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Abstract 

This essay is interested in the relationship between electronic waste and emergent regimes of labour control 
operative within the global logistics industry, the task of which is to manage the movement of people and 

things in the interests of communication, transport and economic efficiencies. It considers the production of 
non-governable subjects and (regional) spaces as they figure in the relation between electronic waste, global 

logistics industries and biopolitical technologies of labour control. 
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„As long as there are people on this planet, the 
waste industries will never die. So we're not worried 
about the future of the industry.‖ 

 – Owner of a small e-waste processing business in 
Ningbo, China. 

This essay is interested in the relationship between 
electronic waste and emergent regimes of labour 

control operative within the global logistics industry, 
the task of which is to manage the movement of 

people and things in the interests of communication, 
transport and economic efficiencies. Central to 

logistics is the question and scope of governance – 

both of labouring subjects and the treatment of 
objects or things. The relation between labour and 

electronic waste constitutes a milieu (environment) 
and population (of human and technological life) 

whose communication comprises a unique multi-

scalar space that severely tests techno-systems of 
governance. In registering the contingency of go-

vernance – its capacity for failure or oversight – this 
essay signals the uncertainty that underpins the 

technics of control special to logistics.1 At stake is 

the connection between the milieu and the labour of 

human life.2  

Paradoxically perhaps, conflicting governance re-

gimes make possible the production of non-
governable subjects and spaces. Electronic waste 

and many of those working in its informal secondary 
economies can be considered as occupants that 

reside off the grid. Such positioning in itself does not 
constitute a political program or articulated agency. 

Non-governance should not, in other words, be 

assumed to be synonymous with some kind of 
counter-political force. This would be the error of 

translation understood as a system of equivalence in 
which an a priori relation exists between, for in-

stance, non-state actors and political agency. In-

deed, it may even be desirable for biopolitical pow-
ers to ensure a non-governable dimension in order 

                                                

1 Thanks to Soenke Zehle and Brett Neilson for comments and 
critique of earlier drafts of this essay. The text also benefitted 
from questions and discussion at the Inter-Asia Cultural Ty-
phoon Conference, Tokyo University of Foreign Studies, 3-5 
July, 2009. A parallel can be found here with Schumpeter‘s 
logic of „creative destruction,― where failure becomes the 
source of renewal in the reproduction of capital. The pros-
pects for a politics of refusal within such a system become 
extremely depressing in so far as it is unlikely to do much 
more than reinforce the power of the hegemon. Such a sce-
nario returns us, yet again, to the core question: what is poli-
tics? 

2 See Canguilhem 2008, also Foucault 2003, 2008. 

to manage the political, economic and environmen-

tal problem of electronic waste – the maintenance of 
unregulated informality serves as one of the struc-

tural resources that sustains the current economy of 

waste. Since there is no globally implemented 
consensus or treaty and quite frequently an absence 

of national legislation on how to address the eco-
nomic and social life of electronic waste, it helps to 

reflect on the question of ewaste  by taking this 

„indifferent‖ status of e-waste as a point of depar-
ture – both technically within logistics software and 

politically within the institutional limits of the state 
apparatus. As I argue below, such indifference 

comes at a potential political and social cost, one 
that sees a further expansion and penetration of 

biopolitical technologies of control over the relatively 

autonomous aspects of labour and life. 

To complement the various hypotheses above, this 
essay also addresses the relation between regions 

and the composition of labour in electronic waste 

industries in China. The multiplication of regions 
through practices of translation coextensive with the 

movement of people, language, technological proto-
cols and things presents a serious challenge to 

regions as they are defined by hegemonic orders 

and interests. A region such as the European Union, 
for example, is translated as a legitimate political, 

economic and social entity through an ensemble of 
institutions (state governments, international institu-

tions, universities, cultural organizations, labour 
unions, etc.). While there may be numerous in-

stances of dispute and conflict between such actors, 

ultimately the fact of their relation serves to mutual-
ly reaffirm the legitimacy of the EU as a region. But 

to reduce the configuration of a region to such 
translation devices alone is to overlook the diverse 

practices and technics through which spaces and 

populations are comprised. The battle of hegemony, 
in this sense, is a contest over idioms of translation.  

Similarly, the social practice of translation brings 
into question the analytical modalities that assume 

the existence of the region as a set of stable coordi-
nates and coherent institutional practices that 

facilitate economies of depletion.3 In the case of the 

global logistics industries, the rise of secondary 
resource flows accompanying the economy of elec-

tronic waste is coextensive with the production of 
non-governable subjects and spaces. I suggest that 

the relation between these entities constitutes new 

regional formations that hold a range of implications 
for biopolitical technologies of control. 

                                                

3 On translation as social practice, see Solomon 2008. 
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Multiplication and Division 

With their capacity to adapt flexibly to a range of 

circumstances and skill requirements, the rural 
migrant worker in China is arguably the exemplary 

post-Fordist subject rather than, as often assumed, 
the specialist work of the designer, architect, film-

maker or ad-man attributed to the figure of cogni-

tive, creative or immaterial labour. Such a distinction 
in the body of labour-power points also to the 

residual class dimension of post-Fordist labour, 
which in this case is frequently underscored by the 

spatial division between rural provinces and metro-
politan centres. Ethnic divisions also prevail, with 

the rural migrant worker often enough not belong-

ing to the Han Chinese majority population.4 

Fieldwork undertaken earlier this year with my MA 
students in Ningbo – a 2nd tier and major port city a 
few hours south of Shanghai – began to make 

visible (at least for us) the „division and multiplica-

tion of labour‖ within the electronic waste indus-

tries.5 Mezzadra and Neilson: 

„By speaking of the multiplication of labor 
we want to point to the fact that division 
works in a fundamentally different way than 
it does in the world as constructed within 
the frame of the international division of la-
bor. It tends itself to function through a 
continuous multiplication of control devices 
that correspond to the multiplication of la-
bor regimes and the subjectivities implied by 
them within each single space constructed 
as separate within models of the interna-
tional division of labor. Corollary to this is 
the presence of particular kinds of labor re-
gimes across different global and local 
spaces. This leads to a situation where the 
division of labor must be considered within a 
multiplicity of overlapping sites that are 

themselves internally heterogeneous.―6 

And as Neilson elaborates elsewhere:  

„It is crucial to note that the multiplication 

                                                

4 See Hess 2009. See also China Labor Watch 2009. 

5 Students were enrolled in a module entitled Urban-Media 
Networks in the MA International Communications, University 
of Nottingham, Ningbo, China. Module blog: 
http://orgnets.cn. For an analysis that offers more specific 
detail of e-waste in Ningbo, see Meng 2009. 

6 Mezzadra and Neilson 2008.  

of labour does not exclude its division .... 
Indeed, multiplication implies division, or, 
even more strongly, we can say multiplica-

tion is a form of division.‖7  

Hierarchies of labour separate the first stage of 
waste processing and storage from the initial collec-

tion of unwanted trash in the cities of China. The 
looped tape recording of diannao (comput-

er/electronic brain) and kongtiao (air conditioner) 
rhythmically alerts locals to the arrival of the junk 

men and women as they move about neighbour-

hoods on a bicycle equipped with a flat tray for the 
transport of waste. Situated among those at the 

bottom of the supply chain of electronic waste 
industries (others working in particularly toxic condi-

tions include children who dissemble electronic 

products, stripping copper from plastic casings while 
inhaling poisonous fumes from incineration), the 

junkmen are among the most transient in the econ-
omy of e-waste. The working life of junkmen is one 

of low income and frequently changing low-skill jobs 

determined by the fluctuation of market economies 
and the informal social networks and family de-

mands that shape the movement of populations 
from country to city, job to job. Here, we see the 

multiplying effect of labour: while hierarchically 
distinct from other modalities of work in the eco-

nomic life of electronic waste, the job of the junk 

men and women is underscored by mobility and 
uncertain transformation. It is unlikely, in other 

words, that waste collection is a job for life. 

A different story prevails, however, in the case of 

many of the small businesses that deal with the 
sorting of electronic waste. Like many Chinese cities, 

the waste collection centres dispersed across the 
neighborhoods and districts of Ningbo are pivotal 

sites in the social and economic life of electronic 

waste. Often run as small family businesses, these 
recycling centres can be divided along formal and 

informal lines, both with differing degrees of toxicity 
in terms of the type of waste materials collected. Of 

the thousand or so businesses with official licenses 
to operate in Ningbo (a legal requirement in Zhe-

jiang province), there are many more that exist 

illegally. At 6000 RMB (approx. 600 Euros), the 
annual license fee is a costly obstacle for many, yet 

it offers a level of economic and political security not 
afforded by the illegal collection centres. The official 

sites tend to have a regular network of waste sup-

pliers based on guanxi (social relations or networks) 
and, unlike the illegal sites, do not negotiate prices. 

                                                

7 Neilson (forthcoming). 

http://orgnets.cn/
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This in turn affords the junkmen a level of guaran-

teed income, albeit with wildly fluctuating and 
typically declining prices over the past year. Trading 

prices for metals are set each morning according to 

futures markets, which are usually accessed as daily 
updates by mobile phone more often than through 

computers. 

External and internal forces have placed enormous 

pressure on the recycling industry and labour condi-
tions across China. The owner of one small licensed 

recycling company we spoke to, who had been in 
business for 15 years, made note of the Chinese 

Labor Contract Law, which came into effect in 

January 2008, making it harder for companies to 

sack employees.8 He offered this reference as an 

indication of the more stable and secure working 

conditions for the migrants he employs from Jiangxi 
and Húnán provinces to the west of coastal Zhe-

jiang. 

By contrast, reports produced by various human 

rights NGOs and environmental monitoring organiza-
tions document numerous instances where workers' 

rights are violated in the electronics factories and 
recycling industries, with excessive and often unpaid 

working hours, hiring of child labour, gender divi-

sions, dangerous working conditions, suppression of 
efforts to organize labour and strike actions, fines 

and punishments for violation of highly punitive 
rules (correct haircuts, smoking in designated areas, 

improper attire, wastage of water, making noise, 

posting or distributing unauthorized articles, etc.).9 

More broadly, in her assessment of the legislative 

reform of labour conditions, Jenny Chan notes 

„severe rights violations in at least three major 
areas: job security; the use of contingent labor; and 

fair, fixed-term labor contracts.‖10 Worker layoffs 

from factories have also been on the rise since the 
end of the Chinese new year – the social effects of 

this became rapidly clear, if relatively short-lived, on 
the streets of Shanghai and Ningbo, with increased 

numbers of homeless migrants and visible instances 

of untreated mental illnesses. 

Improved labour conditions are often perceived by 
businesses and investors to come at a cost rather 

than a benefit in terms of higher productivity 

through workplace stability. Other economic forces 

                                                

8 See Chan 2009. 

9 See Chan and Ho 2008. 

10 Chan 2009, p. 46. 

impact in more immediate ways. Since 1st of Janu-

ary 2009, recycling companies have had to absorb 
the cost of a 17% value added tax – a burden not 

suffered by other industries. This comes on top of 

an enormous drop in prices of around 50-60% for 
recyclable metals due to the global economic reces-

sion. With successive months of depressed prices, 
the global recycling economy is now dire. In China, 

this manifests in the form of massive stockpiling of 

waste that cannot be sold. There are additional 
storage costs and increased health risks associated 

with prolonged exposure to inventory accumulation 
of toxic metals, to say nothing of increased pres-

sures on labour.  

Another owner of a Ningbo recycling business, Mr 

Yu, assessed the situation in the following way 
earlier this year: 

„Metals and papers are online transactions. 
Copper and aluminum are sold and bought 
in the futures markets. For China, marketing 
Chinese products is fine, however, in the 
global market it is hard to do good business. 
I have to purchase and sell the waste at 
cheap prices. I suppose the economy will 
improve. Copper makes more profits, how-
ever it makes me lose more money. Now 
the price of copper is 17 yuan/500 grams 
compared with the previous price (27/28 
yuan / 500g) – we lose 10 yuan per 500g. 
We are a small business. Foreign waste 
such as plastic, copper and aluminum are 
packaged and put into containers that are 
transported to Beilun dock.‖ 

The Battle of Standards 

The connection made here between electronic waste 
and the maritime industries is worth noting. Despite 

the fact that importation of electronic waste in China 
has been illegal since 1996, much of the movement 

of waste from North America, Europe, East Asia and 

Australia is channeled through the ports of China.11 

There's a story to be told here about the global 
logistics industry. In short, logistics is concerned 

with the management of global supply chains and 
labour regimes. The electronic waste industries 

obviously fit into that schematic. Aided by software 
applications and database technologies, logistics 

                                                

11 For maps and a short overview of e-waste flows in the East 
and South Asian regions, see UNEP, also Maxwell and Miller 
2008.  
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aims to maximize efficiencies at all levels. In terms 

of labour management, the optimum state of gover-
nance arises at the moment in which the execution 

of a task, or Standard Operating Procedure (SOP), is 

registered in the real-time computation of Key 
Performance Indicators (or KPIs). In other words, 

the labour control regime is programmed into the 
logistics chain at the level of code. Similarly, the 

governance of labour is informatized in such a way 

that the border between undertaking a task and 
reporting its completion has become closed or 

indistinct. As such, there is no longer a temporal 
delay between the execution of duties and their 

statistical measure.  

The potential for escape, invention and refusal 

become severely compromised within such a biopo-
litical regime of control, one that is already domi-

nant for millions working across the world in differ-
ent industries articulated with global logistics sys-

tems. Moreover, and most oddly, it would seem that 

the capacity for capital to renew itself is substantial-
ly challenged within such a system: logistics aims to 

diminish the force of contingency, which plays a key 
role in the emergence of innovation upon which the 

reproduction of capital depends. Do we find here, 

then, an instance whereby capital programs its own 
obsolescence?  

An important control device in the maritime indus-
tries is radio-frequency identification (RFID) tech-

nology, which registers the geographic position of 
ships and goods and assists in the management of 

inventories and the efficiency of supply chains. 
While RFID technologies are indifferent to the 

matter of things, and thus do not discern between, 
say, automotive parts or textiles on the one hand, 

and electronic waste on the other, their database 

logic nonetheless identifies the content of motion. In 
other words, the database provides a record of that 

which migrates from one place to another. And in 
the case of electronic waste, there are strict national 

and international regulations governing its transport 

and treatment. But since, as noted earlier, electronic 
waste is deemed an illegal import in China, it is 

questionable whether it falls into the purview of the 
database and its informatized sovereign power. Like 

many countries, electronic waste holds a contradic-

tory status within the rule of law in China, with 
waste businesses requiring a license to operate, as 

mentioned previously.  

In another respect, the connection between elec-

tronic waste, logistics and software systems consti-
tutes the battle of standards across idioms of trans-

lation. The governance of labour associated with 

electronic waste varies enormously depending upon 

whether or not the movement, economy and treat-
ment of e-waste is made visible by logistics software 

used in maritime logistics, to take one example. In 

such a case, there are industry, state and union 
standards that shape the conditions of labour and 

management of waste. Logistics software facilitates 
such relations by tracking cargo movement, register-

ing times of passage in global supply chains and 

accounting for inventory accumulation. The stan-
dards established in such an economy run into 

conflict, or are just modulated differently, when the 
circuits of labour and resource flows associated with 

electronic waste are translated through less formal 
standards found in economies not officiated by the 

state. The case of electronic waste in China is one of 

these economies. The sex-trade in and across many 
countries and regions would be another. 

Translation can be understood in one sense as the 
process of establishing standards expressed through 

a community of practice. In Naoki Sakai‘s terms, this 

is the „homolingual‖ operation of translation.12 Yet 

such an occasion should not be seen as the end-

point of translation, but rather in terms of the 
instantiation of a particular border that promulgates 

new modes of practice and relation. Indeed, it is 
precisely the scene of conflict that attends the drive 

toward standardization that raises the problem of 

translation.13 The example of standardization in the 

shipping and transport industries helps clarify this 
process. 

The standardization of shipping containers from the 
1950s was accompanied by disputes between engi-

neers, corporations and governments over compet-
ing economic and geopolitical interests in the trans-

port industries.14 By the 1970s a global standard in 

containerization had been established, around the 
same time economic globalization came into full 

swing following the end of the Bretton Woods 
Accord in 1971 and the oil crisis of 1973. Such 

cursory contextualization indicates that standard 

containers did not alone determine or create eco-
nomic accumulation (the same might be said for 

logistics software). Marc Levinson notes that by the 
late 1960s,  

„The economic benefit of standardization … 

                                                

12 See Sakai 2006, 1997. 

13 Thanks to Brett Neilson for highlighting this formulation. 

14 See Levinson 2006, pp. 127-149. 
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was still not clear. Containers of 10, 20, 30 
and 40 feet had become American and in-
ternational standards, but the neat arith-
metic relationship among the ‗standard‘ siz-
es did not translate into demand by shippers 
or ship lines. Not a single ship was using 30-
foot containers. Only a handful of 10-foot 
containers had been purchased, and the 
main carrier using them soon concluded 
that it would not buy any more. As for 20-

foot containers, land carriers hated them.‖15 

Conflicts over standards in logistics and software 
systems define the terrain of translation in more 

recent years. Logistics, as defined earlier, is con-
cerned with maximizing efficiencies in global supply 

chains and labour regimes. Once the logistical 

problem of container standardization had been 
resolved, the work and political economy of transla-

tion shifted to data standards. While present in a 
primitive form in the 1960s, the computerization of 

transport industries did not really take off until the 

1980s following the standardization of shipping 
containers and the advent of just-in-time produc-

tion. Effectively integrating and simulating the logic 
of containerization in order to produce enhanced 

efficiencies, the information architecture of code can 
also be understood as a container or silo forma-

tion.16 Again, the drive toward interoperability 

across different software systems is an example of 

translation as homolingual address or equivalence.17 
Software technologies are key devices in the transla-

tion of labour and the mobility of things as actiona-

ble, visible and subject to control and instrumental 
consolidation. Once registered within the database 

logic of informatized sovereignty, electronic waste 
and its modalities of labour and social life become 

governable within the economy of real-time. Such 

an idiom of translation is one of co-figuration and 
equivalence, to draw on the formulation of Sakai. 

Yet logistics software consists of multiple standards 
whose disparities in code produce conflict and 

competition in the effort to determine systems 
commensurate with the demand for intermodal 

freight transportation, pervasive labour manage-

                                                

15 Levinson, p. 144. 

16 Thanks to Julian Kücklich for bringing this point to my 
attention. 

17 There is a strong case to be made here for understanding the 
network structure which defines contemporary relations of 
communication and economy in terms of the principle of 
„notworking.― For an elaboration of this concept and condi-
tion, see Lovink 2005.  

ment and economic hegemony. Such tensions over 

standardization give rise to the heterolingual dimen-
sion of translation – its social practices of „differen-

tial inclusion,‖ struggle and multiplication – that 

confers a non-governable potential to electronic 

waste.18 

While I am in no way idealizing such practices – as 
noted earlier, there is enormous social, environmen-

tal and individual damage that attends the toxic life 
of electronic waste – I want to stress that once 

captured within the instrumental world of logistics 

that economizes labour, life and space according to 
efficiencies in time, the work of translation becomes 

automated and effectively annulled. And it is pre-
cisely at this moment of informatization coupled 

with logistics that the region becomes constituted 

within the sovereign space of the database. Once 
code is king the variable capacity of labour, life and 

things finds itself subject to an intensive form of 
territorial and proprietary control that formal set-

tings such as ASEAN, APEC and NAFTA can only 

gesture towards.19 But no matter how much com-
munication regimes may be indifferent to noise, 

contingency, feedback and indeed life itself, the 

difference necessary for the work of translation is 
never entirely eradicated by techno-scientific sys-

tems.20 More likely certain modes of labour and life 

simply migrate off the radar and subsist instead in a 
world of non-governance, by which I mean idioms 

of expression, practice and economy external to the 
state-corporate nexus that defines contemporary 

sovereign power.21 

                                                

18 On the concept of „differential inclusion,― see Neilson (forth-
coming). 

19 Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Philippines, Singapore and Thailand), 
http://www.aseansec.org; Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 
(21 members), http://www.apec.org/; North American Free 
Trade Agreement (Canada, Mexico, United States), 
http://www.nafta-sec-alena.org/.  

20 The indifference of communication is equivalent to self-
referentiality, which is another way of saying that such sys-
tems are high on redundancy. This said, it would be a strate-
gic mistake to think that such operations are without material 
effects. 

21 I understand this relation not in terms of some kind of 
absolute exteriority – a position increasingly untenable in a 
capitalist and techno-social system of immanence – but 
rather in terms of a „constitutive outside.― For an elaboration 
of this concept as it operates within network societies and 
information economies, see Rossiter 2006. 

http://www.aseansec.org/
http://www.apec.org/
http://www.nafta-sec-alena.org/
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The Limits of Translation 

With its indifference to matter, substance or quali-

ties and concern instead with the management of 
mobilities and efficiencies of action, logistics dis-

penses with borders that distinguish labour, life and 

milieu.22 In doing so, the constitutive differences 

that make possible the translation of relations 

between labour, discourses, social-technical practic-
es, economies and geocultural formations is surren-

dered to the world of ubiquitous homologies.23 

What I am calling „ubiquitous homologies― stems 

from the political economy of globalizing design 
industries (where architecture begins to resemble a 

sports shoe, toothbrush, motorbike, office chair, 
computer monitor, etc.), and shares something with 

what Sakai terms „co-figuration,‖ „linguistic equiva-
lence‖ and „homolingual address‖ – all of which are 

homogenizing operations of translation that com-

prise the sovereign power of the nation-state.24 

This is the limit of translation, and hence the scene 
of the political. With borders (limits) comes struggle. 
It may seem a contradiction is at work in this formu-

lation: the subtraction within logistics of constitutive 

differences does not immediately lend itself to the 
idea of the political as the struggle with borders. Nor 

does such a formulation of logistics as a system of 
techno-social and economic practices of indifference 

to borders correspond with the concept of transla-

tion, which both assumes and requires difference as 
a condition of operation. How, then, to address the 

political and conceptual challenges that attend the 
rise of new indifferent forms of communication and 

governance? The erasure of constitutive differences 
through the biopolitical power of logistics defines 

the limits of translation. But the occlusion of differ-

ence should not be taken as some kind of finitude 
since the coding of indifference in itself multiplies 

                                                

22 While some of the key voices of Italian political philosophy – 
notably Virno, Lazzarato and Negri – maintain that the bor-
ders of language, political action, labour and life have be-
come indistinct with the advent of post-Fordism, my interest 
in this essay is to maintain a conceptual separation between 
categories of this sort in order to suggest how the control 
society instantiated by the global system of logistics and its 
use of software to manage labour practices amplifies even 
further the increasing indistinctions between labour, life and 
the possibility of a politics of refusal. This argument is devel-
oped further in Rossiter 2009. 

23 See Sakai 2006, 1997. See also Ivekovic 2005. 

24 The work of „heterolingual address,‖ by contrast, engages the 
antagonism of incommensurability within cultural difference, 
thus providing a basis from which to critique – among other 
things – the geopolitics of sovereign power. 

the fields of distinction through the force of rela-

tions.25 There are and always will be relations. In 

this process new border struggles are comprised 
and the work of translation is remodulated in ways 

coextensive with the production of subjectivity. 

The analysis of electronic waste flows serves to 

cleave the inter-relations of software, labour and 
logistics in order to identify how the indifference of 

communication special to logistics technology points 
to the limits of translation, which holds implications 

for biopolitical regimes of governance. The hetero-

lingual address of translation is the analytical me-
thod that makes visible the possibility of escape 

from biopolitical technologies of control at work in 
the global logistics industry. Or, rather, the non-

governable dimension of social and economic life 

within the electronic waste industries asserts a 
singular indifference to the regulatory control of 

logistics. This is the practice of refusal. The extent 
to which labour and life can withstand the encroach-

ing predisposition of logistics as a control system par 
excellence is – in part – a matter of time, capital 
and the sovereign demand that populations comply 

with technologies of governance. 

A study of the economies and socialities of electron-

ic waste in China helps illuminate the political status 
and potential of non-governable subjects and spac-

es. The earlier discussion of labour and the circuits 
of exchange in Ningbo‘s electronic waste industries 

are a case in point. As forms of social relation, the 
labour and economy in Ningbo‘s e-waste industries 

operate outside the scope of state-corporate re-

gimes of governance supported by logistics technol-
ogies of control. Of relevance here is the constitu-

tion of regions and the politics of translation in order 

                                                

25 The indifference of logistics to borders is only internal to its 
technics of operation – a kind of generic predisposition – and 
does not hold a determining force in any totalising sense or 
„last instance.― With reference to Randy Martin‘s An Empire of 
Indifference, Brett Neilson suggests that at work here is per-
haps not „an indifference to borders so much as a process of 
commensuration across borders.― Certainly such an under-
standing corresponds with the much-vaunted ambition on the 
part of computer engineers and their policy advocates (to say 
nothing of academic devotees such as Henry Jenkins and ad-
vertising gurus) to arrive at a state of „convergence culture― 
(or, more simply, economic globalization in its social-technical 
form). While this may indeed be the case, in the passage be-
low I‘m also wishing to invoke this dynamic of communicative 
– and thus spatial – indifference in terms of the social and 
economic dimensions of electronic waste as an assertion of 
refusal, irrespective of whether or not such a practice is fused 
with political content. The key question here is: What expres-
sive capacity might non-governable subjects and spaces con-
sist of? Neilson 2009. See also Martin 2007. 
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to address an emerging tension of scale that ex-

tends more broadly to the global management of 
labour and life at play in the logistics industry. Such 

an analytical strategy indicates how the problematic 

of non-governable spaces and subjects – for better 
and worse – reside beyond the „informational sove-

reignty‖ that imbues the biopolitical power of logis-
tics. The social practice of translation (re)constitutes 

regions as they figure around the economy of elec-

tronic waste. Translation here is not so much a 
conscious act on the part of workers in electronic 

waste industries – at least not in any way that I am 
capable of discerning – as a social-technical relation 

of exteriority that arises through structural condi-
tions and the techno-social operations of logistics 

software managing the movement of labour, com-

modities, resources and finance. What I am calling a 
social-technical relation of exteriority extends to the 

challenge of method and analysis: there is always 
the subject that resides beyond comprehension, that 

refuses to be known as such – something Gayatri 

Spivak carefully analyzed as the politics of the 

subaltern condition.26  

In so far as that which is perceived or manifests as 
non-governable – the labour and economy of elec-

tronic waste, in the case of this essay – some final 
points can be proffered. The spatialities of non-

governable subjects constitute regions in ways that 

do not readily correspond with more hegemonic 
regional formations. Translation thus becomes a 

form of inventing new circuits of movement. Within 
such a context, regions become contested geocul-

tural and political spaces, bringing into question the 

dominant understanding of regions as defined within 
the political-economic discourses of trade agree-

ments, innovation and knowledge transfer and 
statist formations of geopolitical equivalence such as 

ASEAN and its expansion into ASEAN+3 (China, 
Japan, South Korea) and ASEAN+6 (Australia, New 

Zealand, India). Regions, when understood as 

conflictual constitutions underscored by the move-
ments and frequently informal practices of lan-

guage, culture and labour, comprise geocultural 
formations that seriously question the power of 

border technologies such as trade formations, 

migration and labour regimes, state alliances and 
global logistics. Moreover, the analytical method of 

translation as social practice and heterolingual 
address initiates a critique of sovereign power by 

elaborating the tensions embedded within the 

                                                

26 Spivak 1988. 

 

informal and formal dynamics of geocultural confi-

gurations. Sovereign border regimes, in other 
words, are brought into question with the rise of 

non-governable subjects and spaces associated with 

the social-economic life of electronic waste. 

Informal circuits of exchange comprise the multipli-
cation of economies that attend the movement of 

electronic waste. Such configurations may be terri-

torial in terms of the distribution of waste, as seen 
for example in the intra-national or trans-regional 

economies of electronic waste. Within this complex 
of relations there is a sense in which the non-

governable aspects of labour, waste and economy 

reside outside the biopolitical power of logistics 
technologies. 

While this essay has concentrated on the very 
localized case of electronic waste in Ningbo, there 

are always multi-scalar dimensions and circuits that 
both manifest in the local and connect the local to 

the trans-territorial whose specificities reconfigure 
how the regional comes to be understood. As long 

as the movement and treatment of electronic waste 
evades the sovereign power of informatized logis-

tics, then the connection of waste with regions 

remains open to the possibility of multiple configura-
tions. 
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