can also stretch and become wooorld – 
but as a slowed-down image of wrld, that is to say, a global monster that has swal-
lowed all that remained of reality. 

one more push to become post-human

Among the currents of thought that have been talking points in the last few years, 
let us look at the so-called ‘accelerationist’ trend, encapsulated in the famous 
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‘Accelerationist Manifesto’ (2013) produced by Alex Williams and Nick Srnicek, 
which influenced the equally widely disseminated and discussed ‘Xenofeminist 
Manifesto: A Politics for Alienation’ (2015).10 Accelerationism’s basic line of 
thought goes as follows: 1/ Current economic, social and political conditions 
hinder the potential for change and progress that technology is able to offer. 
Rather than taking a stand against the neo-liberal economic system which under-
pins the type of development that has led to ecological disasters, Williams and 
Srnicek propose that it would be better to accelerate the process, that is to say ‘to 
unleash latent productive forces’ that are obstructed by capitalism.11 Meanwhile, 
the authors of the Xenofeminist Manifesto write: ‘The real emancipatory potential 
of technology remains unrealized.’ 2/ This belief in the virtue of technology 
implies the rejection of any idea of nature: the Xenofeminist Manifesto declares 
that ‘XF [i.e. Xenofeminism] is vehemently anti-naturalist.’ This rejection of 
nature in favour of the power of technology leads to a sort of generalised Promet-
heanism, where everything – the Earth and corporeal forms – can be mastered, 
modified and augmented. It is therefore not surprising to find Williams and 
Srnicek dreaming of ‘the quest of homo sapiens towards expansion beyond the 
limitations of the Earth and our immediate bodily forms’, hoping for fulfilment 
of ‘the promissory note of the mid-twentieth century’s space programmes’.12 
Humans! – give it one more push, just a little more acceleration to become true 
post-humans, in a world 2.0 where the devastated Earth will be contemplated by 
Prometheans on artificial respiration. 

Accelerationists claim some illustrious predecessors: Deleuze, Guattari 
and Lyotard, who – carried along on the wave of ontological liberation of 
the 1970s – wanted to fight capitalism on its own turf by deterritorialising 
subjectivities still further, profiting from the anarchising forces at work in 
capitalism to achieve the death of God, recreate paganism and intensify the field 
of action of desiring-machines.13 Nevertheless, Lyotard finally admitted that 
capitalism, on its own ground, was unbeatable and altogether disastrous; from 
this came the need to distinguish between – on the one hand – the inhumanity 
of info-capitalist development with its ‘deluge’ and deadly flows, and – on the 
other hand – the in-humanity of childhood which persists in the human being 
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"Instead of conjuring up Marx 
and his ‘Fragment on Machines’ 
as a political endorsement of 
accelerationism, it seems to me  
to be more accurate to remember  
to what extent Marx, in Das Kapital,  
showed how machines and 
industrialisation were the cause  
of planetary ecocide."

10.   Alex Williams and Nick Srnicek, 
‘Manifeste accélérationniste’, in 
Multitudes, no. 56; available in  
English as ‘Accelerate: Manifesto 
for an Accelerationist Politics’ in 
Accelerate: The Accelerationist Reader, 
eds. Robin Mackay and Armen 
Aranessian, Falmouth: Urbanomic, 
2014, pp. 347-365; and Laboria 
Cuboniks, ‘Xenofeminism: A Pol-
itics for Alienation’, https://www.
laboriacuboniks.net/ [accessed 24 
January 2020]. In my reading of 
xenofeminism I have had recourse 
to Annie Goh, ‘Appropriating the 
Alien: A Critique of Xenofeminism’, 
Mute, 2019, https://www.metamute.
org/editorial/articles/appropriat-
ing-alien-critique-xenofeminism 
[accessed 24 January 2020].
11.   Alex Williams and Nick 
Srnicek, ‘Manifeste accélération-
niste’, p. 29 (p. 355 in the English 
edition, see footnote 10 above).
12.   Ibid., p. 35 (p. 361 in the Eng-
lish edition, see footnote 10 above).
13.   Cf. for example this 1972 text by 
Lyotard: ‘Capitalisme énergumène’ 
in Des dispositifs pulsionnels. Paris: 
Galilée, 1994.
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as a capacity for resistance to every kind of order, including the human orders 
of humanism and post-humanism.14

Opposing the accelerationists is therefore opposing the way in which they 
interpret philosophy, ignoring the way that Marx or Lyotard evolved in terms 
of their initial concept of capitalist (post)modernism. Instead of conjuring up 
Marx and his ‘Fragment on Machines’, as the editors of the book Accelerate do, 
as a political endorsement of accelerationism, it seems to me to be more accurate 
to remember that Marx, in Das Kapital, showed how machines and industrialisa-
tion were the cause of planetary ecocide.15 The speed of accelerationism seems 
to me to be founded on a damaging extraction of philosophy’s textual energies.

kinetic therapy

Obviously, this is not a case of saying that we should not accelerate under any 
circumstances – after all, we need to accelerate our ability to make policy deci-
sions about the planet, for example to stop extractivism in relation to energy. 
But, as Isabelle Stengers demonstrates, science must be able to progress in 
a slowed down environment because ‘speed demands and creates an insensitivity 
to everything’, preventing us from pausing and taking others into considera-
tion, whether they be human or non-human.16 What we need to come up with is 
a rhythmical acceleration/deceleration arrangement, a therapeutic symphony 
that can heal the kinetic inversions we suffer from (too fast in some circumstan- 
ces, too slow in others).  

However, this kinetic therapy will not be an easy matter:
Firstly, speeding up or slowing down are not abstract operations, they involve 

bodies. Thus, if you accelerate too fast, body mass increases and bodies are turned 
to stone; if you decelerate too fast, bodies are expelled from the environment in 
which you are seeking to operate and are hurled, fatally, off the road. 

Secondly, ecocide cannot be solved simply by using the clutch and the 
accelerator. Going faster or slower means modifying something that already 
exists without breaking away from the problem’s conditions of possibility. Going 
faster or slower ultimately means adding something to the world, without inter-
rupting whatever it is that is producing the calamity. Yet a true kinetic therapy 
demands such a revolutionary discontinuation, in the sense that Benjamin 
implied when he wrote: 

Marx says that revolutions are the locomotive of world history. But perhaps  
it is quite otherwise. Perhaps revolutions are an attempt by the passen gers 
on this train – namely, the human race – to activate the emergency brake.17

Finally, let us analyse the relationship between discontinuation, acceleration  
and deceleration.

14.   Idem, ‘Avant-propos: de l’hu-
main’ in L’inhumain, Paris: Galilée, 
1988, pp. 9-15; available in English 
as ‘About the Human’, in The Inhu-
man, trans. Geoffrey Bennington 
and Rachel Bowlby. Cambridge: 
Polity, 1991, pp. 1-7.
15.   Robin Mackay and Armen 
Avanessian, eds., #Accelerate.
16.   Isabelle Stengers, Une autre 
science est possible! Manifeste pour 
un ralentissement des sciences,  
Les empêcheurs de penser en rond / 
La Découverte, 2013, p. 82; available 
in English as Another Science is  
Possible: a Manifesto for Slow Science, 
trans. Stephen Muecke. Cambridge: 
Polity, 2017.
17.   Walter Benjamin, Selected Writ-
ings, Vol. 4, 1938-1940. Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
2003, p. 402.
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discontinuation

Benjamin thus associates revolution with a violent act: ending all acceleration 
and all discourse associated with it in terms of ‘progress’. But it is not a matter 
of slowing down, going less fast, it is a matter of discontinuing, without com-
promise, our path to disaster – for Benjamin that was fascism (he was writing 
in the 1930s), for us it is populism, fascism and eco-fascism.18 Discontinuation 
means putting an end to the economic, political and technological conditions 
that result in the terrible alliance of ecological disaster and reactionary nation-
alisms, those that see survival in the face of the deterioration of the eco-sphere 
as dependant on ending democracy and allowing the most privileged to protect 
themselves for a little longer than the rest. Discontinuation is not the same thing 
as replacing a bad president or a corrupt prime minister with another president 
who will end up being just as bad: we must review, from top to bottom, not only 
our economic and political structures but also the representation systems that 
concern our relationship with the Earth and the whole universe. 

But might there not be some danger, as I pointed out above, in too brutal 
an interruption to the continuum of economic, political and technological life 
that governments put in place several centuries ago? Can we snap our fingers 
and put a stop to nuclear power plants, information networks, and economic 
and intellectual exchanges, without finding ourselves uprooted, drifting without 
resources in a world where inertia has passed from human bodies to machines? 
The answer might be that we have no choice: we must either attempt a general 
discontinuation (in the same way as we speak of a general strike) or burn alive, 
as sorcerers sacrificed on the altar of the Capitalocene. But we may also better 
understand how a discontinuation of the Anthropocene might be viable by criti-
cally analysing this paragraph from the Xenofeminist Manifesto:

We take politics that exclusively valorize the local in the guise of subverting 
currents of global abstraction, to be insufficient. To secede from or disavow 
capitalist machinery will not make it disappear. Likewise, suggestions to 
pull the lever on the emergency brake of embedded velocities, the call to 
slow down and scale back, is a possibility available only to the few – a violent 
particularity of exclusivity – ultimately entailing catastrophe for the many. 
Refusing to think beyond the microcommunity, to foster connections be-
tween fractured insurgencies, to consider how emancipatory tactics can be 
scaled up for universal implementation, is to remain satisfied with tempo-
rary and defensive gestures. XF is an affirmative creature on the offensive, 
fiercely insisting on the possibility of large-scale social change for all of our 
alien kin. 

For the authors of this manifesto, using the ‘emergency brake’ is only possible 
for the happy few, for those who belong to ‘microcommunities’. To counter 
this and those who wish to ‘valorize the local’, it would be necessary to instigate 
‘large-scale social change’. Now, on the one hand, there is nothing to contradict 
the idea of a global application of the brake; on the other hand, rejecting the local 
scale risks reinforcing the form of neo-liberal globalisation that the modern era 

18.   For an earlier analysis of 
eco-fascism, see my short essay 
‘Feu à volonté: nécro-police, 
nationalisme réactif, éco-fascisme’ 
in Lundimatin, 09/09/19, https://
lundi.am/Feu-a-volonte-Frederic-
Neyrat [accessed 24 January 2020].
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has produced since the conquest of the Americas, slavery and the industrial 
revolution. Rather than seeking to pass too fast from the local scale to a global 
solution, we must learn to unite these spaces, to see what brings them together, 
not from the top – the global scale, scaling up, ‘large-scale’, and so on – but from 
the bottom, in terms of how they are anchored in the planet: the fundamental 
political question that we face is not about acceleration or slowness, nor is it 
about expansion, it is about the planetary depth of relationships capable of insti-
gating a non-catastrophic discontinuation of the lethal, extractivist and digital 
machine of late modernity. 

René Bertholo, 
Nuage [Cloud], 1969-1970
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