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How can we come to grips with the increasingly complex encounters between living beings, 
technical objects, and human subjectivity? What analytical tools and modes of thought are necessary 
to trace these emergent configurations and reconfigurations of the boundaries of life? What are the 
relations between the materials with which we think and the analyses we produce?  
 

For many thinkers, notions of the “apparatus” have proven to be fruitful analytical tools for 
taking up these questions and posing others. Along with the familiar usage, denoting technological 
objects quite broadly, the concept has taken on a special significance in the work of several 
important writers, initially as a translation for the French ‘dispositif.’ As employed by Michel Foucault 
and Gilles Deleuze, this notion captures the common, technological sense of ‘apparatus,’ but also 
implies something further: indeed, it implies this very notion of ‘capture.’  In his essay, “What is an 
Apparatus?,” Giorgio Agamben offers a broad working definition of this term, as “literally anything 
that has in some way the capacity to capture, orient, determine, intercept, model, control, or secure 
the gestures, behaviors, opinions, or discourses of living beings” (2009, p.13). This category thereby 
encompasses not only Foucault’s exemplary “prisons, mad houses, the panopticon, schools . . . and 
so forth,” but also extends to include 

the pen, writing, literature, philosophy, agriculture, cigarettes, navigation, computers, cellular 
telephones and - why not - language itself, which is perhaps the most ancient of apparatuses - one in 
which thousands and thousands of years ago a primate inadvertently let himself be captured, 
probably without realizing the consequences that he was about to face. (ibid., pp. 13-14)  

Taking Agamben’s formulation as a point of departure, we invite submissions exploring the links 
between conceptualizations of the apparatus, past and present, and apparatuses themselves, broadly 
conceived. Of particular interest are the enduring ties between science and the apparatus. It is in 
scientific work that we find the greatest proliferation of technical apparatuses today, where they 
serve to capture, store, integrate, model and manipulate the behaviours of a whole range of materials 
– living and otherwise – in increasingly sophisticated ways. Yet the apparatuses developed and 
deployed in laboratories and workshops are now circulating throughout our world. Hence any solid 
understanding of the notion demands an integrated theoretical perspective, and a greater cross-
fertilization of approaches. We are especially interested in investigating how this concept generates 
new vectors for thinking across disciplinary divides, and new modes of critical and practical 
intervention.  

Our keynote speaker is Jeffrey Bussolini (College of Staten Island, CUNY). Dr. Bussolini 
has edited the most recent issue of Foucault Studies, which focuses on the connections between 
Foucault and Agamben, and in which his paper “What is a Dispositive?” appears. The full text of 
this November 2010 issue may be accessed online (see conference blog for a link). Along with his 
ethnographic and historical research on Los Alamos and related sites, he is the director of CUNY’s 
Avenue B Multi-Studies Center, and the Center for Feline Studies/Feline Interaction Laboratory, the 
first centre of its kind conducting non-invasive relational studies on domestic cat social ecology.  

 



 
 

Some potential paper topics include (but are by no means limited to) the following: 
 

What is the genealogy of the apparatus in the history of science, or the history of thought more 
broadly? 

 
What are the roles of apparatuses in scientific practice? What specific apparatuses merit in-depth 
analysis? What are the relationships between the apparatuses which support our thought and the 

analyses we produce, and how are these relations changing? 
 

How do the roles of scientific apparatuses differ: in historical and contemporary contexts, for 
instance, or in primary research and in the ‘popularization’ of science? 

 
What is the relationship between scientific and political apparatuses? 

 
What kinds of research in STS, the anthropology of science, and related disciplines might lead us to 

question and rework philosophical conceptions of the apparatus? 
 

What isn't an apparatus? How does an apparatus differ from a machine, a model, a technique, an 
assemblage (agencement), or a mere ‘tool?’ 

 
What is the relationship between the apparatus and discourse? The apparatus and ‘culture?’ 

 
How might Foucault and Agamben’s notion of the dispositif relate to other analogous concepts: for 

instance the Heideggerian Gestell; ideas of ‘technics’ or ‘technologies of behaviour;’ Marxist 
conceptions of the apparatus; the ‘apparatus theory’ of cinema studies? 

 
 
We  encourage submissions from graduate students at all levels. 
Collaborative (co-authored, co-facilitated, co-led) work is welcome. 
 
 
All submissions should include: a 250-500 word abstract, contact information with institutional 
affiliation, and a list of audio/visual or other technical requirements. 
 
 
 
Submissions Due: March 14, 2011 
 
Contact: amcmill@yorku.ca 
 
See conference blog for more details and updates: http://apparatus2011.wordpress.com 


