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Beyond the Threshold: Unlimiting
Risk in Mei-mei Berssenbrugge and

Kiki Smith's Endocrinology

In the mid-1990s, the Asian-American poet Mei-mei Berssenbrugge, at
the time experiencing illness due to pesticide exposure (Chiu), collabo-
rated with the American artist Kiki Smith to produce Endocrinology—a
poem-collage featuring lines and fragments of text alongside monop-
rints resembling organs from the endocrine (hormone) system (e.g. the
adrenal glands, a uterus, testicles). Issued in 1997 as a paperback by
Kelsey Street Press, Endocrinology was originally published as a full-
color, limited-edition art book earlier that same year. According to
Berssenbrugge, Smith chose a translucent but tough rice paper with
which to build the pages of the art book because of its skin-like quality
(Hinton). To create the maquette, Berssenbrugge and Smith cut
and pasted lines of Berssenbrugge's poetry onto the pages
(Berssenbrugge and Smith, “Story and Notes” 106). Originally a five-
stanza poem, “Endocrinology” was transformed, Berssenbrugge
explains, into a “field or surface tension of words that float across the
whole” (106). Using letterpress, silkscreen, and die-cut printing tech-
niques, Universal Limited Art Editions reproduced the maquette—all
of its text and images—almost exactly as Berssenbrugge and Smith
had originally created it (Hinton). The result was a tactile, dimensional
book object—its interior, in the words of Berssenbrugge, an “abstract
turmoil” (Hinton). Through this “abstract turmoil,” Endocrinology
evokes fluid forms of environmental relation—processes of circulation,
permutation, perfusion, absorption, disorganization, mirroring, and
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crossing that occur in and between bodies. “Opening the book, you
can look through pages, as through human tissue,” Berssenbrugge
points out (“Story and Notes” 106). The borderless bodies that consti-
tute the book's ecosystem are often radically vulnerable to harm. They
are also defined by complex intimacies, both material and immaterial
—shared systems; exchanges of hormone, blood, light, water, and
feeling.1 Importantly, the changes and exchanges that occur in
Endocrinology are mostly mundane, often seeming to occur inside or
just outside of the home: there is dancing, love, and sex; a strawberry
sprouts in the garden, light casts shadows, cells divide and reproduce.
One would almost think that nothing was wrong. And yet, it is pre-
cisely at these intimate, seemingly ordinary sites of contact that risky
encounters—or, more precisely, processes of toxicity—occur, laying
bare, as Berssenbrugge writes at one point, a “material . . . non-
negotiable contingency,” “the possibility of imbalance in the body”
(Berssenbrugge and Smith Endocrinology, 7).

Consider the page of Endocrinology from which these phrases are
taken (see fig. 1). At the top, Berssenbrugge writes: “Black rock in a dry
river, weeds tangled at its base, something heavy enmeshes with some-
thing light. The material, of non-negotiable contingency, the feeling, a
different structure on different physical levels” (7). Berssenbrugge's long
lines unfurl like riverweed, her commas interrupting the movement of
each line like the riprap of a river's bed. Below these lines is a monoprint
that resembles a protruding rock with weeds or algae encircling it.
Arguably, the print also resembles an animal cell, its nucleus ensconced
by cytoplasmic material. To the right of the print is a translucent white
rectangle, a patch of light over the page's shaded, fibrous background.
In bringing these words and images into proximity, Berssenbrugge and
Smith facilitate a series of contrasts: between that which is heavy or dark
and that which is light; that which is animate and that which is inani-
mate; hardness and softness; movement and stagnancy—evoking and
layering “levels” of materiality and interpenetration. On the next page,
Berssenbrugge writes, “Shortly after phagocytosing material, leucocytes
increase their oxygen consumption and chemically produce light,” ges-
turing toward the process by which cells acquire nutrients, remove path-
ogens, and—oddly—emit light (8).2 On this page appears a double of
the print from the previous one. In this new context, one might read the
ambiguous image as resembling the process of phagocytosis: the parti-
cle at the center of the print is suddenly engulfed (phagocytized) by pro-
tective cells (phagocytes). In this sense, the image conveys a cellular
process of defense against toxins, the amorphous limit between health
and unhealth that is constitutive of cellular life itself.
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In this article, I want to think further about risky sites of contact
and processes of toxicity—that is to say, I want to think about bodies at
risk—as they are figured by these and other pages of Berssenbrugge
and Smith's Endocrinology. Moreover, I want to consider these figura-
tions in the context of social risk theory and research in the fields of
toxicology and scientific risk assessment in order to draw contrasts
between these different paradigms. To do so, I will borrow terminolo-
gy from social risk theory and scientific risk assessment. By merging
these discourses with literary critical methods, I hope to throw into
relief the ways in which a contemporary work of visual poetry

Figure 1. Mei-mei Berssenbrugge and Kiki Smith, Endocrinology (New York:
Universal Limited Art Editions, 1997), 7. © Kiki Smith/ Universal Limited Art
Editions.
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registers material processes of contamination and degradation in
unique ways. Importantly, what I do not want to suggest is that literary
criticism necessitates the employment of scientific discourses in order
to validate its claims. In fact, I hope to show the opposite: that in the
end, it is innovative poetic form that illuminates aspects of contempo-
rary material conditions in ways that the sciences, always already so
mediated by the rationalist logics of empire and political economy,
cannot. In a society where risks and social definitions of risk are one
and the same, as Ulrich Beck argues (World at Risk 31), Endocrinology
makes a new kind of risk knowledge available, one that testifies to the
ways in which suffering as a result of risk often burdens those of mar-
ginalized racial, sexual, and gender identities disproportionately to
other populations.3 Furthermore, Endocrinology challenges us to inter-
rogate the structures of power that determine what does and does not
constitute risk to bodies and environments in the first place—what
Beck describes as that “bureaucracy of knowledge” in which “quality
of life and the production of knowledge are locked together” (Risk
Society 55) and what Ursula Heise has rightly pointed out is a complex
“mediation process” by which institutional interests shape how per-
ceptions of risk are socially transmitted (130).

I understand the body at risk as that body which is delineated pre-
cisely at its risky points of contact and interpenetration with other
environmental bodies. Its contours should be understood not in con-
ventional terms (e.g. body as delineated by that soft, interfacing organ
that we call the skin), but rather in terms of sites of perfusion between
cells, tissues, organs, pathogens, chemicals, and particulate matter. In
other words, the body at risk is realized in and through the process of
toxicity, during which toxicants interact with and alter molecules, often
impairing biological processes and cellular function at the micro-
environmental level (Klaassen and Watkins 22–27). What is risk? In
scientific terms, a risk is a measure of the magnitude of a hazard and
its probability of being realized (Plant et al. 11). A hazard is a factor
likely to produce harm (11). While scientists assert a distinction between
“risks” and “hazards”—and while some environmentalists have resist-
ed the term risk along with the notion of “risk analysis” for this reason,
arguing that the concept of risk suggests the possibility of gain (as in the
case of financial risk), and furthermore that inherent to risk analysis
itself is acceptance of a threat—critics have pointed out that today the
term risk has, for the most part, negative connotations (Heise 133–34).
The Oxford English Dictionary's definition of the term would seem to
substantiate this claim, in that it defines risk as “the possibility of loss,
injury, or other adverse or unwelcome circumstances; a chance or
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situation involving such a possibility” (OED Online). In the context of
contemporary environmental crisis, the concept of risk itself has evolved.

Once again, Endocrinology registers and imagines risk and bodies at
risk in ways that the sciences do not. This is not to say that the natural
sciences, for example, are not capable of articulating risk and bodies at
risk in sophisticated ways. Toxicology, for one, certainly provides us
with the information we need to grasp very precisely the processes by
which toxicants interact with the body at the molecular level, posing
various hazards. That said, historically risk assessment, a component
of toxicology, has been influenced not only by assumptions and theo-
ries about health but time and again by the interests of capital and bio-
power.4 The case of DES (diethylstilbestrol) is a compelling example,
and I will discuss it in some depth later. For a more general example,
we might look at how in the United States, regulators continue to ad-
vocate a number of longstanding risk-assessment models while reject-
ing the more recent precautionary principle, as this newer principle is
often seen as an obstacle to progress.5 In this context, one might argue
that figurations of risk in poetry and art can help illuminate alternative
logics to those of capital and biopower, making legible overlooked or
unacknowledged sites and gradations of risky contact. In Endocrinology,
for example, thinking the body at risk necessitates the imagination of
risk as potentially ubiquitous. That said, the book does not espouse a
traditional “crisis mode” of thought; instead, it reveals how bodies at
risk often manifest in and populate environments that are notable pre-
cisely for their lack of what we think of when we think of “crisis” or
“emergency.” To follow the thinking of Lauren Berlant: bodies at risk
come to exist in spaces that more often than not feel entirely ordinary,
amidst the most daily of activities, needs, and desires (100). In
Endocrinology, the body at risk is a crisis of the everyday, a register of
the “escalating scarcity of health” (as Beck phrases it) that saturates the
most banal of experiences (Risk Society 40–41).

In what follows, I explore such risk paradigms—models for imag-
ining, recognizing, and assessing environmental risk factors—figured
by Berssenbrugge and Smith's Endocrinology. In contrast to scientific
risk assessment—“the systematic characterization of potential adverse
health effects resulting from human exposures to hazardous agents
or situations” (Klaassen and Watkins 48)—Berssenbrugge and Smith
offer an experimental paradigm for thinking the body at risk anew. For
the poet and artist, body's form (whether human, animal, plant, or
other) crystallizes at sites of imbalance, wear, diminishment—often
imperceptible sites of risky contact between microscopic agents and
the molecules of the body's hormones, blood, organs, and other sub-
stances. Body is in every way defined by risk.
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Specifically, I argue that Berssenbrugge and Smith's innovative risk
paradigm undermines what is perhaps scientific risk assessment's
most basic tenet, one that has played a significant role in twentieth-
and twenty-first-century risk assessment methods: the concept of the
“threshold.” Epitomizing twentieth-century assumptions about the
relationship between body and environment, the threshold concept
maintains that all substances are “safe”when their doses are kept below
certain limits. In Berssenbrugge and Smith's book, however, even trace
amounts of substance can affect bodily and ecological systems. Here,
the threshold model no longer applies; instead, risk is ubiquitous, con-
stitutive of body itself. Importantly, it is only in reading Endocrinology as
a material register of the continuum between bodies that this new con-
ception of risk comes to light. When one reads the book as the trace of
an embodied collaboration, one becomes attentive to how, for example,
in dynamic interaction between text and image the concept of “body” is
de- and reconstituted. As Berssenbrugge explains, “Kiki and I treated
the visual and verbal as a continuum of the material, and the valence
was the energy of our interaction” (“Stories and Notes” 106). Ultimately,
I show how one might read the bodies of Endocrinology as constituted in
these moments of volatile relationality, along with the risk paradigms
that become visible only upon such a reading. In Endocrinology, risk itself
becomes form, and in co-constituting the bodies of the book in and
through active reading processes, one participates in the recalibration
and expansion of the contemporary risk imagination.

In employing the phrase “risk paradigm,” I gesture toward dis-
courses in both the natural and social sciences. In natural scientific
terms, risk assessment is based on a framework that accounts for the
source, pathway, and target, or receptor (e.g., an organism or ecosys-
tem), of any risk—its “contamination chain”—identifying potential
hazards, evaluating risk data, assessing exposure and effects, and ulti-
mately characterizing and evaluating the risk (Plant et al. 28). As the
natural sciences' conceptualizations of risk have emerged and evolved,
so have the social sciences'. In the 1980s, Ulrich Beck began to develop
a theory of the global risk society: what he defines as that postindustri-
al society in which the logic of risk dominates the logic of wealth pro-
duction (and not the other way around, as he argues was the case in
the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries [Risk Society
12]); in which risk is more global and ubiquitous than ever before (13);
and in which catastrophe, once the exception, is now the new norm
(24). For Beck, modernity in the late twentieth century is defined by an
antagonism: that modernity which had been synonymous with indus-
trial society (“classical modernization”) comes to be replaced by a mo-
dernity defined by a modernization of the principles of industrial
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society—what Beck calls “reflexive modernization” (10). Modernization
is “reflexive” because “productive forces have lost their innocence. . . .
The gain in power from the techno-economic ‘progress’ is . . . increas-
ingly overshadowed by the production of risks” (13). In other words: it
has become common knowledge that “sources of wealth are ‘polluted’
by . . . ‘hazardous side effects’ ” (20). Importantly for Beck, while risk
itself is nothing new, risks in this new modernity are notable in that
they are global, ubiquitous, and enduring—“arising for all of humani-
ty” and “outlasting generations,” as in the cases of the nuclear threat or
the storage of radioactive waste, yet at the same time largely invisible,
“localized in the sphere of physical and chemical formulas” (21–22). In
his more recent work, Beck argues additionally that while in the indus-
trial society “relations of production” determined who held power, in
the risk society it is “relations of definition” that determine who plays a
dominant role (World at Risk 31). No longer is power held by those who
own the means of production, but rather by those who decide how
risks are identified (e.g. what counts as “proof” of a risk), mediated,
and managed (33–34).

While “relations of definition” continue to evolve in the face of new
findings about the toxification of the water and food systems, and not
to mention findings about the rapid warming of the planet, Beck's
analysis continues to feel strikingly apropos. Consider the following
claim, which he makes early on:

[Risks] induce systematic and often irreversible harm,
generally remain invisible, are based on causal interpreta-
tions, and thus initially only exist in terms of (scientific or
anti-scientific) knowledge about them. They can thus be
changed, magnified, dramatized or minimized within
knowledge, and to that extent they are particularly open
to social definition and construction. (Risk Society 23)

Beck underscores how risk is mediated and ultimately legitimized or
delegitimized by forms of knowledge, which are always also forms of
power (i.e. “relations of definition”). In this way, risk definition and
recognition become political, social problems.6

For Beck, the risk society brings capitalist development to a new
stage (23). According to Beck, the risk society is no longer a class
society, in that risk, unlike wealth, displays an equalizing effect and
tends toward globalization (36). Even the capitalist cannot escape this
“universalization of hazards,” often finding herself forced to reckon
with what Beck names the “boomerang effect,” in which “latent side
effects” of production catch up with those who unleashed them in the
first place for the purpose of making a profit (e.g. toxins in the food
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system and consumer articles; smog in the atmosphere from industrial
manufacture; general ecological devaluation) (36–38). Moreover, Beck
argues: “Risk societies . . . contain within themselves a grass-roots
developmental dynamics that destroys boundaries, through which the
people are forced together in the uniform position of civilization's
self-endangering” (47).

Beck's claim is persuasive. But thinking the “uniformity” of hu-
mankind in the contemporary risk society obscures the fact that, his-
torically, risks have accumulated, and continue to accumulate today,
among those living on the margins of society in the West, and also
among those living outside of North America and Europe. While Beck
acknowledges that in some ways risks strengthen the class society, pri-
marily burdening the poor while offering the rich the opportunity to
buy their way out of hazardous situations, he claims ultimately that in
modern society, risks tend to equalize (in his own words: “poverty is
hierarchic, smog is democratic”) (35–36). Beck modifies his claim in
World at Risk, acknowledging that the impacts of climate change, for
example, vary from region to region, and that “the poorest people in
the world will be the hardest hit”; however, he continues to maintain
that certain risks (including global warming) are “egalitarian” (37). As
Beck writes himself, “Nitrates in the groundwater do not stop at the
general manager's water tap” (37). But as environmental justice advo-
cates have shown, it is most often poor communities and communities
of color, and especially the women in those communities, that bear the
brunt of environmental risk.7 As Harald Welzer points out, moreover,
citing the 2007 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, climate
change will in fact have a highly varied impact on societies around the
world (Welzer 35). In North America and Northern Europe, regions
with resources for coping, the effects of climate change will be relative-
ly benign (35–38). In contrast, Africa and parts of Asia, those regions
with the lowest greenhouse gas emissions, will suffer the worst conse-
quences (35–36). As Welzer puts it, “Here we see the signs of a histori-
cally new global injustice: climate change will deepen the existing
asymmetries and inequalities of life chances” (35). And so, it would
seem that our new era is defined not by the equalization of risk but
rather by the further immiseration (to appropriate Beck's term) of
those populations already situated most precariously, both in the West
and in developing countries around the world.8

At the micro-environmental level, Berssenbrugge and Smith's
Endocrinology figures the conditions of Beck's risk society, in that in the
book hazards are largely invisible, circulating as trace amounts of
chemical in what Linda Voris has described as the book's “interstitial
fluid” (83). Furthermore, in Endocrinology, boundaries dissolve and, in
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a certain sense, bodies are “forced together in [a] uniform position”
(per Beck), into precarious proximity and intimacy. That said, unlike
in Beck, in Berssenbrugge and Smith the notion of “imbalance”
becomes central; risk is messy, “disorganized,” and takes on “a differ-
ent structure on different physical levels” (Berssenbrugge and Smith
7). Bodies with different genetic constitutions, for example, or with
immune or endocrine system disorders, might be more vulnerable
than others to certain environmental hazards. Moreover, female or femi-
nized bodies at times experience environmental risk differently from
male bodies. While Endocrinology was written almost two decades ago,
what we might call the “risk logic” of the book serves as a harbinger to
more recent theories. In Berssenbrugge and Smith, nearly imperceptible
variations of degree begin to define the constitution of what we call
“body” and “world” in modernity.

I want to return briefly to Beck. According to Beck, as society
becomes aware of modernization risks, catastrophe, once the excep-
tion, becomes the new norm. In the process, society becomes vulnera-
ble to emergency government:

As the threat grows, the old priorities melt away, and
parallel to that the interventionist policy of the state of
emergency grows, drawing its expanded authorities and
possibilities for intervention from the threatening condi-
tion. Where danger becomes normalcy, it assumes per-
manent institutional form. . . . The risk society is . . . a
catastrophic society. In it the state of emergency threatens to
become the normal state. . . . With the increase of hazards . . .
[democracy] harbors a tendency to a legitimate totalitarian-
ism of hazard prevention. (Risk Society 78–79)

The risk society, Beck argues, manifests as the state's increasing ten-
dency toward totalitarian government. In his book From Apocalypse to
Way of Life, Frederick Buell offers a different account. According to
Buell, as society has become accustomed to living with a sense of in-
creasing risk and uncertainty, its conception of environmental crisis
has shifted from fear and anxiety about the prospect of sudden catas-
trophe to acceptance of gradually deteriorating environmental and
social conditions (105). Environmental crisis has become a place where
people dwell, constitutive of everyday life (177). While Buell follows
Beck's line of thinking to a certain point, acknowledging that “total
crisis” can risk translating to authoritarianism, he argues ultimately
that as crisis has “domesticated into daily life” and as people have
learned to live with and in the “slow process of increasingly ecological
and ecosocial immiseration,” problems “have both gone beyond and
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become too intimate to suggest authoritarian solutions” (201–02). It is
perhaps this conception of risk—risk as an aspect of the domestic and
the daily, a ubiquitous condition under which people live—that is
closest to Berssenbrugge and Smith's in Endocrinology, in which any
number of environmental factors may contribute to “the possibility of
imbalance in the body,” and risky encounters occur in the most quotid-
ian of places.

Natural scientists, too, have worked to conceptualize risk, specifi-
cally as a means for navigating the rough terrain that has been the
modern chemical industry, which since World War II has increased
more than 30-fold (Langston 17). The risk frameworks that scientists—
and in particular, toxicologists—have developed over the century have
been instrumental in determining not only which drugs and chemicals
have been approved for sale on the market, but also in mediating how
the culture at large has identified and correlated ecological harm.
Gaining momentum as a scientific field in the 1950s with the launch of
the American journal Toxicology and Applied Pharmacology and the
founding of the Society of Toxicology—around the time that ecology,
too, was emerging as its own discipline with the publication of its first
textbook9—toxicology, or the study of poisons, is and always has been
intertwined with risk assessment (Klaassen and Watkins 3). By defini-
tion, one of toxicology's objects is to assess the probability of certain
adverse effects of chemicals in living organisms (6). Risk assessment is
one of toxicology's component parts.

In many ways, contemporary risk paradigms continue to rely on
some of the oldest principles of toxicology, including the foundational
notion that “the right dose differentiates a poison from a remedy,”
as termed by Paracelsus in the sixteenth century (Plant et al. 6).
Paracelsus's principle is that of the “dose–response relationship,” the
correlation between levels of exposure and the spectrum of possible
effects—the most fundamental and pervasive principle of toxicology
(Klaassen and Watkins 9). An implication of the dose–response rela-
tionship is the concept of the “threshold,” the idea that all chemicals
are safe when their exposure levels are kept below certain limits
defined as tolerable—a notion that continues to play a key role in risk
assessment today (Plant et al. 6). Interestingly, it was in the early twen-
tieth century, in the wake of emerging germ theories of health and dis-
coveries about the microbial origins of diseases, that Paracelsus's
formulation was taken up with a new rigor (Langston 22). In the
context of germ theory, scientists began to understand the body as con-
stituting a kind of barrier, vulnerable to toxic substances only in
amounts great enough to breach that barrier (21). This belief that the
body was ultimately separate from its environment influenced
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scientific and regulatory approaches to managing chemical risks for
much of the twentieth century (21). And despite the fact that toxicolog-
ical science today acknowledges that variability in how individuals
respond to different levels of chemical makes it difficult to establish a
true “no-effect” threshold for any chemical and, moreover, that it's
more practical to consider the inflections in the “dose–response curve”
rather than absolute thresholds (Klaassen and Watkins 13), the belief
that the body is at a certain point cut off from its environment contin-
ues to underpin risk assessment procedures in the twenty-first century.

A problem with this type of risk framework (the notion that the
body constitutes a barrier), as Nancy Langston points out in her book-
length study of DES (diethylstilbestrol), is that it was founded on early
twentieth-century assumptions about how bodies and environments
interact with chemicals and other agents, rendering it essentially im-
potent by the middle of the twentieth century in the face of dangers
posed by new synthetic chemicals (Langston 17). Endocrine disruptors
like DES, for example, proved not to be dose-dependent; in some
cases, even, low doses were more toxic than high doses (6, 38). But the
fact that research findings like these undermined the threshold model
did not stop scientists and regulators from advocating and employing
it. I will return to this phenomenon and its ramifications shortly. Before
I do, though, I want to go to Berssenbrugge and Smith's Endocrinology
to show how an innovative work of visual poetry registers environ-
mental risks to bodily systems while also gesturing toward the prob-
lematics of scientific models for measuring them.

Many bodies appear in Berssenbrugge and Smith's Endocrinology: a
woman's, a man's, a child's; those of animals, plants, rivers, microscopic
organisms; bodies of light and darkness. In the book, “body” is always
other-than or more-than human. The book itself, a collage comprised of
scraps and layers of text along with anatomical images, is also a body.
As Berssenbrugge puts it, “The book is . . . layered with blue organs and
ligaments of text. A plain expanse of cover, like skin. A spine” (“Story
and Notes” 106). In the original art book, a tail extends from one of the
prints, an appendage “uncontained by the frame of the page,” as Joseph
Jeon writes (72). Moreover, Jeon observes that Endocrinology serves as a
“visible [index] of contingency and of position within a specific social,
cultural, or historical discourse—that which opposes the normative and
universal” (75). For Jeon, the tail in particular is like a racial mark in that
it signals “nonnormative, bodily difference” (75). In this way, and as the
book itself seems to suggest, to read Endocrinology is to circulate through
a particular marginalized body. In the process, one encounters its blood,
milk, breath, veins, capillaries, hair, fat, hormones, skin, light, desire—its
microscopic “intracellular spaces” (Berssenbrugge and Smith 12). As I
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have suggested, to read the book is also to encounter the material trace
of a particular embodied collaboration between a poet and visual artist.
A performance of contact and interpenetration, Endocrinology tracks
forms of touch that range from intimate, loving (“He touches her
stomach” [1]), to violative, harmful (“Blood drips under a white feather
of the wounded bird. A vein puts the organ in the background” [16]).
For Berssenbrugge and Smith, it is in these moments of contact—
whether micro-environmental (invisible) or haptic (cutaneous)—that
bodies are constituted; bodies come to exist in sensing and being sensed
by other bodies.

Endocrinology is Berssenbrugge and Smith's first collaborative art
book. The book comes midcareer for Berssenbrugge, after Empathy
(1989) and Sphericity (1993), and shortly before Four Year Old Girl
(1998), books also notable for their innovative use of the long poetic
line; their interest in space and the spatial composition of the page;
and their juxtaposition of nature descriptions with scientific language
about the systems of the body.10 Early in Endocrinology, Berssenbrugge
writes:

Hormones are molecules, material, invisible.
Their flow is random, mesh through which the body is sensed,
not an image.

. . .

The form of her body is important, as how she is here, though
there's no physical evidence of her physical suffering. (4)

Here, Berssenbrugge's long lines reach across the page like hair or
veins or genetic code, vital in their “flow.”According to the poem, hor-
mones are “mesh.” In this sense, body manifests (“is sensed”) in its in-
teraction with that which is invisible; in the transgression and
dissolution of its boundaries, body is constituted and reconstituted.11

Importantly, materiality and material affect might or might not be
visible. For this reason, suggests the poem, encountering the physical
world in its subtle interconnection necessitates unconventional forms
of (sensory) recognition. This is a complex, nearly aporetic conception
of body, in which “form” exists and matters—matters in that form is
significant (“the form of her body is important”), and also in that form
is material (it is notable that Berssenbrugge uses the adjective “physi-
cal” twice)—but cannot be apprehended via traditional sensory expe-
rience. Body's form comes to be defined at imperceptible sites of
“suffering”; its imbalance is the result of unpredictable and idiosyn-
cratic interactions between invisible, trace levels of chemical and other
substances, both natural and synthetic (7). In the poem, suffering itself
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straddles presence and absence; it is there and not there at once. The
structure of the line points toward this aporia. The clause “as how she
is here” suggests that the “significance” of form, that which ultimately
defines form, lies in what is most fleeting and transient about it: its
being “here.” The deictic adverb (grammatical shifter) “here” evokes
the immediacy of “her” body, but also the way in which the body said
to be “here” is also not here (i.e., as soon as one declares, “it is here,”
one's claim is already obsolete).12 In this moment, presence and
absence are coextensive. The line registers the tension of this seeming
contradiction. Language, coming up against its limit, must confront its
own inability to grasp and hold fast to matter. In this failure, the line
reminds us, language is like any other logical system in its inability to
exhaust the world of material affect and relation.

Accompanying the text of this page is a print resembling a
hormone-releasing adrenal gland (see fig. 2). One might also see a
cocoon suspended from a twig. In its doubleness, the image gestures
toward the amorphous ecology in which every body is entangled,
whether animal, plant, or object. Furthermore, the image evokes multiple
ecosystems, underscoring the faceted and layered nature of ecology. The
silhouette is ominous in its density, in contrast to the lightness of the
single lines of text and luminosity of the open page, and in its elliptical
relation to the text (the image is not representative). There is a quiet pre-
cariousness about the print and text in constellation, throwing into relief
the intricacy and fragility of bodily systems that could at any moment go
awry. Situating the reader at once both inside and outside of a body, the
material fact of the page and its contents remind her that she is both
transgressor of body's limits and also a co-constitutor of it as she imagi-
nes connections between the image and the fragments that surround it.
In this way, the reader enters into collaboration with the book object and
also the poet and artist, becoming enmeshed in the exchange between
and continuum of bodies. The reader is implicated in the process of tox-
icity; she not only immerses herself in a risky encounter, but actively re-
hearses the recognition and definition of risk in the context of the
encounter as well.

At other points, Endocrinology gestures more directly toward symp-
toms of systemic disruption and disorder. One page reads: “B cells
grow for years in a petri dish. . .The sick, immortalized cells don't
know to stop growing,” again pointing toward the way that cellular
growth and differentiation are bound up with the fluctuating levels of
the various proteins and hormones that circulate throughout the body
(26). (See fig. 3.) The unsettling long lines stand in uncomfortable prox-
imity to a delicate print resembling a testicle. The gland appears espe-
cially vulnerable juxtaposed with stark language that suggests
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malignancy or other illness. The text is also juxtaposed with handwrit-
ing, which reads: “Shaking in two different directions.” Berssenbrugge
has explained that the handwritten words on scraps of paper that
appear in Endocrinology were inserted somewhat randomly onto its
pages (Hinton). However arbitrary its placement may be, though, the
handwritten phrase modifies the line “B cells grow for years in a petri
dish,” underscoring the unstable nature of organic life. Here, “sick cells”
“shake”; life, however diseased, proliferates. This imminence and im-
mensity of unhealth—the ramification of the proliferation of chemical
and other hazards for fragile, porous bodily systems—permeates the
white of the page.

Figure 2. Berssenbrugge and Smith, Endocrinology, 4. © Kiki Smith/ Universal
Limited Art Editions.
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On another page, Berssenbrugge writes, “The woman leans on the
table, forearms abnormally long. Her milk flows and flows. She cries
and cries” (17). (See fig. 4.) The image feels surreal, ekphrastic.
Berssenbrugge has said that the poetic line is a response to a work of
visual art by Smith (Hinton). As readers, we cannot knowwhat has hap-
pened to the woman. We might guess that she lives with a hormone im-
balance or genetic disorder, which could be inherited or a result of
environmental factors. We might infer that, due to illness, she has had to
cease breastfeeding and is therefore experiencing pain associated with
stopping lactation. Importantly, though, both language and page refuse
any particular disease narrative; the relationship between “abnormally

Figure 3. Berssenbrugge and Smith, Endocrinology, 26. © Kiki Smith/ Universal
Limited Art Editions.
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long” forearms (a description one could read figuratively or literally)
and the painful flow of milk is not immediately apparent. Moreover, the
translucent page does not feature a print, but rather only the trace of an
image that appears on the previous one: a print resembling a kidney.
The suggestion of the woman's suffering is powerful, but also diffuse.
Berssenbrugge's emphasis on various fluids (her repetition of “flows”
and “cries”) contributes to the amorphousness of the images. As Jeon
observes, Berssenbrugge's ekphrasis “calls attention not only to . . .
objects themselves but also to the phenomenological acts of perception
they prescribe, and she discovers in these art objects a mode of looking
at one's own ill body that might challenge the reifying forces of medical
discourse” (100). The language facilitates self-reflexive reading—the

Figure 4. Berssenbrugge and Smith, Endocrinology, 17. © Kiki Smith/ Universal
Limited Art Editions.

Beyond the Threshold 835
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://academ
ic.oup.com

/isle/article/22/4/820/2363616 by guest on 22 M
ay 2023



reader develops consciousness of her own process of apprehending the
language's referent—while at the same time refusing a simple diagnostic
reading. This reflexivity is integral to Berssenbrugge and Smith's risk
paradigm, as it reminds readers that “perceptions of risk and risks are
not different things” (Beck Risk Society, 55). How and what we are able
or choose to see matter; ways of perceiving and experiencing risk, imbal-
ance, suffering, and illness determine whether and how we will recog-
nize and respond to them.

On the same page, laid over the trace of the print resembling a
kidney is the following text: “These are unaccountable imperfections
in the numerical fabric, not mysteries. Awire crosses in front of a line
on the wall, while its shadow seems to cross behind it” (17). In an in-
terview, Berssenbrugge explains that this language is also ekphrastic;
it describes a wire sculpture by her husband, the artist Richard Tuttle
(Hinton). Like the preceding lines, these, too, call the reader's attention
to processes of perception. The description suggests that perception in-
volves apprehending various layers of materiality, an attunement to
the overlap of systems—the way that every system is “shadowed” and
“crossed” by others, idiosyncratic and inexhaustible in their “unac-
countable imperfections.” Moreover, perception itself is revealed to be
a process constituted by layers of materiality—the various systems of
the sensing body. In the end, any number of different systems haunt
the page—the endocrine system, immune system, reproductive system,
renal system, nervous system, ocular system—and while their functions
and forms of exchange do not necessarily overlap, taken together, they
evoke what we call “body.”

At other points, Berssenbrugge and Smith convey how material
bodies encompass, consume, and even become one another. Recall
how Berssenbrugge writes, “Shortly after phagocytosing material, leu-
cocytes increase their oxygen consumption and chemically produce
light” (8). And then, on the next page: “If the mother is diabetic the
foetus becomes her mother's endocrine system. This occurs in all
animals whose circulations are linked” (9). Here, too, Berssenbrugge
refers to a process by which one organism interacts with and pene-
trates another, leading to varying degrees of balance or imbalance. In
the case of gestational diabetes, a mother's placental hormones cause
blood sugar levels to rise to a point that can affect the health of the
fetus and increase its risk of developing type two diabetes and obesity
later in life (Mayo Clinic). Berssenbrugge points toward the way dis-
ruptions to and imbalances in a woman's endocrine system have con-
sequences not only for her body but for her offspring, too; hormonal
ecologies are both synchronic and diachronic. On this page, the text
overlaps with a large print resembling the gland of a breast or,
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alternatively, sea algae—an image both frightening and fragile. The
reader finds herself at once inside of a body and underwater, sub-
sumed and submerged. The nearness of the medicalized text to the
gland suggests the gland's vulnerability and possible unhealth in the
case of hormonal disruption as well. In reading Endocrinology, the
reader repeatedly skirts these sites of contact, encountering seeming
boundaries precisely at the moment in which they begin to fall away.
In the process, the reader develops a heightened sensitivity to the fra-
gility, contingency, and unpredictability of hormonal ecologies, and to
the way in which certain bodies are often more vulnerable than others
to environmental and intergenerational risk factors. The consequences
of forms of touch, manifesting as symptom, reach and reverberate
across bodies in space and time, from one generation to the next.

To continue to think through how a risk paradigm like Berssenbrugge
and Smith's might be particularly useful in the early twenty-first
century, I want to look even more closely at the relationship between
the twentieth century's history of risk perception and its production
and use of synthetic hormones—in human bodies and, later, in the in-
dustrial food system—for the purpose of “regulating” hormone shifts
in women during pregnancy and menopause and for fattening live-
stock quickly in order to increase profitability (Langston ix, 30).
Arguably, and as Langston's study suggests, it was the introduction of
endocrine-disrupting synthetic chemicals in the 1940s—precisely the
types of chemicals that haunt the pages of Berssenbrugge and Smith's
Endocrinology—that began to challenge instituted scientific and social
risk assessment models, forcing those both inside and outside of the lab
to rethink the relationship between body and environment.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, debates began over the
potential harm of low-dose exposure to chemicals like arsenic (arsenic
was used frequently as a pesticide in the nineteenth century) (19). As I
have mentioned, around the same time toxicologists began to rely in-
creasingly on threshold values (21, 23). Historically, to identify a
threshold has been to identify a dose at which there are no observable
adverse (and therefore no statistically significant) effects (Klaassen and
Watkins 52). And while the concept is one of toxicology's oldest, the
threshold has served as a key variable—and in fact the very basis—for
most risk assessment calculations in the synthetic chemical age (52).
Moreover, thresholds continue to be instrumentalized in complex
ways for the purpose of mediating society's perception of risk. Beck
illuminates the effects of this phenomenon when he writes,

the bit of poisoning being set down becomes normality. It
disappears behind the acceptable values. Acceptable
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values make possible a permanent ration of collective stan-
dardized poisoning. They also cause the poisoning they
allow not to have occurred, by declaring the poisoning
that did occur harmless. . . . [The] production of toxins
and so on is not only a question of which industries, but
of fixing acceptable levels. It is, then, a matter of copro-
duction across institutional and systemic boundaries,
political, bureaucratic and industrial. (Risk Society 65)

The threshold model does not recognize trace amounts of toxicant as
actually occurring. Once again, this model betrays a fundamental as-
sumption of the twentieth century: that body, while vulnerable to risk
factors, is at a certain point closed off from its environment (Langston
22). Body itself constitutes a limit. Moreover, as both Langston and
Beck's analysis suggests, while grounded in toxicological principles
and scientific theories of health (however obsolete those theories), the
threshold model was and is co-instituted and perpetuated by that tri-
umvirate of science, government, and industry.

How so, specifically? By the late 1930s, during initial investigations
into the synthetic hormone DES (diethylstilbestrol), research had re-
vealed that endocrine-disrupting chemicals like DES—those synthetic
chemicals that bind with estrogen receptors in the body—violated the
threshold model, in that their effects proved not to be dose-dependent
(i.e. the development of toxic symptoms in test subjects did not corre-
late with the size of the dose) (Langston 35). Scientists found that even
trace amounts of synthetic hormone could have potential activity,
causing cancer and problems with sexual development in animals (x).
For this reason, the FDA initially took the position that DES was effec-
tive but potentially dangerous (39). But when the FDA rejected the
drug, pharmaceutical companies joined forces to reverse the decision,
creating political pressure and capitalizing on scientific uncertainty to
help minimize consumer concerns and also on cultural assumptions
about women and women's bodies (43–44). Langston writes,

Cultural assumptions about women affected the devel-
opment, approval, and marketing of DES. The urge to
control the disorderly nature of the hormonal female
body was closely linked to a sense that women were
flawed by nature, unable to make rational decisions
without the careful guidance of the experts. The FDA
had hoped to find a compromise between industry pres-
sure and scientists' concerns, limited access to the drug
through prescription and requiring that it carry a warning
about DES risks. Yet these compromises foundered on the
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agency's assumption that women could not make appro-
priate choices. (44)

Not only did private interests exploit scientific uncertainty about the
drug; they also exploited and perpetuated social stereotypes about the
relationship between women's endocrine systems and their ability to
reason. Arguably, and as Langston suggests, the stigmatization of
women's hormonal bodies distracted science and society from rigor-
ously taking up the question of the relationship between synthetic hor-
mones and natural hormones in the body; the female endocrine
system was not an area for further scientific research but rather a
problem in need of quick fixing. These corporate strategies were effec-
tive, and in the end, the FDA approved DES for use in menopausal
and pregnant women—and later, for use in industrial farming (x-xi).
Private and political interests trumped research findings, and the
threshold model went unchallenged, despite the fact that research had
already undermined its validity.13

In Endocrinology, no threshold exists. More precisely, limits are
posited only to be, in the same moment, displaced or transgressed. In
this way, Berssenbrugge and Smith's paradigm subverts the threshold
model that has informed—and arguably continues to inform—policy
around synthetic chemicals (take, for example, the case of bisphenol
A, or BPA, which has been used to make plastics and is contained in
the linings of most canned foods, and which has been found, like DES,
to have endocrine-disrupting properties [xi]). Theirs is a conception of
risk in which material encounters, both visible and invisible, them-
selves delineate bodies; it is not a question of whether or how much
risk exists, but rather of how to locate the sites of hazardous contact
between environmental forces that constitute bodies. In Endocrinology,
risk is form. To be a body is to be a body-in-proximity, a body per-
fused, and to read the book is to actively encounter with one's body the
nature of contemporary risk. It is to reside at precarious, shifting, di-
minishing thresholds—between text and print, plant and animal,
blood and lymph, the presence and absence of “suffering.” Moreover,
it is to co-constitute and co-define forms of risk that manifest in and
across the book's pages. Because risk is form, in participating in the
imagination and recognition of the book's bodies, readers at the same
time rehearse determining “relations of definition” (per Beck). And
while this type of rehearsal is not the same as engaging with policy
makers about the risks of synthetic chemicals or the problems with
contemporary risk assessment models, it does provide readers with
the opportunity to cultivate a heightened, embodied sensitivity to the
politics and material fact of risk and bodies at risk. Recall Beck: if risks
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only exist in our knowledge of them, then within forms of knowledge
risks can be socially reconstructed.

Endocrinology also lends insight into conversations about what
Lawrence Buell has named contemporary toxic discourse, what he de-
scribes as anti-mainstream environmentalism that shifts the focus
from a preservationist agenda to the problem of eco-inequality and
how marks of social difference determine which populations get
subject to which environmental risks (642, 655). While Endocrinology
implicates science and technology for the uneven toxification of con-
temporary bodies and environments, itself employing a kind of toxic
discourse, it avoids capitalizing on rhetoric that can be a problem of
toxic discourse. As Giovanna Di Chiro argues, toxic discourse (what
she calls “anti-toxics discourse”), in its tendency to condemn those re-
sponsible for the perversion of ecologies, bodies, and “natural” repro-
ductive processes, can, in appealing to cultural anxieties about the
destabilization of “normal” gendered bodies, end up creating a “sex
panic” and mobilizing the power politics of normativity (202). Di Chiro
writes, “[While] professing laudable and progressive goals, [anti-toxics
discourse] . . . reinforces what queer and disability theorists have ana-
lyzed as a compulsory social–environmental order based on a dominant
regime of what and who are constructed as normal and natural” (202).
In Endocrinology, however, there is no “normal” from which any given
body has deviated; rather, bodies are in flux, constantly forming, trans-
forming, and being transformed. Moreover, the book does not attribute
particular effects to particular causes. Unlike in the natural sciences, in
Endocrinology there is no single “contamination chain” to be mapped.
To read the book is to think against the rationalist logic of cause and
effect, dwelling instead amidst the uncertainty of forms of excess that
perfuse the body.

In Endocrinology, even slight amounts of hormone and chemical
disrupt bodily ecologies. While certain trace materials may confound or
elude the ecological register, they still play a role in determining bodily
health or sickness. This fact poses challenges to traditional models for
ecological thinking in that, as Berssenbrugge writes herself late in the
book, “the fragment is not the same as the whole” (27). In other words:
every ecosystem contains an excess, or materials which do not meet
thresholds for recognition and therefore go unarticulated. These excess-
es—or “fragments,” to use Berssenbrugge's term—mean that a given
ecosystem's parts cannot be dialectically resolved with or as a whole;
both fragment and whole are always something other than, in excess
of, what they appear to be. The result is a precarious ecology where
sites of contact between bodies are dynamic and contingent, and in
which excess, or fragment, is constitutive and inheres. On the same
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page, Berssenbrugge writes, “Desert ferns covered with reflecting hair
may insulate the fronds. Radiations of a state barely embodied, then
dissolving in counter-reflections of light” (27). The poet turns to the
natural world, pointing toward the way in which what we call “body”
often shifts or dissolves as quickly as light itself. Bodies and ecologies
are so fluid that exhausting all of their component parts becomes im-
possible. Here again is an environmental ethos that departs from what
Lawrence Buell describes as ecocriticism's preferred model, that of an
“ecological holism” (656). Instead, we have a toxic discourse for which
“modern nature . . . as the physical environment humans actually
inhabit is not a holistic spiritual or biotic economy but a network or
networks within which, on the one hand, humans are biotically imbri-
cated (like it or not) and, on the other hand, nature figures as modified
(like it or not) by techne” (657). More recently, Stacy Alaimo has
termed this type of paradigm “trans-corporeality,” an understanding
of bodies as inextricable from their toxic environments. For Alaimo,
“thinking through toxic bodies allows us to reimagine human corpore-
ality, and materiality itself, not as a utopian or romantic substance ex-
isting prior to social inscription, but as something that always bears
the trace of history, social position, region, and the uneven distribution
of risk” (261). One might argue that Endocrinology is a performance of
trans-corporeality. All materials have body, and all bodies (including
those of toxicants) are irreducible. They are connected variously and
fundamentally, and are registers of the local conditions under which
they thrive or fail. Together, these bodies, or bodily fragments, com-
prise an aggregate, but never a “whole.”

I have shown how Berssenbrugge and Smith's Endocrinology illumi-
nates aspects of environmental risk that the sciences often do not. More
specifically, I have shown how Endocrinology's innovative forms under-
mine the concept of the threshold, one of twentieth-century scientific
risk assessment's most basic tenets. In Berssenbrugge and Smith's book,
limits between bodies do not exist, and bodies are never “safe”; instead,
risk is constitutive of body itself. Risk is form. Readers arrive at this con-
ception in and through a practice of reading that entails actively con-
structing the forms of the book and, in the process, becoming implicated
in its processes of toxicity. In tarrying with forms of imbalance and the
unequal distribution of risk in and across the book's pages, readers re-
hearse determining “relations of definition” and in this way develop a
more nuanced sense of the politics of risk. Moreover, readers come to
see that any number of different factors may contribute to “the possibili-
ty of imbalance in the body,” and risky encounters often occur as part of
the most daily of acts. To think our contemporary risk society and the
body at risk, we need new frameworks for grasping the processes of
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toxicity that define phenomenological experience. As Endocrinology
attests, not only the social and natural sciences but innovative poetry,
too, might provide us with the models that we need to do so.
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Who Love to Be Astonished: Experimental Women's Writing and Performance
Poetics (Tuscaloosa: U of Alabama P, 2002), 54–68.

2. The process to which Berssenbrugge refers is called leukocyte chemilu-
minescence. See R. D. Nelson, M. J. Herron, J. R. Schmidtke, and R. L.
Simmons, “Chemiluminescence Response of Human Leukocytes: Influence of
Medium Components on Light Production,” Infection and Immunity 17.3
(1977): 513–20.

3. In this way, we might read Endocrinology through recent interventions in
environmental justice. See Rachel Stein, “Introduction,” New Perspectives on
Environmental Justice: Gender, Sexuality, Activism, ed. Rachel Stein (New
Brunswick, New Jersey, and London: Rutgers UP, 2004), 1–17.

4. The foundational text for modern biopolitical theory is Michel Foucault's
1978 “Right of Death and Power over Life,” The History of Sexuality, Volume 1:
An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Random House), 134–59. In
it, Foucault examines the emergence of biopower in the eighteenth century. He
describes it as “nothing less than the entrance of [biological] life into history . . .
into the order of knowledge and power, into the sphere of political techniques”
(141–42). Under the biopolitical state, “methods of power and knowledge
assumed responsibility for the life processes and undertook to control and
modify them” (142).

5. The precautionary principle, emerging in the 1970s, states that when
there is not enough information about a toxicant to quantify risk and when it
might have the potential to cause harm, precautionary measures should be
taken. Plant, Voulvoulis, and Ragnarsdottir, Pollutants, Human Health and the
Environment, 28.

6. InWorld at Risk, Beck explains how the topic of global risk might be inte-
grated more rigorously into theory-construction and research in sociology. See
in particular Chapter 10, “Global Inequality, Local Vulnerability,” 160–86. For
more on the importance of sociological accounts of risk, see Harald Welzer,
Climate Wars: Why People Will Be Killed in the Twenty-First Century, trans. Patrick
Camiller (Cambridge: Polity P, 2012), 26–27.

7. See Lawrence Buell, “Toxic Discourse,” Critical Inquiry 24.3 (1998): 639–
65; and also Stein, “Introduction,” 1–17.

8. For more on this phenomenon, see Rob Nixon on “slow violence,” what
he defines as “a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of
delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional vio-
lence that is typically not viewed as violence at all” (2). Slow violence, argues
Nixon—climate change, toxic drift, deforestation, radioactivity—affects those

842 I S L E

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isle/article/22/4/820/2363616 by guest on 22 M

ay 2023



poor populations that reside on the margins of visibility and official memory
(65). Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge
and London: Harvard UP, 2011).

9. The biologist Eugene Odum published Fundamentals of Ecology, the first
ecology textbook, in 1953. His foundational article “The New Ecology,” pub-
lished in BioScience 14.7 (1964), 14–16, also contributed to the institution of the
field.

10. For a helpful overview of the transformation of Berssenbrugge's inno-
vative practice, see Linda Voris, “A ‘Sensitive Empiricism’: Berssenbrugge's
Phenomenological Investigations,” American Women Poets in the 21st Century:
Where Lyric Meets Language, ed. Claudia Rankine and Juliana Spahr (Middletown:
Wesleyan UP, 2002), 68–93.

11. Berssenbrugge's invocation of “mesh” calls to mind Timothy Morton's
key concept in his book The Ecological Thought. Morton defines “mesh” as “the
interconnectedness of all living and non-living things,” the condition of entan-
glement that defines ecological relations (28). In Morton's own words, the
term is “perfect” for thinking about the environment (28). Morton's sense of
the term is probably too “perfect,” though, for Berssenbrugge and Smith, for
whom ecological relations are less totalizable. For Morton, “since everything is
interconnected, there is no definite background and therefore no definite fore-
ground” (28). (Here Morton is not far off from Beck, for whom risk societies
force people together in a “uniform position” [Risk Society 47].) Mesh flattens
and is absolute. In contrast to Morton, “mesh” at this point in Endocrinology is
uneven, volatile, and contingent. See Timothy Morton, The Ecological Thought
(Cambridge and London: Harvard UP, 2010).

12. Philosophers have articulated this phenomenon in various ways. Most
notable, perhaps, is Hegel's explication of what he names “sense-certainty”
(58). For Hegel, a closer look at “what is” is all it takes to begin to see the elu-
siveness of what appears in “simple immediacy” (59). Hegel writes:

To the question: “What is Now?”, let us answer, e.g. “Now is
Night.” . . . We write down this truth . . . [But if ] now, this
noon, we look again at the written truth we shall have to
say that it has become stale. . . . The Now that is Night is pre-
served . . . but it proves itself to be, on the contrary, something
that it is not. . . . This self-preserving Now is, therefore, not
immediate but mediated. (60)

See Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller
(Oxford: Oxford UP, 1977).

13. Today DES is recognized as carcinogenic and a developmental toxicant
so potent that other toxicants are often weighed against it (x). Langston writes,
“Of the two to five million children who were exposed to DES prenatally,
nearly 95 percent of those sampled have experienced reproductive-tract prob-
lems, including menstrual irregularities, infertility, and higher risks of a
variety of reproductive cancers.” See Langston, Toxic Bodies, x.

Beyond the Threshold 843
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://academ
ic.oup.com

/isle/article/22/4/820/2363616 by guest on 22 M
ay 2023



W O R K S C I T E D

Alaimo, Stacy. “Trans-corporeal Feminisms and the Ethical Space of Nature.”
Material Feminisms. Ed. Stacy Alaimo and Susan J. Hekman. Bloomington:
Indiana UP, 2008. 237–64. Print.

Altieri, Charles. “Intimacy and Experiment in Mei-mei Berssenbrugge's
Empathy.” We Who Love to Be Astonished: Experimental Women's Writing and
Performance Poetics. Tuscaloosa: U of Alabama P, 2002. 54–68. Print.

Beck, Ulrich. Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity. Trans. Mark Ritter.
London: Sage Publications, 1992. Print.

———.World at Risk. Trans. Ciaran Cronin. Cambridge: Polity P, 2009. Print.
Berlant, Lauren. Cruel Optimism. Durham and London: Duke UP, 2011. Print.
Berssenbrugge, Mei-mei and Kiki Smith. Endocrinology. New York: Universal

Limited Art Editions, 1997. Print.
———. Endocrinology. San Francisco: Kelsey Street P, 1997. Print.
———. “Endocrinology Story and Notes.” Splendid Pages: The Molly and Walter

Bareiss Collections of Modern Illustrated Books. Ed. Julie Mellby. Easthampton:
Hudson Hills P, 2003. Print.

Buell, Frederick. From Apocalypse to Way of Life: Environmental Crisis in the
American Century. New York and London: Routledge, 2003. Print.

Buell, Lawrence. “Toxic Discourse.” Critical Inquiry 24.3 (1998): 639–65. Print.
Chiu, Jeannie. “Mei-mei Berssenbrugge.” Asian American Writers, Dictionary of

Literary Biography. Vol. 312. Ed. Deborah L. Madsen. Detroit: Gale, 2005.
Web. 1 June 2014.

Di Chiro, Giovanna. “Polluted Politics? Confronting Toxic Discourse, Sex
Panic, and Eco Normativity.” Queer Ecologies: Sex, Nature, Politics, Desire.
Ed. Catriona Mortimer-Sandilands and Bruce Erickson. Bloomington and
Indianapolis: Indiana UP, 2010. 199–230. Print.

Foucault, Michel. “Right of Death and Power over Life.” The History of
Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction. Trans. Robert Hurley. New York:
RandomHouse, 1978. 134–59. Print.

“Gestational Diabetes.”Mayo Clinic. Web. 1 Mar. 2013.
Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich. Phenomenology of Spirit. Trans. A. V. Miller.

Oxford: Oxford UP, 1977. Print.
Heise, Ursula K. Sense of Place and Sense of Planet: The Environmental

Imagination of the Global. Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 2008. Print.
Hinton, Laura. “Three Conversations with Mei-mei Berssenbrugge.” Jacket 27

(2005). Web. 1 June 2014.
Jeon, Joseph Jonghyun. Racial Things, Racial Forms: Objecthood in Avant-Garde

Asian American Poetry. Iowa City: U of Iowa P, 2012. Print.
Klaassen, Curtis D. and John B. Watkins. Casarett & Doull's Essentials of

Toxicology. 2nd ed. New York: McGraw Hill, 2010. Print.
Langston, Nancy. Toxic Bodies: Hormone Disruptors and the Legacy of DES. New

Haven and London: Yale UP, 2011. Print.
Morton, Timothy. The Ecological Thought. Cambridge and London: Harvard

UP, 2010. Print.

844 I S L E

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isle/article/22/4/820/2363616 by guest on 22 M

ay 2023



Nelson, R. D., M. J. Herron, J. R. Schmidtke, and R. L. Simmons. “Chemilumi-
nescence response of human leukocytes: influence of medium components
on light production.” Infection and Immunity 17.3 (1977): 513–20. Print.

Nixon, Rob. Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor. Cambridge and
London: Harvard UP, 2011. Print.

Odum, Eugene. “The New Ecology.” BioScience 14.7 (1964): 14–16. Print.
Plant, Jane A., Nikolaos Voulvoulis, and K. Vala Ragnarsdottir. Pollutants,

Human Health and the Environment: A Risk Based Approach, 1st ed. John
Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 2012. Print.

“risk, n.”OED Online. Oxford: Oxford UP, 2013. Web. 1 June 2014.
Stein, Rachel, ed. New Perspectives on Environmental Justice: Gender, Sexuality,

Activism. New Brunswick, New Jersey, and London: Rutgers UP, 2004.
Print.

Voris, Linda. “A ‘Sensitive Empiricism’: Berssenbrugge's Phenomenological
Investigations.” American Women Poets in the 21st Century: Where Lyric
Meets Language. Ed. Claudia Rankine and Juliana Spahr. Middletown:
Wesleyan UP, 2002. 68–93. Print.

Welzer, Harald. Climate Wars: Why People Will Be Killed in the Twenty-First
Century. Trans. Patrick Camiller. Cambridge: Polity P, 2012. Print.

Beyond the Threshold 845
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://academ
ic.oup.com

/isle/article/22/4/820/2363616 by guest on 22 M
ay 2023



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.5
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo false
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
    /Courier
    /Courier-Bold
    /Courier-BoldOblique
    /Courier-Oblique
    /Helvetica
    /Helvetica-Bold
    /Helvetica-BoldOblique
    /Helvetica-Oblique
    /Symbol
    /Times-Bold
    /Times-BoldItalic
    /Times-Italic
    /Times-Roman
    /ZapfDingbats
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 175
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG2000
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 20
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 175
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG2000
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 20
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages true
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 175
  /MonoImageDepth 4
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


