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“World-Wide Circulation,” reads a billboard on a London street in 1877. The font 
size on circulation approximates the size of the torsos of the two “ladder-men” who 
stand below the announcement, busily pasting an advertisement for a new Mad-
ame Tussauds exhibition featuring the musician William Fish, who died a decade 
before his waxen resurrection. It is a striking image, taken using the Woodburtype 
process, which required only a few seconds’ exposure to capture and, crucially, 
preserve for posterity luminously high-definition images of bodies in motion. A 
century and a half later, these ladder-men appear on page and screen in hauntingly 
rich detail and deep dimensionality; they could be steampunk hipsters in post-
trendy Shoreditch.

There are times when it is best to deploy a “hermeneutics of suspicion,” to cri-
tique, for example, the photographer John Thomson’s claim that he brought to 
bear more “precision” on street life than had hitherto been technologically possi-
ble, to locate images in the contextual contours of visual culture, and so dispel the 
false apprehension that we are penetrating the mists of the past.1 But there is also a 
time to greet text and image at the level of its presentation. In this case, we might 
marvel at the city street as a site of the changing same. Like nineteenth-century 
ladder-men, we move in thoroughly globalized and heavily mediated scenes, con-
fronted at every corner with simulacra of public culture circulating through streets 
and on signs.

This image of “World-Wide Circulation” appears in John Thomson and Adolphe 
Smiths’ 1877 Street Life in London. Back from a tour of Asia, where he photo-
graphed landscapes and headshots to index the typical features of the races to be 
found in Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and China, Thomson hitched his global  
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imaginary to his camera, claiming to capture photographically the “true types of 
the London poor” in their typical habitat, the street. Thomson believed technology 
allowed him to update Henry Mayhew’s “ante-dated work,” London Labour and the 
London Poor, a copious mid-century account of London’s streets composed pri-
marily of text, with only sporadic visual representation in the form of engravings 
from daguerreotypes. This early photographic process required minutes-long 
exposure time, making it useless for capturing street scenes. Mayhew had coaxed 
his “true types” into Charles Beard’s studio, where they were encouraged to adopt 
typical poses. Afterward, Beard embellished his engravings with the accoutre-
ments of street life—a brick wall behind a costermonger, a pile of oranges in his 
cart—so that the lithographic reproduction could represent the reality of the street 
to Mayhew’s audience of middle-class readers, literary figures, and governmental 
operatives.

It would take little effort to question the reality of these representations, to 
unmask the many biases smuggled into their production, reproduction, and recep-
tion. But we might also pause to consider how Thomson’s project echoes May-
hew’s, how both hitched technology to a global imaginary in order to reckon with 
the street, and how race secured that hitch. In the first pages of his 1851 London 
Labour and the London Poor, Mayhew claims the world is composed of “distinct 
and broadly marked races,” the “wanderers and settlers,” “the vagabond and citi-
zen,” the savage and civilized. Although he contradicted, modified, and redeployed 
this claim in alternative racial registers throughout the four volumes of London 
Labour, this comment has become his epitaph in historical scholarship, no doubt 
in part because most readers do not venture beyond the first pages of the four-
volume work, but also because it indicts Mayhew as a Victorian racist obsessed 
with “pyramidal skulls” and other clumsy ideologies of the racist past. Of late, 
scholars have expressed increasing frustration with such citations. Elsewhere in 
the text, however, Mayhew produces arresting and highly original insights; why 
obsess over the cliché?

Indeed, by the mid-nineteenth century Mayhew’s racial framework had long set-
tled into cliché. Another question, though, might be why such an original, if 
minor, figure as Mayhew would deploy clichés. And why does Thomson redeploy 
them decades later in his work on photography? Why, in 1865, did Joseph Bazalge-
tte include a reflection on civilization and savagery before, of all things, a proposal 
for engineering works in London’s sewers? And why do these clichés continue to 
appear over and over again, such as in 1903, when the American travel writer Jack 
London would compare the streets of East London to “Darkest Africa”? Or in 
2009, when Salvation Army Captain Nick Coke would describe walking in the 
East End “down Mile End Road toward Whitechapel,” where he “sense[s] their 



Introduction    3

presence among the people milling around the busy street and market. Look closer 
and I observe them living in the shadows: innocent men, women, and children 
terrified of the authorities. . . . As much as this sounds like something from early 
Salvation Army history, it is not 1865—this is Whitechapel in 2009. Those of us 
who live in London’s East End are only too aware that ‘darkest England’ is still well 
and truly with us. The ‘shadow people’ are irregular migrants living in the UK.”2 
From a rhetorical perspective, a cliché becomes a commonplace, a reservoir of the 
ordinary forces not only shaping the present, but also animating as stowaways the 
ideas and practices of the past.3 For two centuries and counting, liberal-minded 
reformers, with an eye on improving a society cross-cut by channels of “World-
Wide Circulation,” have ventured into the dark heart of London’s streets, render-
ing in text and image the shadowy figures populating the street, a scene where the 
abstract operations of global networks manifest in the bodies of “true types” whose 
ambiguous racial status confounds London’s status as a command center of civili-
zation.

Instead of dismissing clichés, we can consider them not as manifestations of 
moribund ideologies but as novel approaches to technology. Mayhew in 1851, 
Bazalgette in 1865, Thomson in 1877, and Coke in 2009 approached the street tech-
nologically—with pen, camera, or both in hand—and as a technology, a material 
infrastructure of circulation with global scope. This global scope, in turn, demands 
a response that race fulfills by recuperating the excesses of this circulation, gather-
ing these shadowy and wandering “true types” into a manageable framework. 
From a media archaeological perspective, which encourages attention to how 
media technologies determine situations, the street appears as a technological 
medium of circulation with worldwide scope. The scope of this circulation poses 
difficulties for liberal governance. This situation demands a response. For the last 
two centuries, the principal response has been racist. In globalizing scenes of 
street-level excess, race acts as a technology to gather and sort objects and bodies 
into hierarchical frameworks.

Racing the Street traces a counter-history of race as a technology of gathering, 
assembling, and networking the modern city. Studies of race, particularly those 
focused on the nineteenth century, tend to assume that race excludes, segregates, 
and others. By conducting an original genealogy of the nineteenth-century Lon-
don street, this book provides an alternative view. It demonstrates how race offered 
a technological solution to a problem of local governance, namely, the need to 
gather the teeming particularities of street life and street culture into one manage-
able framework. Race as a technology gathers, sorts, and assembles particularities 
into manageable networks. In rhetorical terms, race responds to a crisis in meton-
ymy; as the relationship between part and whole breaks down, race supplies 
resources for the canon of arrangement. To trace this genealogy of racial arrange-
ment, Racing the Street compiles a wide archive of materials, many of which have 
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yet to receive scholarly commentary, including parliamentary records, committee 
reports, periodical press accounts, sensationalist pamphlets, ethnological society 
debates, early criminological scholarship, lithographs, photographs, photographic 
technology including archival equipment, and engineering documents. Henry 
Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor provides the entry point and 
organization behind this archive. Although Mayhew is considered a minor figure 
in Victorian studies—a curio of racist Victorian social investigation literature—
this book argues that London Labour and the London Poor offers an unrivalled 
archive of the modern street, approaching and at times surpassing Walter Benja-
min’s Arcades Project in scope and ambition. Crucially, London Labour and the 
London Poor and the archive I assemble around it reveals that racism was invented, 
developed, and deployed to gather, sort, and assemble the people, animals, com-
modities, waste, traffic, and often illicit forms of commerce that circulated on the 
nineteenth-century street. The nineteenth-century street served as the basic unit 
of the urban network, but also proved to be the site most recalcitrant to that net-
work’s completion. Race offered not only an ideological but also a rhetorical and 
technological response to this paradox of the street. This genealogy of the modern 
street recovers a material and rhetorical history of how modern liberal governance 
and its racial, technological, and global-imperial aspirations were assembled.

WHITHER THE CRITICAL OBJECT

Increasingly, scholars in rhetoric, media studies, and literary studies are rejecting 
existing poststructuralist, post-Marxist, and deconstructionist models of critique 
in favor of a range of approaches inspired by media archaeology, object-oriented 
ontology, and actor-network theory. These diverse yet related forms of new mate-
rialism are challenging assumptions across disciplines. In Victorian studies, schol-
ars now declare that “context stinks!” as they tear down the old gods of critical 
theory, replacing a focus on representation and the text with networked assem-
blages and nonhuman actors.4 In rhetorical studies, a decades-long materialist 
rhetoric debate between Marxists and poststructuralists has been hijacked by new 
materialists, who claim that a humanist bias has blinded scholars to a material 
world of quasi-agential objects. Instead of uncovering, unveiling, and demystify-
ing, scholars now trace networks, identify connections, and describe relations 
among objects and actors, both human and nonhuman.5 Yet this new materialist 
venture to unseat the human subject risks forgetting the ways in which the mod-
ern human achieved subjecthood by casting racialized others into objecthood.6 
Racialization thus involves converting a subject into a problematic object to be 
recuperated in racially hierarchical zones of governance.7 In this sense, new mate-
rialism has created an impasse for scholars interested in the ways in which human-
ity inscribed itself in a racialized and quasi- and non-humanity.8 Racing the Street 
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provides a route out of this impasse by historicizing the descriptive move as itself 
a response to political imperatives. Indeed, nineteenth-century Londoners were 
concerned with a range of human and nonhuman actors, objects and things (from 
immigrants to the crowd and from cholera to the manure or “street mud” clogging 
every corner). Describing the relationships among these various actors was a 
pressing rhetorical and political concern. This book, therefore, follows the call one 
rhetorician has issued to examine rhetoric as concrescence,9 but it does so without 
sacrificing questions of power and structure as they shape the history of urban 
modernity. Instead, Racing the Street argues that assembling the social requires 
deploying power through race as a technology of urban governance. If, as many 
media archaeologists now argue, the network is the primary modern technology, 
then race is not only a form of domination and exclusion but also a secondary 
technology of describing and gathering, sorting and assembling.

In suggesting that we take Thomson’s photographic interest in “worldwide circu-
lation” at its word, I am motivated by what Diane Davis calls the “non-hermeneutical 
dimension of rhetoric,” which deals “not in signifying meaning” but “in the address 
itself, in the exposure to the other.”10 The other can be human or nonhuman, object 
or animal. Davis, along with Nathan Stormer and his notion of rhetoric as taxis or 
arrangement, Thomas Rickert and his attunement to rhetoric as an ambience rather 
than a system of signs, and Debra Hawhee and her rhetorical bestiary, all participate 
in the increasingly expansive and diverse project of new materialism.11 Feminist new 
materialist approaches associated with Diana Coole and Jane Bennett have devel-
oped an influential critique of the subject-object dualism undergirding Cartesian 
reason, recuperating objects from the non-agential world and recovering “lively” or 
“vibrant” matter. As a dominant strain of so-called speculative realism, object- 
oriented ontology claims to radicalize this approach, treating objects not only as 
vibrant but as recalcitrant to human-centered ways of knowing.12 This recalcitrance 
of the object encourages a kind of ethical deference to inscrutable objects that allows 
nonhumans to flourish.

The tensions between Bennett and object-oriented ontology, and indeed among 
competing strains of speculative realism, are legion. However, one key difference 
between Harman and Bennett is crucial for this project’s consideration of race as a 
technology in a world of circulating objects and actors, both human and nonhu-
man: where Harman emphasizes the recalcitrance of objects, Bennett highlights 
the relationships among objects. As a rhetorical inquiry, and therefore an inquiry 
into “figures of entanglement,” Racing the Street follows the route Bennett takes 
when she argues that all bodies “are inextricably enmeshed in a dense network of 
relations” in which vibrant matter and agential objects play a crucial role.13 Here 
media archaeology and actor-network theory (ANT) emerge as important 
approaches to networks of vibrant matter. Media archaeology highlights how 
media cultures are composed of sedimented and layered technologies; linear 
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human progress thus appears as an accumulation of technological objects.14 ANT 
defines itself against Bourdieuian models that treat power as an established force 
rather than something assembled in dispersed networks of human and nonhuman 
actors, encouraging scholars to trace how objects, actors, and ideas gather in the 
assembly of the social.15

MODERNIT Y,  R ACE,  HISTORY

Antiracist theory has long recognized what is at stake in the imbrication of the 
human and the nonhuman, the subject and the object. Frantz Fanon argued that 
the global-imperial scale of racial domination demands an approach he names as 
“sociogeny.”16 This form of critique would, as David Marriot suggests, reckon with 
“the role of race in bio-economic accounts of the human.”17 Fanon’s sociogeny, 
therefore, entails a “sociodiagnostic” that directs attention not only to the human 
but to the physical and material ground upon which an account of the human is 
raised. In short, then, race extends into the material world. As Sylvia Wynter 
explains, modern race “was therefore to be, in effect, the nonsupernatural but no 
less extrahuman ground . . . of the answer that the secularizing West would now 
give to the Heideggerian question as to the who, and the what we are.”18 Wynter’s 
identification of this extrahuman ground of race requires, as Katherine McKittrick 
has shown, a reconsideration of “racialized geographies.”19 Indeed, Fanon’s famous 
encounter with the frightened French boy who cries “Look, a Negro!” occurs on a 
Parisian street, where “the whiteness that burns” Fanon also forces him to reckon 
with this spatial location, asking, “Where am I to be classified? Or, if you prefer, 
tucked away?”20 Fanon’s description of how his body is “given back to him” by this 
little boy’s racism is an account of the lived experience of blackness in the imperial 
metropole, of the “two frames of reference” that shape the identity of racialized 
others.21 But this parable of modernity and its alterity also discloses the material 
spatialization of racism: Fanon finds himself “completely dislocated” by the white-
ness he meets on the street, which decomposes his “self as a body in the middle of 
a spatial and temporal world” organized by a “schema . . . that does not impose 
itself on me” but instead composes the “definitive structuring of the world.”22 This 
racial schema, then, saturates the “extrahuman ground” of race. Racing the Street 
conducts a genealogy of street-level technologies that gather and sort the “extrahu-
man ground” staging the racial assembly in nineteenth-century London. This pro-
ject thus attends to technologies of identification (as opposed to identity) in a 
scene of urban sublimity. Hence the word racing in this book’s title does indeed 
modify its object: the project is concerned with the racing of the street, and through 
it the biopolitical city.

This is, of course, not to suggest that attention to technologies of identification 
ought to occasion a rejection of any attention to identity, or to the many racialized 
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others haunting modernity. Indeed, the specter of the racial other hovers over tech-
nologies of gathering, sorting, and assembling. As I show in chapter 1, for example, 
Kant positions the putatively chaotic and irrational state of “Black Africans” as the 
absolute embodiment of both sublime incomprehensibility and abject deficiency with 
respect to reason. Kant’s very notion of sublimity—and with it his understanding of 
how civilization might order and structure its progress from savagery—is shot 
through with revulsion for the “pure” racial other embodied in “Black Africans.” Sim-
ilarly, as I demonstrate in chapter 4, Francis Galton’s technological approach to typify-
ing the human body relied on a racial imaginary: Galton insisted that not only do the 
fingerprints “of Negroes betray the general clumsiness of their fingers” but that the 
prints themselves—their arches, loops, and whorls—“give an idea of greater simplic-
ity,” a claim Galton adhered to despite his self-confessed inability to submit this claim 
to “scientific measurement.” Here alterity haunts classification itself. This project 
therefore investigates what Ann Laura Stoler has described as a tension between 
“incorporation and distancing” in the colonial project, a tension that manifests in the 
metropole as well as the colony.23 As Ann McClintock has shown, Victorians—and in 
particular male Victorians—managed divisions internal to British society by “project-
ing them onto the invented domain of race.”24 This book thus foregrounds Mayhew as 
a minor protagonist in the narrative of whiteness and its projection of race onto the 
“extrahuman ground” of material space. Crucially, though, this “invented domain of 
race” was not external to the metropole. Indeed, as Cedric Robinson has argued, 
“Racism . . . was not simply a convention for ordering the relations of European to 
non-European peoples but has its genesis in the ‘internal’ relations of European  
peoples.”25 Here Robinson highlights not only how class divisions accrue racial sig-
nificance but also how “the development, organization, and expansion of capitalist 
society pursued essentially racial directions.”26 Robinson’s notion of racial capitalism 
thus identifies a dynamic tension between incorporating and distancing, differentiat-
ing and interrelating. Racial capitalism also animates street scenes. As I describe 
throughout the book, a series of informal street markets sourced their stock—often 
illicitly—from colonial trade routes. Race thus gathers and assembles the far-flung in 
metropolitan space, implicating circulatory networks in racial imaginaries.27 This 
coordinating and condensing function of race requires further attention. Ruth  
Wilson Gilmore highlights this need to examine incorporation alongside distancing 
in her famous definition of racism as “the state-sanctioned and/or extra-legal produc-
tion and exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerabilities to premature death, in 
distinct yet densely interconnected political geographies.”28 The final clause of this 
definition is crucial: race not only others, it also incorporates the other into a network 
of interrelation and differentiation.29 Racing the Street attends to these dense intercon-
nections on the space of the street, providing a genealogy of how racial technologies 
gather, sort, and assemble the human alongside and among the extrahuman and the 
nonhuman.
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This genealogy of racial technologies draws on new materialist approaches, but 
it also demonstrates the importance of remembering that race often endows 
objects with their vibrancy. As we defer to objects and their entangled relations 
with one another, we risk sacrificing a reckoning with power in favor of a recount-
ing of its many relationships. As Kyla Schuller has argued, the new materialist 
claim to restore vibrancy to matter rests on the assumption that modern thought 
has always treated matter as if it were inert; however, this narrative “fails to recog-
nize the structuring role of the intertwined ideas of vital matter and inert matter  
in the deployment of biopower over the last two centuries.”30 Indeed, as Schuller 
argues, the “dynamics of matter” served as “the ontological basis for race” in  
nineteenth-century racial thought.31 Schuller provides an account of how race 
identified the body’s capacity for culturally appropriate affective performance and 
logical reasoning, plotting a trajectory from the most inert (or the most racially 
“backward”) to the most vital (or the most racially “advanced”). To ignore this 
genealogy of the inert and the vibrant, Schuller suggests, is to reanimate racial 
thought.

Although the trajectory from savage to civilized is crucial to nineteenth-century 
thought, it does not always map quite so neatly onto theories of matter and its rela-
tive vibrancy, as Schuller implies, and indeed racial thought included competing 
conceptions of linear progress and its relationship to race. As always, there are mul-
tiple controversies to be restored to genealogies of power. Entanglement is a more 
apt figure to describe the relationships among human, nonhuman, and object that 
nineteenth-century racial thinking sought to unpick. Here Edward Burnett Tylor’s 
theories of race are instructive. Like his contemporaries Marx, Herbert Spencer, 
and Auguste Comte, Tylor developed a theory of the fetish—or of an agential 
object—in order to reckon with the exposure of the human to an urbanizing, indus-
trializing, technologizing, and colonizing West. Although he is something of a for-
gotten figure, Tylor was the most influential anthropologist of the nineteenth cen-
tury, and a major influence on such figures as Durkheim, Boas, Malinowski, and 
Freud. Tylor’s signal preoccupation was with animism, the idea that souls or spirits 
animated elements of the natural world, which he approached through his “theory 
of the survivals.” He defined survivals as the “processes, customs, opinions, and so 
forth, which have been carried on by force of habit into a new state of society differ-
ent from that in which they had their original home, and they thus remain as proofs 
and examples of an older condition of culture out of which a newer has been 
evolved.”32 There are two key things to note from this definition: The first is that the 
“theory of survivals” is also a theory of race, but it is a theory that stretches to 
include every race within one human species. This is key, because Tylor argues 
against degenerationism, the nineteenth-century conservative Christian doctrine 
holding that non-Europeans had degenerated from the state of perfection Adam 
and Eve embodied. The second is that his theory of survivals linked “primitive” 
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culture to European society, foregrounding the entanglements between savage and 
civilized. Of course, his theory assumed Europeans had progressed further than 
so-called primitives, but it also suggested that “animism” and “fetishism” had a bio-
logical rather than religious basis—to fetishize was the instinct of the underdevel-
oped human, to be countered by culture, or the increasing advance of civilization. 
Freud’s Totem and Taboo follows this same basic argument but suggests that civili-
zation displaces rather than erases the fetish. Nevertheless, Tylor “shared with Dar-
win the desire to put humans in the biological and material world.”33 Animism was 
the basis for a global theory of entanglement—what a speculative realist might call 
a “flat ontology”—that linked humans, nonhumans, and objects in a social scene 
cross-cut by connections with global-imperial scope.34

Reckoning with the manifold connections between bodies and technologies, 
objects and actors is crucial for a genealogy of modern race and racism. As Achille 
Mbembe has argued, race has long haunted the potential fusion between capital-
ism and animism in modernity.35 Although Mbembe suggests that this fusion is 
nearly complete under neoliberalism, his project also participates in a larger 
effort to recover the longue durée of race and racism, rediscovering, in the pro-
cess, the racial project of modernity. Such approaches take various forms, from 
discussion of the resuscitation of nineteenth-century theories of animism in new 
materialism, to Charles Mills’s examination of how racism is built into the foun-
dational contract of liberal governance, to Ann Laura Stoler’s genealogies of colo-
nial “racisms of the state,” to David Theo Goldberg’s genealogies of racism and the 
rise of the nation state.36 Despite their differences, these approaches all reject a 
view of racism as an ideology, a set of biases wielded by individuals or groups 
seeking to sustain power. Instead, race is at once constitutive of modernity in its 
imperial and colonial iterations and a contingent collection of materials, prac-
tices, actions, and structures. Building on these approaches, instead of speaking 
of racial formations, we might speak instead of race in formation.37 This book 
thus approaches race as a technology, asking, as Wendy Hui Kyong Chun sug-
gests, not what race is but how it operates, how it intervenes in social arrange-
ments, how it recuperates excess as hierarchy.38 Viewing race as a technology 
reveals how it persists even as racist ideologies subside. Hortense Spillers’s notion 
of pornotroping, for example, identifies how racism’s historical weight is made 
present in cultural tropologies first forged in the violence of slavery.39 Although 
tropes are techniques of rhetorical invention, they can function to reanimate the 
past. Race as a technology persists in the tropes that sustain modern social 
arrangements.

Race and racism, therefore, must be approached as at once quasi-universal 
features of modernity but also as historically specific and culturally contingent. 
As Eric King Watts has argued, race has long been crucial to biopower, which 
makes efforts to expunge racist ideologies without attending to racist genealogies 
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of governance a misguided endeavor.40 Thus Darrel Wanzer-Serrano critiques 
Michael Calvin McGee for highlighting fragmentation as if the “modern/ 
colonial” era were marked by homogeneity, suggesting that we must account for 
and critique “epistemic coloniality.”41 Many important contributions to the study 
of rhetoric and race therefore adopt a historical or genealogical approach to race 
in formation, developing what Lisa Flores has called “historical racial rhetorical 
studies.”42 Kirt H. Wilson’s study of reconstruction and segregation in the post–
Civil War United States, Josue Cisneros’s genealogy of the US-Mexico border, 
Wanzer-Serrano’s discussion of the history of the Young Lords in New York, and 
Bryan McCann’s study of the overlaps between responses to gangsta rap and  
the rise of War on Crime discourse all seek to recover the genealogies of race  
and racism and the varied responses to these formations.43 Following Wanzer-
Serrano’s decolonial critique of McGee, I show in what follows that race is pre-
cisely an effort to recuperate homogeneity in the face of fragmentation; to assume 
such concerns are unique to the present moment is to naturalize the historical 
victories of race and racism. This has severe repercussions for a genealogical rhe-
torical method, which is also to say it has severe repercussions for any rhetorical 
study that would grant the significance of the rhetorical situation and rhetorical 
context.

To trace how these fragmented materials, practices, actions, and structures 
gather into race, I rely on a genealogical approach to assembling the social. By tak-
ing the street as my archive—the scene of collision between abstract forms and 
particular phenomena—I describe both the role of race in securing liberal govern-
ance during its nineteenth-century ascendancy and the discursive resonances of 
race in formation. With this approach, I contribute to the project of sketching the 
racial contours of modernity without reducing race to an ideology. If race were an 
ideology alone, it would be enough to agree with those who dismiss Mayhew’s rac-
ism as a relic of the nineteenth century. But we would still be no closer to account-
ing for the durability of race as it survives from the age of liberalism to our neolib-
eral moment. Drawing on Foucault’s notion of technologies of governance, I 
examine race as a technology rather than an ideology, a set of techniques, prac-
tices, and materials that function to make the particular body recognizable, ana-
lyzable, and archivable within the totality. Where disciplinary power targets the 
individual isolated in the panoptic gaze, attempting to produce the disciplinary 
subject in advance, biopolitics targets the shared field of interaction that sustains 
flows of people, goods, and capital, making it possible to manage risk, promote 
health, regulate circulation, and harvest profit.44 Approaching race as a technology 
of governmentality has the virtue of opening the question of how race assembles, 
gathers, and networks rather than others, excludes, and oppresses; how it brings 
things into relation in a field of shared interaction rather than fragments fields into 
stable categories of domination.
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This admittedly counterintuitive approach to race stems in part from this 
study’s focus on mid-to-late-nineteenth-century London, a city emerging as a 
command center of a global empire, where the key concerns revolved around 
global flows of people, goods, and capital in contrast to the much-studied United 
States, where race and racism sustained settler colonialism and slavery, and thus 
functioned to segregate, exclude, and expel. This is not to deny, of course, the Brit-
ish Empire’s complicity in these projects. Instead, my purpose is to highlight how 
race functions not only in the founding moment of biopolitics as a caesura between 
who must live and who must die, but how race also surfaces in the ongoing biopo-
litical project of managing mobility and sustaining circulation. As a biopolitical 
technology, race not only excludes and others; it also functions to include, to 
gather, to assemble into a field of shared interaction—crosscut, of course, by une-
qual power dynamics. From this perspective, technologies of race emerge as con-
stitutive features of the expanding totality within which governmentality operates. 
As I show throughout Racing the Street, the story of modern racism is not com-
plete without an account of racial technologies deployed on the street, the para-
doxical scene where particularities escape abstract totalities, where these totalities 
in turn produce new forms of particularity, and where networks at once find their 
structure and site of incompletion.

THE MODERN STREET AND THE MINOR ARCHIVE

As London’s population rapidly expanded over the course of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the paradoxical status of the street troubled the status of London’s urban net-
work. The desire to manage and regulate this networked city generated efforts to 
gather the teeming particularities of the street into an abstract field that would 
provide the target of application for governmentality. Yet, as recent work on the 
status of the Victorian city has shown, the urban network was in a recognizably 
incomplete status in nineteenth-century London.45 Indeed, no centralized form of 
representative government existed in London until the formation of the London 
County Council in 1889. As John Stuart Mill remarked in 1851, “There is no local 
government of London. There is a very badly constituted and badly administered 
local government of one section of London.”46 The need to bring London’s dispa-
rate governing structures—and the material city that they managed—into one 
communicative network was a recurrent theme in the public sphere.

Although contemporary theorists increasingly argue that we need to recover  
a vocabulary that can describe how humans and nonhumans gather in the  
networked assembly of the social, in nineteenth-century London—where the pro-
fusion of the social was unavoidable—the word was also readily available: com-
munication. The word communication meant discursive communication, as when 
the Metropolitan Sanitary Association declared in 1866 that its primary function 
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was “To bring into friendly communication members of different vestries, of 
boards of guardians and others, so that the practical experience of every single 
district may be brought to bear upon all.”47 But communication could also mean 
material connection, as when the Metropolitan Board of Works in 1864 identified 
one of its goals as “securing a complete system of railway communication for its 
inhabitants, with the greatest advantage to the public and least interference with 
public or private rights.”48 Communication included both discourse circulating in 
media and objects and places connected by technology.49 To communicate was to 
operate in a discursive and material network that united the parts of the city into 
an interconnected totality. The desire to complete the connections sustaining the 
communicative (in the double sense of the word) urban network generated 
attempts to gather the particularities circulating throughout that network into an 
abstract totality that, in turn, provided the target of application for governmental-
ity. As I argue in what follows, the street both structured that network and staged 
its unraveling.

In Racing the Street, I describe the gathering of particularities into an abstract 
field, where abstraction is not a flight from material reality but a factor crucial to 
its comprehension as a scene of circulation. Although I refer to abstract vision 
when the object of analysis suits visual metaphors—as when, for example, James 
Pennethorne offered a vision of a new street system in London, or when photog-
raphy made the particularities composing the photograph visible in new ways—I 
prefer the language of gathering, not only because it emphasizes the materiality of 
the particularities to be gathered but because it suggests that abstraction is plastic 
and pliable: As objects gather together, they constitute a new archive. The contours 
of the archive expand, stretch, or dissolve along with the contours of the gathered 
objects. To gather an abstract field is to produce the field in the form of the gather-
ing. The work of abstraction requires not only such familiar components as repre-
sentational distance but also some means of approaching materiality, of getting 
close to the flux and flow of the phenomenal world.

The abstract field sustaining London’s urban network was partly planned in par-
liamentary and committee reporting and partly imagined in the public sphere—the 
London rather than the national public, although the tensions between the local 
and the transnational resonate in the London public in ways that the word network 
captures better than nation. But the abstract field providing the target of application 
for governmentality also included a working infrastructure that staged a city’s heav-
ing traffic—the stones crushed by poor-law laborers into an even size of “3 in. wide, 
9 in. deep, and from 9 in. to 15 in. long” so that they could be fitted together, the gaps 
between them filled in with “stone lime grout” to form a street that ran over tele-
graph wires (from the 1840s), over train lines (proliferating in the same decade), 
and under electric lamps (from 1875).50 Projecting an abstract field that would make 
the material metropolitan network manageable required gathering those stones, 
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wires, train lines, and street lamps along with the people, goods, and traffic that 
moved over, across, and under them.

Racing the Street gathers its archive at the level of the street, at once the basic 
structural unit in this communicative network and the scene of that network’s 
undoing. To explore this dynamic, I examine not only the discursive but the mate-
rial scene of the street, its curbstones, cameras, pushcarts, carriages, clothing, 
lighting, shop windows, advertising, sewers, train tunnels, street crossings, feces 
(human and animal), water, wood pavements, MacAdamized pavements, granite 
pavements, market stalls, and more. I do not pretend to provide an exhaustive 
account of the nineteenth-century London street, but I do aim to show why an 
exhaustive account would be impossible now and was impossible then, and to 
explore how that very impossibility exorcised a host of urban actors.

As these urban actors of governmentality discovered, the street structures the 
networked totality, but it is also the source of the excess that overwhelms any 
abstract framework that would gather the street into a totality. To the extent that 
this claim is true, the street places governmentality’s target of application in 
motion: This target is the totality—a projection of an abstract field of shared inter-
action, where abstractions are not arid impositions imposed upon a fertile world 
but frameworks for gathering particularities in scenes of worldwide circulation. In 
chapter 3, for example, I offer Petticoat Lane as one such plane of immanence 
where the potentials of abstraction in the form of James Pennethorne’s urban plan-
ning were unleashed to gather the particularities of the street, including Jews, Las-
cars, and Sunday Markets, into a manageable totality. Yet the particularities found 
on the street flourish (or search for ways to do so) in a field that abstraction can 
never fully capture, even as actors working toward abstraction seek to exert con-
trol over the conditions of the field—say, by building Commercial Street to “venti-
late” Petticoat Lane, as I describe in chapter 3 as well. I thus seek to remain atten-
dant to the controversies and contradictions surrounding the managing of the 
urban network and the objects, ideas, and actors that coursed through it, recover-
ing in the process a genealogy of the modern street. Without accounting for the 
street, no genealogy of the racial, technological, and global-imperial aspirations of 
modern liberal governance is complete.

Racing the Street thus turns to the street for an archive of modernity. As an archive, 
the street provides “a transcript of dynamic simultaneities,” the staging ground of 
“discourse ecologies” that emerge from the interconnection of technology with image 
and infrastructure, flowing or gridlocked traffic, and embodied movement or conges-
tion. I refer to street scenes in order to describe these “dynamic simultaneities.”51 
Adopting a Deleuzian idiom, we might say that the street is a scene of emerging inten-
sities. These intensities emerge in the tensions between abstraction and particularity. 
As these tensions resonate, they produce the “conditions of emergence, not of the 
categorical, but of the unclassifiable, the unassimilable, the never-yet felt,” which 
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Brian Massumi has famously theorized as affect.52 As I explore through the theory of 
the sublime in chapter 1, affect describes the uncategorized experience of intensity—
the unfolding of events, the excess of the yet-to-be-named, the paradoxical emer-
gence of phenomena for which no rules or structures exist. The street stages these 
intensities: it is a scene of paradoxical unfoldings, of events that escape and exceed 
existing structures even as they emerge from those structures.

As I explore through photographic technologies in this book’s final chapter, the 
archive of the street promises a “galaxy of . . . cultural inscriptions,” but this prom-
ise requires some standardized format—a reproducible vision of the totality—to 
gather the galaxy, to map it and make it navigable.53 The street archive thus prom-
ises a fugitive totality, one that forever defers completion. Indeed, as I will argue in 
chapter 1, one of Mayhew’s most original insights was to recognize the impossibil-
ity of his own project, to reckon with the inevitable failure of his attempt to account 
for the totality of London’s streets and street laborers. Through Mayhew, one can 
recover a glimpse of this fugitive totality by returning to the scene of the chase, to 
those moments where his target eluded his grasp. Mayhew’s failures, then, consti-
tute his most valuable insights. Chapters 1 and 2 foreground Mayhew’s search for 
solutions to London’s problems, following his references and concerns into a 
broader archive of the London street. Chapters 3 and 4 also attend to solutions 
proposed to London’s problems, but move beyond Mayhew both thematically and 
temporally, extending the genealogy of London’s streets beyond the 1850s—by 
which time Mayhew had completed the bulk of his investigations—and up to the 
turn of the century.

If the street generates an archive of modernity, Mayhew offers an archive of the 
minor. In contrast to accounts that treat as paradigmatic of urban modernity the 
Haussmanization of Paris and the merciless imposition of an abstract vision on 
urban space, an analysis of Mayhew can recover something of the hesitations 
between the allure of the total view and the thrill of the street.54 In Mayhew we can 
discover no victory of the totality, and indeed there was no Haussmann of London. 
Although Mayhew’s work draws on major figures of the day—many of whom, 
including Charles Dickens, Mayhew knew personally—Mayhew was a minor fig-
ure who assembled a minor approach to the street. He hovers somewhere between 
Dickens and William Haywood, the author and the engineer, the aesthetics of the 
novel and the aesthetics of governance. This book seeks in part to recover May-
hew’s text as a crucial if minor index of modernity, but also, more importantly, to 
make its minor status central to its methodology: to read Mayhew is to recover one 
route through the broader—and never complete—archive of the modern street. 
Mayhew’s work, then, is historically and conceptually significant as the most thor-
oughgoing (and contradictory) inquiry into urban sublimity in the modern era.

Relying on Mayhew to recover a minor archive requires retreading the discur-
sive route Mayhew took on the way to producing one of the most fantastically 
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flawed texts of the nineteenth century. Just as he hesitates between abstraction and 
particularity, Mayhew hesitates between discursive and generic conventions: As  
a project, London Labour and the London Poor is not a periodical press account, a 
parliamentary report, a novel, a sensationalist pamphlet, a statistical inquiry, or  
a sociological investigation, but it adopts and drops all of those generic conven-
tions at various times.

Indeed, the version of London Labour and the London Poor that survives today 
bears the scars of a harshly competitive publishing world. The idea for what would 
later become London Labour began as a series of weekly dispatches for the Morn-
ing Chronicle that began in September 1849. Mayhew’s reports appeared three 
times a week until April 1850, when publication was reduced to once a week. Pub-
lication ended abruptly in the midst of public controversy that first began when 
Mayhew claimed the editors were censoring his interviews. Then, at a public meet-
ing of tailors, Mayhew criticized the Chronicle for publishing an article praising 
the exploitative “contracting” system of clothes production that Mayhew had 
denounced in his Chronicle letters—and that a clothing firm advertising in the 
Chronicle happened to use.55

After this public separation, Mayhew turned to his next project: London Labour 
and the London Poor. This new project began as a weekly publication, which was 
repackaged into monthly issues and finally into book form. Volume 1 was pub-
lished in 1851. Mayhew halted his ongoing investigations and writing abruptly in 
1852 when his printer filed an arcane lawsuit, halting his cash flow, but an incom-
plete version of Volume 2 was still released in 1852.56 In 1855, with the aid of his 
brother, Augustus, and working with a new publisher, Mayhew resumed his inves-
tigations. His plan was to complete volume 2 and issue a third volume, which was 
to be composed of expanded versions of his Chronicle letters on street entertainers 
along with the material from his new investigations.57 Although a completed ver-
sion of volume 2 was released in 1856, his plans for a three-volume set were scup-
pered by the sudden death of his new publisher in the same year. In 1861–1862, yet 
another publishing company published the four-volume set on which most schol-
arship (this book included) focuses. Volumes 1 and 2 in the 1861–1862 edition were 
relatively unchanged from the 1851 and 1856 works, respectively, but Mayhew was 
apparently out of the country during the publication of the 1861–1862 edition. As a 
result, volume 3 is a loosely edited compilation of incomplete material, expanded 
Chronicle reporting, and interviews conducted between 1855 and 1856, and volume 
4 is primarily composed of contributions from other writers. A second edition of 
the entire four-volume set was released in 1865.58 By this time, however, Mayhew 
had begun his slow descent into anonymity and penury.

Despite his relatively anonymous death, Mayhew’s work provides unique 
insight into his time. Indeed, by virtue of being caught between promoting social 
reform and publishing quickly and remuneratively, Mayhew was also uniquely 


