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POLITICAL CONCEPTS: ACRITICAL LEXICON

Parasite

Anders M. Gullestad

From holy to base and comic, and then to degenerate and utterly worthless, fit for nothing but extinction: few
examples show the extreme flexibility, adaptability and changing fortunes of concepts as well as that of the
parasite. What’s more, this strange historical trajectory has turned the parasite into a key term for
understanding the exclusionary mechanisms at the heart of modern Western societies, coming to function as
a name for a class of beings not entitled to the same basic rights as others. While such mechanisms have
historically found their clearest expression in totalitarian regimes, there is no doubt that milder versions are at
work in even the most advanced liberal democracies, helping create and secure their borders through
separating inside from outside, as well as marking that which is spatially located inside the borders, but
which 1s thought not to properly belong. This article will argue that reconceptualising the parasite 1s a
necessary step if one wants to disrupt and move beyond the workings of such a logic of exclusion and
dehumanization.

Today, the word parasite tends to bring to mind nasty little creatures such as lice or tapeworms, living off
(and in) others, all the while giving nothing in return. In some cases the outcome of this unequal relationship
might only be a minor loss of energy to the host, in others it will be its death, devoured by its sponging

g,uc—’:st.l No matter which of the two is the case, though, as long as a relationship is parasitic — as opposed to
mutualistic or commensalistic — it implies a fundamental unfairness and inequality.

The word might also bring to mind humans acting in a similar manner, trying to get more out of society than
they give back. Candidates for this role are legio, be they greedy capitalists (according to those on the
political left) or lazy good-for-nothings (according to those on the right). Two examples will suffice. First a
quote from Irish socialist James Connolly, later to be executed for his role in the Easter Rising of 1916. In
1899, arguing for independence from the British, he touches upon the topic of what exactly those owning the
means of production can be said to contribute to society:

The capitalist, I say, is a parasite on industry; as useless in the present stage of our industrial
development as any other parasite in the animal or vegetable world is to the life of the animal or
vegetable upon which it feeds. The working class is the victim of this parasite — this human leech, and it
is the duty and interest of the working class to use every means in its power to oust this parasite class

from the position which enables it to thus prey upon the vitals of labour.2

For our second example, let us have a look at a talk given by Ayn Rand on February 9, 1961. In addition to
condemning those trying to reform society in such a way as to help the poor, she here had the following to
say about the worth (or rather lack thereof) of people receiving welfare:

these very benefits indicate, delimit and define what kind of men can be of value to one another and in
what kind of society: only rational, productive, independent men in a rational, productive, free society.
Parasites, moochers, looters, brutes and thugs can be of no value to a human being — nor can he gain any
benefit from living in a society geared to their needs, demands and protection, a society that treats him
as a sacrificial animal and penalizes him for his virtues in order to reward them for their vices, which
means: a society based on the ethics of altruism. No society can be of value to man’s life if the price is

the surrender of his right to his life.2
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From this we might tentatively conclude that about the only thing the two positions have in common is the
view that the parasite — no matter if in animal or human shape — is a useless creature whose only contribution
1s of a negative kind, draining the health of its host organism. The fact that the opposite poles of the political
spectrum are here in complete agreement, says something about how common this extremely low opinion is.
The question therefore arises: why is this so?

The invention of the biological parasite

To answer this, we might begin by inquiring into what exactly it is Connolly and Rand are doing when
labelling their enemies in this manner. The obvious answer is that they use the concept in a metaphorical
sense, fusing different entities together through attributing traits belonging to one of them to the other. Since
in this case the transfer or metaphora (“carrying over”) of traits almost always goes one way, and one way
only — from the parasites found in nature and zo those people accused of being (like) them — we have a
tendency of thinking of the former as “natural” or “original”, whereas the latter is considered as a later
supplement. That this is so is for example attested to by the following part of the definition of a (social)
parasite from the Oxford English Dictionary: “a person whose behaviour resembles that of a plant or animal

parasite.”i Or to put it differently: for the attribution of such traits to humans to make sense, we take for
granted that there must originally have been a nonhuman parasite.

Contrary to this very common view, it is important to note that the word originally solely referred to social
parasites. If we look at the etymology, the word itself is derived from the Greek parasitos, consisting of para
(besides) and sitos (the grain), i.e. besides the grain or the food. Even from the start it was thus connected to
eating and nourishment: having its origin in Greek religious practices of the fifth century B.C. at the latest,
the name parasite initially designated temple assistants who, according to W. Geoffrey Arnott, “received free

food and meals in return for services like that of the selection of the sacred grain for use in particular

festivals™ — most famously the Heracleia, the annual celebration of Heracles at Kynosarges, near Athens &

As he argues, even though one can find earlier examples of characters in drama exhibiting traits which would
come to be associated with the term, it was only around ca. 360—350 B.C. — when the comedy writer Alexis
took it as the title of his play Parasitos — that parasite took on its secondary meaning as one who frequents
the tables of the rich, earning his dinner through stories told, flattery and the willingness to perform all sorts
of services for his patron.

Arnott hypothesises that in Alexis’s play, the term was simply used as a comic moniker for one of the
characters, but that the name stuck: “[W]e may guess that what began as a colourful nickname for one stage
parasite so impressed the audience by its aptness that they began to use it themselves as the mot juste for the

type as a whole.”Z No matter if this is correct or not, the consequences are clear: over time the parasite ended
up as a more or less interchangeable rival to the earlier comedic stock character of the kolax (the flatterer) as
a name for those characters in Greek and Latin comedy looking for a free lunch, be it in a literal or

metaphorical sense.2 While most often functioning as types, rather than individualized characters, frequently
made to serve as butts of jokes and as moral exampla of unethical behaviour to be avoided, the parasites of
classical comedy bear little resemblance to what the term would later come to signify. In fact, they are not
always seen in a negative light, but are sometimes presented as intelligent opportunists who excel at taking
advantage of the stupidity of others (cf. Gnatho in Terence’s Funuchus). At other times they even come to
play leading roles, as in the case of the title character of Terence’s Phormio, a charming rascal who easily
outwits his opponents, in the end acquiring the coveted prize he is after: a dinner invitation.

It is therefore not the sponging human, but the biological parasite and the scientific field to which it is related
which are the more recent additions: it is not the louse, but man who was the original parasite. If we were to
highlight some of the stages through which the set of parasitic entities was thus to be drastically expanded,
according to the OED, the first known usage of the adjective “parasitical” in English to indicate sponging
among nonhumans, is from 1646: in his attack on the various errors of his age in Pseudodoxia Epidemica, Sir
Thomas Browne argues that — contrary to common belief — mistletoe does not grow upon trees as a result of
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seeds dropped by birds. In passing, he notes that

therefore allo where ever it [mistletoe] groweth, it is of conftant (hape, and maintains a regular figure;
like other [upercrelcenles, and [uch as living upon the [tock of others, are termed paralitical Plants, as

Polypody, Mols, the [maller Capillaries, and many more: So that [everal regions produce [everal

Milleltoes; India one, America another, according to the law and rule of their degenerations.2

Again according to the OED, as a noun, “parasite” was first used in the current scientific sense in Ephraim
Chambers’ Cyclopeedia (1728), when he — under the heading “PARASITES, or PARASITAICAL [sic]

Plants” — defined the subject as “in Botany, a Kind of diminutive Plants, growing on Trees, and fo called

from their Manner of living and feeding, which is altogether on others.”1Y

Here it must be noted that this was only the second meaning given to the term by Chambers, the first and
most important dealing with the aforementioned social origins of the concept:

PARASITE, PARASITUS, among the Greeks, was originally a very reputable Title; the Parafites being
a King of Prielts, or at lealt Minilters of the Gods [...]. They took care of the facred Corn, or the Corn
deltined for Service of the Temples and the Gods, viz. Sacrifices, Fealts, &c. They had even the
Intendance over Sacrifices, and took care they were duly performed. At Athens there was a Kind of
College of twelve Parafites ; each people of Attica furnithing one ; who was always cholen out of the
belt Families. Polybius adds, that Parafite was allo an honourable Name among the antient Gauls ; and

was given to their Poets 1

In other words, to Chambers, there are only two kinds of parasites: men and plants, the former being by far

the most important.12 The idea that animals and insects could be labelled and understood thus is even more
recent. The first example discussing insect parasites noted by the OED, is the fourth volume of William
Kirby and William Spence’s An Introduction to Entomology, published in 1826. While the two authors had

also applied the term in the earlier volumes, published from 1815 and onwards, and while I have come across

a reference from as early as 1769 describing cuckoos as “animal parasites”, 13 it seems this new meaning

probably only started coming into common usage in English around the late 1820s and the 1830s. It is thus a
modern invention. This is also the case for what we tend to take for granted as the natural companion of the
concept of the parasite — that of the /osz, which 1s even newer: in an explanatory footnote after the first
instance of the word in his translation of Friedrich Kiichenmeister’s influential On Animal and Vegetable
Parasites of the Human Body (1857), Edwin Lankester notes that “’Host™ is a literal translation of the

German ‘Wirth,” and although not perhaps previously used in the above sense in the English language, I have

adopted it to prevent a somewhat tedious circumlotion,”14

When it comes to the creation of the scientific field of parasitology itself, it is not easy giving an exact date.
Even so, there seems to be a general agreement that, important predecessors notwithstanding, it can be said to
properly commence sometime during the period between 1840 and 1870. There are several reasons for this:
first, for the study of parasites to become scientific, it was dependent upon the invention of the microscope.
As Jonathan Z. Smith puts it:

awareness of parasitism’s ubiquity had to await the late seventeenth-century development of the
microscope. This resulted in a decisive shift of intellectual interest to the scientific, philosophical, and
literary topos of the intricately small. Even after this point, despite the enormous increase in data,
theoretical issues with respect both to taxonomy and “spontaneous generation” had to be settled before

the discipline of parasitology could emerge.12

The question of “spontaneous generation” here referred to, concerns the origins of such miniscule creatures
as finally made visible after Anton van Leeuwenhoek’s 1673 invention of an improved microscope, which,
as Edward S. Dunster puts it in his “The History of the Doctrine of Spontaneous Generation” (1876),
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“brought into view a new outlying territory which swarmed with animal life in numbers and kind before

unsuspected.”E The question of where these “animalcules” — as they were then known — came from and how
they lived, was one that puzzled the scientists of van Leeuwenhoek’s day. Building on the tradition stretching
back at least to Aristotle, the commonly accepted answer was that such creatures were not the offspring of
any preceding animals. Rather, they were thought to have been spontaneously generated out of different
nonliving elements, or, as Aristotle describes it in Historia Animalium:

some [animals] come into being from animals whose natural form is of the same kind as their own;
others spontaneously and not from animals of the same kind as themselves: and the latter are subdivided
into (a) those which arise out of putrefying earth and plants, which is the case with many of the Insects;

and (b) those which arise inside animals themselves out of the residues in their parts.1Z

Although the Italian naturalist Francesco Redi launched an attack on the validity of this view, known as the
theory of abiogenesis, as early as in 1668 — through experiments, he showed the presence of maggots in
putrefying meat to be caused by eggs from blow-flies, rather than by spontaneous generation — his work and
that of others following in his footsteps only managed to reduce the area to which the theory was applied,
rather than once and for all disprove it. In the words of John Call Dalton:

spontaneous generation lost its rank as a great natural division of the reproductive function; and came to
be regarded as an exceptional phenomenon, confined to a very few species whose existence could not be
accounted for in the ordinary way. Its territory was narrowed exactly in proportion as the knowledge of

natural history advanced; and it became reduced almost exclusively to the class of animals known as

entozoa or internal parasites.B

In regards to such entozoa, the adherents of spontaneous generation considered them as caused by a sick
body, rather than as something which could make the body sick in the first place. This was not finally
disproven before the mid-nineteenth century, in part due to the work of such scientists as the Danish

zoologist Japetus Steenstrup in 1842 and Friedrich Kiichenmeister in the 1850512 From this point on,
parasites could no longer be viewed as symptoms. On the contrary, scientists had to accept the fact that these
were creatures that could be studied in their own right, and from this the field of parasitology proper can
finally come into being.

The conclusion this brief historical outline is meant to lead to is the following: until the concept of the
parasite was adopted by the natural sciences in regards first to plants, and later to animals and insects, no
other parasites than men could properly be said to exist. This is of course not because the louse or the
mistletoe were not there before man (which they most certainly were), or that people were not aware of such

creatures long before they were classified as parasites by the natural sciences.2Y Rather, the point 1s simply
that they were not covered by the term before scientists started applying it as a name for those non-human
creatures that live at the expense of other organisms: it is then, and only then, that first plants, and later
insects and animals properly become parasites, just as people can not really be said to have become hosts to
these intruders until this term was taken up in the 1850s.

This has far-reaching consequences, fundamentally complicating the supposed objectivity of parasitology as
a natural science. As Han-liang Chang argues with regard to the (im)possibility of a clear-cut distinction
between literary and biological discourse in “Notes Towards a Semiotics of Parasitism™ (2003):

From this fictitious distinction one may develop accordingly a literary semiotics and a biological
semiotics, as 1f the latter could be immuned from the containment of language. This, of course, is to miss

the encroachment of rhetoric on biology and the fact that even parasitology as a positive science is

encoded in language in the first place 2

No matter how much the natural sciences lay claim to a direct access to phenomena, this access will always
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have to be articulated in a language defined by cultural norms and traditions. In this regard the scientific
language of parasitology is particularly interesting, because it is so suffused with remnants of the social
origins of its object of study, or, as Michel Serres puts it in his The Parasite (1980):

The basic vocabulary of this science comes from such ancient and common customs and habits that the
earliest monuments of our culture tell of them, and we still see them, at least in part: hospitality,

conviviality, table manners, hostelry, general relations with strangers. Thus the vocabulary is imported

to this pure science and bears several traces of anthropomorphism.ﬁ

Parasites and the theory of degeneration

To return to the question of the parasite metaphor, we are now in a position to see that when we label people
as such today, it does not just involve one, but two transfers of meaning. When the concept was first applied
to plants and animals, attributes from human society related to hospitality were transposed to the animal
kingdom, causing us to understand the relationship between parasite and host in ethical terms foreign to
nature. As this first transfer has more or less been totally forgotten, we are here dealing with a “dead
metaphor”, where something metaphorical has come to be taken as literally true.

Then, with the second transfer, these attributes came to be brought back to man in a modified form, thus
reshaping the concept in a way which was to have unforeseen and far-reaching consequences of a truly
detrimental kind. As productive and important as the scientific field of parasitology has proven to be, there is
no doubt that it played an unfortunate part in this process, especially in its early stages. A lecture by British
zoologist E. Ray Lankester (the son of Kiichenmeister’s translator) from 1879, later to be printed under the
title “Degeneration: A Chapter in Darwinism”, can begin to indicate why this is so. Here, we see a
convergence between (social) Darwinism and the different theories of degeneration in vogue in Europe after
the publication of Bénédict Augustin Morel’s Treatise on the Physical, Intellectual and Moral Degeneration
of the Human Race (1857). Construing social deviance as a question of heredity, as something which is
passed on from generation to generation, what Morel’s theory offered was a new and powerful vocabulary
for addressing the existence of unwanted social elements deemed harmful to the common good, as well as
feared to be impossible to properly integrate or educate. Due to anxieties resulting from the steady increase
of the urban poor, as well as all the societal problems that came with it, this was a question which had
increasingly been haunting Western nineteenth century societies, coinciding with an increasing importance of
science — and especially of biology and medicine — as conceptual and rhetorical tools for discussing social

questions. More specifically, to a larger and larger degree society itself came to be conceived in terms

borrowed from the natural sciences, especially in regards to its supposedly organic character.23

This background goes a long way towards explaining why the theory of degeneration came to occupy such a
central position, especially when we take into account how it received scientific credibility through aligning

itself with evolutionary thought — whether in Darwinian or Lamarckian shape.2% In addition, the concept of
degeneration proved so inclusive and malleable that instead of ending up as a name for one specific problem
among many, it was capable of encompassing almost all of society’s fears. As Daniel Pick argues in Faces of
Degeneration (1989), it thus became “the condition of conditions, the ultimate signifier of pathology”22:
crucially, there was no one stable referent to which degeneration applied; instead a fantastic
kaleidoscope of concerns and objects through the second half of the [nineteenth] century, from cretinism

to alcoholism to syphilis, from peasantry to urban working class, bourgeoisie to aristocracy, madness to

theft, individual to crowd, anarchism to feminism, population decline to population increase 28

Even though the theory — or, to be more precise: the various, sometimes incompatible or contradictory
theories which Morel’s work helped inspire — was by no means unanimously accepted, the notion of
degeneration still managed to gain a secure foothold in the Western imagination, where it resided at least

until the early decades of the twentieth century.ZZ Pick explains this longevity as resulting from how the
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theory became part of doxa:

Degeneration was certainly called up by various sciences for purposes of legitimation; but it was more
than simply an instrument of those sciences; it could not easily be put back or abandoned even in the
face of specific, powerful technical critiques, precisely because it remained for so many commentators

an assumed common sense, an inevitable home truth.28

As one of the most important British advocates of degeneration?2, Lankester’s work shows us in an explicit
manner how the diffuse relationship between the human and the nonhuman parasite allowed the concept to
function as a bridge between nature and social policy. As such, it exemplifies how easily the negative
connotations belonging to the new scientific concept of the animal parasite in turn could become attached to
humans perceived as unproductive or damaging to the health of the social body as a whole. Arguing that
evolution can take three different forms — termed “balance,” “elaboration,” and “degeneration,” respectively
— Lankester uses animal parasites as the foremost examples of the latter category, representing a swerve in
the exact opposite direction from what he takes to be the ideal goal of evolution: a move towards ever

increasing complexity 39 The degenerate parasites, on the other hand, are content to become steadily less
complex, often as a result of too easy an access to food:

Any new set of conditions occurring to an animal which render its food and safety very easily attained,
seem to lead as a rule to Degeneration; just as an active healthy man sometimes degenerates when he
becomes suddenly possessed of a fortune; or as Rome degenerated when possessed of the riches of the
ancient world. The habit of parasitism clearly acts upon animal organisation in this way. Let the parasitic
life once be secured, and away go legs, jaws, eyes, and ears; the active, highly gifted crab, insect, or

annelid may become a mere sac, absorbing nourishment and laying eggs.ﬂ

Lankester then goes on to present humanity as ruled by the same general laws, where the potential of
degeneration is always present, in individuals as well as in groups of people and entire societies:

In accordance with a tacit assumption of universal progress — an unreasoning optimism — we are
accustomed to regard ourselves as necessarily progressing, as necessarily having arrived at a higher and
more elaborated condition than that which our ancestors reached, and as destined to progress still

further. On the other hand, it is well to remember that we are subject to the general laws of evolution,

and are as likely to degenerate as to progress.32

Thus inscribing parasitism into a wider theory informed by the convergence of evolution and degeneration,
Lankester and those of his contemporaries arguing along the same lines,33 thereby end up giving scientific

backing and legitimacy to a new, reshaped conception of the human parasite.34 In the process whoever so
Judged was marked as little or no better than what was considered the lowest and most useless of all animals,
or as Carl Zimmer puts it: “People had been referred to as parasites before the late 1800s, but Lankester and

other scientists gave the metaphor a precision, a transparency, that it had never had before.”32 More
precisely, these scientists helped turn what had until then, when applied in a derogatory manner, primarily
functioned as a rhetorical means of accusing individuals of being fawning and sycophantic into a very
effective means of labelling entire groups of people as less than human.

Reflections on the Jewish parasite

As we will see, this second metaphorical transfer exists in a vague borderland, where it is sometimes
perceived as a figure of speech and sometimes as a description of reality. In other words, as a metaphor it is
neither entirely “alive” nor “dead”, but is somewhere in between. In those instances where it comes the
closest to being taken for literally true, this circular detour from man to animal and back to man can even be
said to have led to the creation of a new being: a homo parasitus, the less than human man not entitled to the
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same basic rights as others. Similar to the #omo sacer in Giorgio Agamben’s analysis, this is a creature that
can be killed with impunity.32

To describe this homo parasitus, it 1s helpful to begin by looking at what is probably the most effective and
well-orchestrated application ever of the term “parasite” to a group of people, playing an important part in

legitimizing the Nazi’s Endlésung.>L A 1944 manual issued by the “nationalsozialistischer Fihrungsstab der
Wehrmacht”, for example, tells us that

The Jew wants us to be forced into a life of slavery so as to live among us as a parasite who can suck us
dry. Our people’s sound way of life opposes the parasitic Jewish existence. Who can believe it possible
[...] to reform or convert a parasite (a louse for example)? Who can believe in a compromise with the
parasite? We are left with one choice only, either to be devoured by the parasite or to exterminate it. The
Jew must be exterminated wherever we meet him! We do not commit a crime against life acting like
this; on the contrary, we serve the law of life by fighting against all that is hostile to a sound existence.

Our fight serves, indeed, the preservation of life. 38

As Alex Bein argues in a thorough and important contribution to the topic — “The Jewish Parasite. Notes on
the Semantics of the Jewish Problem, with special Reference to Germany” (1964) — this and similar
contemporary statements can be said to stand as the crowning achievements of a long process, having its
origin in the popular demonic images of Jews in the Middle Ages. As he sees it, an important step on the
road leading up to the Nazi’s extermination camps 1s the intermingling of German Romanticism’s emphasis
on the “organic” with insights and terms from natural science, which led to images such as that of the
“Volkskorper” (“racial body™) acquiring “in the course of time more and more the meaning of a genuine

biological term.”32 Bein argues that the same process can be said to apply to different epithets used to
describe Jews, including “canker” and “parasite” (the latter “very likely the most fatal word in this

context”#%): what was originally used and perceived as an analogy — as was the case when Johann Gottfried
Herder, in 1784, likened Jews to parasitical plants*! — over time ended up as “understood solely as a

biological term derived from natural science.”*2 Once this happens, and once the image of the parasitic (and
therefore less than human) Jew has been widely circulated — as the propaganda machinery of the National
Socialists duly ensured it was — the road to genocide lies open.

There is no question that Bein is correct in arguing that their historical past made the Jews an easy target,
since the different connotations attached to the notion of the parasite end up freely intermingling with the

connotations attached to other derogatory epithets, thus mutually enforcing each other 42 Even so, it can be
asked whether he does not end up partly ignoring the extreme usefulness of the concept in denigrating your
opponents — no matter who they are:

The Jew, decried since the Middle Ages as a blood sucker and exploiter of his “host nation”, then made
to bear the added burden of the odium of capitalism, always and everywhere regarded as an alien and
belonging, according to the race theory of the antisemites, to an inferior unproductive race — who else
would fit the descriptive term “parasite” better? Indeed, the biological definition seems in this case so

fitting that it might have been specially made to measure!4%

While there might not be anybody else who would fit the term better, this does not mean that there are not
others who has fitted it equally well through history, nor does it mean that Jews themselves have been
immune from making similar accusations against others. A case in point is Theodor Herzl, whose biography
Bein had written in 1934. “The Jewish Parasite” criticizes Victor Klemperer, author of The Language of the
Third Reich: A Philologist’s Notebook, for his stance in regards to Zionism:

Quite deviant, and not in keeping with the general trend of the book are Klemperer’s derogative remarks
on Zionism in which his assimilation complex as a baptised Jew makes him see nothing but the
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“perverted romanticism” which he thinks is also responsible for National Socialism. In the third edition
he even points to similarities of language between Herzl and — Hitler. %2

Bein seems to find this comparison so preposterous that no further comments are needed, but the truth is that
Herzl was indeed no stranger to name-calling, especially in regards to those Jews opposed to his political
visions. Or as Jacques Kornberg puts it in Theodor HerzI: From Assimilation to Zionism (1993):

[T]here were many Jews who stubbornly resisted self-transformation through Zionism, and Herzl’s
Jewish self-contempt was now concentrated exclusively on them. [...] He called anti-Zionist opponents

“Jewish vermin,” employing the German word Schddlinge, which also means parasite, a common anti-

Jewish epithet. 26

This should be taken into account if one wants to understand the origins and evolution of the fundamental
and still active opposition between Zionists and Haredim throughout Israel’s history. Because the latter are
exempt from military service and do often not hold regular jobs, instead dedicating their lives to studying the
Torah, they are commonly labelled parasites by the former. As Noah Efron puts it in Real Jews: Secular
Versus Ultra-Orthodox: The Struggle for Jewish Identity in Israel (2003): “For most [Israelis], the image of
the ultra-Orthodox parasite simply captures better than any other the perception that Haredim consume more

than they produce, that they take more from the country than they give back.”%Z

Focusing too narrowly on being labelled parasites by others as the fate of Jews, Bein can therefore be said to
ignore that in some instances, Jews have also played a role in shaping the concept into the deadly rhetorical
weapon it would end up as. Especially interesting in this regard is how the National Socialist’s fight for “the
preservation of life” not only included exterminating people, but also purging society of the different cultural
products created by Jews and other entities equally “hostile to a sound existence”, i.e. getting rid of entartete
Kunst (degenerate art). It is an ironic paradox that this project (and this is something Bein completely omits
mentioning) can be seen as a direct continuation of what Max Nordau — social critic, Zionist leader and
friend of Herzl’s — set out to do in his Degeneration (1892). Today largely forgotten, yet at the time widely
read and translated, Nordau’s book 1s a venomous and moralistic attack on contemporary trends in art,
literature and philosophy — among others targeting Baudelaire, Ibsen, Zola and Nietzsche, as well as their
followers — which are seen as part of a wider degenerative process threatening civilization.

While not directly concerned with the parasite, as such, here — as part of a description of the “ideal man of
decadentism” — we can find an example that throws further light on the process through which insights from
the then new scientific field of parasitology were brought to bear on individuals or groups perceived as
damaging to society:

We have him now, then, the ‘super-man’ (surhomme) of whom Baudelaire and his disciples dream, and
whom they wish to resemble: physically ill and feeble; morally, an arrant scoundrel; intellectually, an
unspeakable idiot [...] The dunderhead considers himself infinitely superior to other people, and his
inconceivable stupidity only equals his inflated adoration of himself. He possesses an income of 50,000
francs and must also have it, for such a pitiable creature would not be in a position to draw one sou from
society, or one grain of wheat from nature. A parasite of the lowest grade of atavism, a sort of human

sacculus, he would be condemned, if he were poor, to die miserably of hunger in so far as society, in

misdirected charity, did not assure him the necessaries of life in an idiot asylum 48

Worth quoting is also the footnote inserted to explain the word “sacculus,” referring to the parasite Sacculina
carcini, which, due to its mode of action in regards to its host, for a long time was singled out by naturalists —
E. Ray Lankester included — as the lowliest of all low parasites:

The sacculus 1s a cirripedia which lives in the condition of a parasite in the intestinal canal of certain
crustacea. It represents the deepest retrograde transformation of a living being primarily of a higher
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organization. It has lost all its differentiated organs, and essentially only amounts to a vesicule (hence its
name: little bag), which fills itself with juices from its host, absorbed by the parasite with the help of
certain vessels, which it plunges into the intestinal walls of the latter. This atrophied creature has

retained so few marks of an independent animal that it was looked upon for a long time as a diseased

excresence of its host’s intestines 42

Given the old trope of the “greedy and usurious Jew”, it is a mean irony that the Latin term sacculus
originally was used to refer to money bags, indicating how easy it would later be for the Nazis to adapt
Nordau’s arguments to their own ends. In fact, the anti-semite Alfred Rosenberg was later to connect
Sacculina carcini explicitely to Jews in his bestseller The Myth of the Twentieth Century (1930), where he
stated that the 1dea of the Jewish parasite

shall in the first instance not be taken as a moral judgement but as biological reality, exactly in the same
way in which we speak of parasitic occurrences in the life of plants and animals. The sacculina pierces
the rectum of the common crab, and gradually grows into it, it sucks away its vital forces; the same
process occurs when the Jew invades society through the open wounds of the people, consuming their

creative forces and hastening the doom of society.m
Exterminating the parasite

In addition to who are seen as the degenerate parasites undermining society from within, one important
difference between Nordau’s stance and that of the Nazis should be mentioned: this in regards to how they
propose to solve the problems perceived as threats to civilization. Although Nordau seems to hold hopes for

the cure of those who are only moderately “infected” by the degenerate spirit of the age.2! according to him,
this will not be possible for everyone. Once past a certain point, nothing can bring the inflicted back to
health: “Those degenerates, whose mental derangement is too deep-seated, must be abandoned to their
inexorable fate. They are past cure or amelioration. They will rave for a season, and then perish. This book is

obviously not written for them.”22 For this reason, Nordau does not argue for the need to actively get rid of
these latter beings “past cure or amelioration”. There 1s simply no need for this, as nature, in his view, will do
the job itself:

That which distinguishes degeneracy from the formation of new species (phylogeny) is, that the morbid
variation does not continuously subsist and propagate itself, like one that is healthy, but, fortunately, is

soon rendered sterile, and after a few generations often dies out before it reaches the lowest grade of

organic degeneration.ﬁ

Under the National Socialists, on the other hand, what little hope of reform for the parasite was found in
Nordau had been thoroughly extinguished. Neither were they content to leave to nature the weeding out of
those thought not fit to live, but instead took the job upon themselves. One important aspect of this project is
the choice of tool of extermination. As Bein points out:

Moreover, it may well be said that this image of the Jew contributed to the methods of extermination. As
in the Middle Ages the Jew was slain and burned as Antichrist and Satan, so the method of killing Jews
in the gas chamber was but a logical consequence of their final identification with parasites, cankers,
bacilli and vermin. Once the Jews were really so regarded, it was not only imperative to exterminate

them, it was also quite obvious that in the process the same means we use against bacilli and vermin was
54

to be employed: poison gas.==
Edmund P. Russell III offers us an even more precise description. As he has shown in his “’Speaking of
Annihilation': Mobilizing for War Against Human and Insect Enemies, 1914—-1945” (1996), there is a
horrible biopolitical irony behind the fact that Zyklon B — the hydrogen cyanide used for gassing the inmates
of Auschwitz and other concentration camps — was in fact a pesticide previously used for combating lice; or,
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as he puts it: “Metaphor and ‘reality’ blurred in Nazi rhetoric: Jews were exterminated as deliberately, and

literally, as insects.”22

Russell makes a convincing case for the interconnectedness of entomology and war during the twentieth
century, emerging out of the enormous advances made by modern economic entomology in combating

agricultural destruction in the last half of the previous century.& As attested to by the cooperative ventures

between German chemical industry conglomerate 1.G. Farben and the Nazi government,ﬂ as well as the less
known history of cooperation between the Bureau of Entomology and the Chemical Warfare Service in the

US during the 1920s,28 the two at times existed in what could easily be called a symbiotic relationship. This
did not only result in the research and production of new insecticides that were also used as chemical

weapons (and vice versa),22 but also — and most importantly for the present discussion — through borrowing
the language of the other part, thereby mutually strengthening each other: the military presented war and its
enemies in terms taken from the natural sciences, especially from the battle against vermin of different sorts,
while entomologists presented the task of pest control and extermination in terms of war. This can be seen in
a penchant for the same metaphors, especially those concerning the “total extermination” of one’s enemies,
be they people, insects or parasites. These “shared metaphors”, Russell claims,

helped military and civilian institutions shape and express the way people experienced both war and
nature. [... ] publicists described war as pest control, pest control as war, and the two endeavors as
similar. On the one hand, describing war as pest control transformed participation in war from a
potentially troubling moral issue to a moral virtue. [... ] On the other hand, describing pest control as war

helped entomologists portray nature as a battlefield, elevate the status of their profession, and mobilize

resources.®

Addressing this transformation of war from a “potentially troubling moral issue to a moral virtue”, Russell
touches upon a central point, namely the ease with which such metaphorical applications to people of traits
taken from animals, insects and parasites lend themselves to dehumanizing practices: “By dehumanizing

enemies, animal metaphors reduced the sense of guilt about killing human beings in battle. The ‘lower” the

phylum, the lower the sense of guilt, and few phyla ranked lower than insects.”®! This corresponds well to
what Gregory H. Stanton, in a briefing paper at the US State Department in 1996, calls the third of a total of
eight stages of genocide. Under the heading of “Dehumanization”, it is described as follows:

One group denies the humanity of the other group. Members of it are equated with animals, vermin,
insects or diseases. Dehumanization overcomes the normal human revulsion against murder. At this

stage, hate propaganda in print and on hate radios is used to vilify the victim group.@

Here it can be asked, and rightly so, why this should have anything to do with liberal democracies.
Obviously, in such societies a large number of checks and balances will tend to ensure that dehumanizing
techniques are not taken to the same extremes as in the examples mentioned by Stanton: Nazi Germany,
Rwanda, Burundi, the former Yugoslavia, Cambodia, etc. But that their excessive energies are curbed does
not mean that such techniques are not also at work here. While they will often do so in a softer and more
opaque way, all societies will need ways of drawing the boundary between inside and outside, between what
(and who) should and should not be let in. More specifically, since borders are notoriously permeable, and
influx of unwanted elements to some degree 1s unavoidable, all societies — the most modern and democratic
ones not excluded — will also need ways of separating those elements which are deemed not to belong from
those that do inside their own territories. It 1s here that the parasite — with all its connotations of a selfish
intruder and an unwanted guest, of a danger to the health of its host organism — has served, and continues to
serve, a special role, functioning as a powerful rhetorical tool for the creation of a class of subhumans which
are not entitled to the same treatment and the same basic rights as ordinary citizens. While it would generally
be hard to get away with exterminating such “parasites” outright, this does not mean that they can not be
rounded up in camps or left to survive as best they can on the edges and in the interstices of society. It should
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therefore not come as a surprise that accusations against illegal immigrants of parasitism — just to name

perhaps the most obvious example — has been and is still a staple ingredient in nationalist and nativist

rhetoric.&3

Reconceptualising the parasite

As I hope to have shown, there is no doubt that the concept of the parasite was the ultimate rhetorical tool
which helped the National Socialists achieving their end of turning their enemies into lebensuntwerten

Leben, “life that does not deserve to live.”% Nor is there any doubt that this procedure drew a lot of its
venomous force from the scientific legitimacy it received through the late nineteenth century advent of
parasitology, one of the by-products of which was the creation of a new figure of the parasite that mixed the
human and the animal together to such a degree that a new space was opened up between them; a space later
to be inhabited by those no longer counted as fully human and which could therefore legitimately be
exterminated. Finally, I hope to have shown that although seldom framed in quite as blunt terms or dealt with
in the same manner as the Nazis did, as a tool for dehumanization, the modern concept of the social parasite
s still very powerful.

Interestingly, even though general public have still not been able to shake off the image of the parasite — both
human and animal — that came into existence alongside the scientific field of parasitology in the last half of
the nineteenth century, parasitologists themselves have increasingly begun to do so. I am here not refering to
late nineteenth century adoption of additional concepts for describing different types of symbiotic
relationships, since these in effect only divide such relationships into the morally “acceptable” (in the case of
mutualisms, where both parties benefit from the association), the “ambigous” (in the case of commensalisms,
where one party benefits from the association, but without damaging the other) and the “unacceptable” (in
the case of parasitisms proper), thereby leaving the negative implications of the latter wholly intact and
uncontested. My point is rather that whereas the founding fathers of the field often viewed their object of
research with considerable distaste, treating it as morally suspect, at best, their recent heirs have realized that
the reality of parasitical relationships is far less clear-cut than someone like E. Ray Lankester and his
contemporaries ever dreamt of.

Without going into details, scientists have for example come to the conclusion that a lack of parasites should

not be understood as a sign of health, but rather the opposite, pointing to a world out of balance &2 They have
also stressed that being a successful parasite in fact involves a very high degree of specialization, as well as
the ability to constantly modify your behaviour in order to adapt to an ever-changing habitat bent on your

destruction.28 Contrary to what social parasites are often accused of, their nonhuman namesakes are in other
words far from “lazy”, since those that stagnate will finally be exterminated by their hosts, whose immune
systems are in constant battles with the intruders. But this means that parasites are also important factors in
the continual evolution of their hosts, who equally has to adapt to their adaptations (and vice versa), a
phenomenon known as host-parasite coevolution. Even though it 1s difficult to prove once and for all that a

given trait is the direct consequence of such processes,6—7 there is no doubt that they function as an important

factor in the continual renewal of life. As Carl Zimmer puts it: “Parasites have probably been driving the

evolution of their hosts since the dawn of life itself. 28

This resonates well with a point made by Michel Serres in his The Parasite, where he draws our attention
exactly to this important role of foreign bodies in causing the systems they are introduced into to evolve,
thereby allowing us to see that nonhuman parasites actually bring a very important contribution to the table
of the host, instead of simply take without giving anything in return:

The parasite is an exciter. Far from transforming a system, changing its nature, its form, its elements, its

relations and its pathways the parasite makes it change states differentially. It inclines it. It makes the
equilibrium of the energetic distribution fluctuate. It dopes it. It irritates it. It inflames it. Often this
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inclination has no effect. But it can produce gigantic ones by chain reactions or reproduction.@

From their different vantage points, Zimmer and Serres thus allow us to see the parasite as a motor of
evolution, causing newness to come into being, and life to endlessly proliferate through bringing about yet
new (re)configurations. In itself, this is neither good nor bad, but it alerts us to the fact that a priori defining
parasites as “useless”, “lazy” or “degenerate” simply will not do, precisely because it blinds us to the

properly creative element involved in their work Z2 When seen in this light, the inadequacy of the label for
describing human beings deemed to be damaging to society becomes obvious, allowing us to begin to force
the discussion about how to deal with those not considered or treated as if they were fully human in another
direction; one in which those who would like to keep them reduced to a state of animality will no longer have
access to their perhaps most important rhetorical tool.

Anders M.Y. Gullestad is a Ph.D. Candidate in the Department of Linguistic, Literary and Aesthetic
Studies at the University of Bergen.
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45. Ibid.,p. 4. =
46. Jacques Kornberg, Theodor Herzl: From Assimilation to Zionism (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1993), p. 164. =

47. Noah Efron, Real Jews: Secular Versus Ultra-Orthodox: The Struggle for Jewish Identity in
Israel (New York: Basic Books, 2003), p. 60. The perhaps clearest recent expression of this can be
found in the Israeli free market liberal party Shinui, who have exploited the image of the Haredi
parasite for all it is worth. This can for example be seen in a commercial for the 2006 elections,
showing a large number of ultra-Orthodox Jews attaching themselves — parasite-like — to a secular
voter, only to vanish into thin air when he votes Shinui. <

48. Max Nordau, Degeneration, translated from the second edition of the German work; introduction by

George L. Mosse (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1993 (1892)), p. 309. <=
49. Ibid. <

50. Rosenberg quoted in Bein, “The Jewish Parasite”, p. 22. <

51. “(T)he present degenerate tendencies are pursued by many who are only victims to fashion and certain
cunning impostures, and these misguided ones we may hope to lead back to right paths™

(Nordau, Degeneration, p. 551). <=
52. Ibid. =
53. Ibid.,p. 16. =

54. Bein, “The Jewish Parasite”, pp. 36—37. =

55. Edmund P. Russell 111, “’Speaking of Annihilation': Mobilizing for War Against Human and Insect
Enemies, 1914—1945”, The Journal of American History, Vol. 82, No. 4 (March 1996), p. 1520.
Hydrogen cyanides (also known as prussic acids) had been used for fumigating purposes since the
nineteenth century, but were first tried out in battle on human enemies during World War 1. Because
Zyklon B proved inefficient in open air, it did not become popular for the extermination of people until
the National Socialists realized it was far better for killing humans stored together in concentrated
spaces than carbon monoxide, which had previously been used, for example in Chelmno and Treblinka
II <

56. On changing agricultural practices and the rise of economic entomology during the nineteenth century,
cf. John F. Clark’s Bugs and the Victorians (2009). <=

57. On 1.G. Farben’s role in the production of Zyklon B, see Russell, “’Speaking of Annihilation':
Mobilizing for War Against Human and Insect Enemies, 1914—1945”, p. 1521: “Indirectly, 1.G.
Farben supported and profited from the SS campaign against Jews. 1.G. Farben manufactured
Degesch’s Zyklon B at its Leverkusen plant. I.G. Farben owned 42.5 percent of Degesch, as well as
one-third of Degussa, which owned another 42.5 percent of Degesch. Several members of Degesch’s
supervisory board came from 1.G. Farben. Partly as a result of increased sales of Zyklon B, dividends
to the owners of Degesch in 1942, 1943, and 1944 were twice those in 1940 and 1941”. See also Peter

Hayes’ From Cooperation to Complicity. Degussa in the Third Reich (2004), esp. pp. 272—300. <
58. See Russell, “’Speaking of Annihilation': Mobilizing for War Against Human and Insect Enemies,
1914—19457, esp. pp. 1513—1518. =

59. 1.G. Farben’s Gerhard Schrader, for example, was not only responsible for the discovery of new and
effective organophosphorus insecticides, but also — through variations of these — of creating lethal
organophosphate nerve gases such as tabun, sarin and — after the war — cyclosarin, all of which were
classified as weapons of mass destruction in United Nations Security Council Resolution 687, adopted
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in 1991. According to Russell, “(w)hen Schrader sprayed chemicals on insects, he was in fact
screening chemical weapons™ (Russell, “’Speaking of Annihilation': Mobilizing for War Against

Human and Insect Enemies, 1914—1945”, p. 1519). =

1bid., p. 1509. <

1bid., p. 1512. Even though the quote in many ways can be said to contain a very succinct description
of such dehumanizing mechanisms, here a weakness becomes obvious. I am not so much talking about
Russell’s erroneous labelling of insects as a phylum — according to taxonomic rank, they belong to the
class Insecta, which belongs to the phylum Arthropoda — but rather that he unfortunately makes no
effort to distinguish between parasites and insects. While the two will no doubt have a tendency of
blurring into each other in dehumanizing discourse, it is important that they be analytically kept apart:
contrary to what he seems to think, it is not the latter, but the former which are generally considered to

be at the very bottom of the hierarchy of life. <

Parts of the description of the seventh stage — “Extermination” — are also worth quoting:
“Extermination begins, and quickly becomes the mass killing legally called ‘genocide.” It is
‘extermination’ to the killers because they do not believe their victims to be fully human” (Gregory H.
Stanton, “The 8 Stages of Genocide™ (1998), at
http://www.genocidewatch.org/aboutgenocide/8stagesofgenocide.html (last viewed on 22 February

2011)). =
Cf. Jonathan Xavier Inda’s “ Foreign Bodies: Migrants, Parasites, and the Pathological Nation” (2000).

«

On this concept, see Agamben, Homo Sacer, pp. 136—143. <
For a plethora of concrete examples why life without parasites would neither be advantageous nor
possible, cf. Zimmer’s Parasite Rex and Marlene Zuk’s Riddled With Life (2007). =

Cf. Claude Combes’s The Art of Being a Parasite (2005). <=

Just to give an example, one commonly held hypothesis of why sexual reproduction evolved, is that in
increasing genetic diversity, it allows better protection for hosts against parasites than does
reproduction through cloning, as well as better protection against the defense systems of the hosts for
the parasites; in the words of Claude Combes: “Now, in higher species, thanks to the recombination of
genes during meiosis, sexuality is a powerful mechanism for increasing diversity originally spawned
by mutations. We are then entitled to ask the question, Does sexuality exist in host species simply to
help them struggle against parasites, and does it exist in parasite species only because it helps them
resist host defenses? Most evolutionists would say yes, although the question is still controversial”
(Combes, The Art of Being a Parasite, transl. Daniel Simberloff (Chicago & London: The University
of Chicago Press, 2005 (2001)), p. 170). What is known as the Hamilton-Zuk hypothesis claims
parasites may also be the reason why sexual selection evolved. More specifically, the acquisition of
costly traits such as a long tail or bright plumage often found in males of sexually dimorphous birds is
argued to be a way of showing off one’s lack of or resistance to parasites to females, cf. William D.
Hamilton and Marlene Zuk’s “Heritable True Fitness and Bright Birds: A Role for Parasites?”” (1982).

<«

Zimmer, Parasite Rex, p. 159. <

Serres, The Parasite, p. 191. <

This creative aspect is the topic of my article “Literature and the Parasite” (Deleuze Studies, Vol. 5,
No. 3, 2011, pp. 301-323). Taking J.L. Austin’s famous dismissal in How To Do Things With
Words (1962) of literary language as “parasitic” upon normal language as a starting point, I here
explore the similarities between Serres” definition of the parasite and Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattar1’s concept of “minor literature”, arguing that the parasite-host relationship might supply us

with a model for thinking about the world-shaping abilities of literary texts. <
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