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‘Bernard Stiegler is one of the most interesting philosophers of technology writing today and the student of Derrida of greatest relevance to the contemporary cultural scene. However, Stiegler’s work has been so far available in English only in piecemeal form. Ross Abbinnett remedies that problem in this book, which provides a patient and thoughtful reconstruction of Stiegler’s entire intellectual trajectory. Here readers will acquire a deep and systematic sense of Stiegler’s broad conception of “technology”, which ranges from Plato’s extended dream state, through the accelerated pace of modern industrial society, to the potential eclipse of the human spirit in the name of digital dexterity. Those who seek a middle way between embracing and refusing this “transhumanizing” trajectory will find much insight in this book.’

– Steve Fuller, Auguste Comte Chair in Social Epistemology, University of Warwick, UK
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I must say that I remain a materialist in the sense of a materialism that does not deny the spirit, but which poses that spirit, while not reducible to matter, is always conditioned by it.

– Bernard Stiegler, ‘How I Became a Philosopher’

“Remember thee?”

Ay, thou poor ghost, while memory holds a seat

In this distracted globe.

– William Shakespeare, Hamlet
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Introduction

Technology and spirit



Biography

Bernard Stiegler was born on 1 April 1952 in Sarcelles (95), France. He became a philosopher during a period of incarceration in Prison Saint-Michel in Toulouse, and the Centre de détention in Muret, which lasted from 1978 to 1983. In a piece of biographical detail that is now as well known as Roland Barthes’ being killed by a laundry van, his sentence was imposed for armed robbery, and the details of his time in prison are recounted in his essay ‘How I Became a Philosopher’ (Stiegler, 2009b: 1–26). Following his release, Stiegler became a professional philosopher and public intellectual, and is currently a professor at the Université de Technologie in Compiègne, visiting professor at Goldsmiths College, London, and director of the Department of Cultural Development at the Centre Georges Pompidou. In 2006 he founded the political-aesthetic group Ars Industrialis, through which he and his collaborators continue to campaign for a massive investment by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank and the European Union (EU) in global culture. This much can be gained from Wikipedia, along with summaries of his main works, including the centrepiece of his philosophy, Technics and Time. The purpose of this introduction, however, is not to present a potted biography, or to weave together the events of Stiegler’s life with his philosophical ideas. Rather, my aim is to provide a brief account of the main themes of Stiegler’s work (originary technicity, general organology, the pharmakon), and to show, again very briefly, how these ideas are related to his readings of Derrida, Simondon, Freud, Marx, Heidegger and Leroi-Gourhan. I will also provide an account of the expository strategy of the book, which focuses on (1) the way in which Stiegler conceives the globally disorientating power of contemporary technological programmes; (2) his identification of the unforeseen effects of hospitality, desire and recognition (spirit) that arise from the capitalization of human life; and (3) his orientation to contemporary political, philosophical and sociological debates on the technoscientific future of humanity.

Context

There is, it seems to me, a clear determination to identify Stiegler’s work as a humanist response to the tendency of technological systems to become self-activated, and to appropriate more and more of the practical, intellectual and reflective functions that are traditionally identified with the essence of humanity. On what we might call the modernist left there is a suspicion that his work retains a Hegelian idea of spirit, which operates within the expanded processes of capitalization that have emerged from the digital, informatic and biotechnological revolutions of the last twenty years. And so if we are to remain Marxists in any meaningful sense, we must continue to trace the exploitative and technocratic tendencies that are reproduced by technological innovation, rather than being distracted by the contingent forms of self-expression that they may facilitate. This pejorative imputation of humanism to Stiegler’s philosophy is given a much more determined form in what has become known as accelerationism, whose basic thesis has been differentiated into left- and right-wing variants. The argument that is common to both is that digital, artificial intelligence and biotechnologies are opening up a transhumanist future, whose arrival is being delayed by the refusal of the Humanities to let go of essentialist mythologies of human life as a sacrificial struggle. So, the left-wing version of accelerationism maintains that what we should take from Marx is his belief in the transformative power of technology, and the need to embrace the new forms of collectivism that are made possible by synthetic bodies, virtual milieux and the artificial reproduction of self-consciousness. Meanwhile, the right-wing argument is that to hold on to the idea that technology has an essentially collectivist trajectory is to impose an artificial limit on the modes of innovation that are implicit in every technological programme. From this perspective, of course, it is easy to make the accusation that Stiegler is a humanist in the sense that his philosophy of spirit simply repeats the Hegelian necessity of death and sacrifice. Indeed, I once heard Stiegler’s work summed up as ‘an avuncular warning’ to slow down the pace at which technological systems are destroying the symbolic order of human life. However, such dismissive summations fail to engage properly with the concepts of ‘general organology’ and ‘originary technicity’ through which Stiegler develops his critique of hyperindustrial society. I will provide specific definitions of these concepts in chapters 1 and 2.

Any attempt to give a systematic account of Stiegler’s thought should bear in mind his acknowledgement that he is indebted to Jacques Derrida’s work. Deconstruction is above all a critique of origins, that is, a constant questioning of the logic of presentation through which the ontological characteristics of things (human beings, animals, states, races and genders) are differentiated from the contingent and the accidental. So, to make a simple attribution of humanism to Stiegler’s philosophy of technology is to ignore the fact that, for him, the evolution of the human species has always been driven by a lack of essence that is made good by technological supplements and cultural supports. The particular reading of the myth of Prometheus that is presented in the first volume of his most important work, Technics and Time, presents the story of the theft of fire from the Olympian gods, as configuring a reciprocal relationship between human beings and technology that lies at the origin of history (Stiegler, 1998: 185–203). The ability to make fire separates humans from animals in the sense that it entails forms of praxis that are not reducible to instinctual behaviour. Our humanity consists in the fact that our coming into self-consciousness is made possible by the use of tools (the flint stone that gives the spark and forms the blade of the axe) that has formed our somatic being and has been the foundation of our reflexive and intellectual faculties. This formation of self-consciousness in relation to the tools through which human beings engage with their environment is essentially organological, that is, a mutually formative connection between two elements whose evolution is a constant re-articulation of their difference and dependency. Stiegler’s inheritance of Derrida’s concept of grammatology is, therefore, really about the way in which the relationship between technology and human beings develops through time, that is, through the social, cultural and economic institutions that have emerged from the ongoing development of inscriptive, reproductive and representational technologies. And so if Stiegler’s work does sustain a concept of human nature, this, I believe, is a contingent construction that haunts the development of technological programmes as the need for symbolic recognition of and affective participation in communal life.

A further elaboration of Stiegler’s account of the organological development of human beings and technological programmes can be found in his reading of Gilbert Simondon’s work. The question of the difference between Stiegler’s philosophical project and the one proposed in Derrida’s version of deconstruction, as we will see in the following chapter, is essentially bound up with his account of the self-determining functions of the inscriptive, reproductive and representational programmes that have emerged in the digital age. Stiegler engages with the possibility of individual reflection and desire once digital networks have become the mechanism through which information is stored, disseminated and represented to the sensory and cognitive faculties of the individual subject. His contention is that in order to understand the dynamics of difference that have emerged within the digital information economy, we must first theorize the tendency of technological programmes, whose universal principle is efficiency of connection, to appropriate the reflexive (noetic) faculties of human beings. The basis of Stiegler’s modification of Derrida’s account of the reflexivity that is implicit in the ontological organization of social identities, is Simondon’s work on the interface between human beings and their technological environment. In his book On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects, Simondon maintains that the key to understanding the evolution of modernity is the way in which machines have progressively appropriated the skills that were traditionally required of human beings in the productive process. Thus, the process of alienation that Marx described in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts is, in the final analysis, a technological effect that arises from the perfection of heavy industrial technologies. The illusion on which Marx’s critique of estranged labour is based, however, is that the emancipation of machine technologies from the system of bourgeois capitalization would bring about a condition of economic equality. Simondon maintains that technological objects evolve through a process in which their ‘associated environment’ is progressively integrated into the functional organization of parts that make up their ensemble. And so if there is a primacy of material forces of production in Marx’s sense, this is determined by a technological necessity whose differentiation into a plurality of evolving and related machines is that which conditions the modes of economic activity that have come to characterize industrial modernity (Simondon, 1980: 51–58).

Stiegler’s relationship to Simondon’s work maintains an essential ambiguity that opens up a number of important issues in his work. The first of these concerns the futural orientation of Simondon’s account of the relationship between human actors and the technological systems within which their performative faculties (work, reflection and desire) are exercised. According to Stiegler, Simondon underplays the processes of exteriorization and symbolic recognition through which human beings exercise their freedom. His work presents a kind of benign technological determinism, in which the evolution of increasingly sophisticated machines brings about new modes of functional reflexivity that transform the way in which we understand ourselves as performative beings. We become, in other words, increasingly reflexive nodes within the networks of industrial society. This, however, is to miss something fundamental about the evolution of the media technologies through which human desire has been transformed into predictable responses to stereotypic representations of beauty, heroism, love and sexuality. Thus, Stiegler’s recourse to the concept of ‘Dasein’ is motivated, at least in part, by the acute sensitivity that Heidegger’s philosophy maintains in relation to the modes of public life, or ‘being with’, that threaten the authenticity of individual human beings. And so the idea of a ‘technological Dasein’ that he develops in Technics and Time places human beings between the utopianism of Simondon’s technological organology on the one hand, and the unmediated presentation of mortality that, for Heidegger, is the source of man’s authentic being, on the other (Stiegler, 1998: 134–184). As we will see, this relationship between the ‘who’ of embodied human consciousness and the ‘what’ of technological systems is the central question raised by Stiegler’s philosophy. Insofar as projective thinking is the outcome of cognitive and somatic developments that have arisen from the capacity of human beings to manipulate tools, the experience of being thrown into the world is simultaneously one of absence and supplementation, nothingness and prosthetic desire. It is from this position that Stiegler develops his genealogy of technology or, to be more specific, his account of how technical systems transform the symbolic relationships through which human beings reproduce their collective lives. Each epoch is founded on a defining innovation that, in offering the chance of a technological future that has surpassed the limitations of all the previous societies, also gives rise to fundamental dislocations in the cultural, spiritual and economic organization of human civilization.

Stiegler’s genealogy is developed through a reading of Leroi-Gourhan’s work, particularly Gesture and Speech, in which he attributes the anthropological foundation of the promise of human life to the technological supplements that originally accompanied it. To put things very simply, Leroi-Gourhan argued that the development of the pre-hominid species from which the first human beings emerged, was one in which the specialization of the musculoskeletal and neurological systems of those species was the outcome of an evolutionary advantage gained by the ability to utilize tools. Thus, the specialization of hands and feet that produced an upright carriage, and the constitution of the social space, or ‘anterior zone’, within which the business of communication, cooperation and recognition could take place, is the result of an organological relationship between the body and its supplements (Leroi-Gourhan, 1993: 31–36). This relationship constitutes the fate of humanity, for our entire sensory and intellectual life is bound up with the technological supports through which human physiology, intellect and society come into existence. My contention is that Stiegler’s extensive reading of Leroi-Gourhan’s anthropology provides the foundation for the account of spirit that permeates his work. The existence of humanity, as technological Dasein, does not unfold through its perfection as a reflexive appendage of the informatic systems of industrial modernity, as is the case in Simondon’s thought. Rather, the cognitive, somatic and neurological development of human beings is essentially organological: the totality of our existence is constantly re-mobilized by technological programmes that can radically over-stimulate our desire for objects that have no symbolic value, and can also offer the chance of new forms of self-expression that revitalize the libidinal economy of social life. Spirit therefore consists in the relationship between the technologically mutable existence of human beings and the symbolic relations through which collective life is aesthetically and reflexively configured: it is the process of cognitive (noetic) engagement through which the individual inherits the ideal objects of state, church, republic and humanity within the technological relations of society. The fate of this process of inheritance is the guiding thread of Stiegler’s critique of hyperindustrial modernity. Insofar as the consumerist solution to the crisis of early twentieth-century capitalism was achieved through media technologies that reorientated the desire of human beings, a new epoch of techno-psychical manipulation begins in which culture industries take control of the reflective and aesthetic faculties of each individual.

The Frankfurt School critique of consumer capitalism is, for Stiegler, a critique of the fate of spirit in the machinery of cognitive capitalization. His reading of Horkheimer and Adorno, for example, is concerned with their account of how the commodity form has been altered by the standardization of desire through the aesthetic schema of film and television. His contention is that although Dialectic of Enlightenment shows great prescience in its account of how the public relations industry has succeeded in standardizing desire and transforming the mimetic order of the social into a coordinated network of objective relations, the theory of reification limits the relationship between desire, reflection and technology to one in which the individual becomes a cipher of the process of capitalization (Stiegler, 2011b: 22–24). In other words, the loss of spirit and affective engagement that is suffered by human beings is presented as a fate which can only be registered in discrete forms of aesthetic expression that remain independent of the axis of science, technology and capital. However, as a critique of the fate of spirit in the Promethean world of industrial modernity, Horkheimer and Adorno’s work fails to register the libidinal dynamics that are put into play by analogue technologies such as film and radio. According to Stiegler, their reading of Freud tends to see the materiality of human desire as a crude susceptibility of individuals to the schema of the culture industry. As a result, the affective engagement of the masses with the symbolic forms of social life (family, state, church) becomes increasingly attenuated, and the reflective capacity of human beings is channelled straight into the calculative economy of consumption.

It is the relationship between this process of cognitive channelling and the sensory-affective constitution of human beings that is the focus of Stiegler’s work on what makes human life worth living. Insofar as the psychical and somatic differentiations that constitute human individuals are the result of a common techno-cultural evolution, there is a sense of acute disorientation that accompanies the re-timing of social life that comes with the deployment of analogue media technologies. According to the organological perspective developed by Stiegler, this state of disorientation cannot be adequately represented within Horkheimer and Adorno’s theory of reification; the damage that is suffered by the sensory and intellectual faculties of human beings through the overdetermination of their desire emerges as a spiritual demand to transform the technological conditions under which human life is reproduced. Stiegler’s reading of Freud, as we will see in chapter 5, presents his account of the sublimation of the drives and the constitution of libidinal desire as opening up an unstable field of affective experience within both the individual subject and its social milieux. It is this primordial instability that keeps open the possibility of modes of erotic, aesthetic and intellectual exchange that go beyond the repetitive schema of reified desire.

As I stated earlier, there is a specific sense in which Stiegler is a humanist, which is that he attempts to show that we, as a species, have evolved by interaction with technical supports that have shaped our social and individual existence from the beginning. What this approach gives us, if we are at all sympathetic to Stiegler’s project, is an account of how the ‘technological tendency’ of human civilization (the self-engendering relationship between human beings, technical instruments and the inorganic body of nature) is mediated by symbolic forms that make the utilitarian economy of life endurable (Stiegler, 2013b: 27–36). The defining contradiction of hyperindustrial modernity consists, therefore, in the fact that while the signifying forms through which ‘the social’ is represented are more and more numerous, their ability to engage the affective and intellectual faculties of the individual subject constantly diminishes. This effect is intensified by the emergence of digital networks, whose operative regime has enabled, firstly, the integration of human drives into a system of proletarianized work and consumption; and secondly the analytical mapping and manipulation of the genetic structures which underlie the differentiation of life itself. So, if it is the case that we, as a species, are susceptible to these co-determining tendencies, then the questions that have been posed by neo-Marxist thinkers about the economic and political consequences of global-technological capitalism must always be brought back to the over-determination of sensibility, intellect and desire that has taken hold in Western industrial society. If we are to arrive at a proper understanding of the tensions that are inherent in the neoliberal imagination of human life as constant, technologically enhanced performativity, this has to take the form of carefully analysing the effects of disbelief and moral disindividuation that are endemic in consumerist economies. It is only insofar as we have understood the genesis of the spiritual crisis that has taken hold in the West that it will be possible to theorize the relationship between the global expansion of technological capital, and the chance of cosmopolitan forms of spirit, culture, art and religion (ibid., 2011a: 85–93).

This brings us to the idea of the pharmakon that is the central motif of Stiegler’s philosophy. The linkages between science, technology and the global organization of capitalism are the condition of what Stiegler conceives as an endemic proletarianization of life in Western industrial democracies. This consists of the progressive liquidation of the symbolic forms through which the fundamental elements of human life are given meaning, that is, the class affiliations that form around collective labour, the familial ties through which the reproductive drive is sublimated, and the political duties that attach to citizenship of the nation state. As we will see, the essence of Stiegler’s work on the degradation of social life is the destructive capacity of new media technologies: the virtual and informatic systems through which social relations are staged, are now such that the reflective powers of all classes have been colonized by the calculative logic of the market. The symbolic differentiation of society has all but collapsed into the quantifiable object attachments that are reproduced by the virtual milieux we inhabit. Proletarianization, therefore, is the process through which the reflective and expressive potential of human beings is degraded by the technological transformation of work and desire: each of us becomes part of a regime in which work has become an instrumental process designed to maintain the purchasing power of self-directed individuals in a constantly expanding market economy (Stiegler, 2011c: 94–130). This overdetermination of subjective performance is essentially programmatic; it emerges from the highly specialized conjunctions of scientific knowledge, technological know-how and speculative capitalization that have come to control the reproduction of life and the constitution of desire. Thus, in the hyperindustrial form of society that is elaborated in Stiegler’s Disbelief and Discredit, the proletarianization of life is achieved through the accelerated interaction of multiple programmes: the biotechnological, the virtual-aesthetic, the digital-informatic and the cybernetic.

Each of these programmes, as we will see in the chapters that follow, develops a particular set of operative principles that short-circuit the spiritual-noetic relationship between the individual and its cultural inheritance. And so if we are to understand Stiegler’s account of how these technological programmes can also be the means to a new ‘economy of contribution’, we must trace the unforeseen effects that are produced by their channelling of human reflection and desire into a regime of performative capitalization that is now approaching its limits.1 Or, to use Stiegler’s vocabulary, we must trace the pharmacological economy of poison and cure that is constituted by the emergence of hyperindustrial society.

Strategy

The guiding thread of my exposition is the idea that what Stiegler describes is the emergence of an ‘arche-programme’, that is, a totality of systems each of which develops in relation to a universal principle of efficient transfer of knowledge, information and value. This idea, of course, has a history that stretches back to Marx’s account of the ‘transposition of powers of labour into powers of capital’ in the Grundrisse (Marx, 1993: 690–695), and has been developed in both the Frankfurt School critique of technocracy and the postmodernist account of performative capitalization. Jean-François Lyotard’s idea of ‘gaining time’, for example, presents an account of how the reduction of difference to the regime of digital encoding has shaped the evolution of work, technology and the process of capitalization (1988: 173–175). The problem with this formulation of the relationship between the accelerated performativity of the self, and the technological environment in which this takes place, is what Stiegler conceives as a certain Kantianism in Lyotard’s account of the agitation of the soul from which moral and aesthetic judgements proceed. From an organological perspective, each individual is related to the totality through a system of technological programmes that have ‘grammatized’ every element of his or her existence. In other words, as a species, our powers of autonomous reflection and judgement are essentially related to the way in which we are connected to the system of technological programmes that form our social and cultural milieux. In order to understand how the kind of moral and aesthetic judgements that Lyotard conceives as arising from technologically enforced performativity are possible, we have to give an account, first, of the way in which each discrete programme fits into the performativity of the whole (the arche-programme) and, second, of the way in which the intensification of the somatic and intellectual faculties of human beings opens the possibility of new forms of political and aesthetic expression. Thus, taking each chapter in turn, I will examine:


•    Stiegler’s account of the organological relationship between the human species and its technical supplements. The first chapter concentrates primarily on the arguments Stiegler develops in the first volume of Technics and Time, on the philosophical construction of human nature, the genesis of technological Dasein, and the fate of humanity that is configured in the myth of Prometheus.

•    The development of the relationship between human beings and their technical supports; from the first deployment of flint tools to the emergence of highly capitalized technological programmes. My primary concerns here are, first, the relationship between technicity and technology that is developed in Technics and Time (vol. 1), and second, the concept of technological disorientation that is outlined in vol. 2.

•    The development of the biomedical and genetic technologies that have transformed the symbolic order of human life (particularly in What Makes Life Worth Living and Technics and Time, vol. 3). The central motif here is Stiegler’s formulation of the idea of a biomedicalized society and its relationship to Freud and Heidegger’s respective accounts of the transformative power of death.

•    The relationship between digital, informatic and artificial intelligence systems and the disorientation of human subjectivity that has occurred in networked societies. The primary aims of this chapter are, first, to flesh out Stiegler’s theory of the technological origin of intentional consciousness; second, to examine his account of the loss the sensory and affective experience of community has taken place through virtual and information technologies (Technics and Time, vol. 2); and third, to set out the concept of an economy of contribution that is implicit in the circuits of hyper-consumption and hyper-capitalization (For a New Critique of Political Economy and Disbelief and Discredit, vol. 3).

•    The emergence of the virtual-aesthetic programme and the crisis of affective engagement with communal life this has caused. The chapter expounds the concept of aesthetic affect that Stiegler develops in the second volume of Symbolic Misery. I will examine the relationship between aesthetic technique and new media technologies (virtual reality programmes, haptic systems, 4D and HD technologies), the emergence of programming industries that seek to control the reproduction of desire, and the return of a particular Freudian affect that sustains the individual’s capacity to express the damage done to him/her it by the loss of its affective attachments. The final section examines the manifesto of the Ars Industrialis project, through which Stiegler has broadcast the demand for aesthetic participation in the symbolic order of society.

•    The final chapter is concerned with first, the relationship between innovations in informatic and communications technologies and the constitution of what Bauman has called ‘liquid modernity’; second, Stiegler’s account of the cultural, spiritual and religious crises to which the process of economic globalization has given rise (particularly in the second and third volumes of Disbelief and Discontent); and third, the dissemination of aesthetic acts and political strategies that sustain the chance of a cosmopolitan economy of contribution (For a New Critique of Political Economy).

•    The conclusion examines the account of the university, as the exemplary figure of a cosmopolitan politics, which is outlined by Stiegler in Taking Care of Youth and the Generations. As stated previously, the expository strategy I have pursued is, first of all, to lay out the technological effects through which the degradation of spirit and culture has occurred in hyperindustrial society, and then to show how this technological overdetermination of desire has given rise to a phase-shift through which human beings are given the chance to transform their technological environment. This final section will consider the chance of such a transformation and how, for Stiegler, it is related to the university as the nexus of a cosmopolitan economy of work, reflection and political desire (spirit).



This is a highly schematic account of the expository structure of the book. The sources quoted above are not the only ones I have used, and I have developed my argument with reference to the constantly expanding body of published work that Stiegler has made available in books and online (see the list of references for further information). I have attempted to work through the issues raised above in some detail, and to set them out in a way that demands a form of concentrated attention that is now generally regarded as a waste of time. I must hope therefore that an economy of spirit does exist of the kind that Stiegler seeks to defend, and that the chapters that follow may be read as part of the labour of noetic reflection (otium2) that his work demands.

Notes

1    Stiegler’s idea of an ‘economy of contribution’ is elaborated at length in one of his later works, Towards a New Critique of Political Economy. The idea, whose feasibility I will return to throughout my exposition of his work, is an attempt to establish an essential connection between spiritual work (philosophy, art, literature), and the moderation of the most disorientating effects of the media-technological systems that constantly expand the regime of production and consumption. Without such a spiritual element, he contends, human life becomes emotionally and economically unsustainable (2011a: 113–117).

2    Stiegler uses the Latin term otium to distinguish the human capacity for concentrated spiritual labour from the sphere of economic reproduction (capital), which he refers to as negotium. However, it is important to recognize that Stiegler does not regard these two modes of activity as entirely heterogeneous. In fact, the ‘economy of contribution’ that he sketches in his later work is based on the necessity of integrating both modes of activity into a symbolically meaningful totality of human labour: the economy of contribution (2011c: 127–129).





1    Originary technicity

Aporias of the origin: Derrida and Stiegler



In the introduction, I briefly touched on a set of ideas that form the core of Stiegler’s philosophy: originary technicity, general organology and the pharmakon. This group of concepts is constantly rearticulated in Stiegler’s critique of hyperindustrial society; each sustains its critical power in relation to the other’s schematization of the dynamics of memory, desire and mimesis that is played out in the technological environment of human society. However, the structure of the argument that Stiegler develops in Technics and Time does, I believe, lend a certain privilege to the idea of originary technicity. It is only insofar as he is able to show that time and history proceed from the co-determination of the human species and its technological supplements that Stiegler’s general organology is able to trace the libidinal dynamics of loss and recuperation that arise with the hyperindustrial organization of society. And so we need to start with the question of the origin of the first hominids, which means examining Stiegler’s reading of Derrida in part one of the first volume of Technics and Time, ‘The Invention of the Human’ (Stiegler, 1998: 21–179).

The essence of Stiegler’s argument is that the emergence of human beings as a distinct species, which he dates from the first known tool users (Zinjanthropus), can be traced to the co-determination of physiological development, cognitive specialization and the use of tools to facilitate the cooperative organization of life. I will come to this argument in a moment. For now it is sufficient to reiterate that, for Stiegler, there is no point in the evolution of the human species from which ‘technics’, conceived as the system of interrelated usages and innovations that arise from the manipulation of objects as tools, is absent. The origin of Homo sapiens lies in the establishment of a reciprocal relationship between technics, as the condition of increased productivity, security and power over nature, and the success of the pre-hominid species from which human beings are descended. What Stiegler refers to as ‘technics’ is woven into the development of humanity; it is the organization of life not just as defensive and productive modes of cooperation, but also as the singular forms of culture and spiritual sensibility that arise from the elevation of human beings beyond a state of mere subsistence. The relationship between ‘the human’ and ‘the technological’ that Stiegler traces throughout his work is, therefore, organological: each of the elements has a relative independence, and so it is only possible to understand their historical relationship through the reciprocal effects that each has upon the other. However, one of the key elements of the originary technicity thesis that Stiegler presents in Technics and Time is that the development of technological programmes constitutes the determining, pre-individual condition of human life and its cultural differentiation (1998: 81). So, in the light of his commitment to deconstruction, and his work with Derrida on the nature of technics, I will begin this chapter with an examination of Stiegler’s relationship to Derrida’s critique of the Western tradition of ontology.

The question concerning technology, or more specifically, the question of the relationship between the human and the technological, the ‘who’ and the ‘what’, cannot be adequately addressed from within the operational discourses that have emerged in technoscientific society. If we are to develop a critical position on this relationship (its history, contemporary effects and future possibilities) we must first attend to the ways in which technics, as the system of tertiary supports for culture and economy, has been conceived in the Western philosophical tradition. In order to do this we need to begin with a discussion of the concept of ontology, or the theory of being, as it has developed within this tradition. There are some crucial principles that we can highlight in order to show how the effects of technology have been marginalized in conventional philosophical discussions of man, ethics, freedom and political sovereignty. First of all, Western metaphysics has tended to demand the establishment of a first principle, the ‘unmoved mover’, whose singular necessity is the foundation from which all other contingencies are derived. Here we might include Plato’s idea of Forms and Pythagoras’s number theory as expressions of the immanent unity of being. Second, this originary being is conceived as possessing a miraculous agency that produces all the differentiations of the world from within itself. And so, for Stiegler, there is a genealogical connection between ‘the One’ that is postulated in Platonic thought, the Judeo-Christian concept of God, and the principles of rational theology developed in Enlightenment philosophy. Third, the act of creation that proceeds from the existence of ‘the One’ is the final reference of all particularity and contingency; it is the point to which we are returned by suitably concentrated analyses of the relationships between different classes of being: the human and the animal, men and women, nature and society. Fourth, the doctrine of ontology includes an ethico-theological designation of existence; its categorization of the world seeks to reflect the immanent unity of the origin and, as such, pursues a hierarchical organization of life based on the relative proximity of particular modes of being to the act of creation. This confluence of formal categorization and practical judgement is played out with absolute precision in Aristotle’s ethics; it is here that the satisfactions of particular individuals (convivial friendship, fulfilling work, familial love) are revealed as relative goods whose substance depends on the activity of reflection carried out by those souls who are able to apprehend the unity of the origin (Aristotle, 1962). Finally, the relationship between the ethical, political and aesthetic forms through which human beings are elevated beyond mere subsistence, and the integrity of the origin, is such that it establishes the latter as the beginning of an ethical life that precedes, both conceptually and historically, the technical supplementation of the human species. The origin, in other words, is unaffected by its technological supplements (Stiegler, 1998: 100–104).

For both Derrida and Stiegler it is the question of the origin that defines Western philosophy; being, God and spirit are, in essence, attempts to designate the totality which is the cause of all differentiation within the world, and which designates the proper relationships between humanity and nature, men and women, and the sacred and the profane. So, if we are to continue to practice philosophy, as we must, this can no longer take the form of seeking the legislative powers of the origin in every expression of difference and contingency. What philosophical critique must do is, first, to reflect on the processes though which the symbolic power of the origin has been undermined by the technological systems of modernity; and second, to examine the relationship between these processes and the nationalisms, fundamentalisms and racisms through which the origin has returned to our disenchanted world. These are the two most urgent questions raised by the evolution of techno-scientific society. For if it is the case that the return of ‘the One’, as the symbolic unity of moral, political and religious experience, has been made practically impossible by the prosthetic transformation of life, then we are faced with the question of how to develop post-ontological models of ethical and political community. In the light of this, I will begin by examining Derrida’s account of ‘the grammé’ as a quasi-transcendental structure that has always haunted the diremption of the origin; it is here that Stiegler identifies the pharmacological effect of technology on the reproduction of ethical life as revealed necessity (Stiegler, 2009a: 90–96).

The concept of the grammé is a central theme that is sustained in the three seminal works through which Derrida launched the project of deconstruction in the mid-1960s: Speech and Phenomena, Writing and Difference and Of Grammatology. In what follows I will focus on Derrida’s exposition of the relationship between speech and writing in Of Grammatology, simply because it is here that the questions of the presence of the origin and the effects of technological supplementation are discussed in the most detail. Derrida’s Copernican revolution is to argue that the grammé is the condition of ontology; it is what opens the possibility of gathering all of the elements of existence into a hierarchical organization in which ‘the One’ is staged as the immanent unity of everything. As such, it is inseparable from the cognitive, conceptual, juridical and aesthetic signifiers through which totality is actually articulated as totality; it is the originary trace that initiates the diremption of ‘the One’ and its temporal-historical return to itself. Therefore, what Derrida is proposing in Of Grammatology is that the essence of God, or spirit, or being is grammatological, and that as such, the forms of rational sovereignty which they support are co-implicated in the perpetuation of violence (racism, patriarchy, religious sectarianism etc.) and the chance of a democracy to come which this violence makes possible. As Derrida puts it:


To come to recognize … that the sense of being is not a transcendental or trans-epochal signified … but already, in a truly unheard of sense, a determining signifying trace, is to affirm that within the decisive concept of onto-ontological difference, all is not to be thought in one go: entity and being, ontic and ontological, “onto-ontological” are, in an original style, derivative with regard to difference … differentiation by itself would be more originary [than being], but one would no longer be able to call it “origin” or “ground,” those notions belonging essentially to the history of onto-theology, the system functioning as the efficacy of difference. It can, however, be thought of in the closest proximity to itself only on one condition: that one begins by determining it as the onto-ontological difference before erasing that determination.

(1976: 23–24; emphasis in the original)



As such, the origin can only ‘work’ as an origin insofar as it comes to the historical present as a trace that is dispersed into all of the contingencies it is supposed to inhabit as a determining cause and historical telos. So, to put things in terms of the temporal logic through which Derrida sets out to destabilize the presuppositions of political ontology: the origin can only come from the absolute past as a trace which is simultaneously the condition of ethical life (as legality, obedience, submission and legitimate authority) and the possibility of a future which exceeds the sovereign violence of God, spirit or being (Derrida, 1976: 61, 1990: 262–273).

Derrida’s account of the effects of the grammé gives rise to some fundamental questions which I will return to in my exposition of Stiegler’s work on technics. First of all, what exactly is the political gesture of deconstruction? For if it is the case that the quasi-transcendental structures that Derrida identifies have radically destabilized the regime of political sovereignty, what kind of political manifesto is it possible to pursue? Second, given Stiegler’s commitment to Derrida’s style of philosophical critique, how is the question concerning technology related to the concepts of the grammé, trace and arche-writing? Or, to put things slightly differently, how should we conceptualize the power of technological programmes to obscure and degrade the promise of democracy to come that is implicit in the idea of the pre-originary trace? Third, how do Stiegler’s originary technicity thesis, and its attendant ideas of spirit, organology and pharmakon, transform the politics of spirit whose outline is discernible in post-ontological strictures of deconstruction? As we will see, these questions do not submit to one-dimensional answers. They are already being played out across the networked programmes of hyperindustrial society, and so the chapters that follow will try to give a sense of Stiegler’s reworking of the ethical and political demands that are implicit in deconstruction. For the moment, however, we need to examine his inheritance of the concept of technicity from Derrida’s work on the economy of speech and writing (Stiegler, 2013c).

In Of Grammatology, Derrida examines the question of the relationship between human subjectivity and the primordial ‘state of nature’ in his reading of Rousseau’s ‘Discourse on the Origin of Language’. Rousseau’s position is that there is an originary relationship between humanity and nature whose traces are discernible in the ‘natural’ traits of sympathy and fellow feeling, the vestiges of which can still be found in modern human beings. His claim is that before the beginning of history, there was a time in which human beings lived an edenic existence in which the bounty of nature sustained their peaceful, solitary lives without property, industry or technicity. It was here, then, that human nature was originally formed; the experience of unchanging plenty that was bestowed by God is what made human beings essentially peaceful and cooperative. According to Rousseau, the expressive form that arises from this primordial experience is speech; it is the cadence and music of the voice that articulates the sense of originary fellowship that is inscribed by God in the soul of every human being (1988: 49–84). What institutes the beginning of human history as violence, jealousy and war is an unaccountable act of God; the world is knocked off its axis and human existence is subsequently tyrannized by the harshness of the seasons and scarcity of natural resources. It is this exposure to the strictures of life in the post-edenic world that gives rise to the artificiality of writing. Faced with the necessity of organizing themselves into social groups, human beings develop a language in which the purposive articulation of need is the determining factor. And so the language that develops within primitive associations is essentially functional; it is tied to an economy of subsistence whose necessities deprive the voice of its natural music and evocation of human community (Derrida, 1976: 171–192). It is this utilitarian language that prepares the way for writing, because the written word, and the orthographic regime that comes with it, are hypostatizations of the arrested phonemic power of the voice. What follows from this are all of the ills to which human beings have been subject since the loss of their convocative speaking of the voice of nature (ibid.: 167–171). So, once the orthographic regime has established the calculation of surplus and the designation of property rights as the foundation of society, the destructive emotions of jealousy, envy and resentment take hold of the soul and determine the violent course of human history.

Derrida’s analysis of Rousseau’s construction of the relationship between speech, as the primordial expression of human essence, and writing, as the artificial means by which that essence is corrupted, brings us back to the logic of the trace. As we have seen, Derrida’s notion of arche-writing is a quasi-transcendental structure that, along with the grammé, is the condition of the ontological categories through which subjectivity and ethical life have been conceived in Western philosophy. In Of Grammatology, Derrida presents Rousseau’s account of the origin of language as making a false distinction between the plenitude of the voice and the artificiality of writing. The ‘first origin’ of humanity in the edenic world of guiltless satisfaction is mythic, not just in the sense of its being beyond empirical verification, but because the mythos itself depends on the logic of the trace. As self-conscious beings, we can only sense, conceive and imagine through the orthographic devices (of writing) that give us the means to determine our thoughts. Writing, in other words, is not external to thought, nor does it come after the fantastical plenitude of life in the state of nature. If we can think and express ourselves this is because there is an essential, and an essentially unstable, relationship between speech and writing, voice and inscription, memory and perception that is the condition of our living in the shifting economy of the social (Derrida, 1976: 216–229). And so, for Derrida, Rousseau’s appeal to the primordial voice of nature can never move beyond his rejection of the formal freedoms of bourgeois subjectivity and his nostalgia for the Greek agora. His vision of a new modernity is informed by the need to reconstitute the general will of the people in assemblies that allow them to experience directly the affective cadence and constitutive power of the voice. To approach the problems of modernity in this way, however, is to neglect the fact that human life has, from the very beginning, been lived through cultural-theological systems whose presence is maintained by the general economy of arche-writing. And so if we are to address the question of the fate of assemblies, of community and of the general will, we will have to do this in the light of the ‘artificial’ processes of constitution and dissemination that determine the time of modernity.

We should be clear from the start that Stiegler acknowledges a considerable debt to Derrida, particularly his opening up of philosophy to the questions posed by the technological systems that have transformed human life and sociality. However, we should also recognize that his thought attempts to develop a different version of deconstruction that begins by seeking to revise Derrida’s concept of arche-writing. In a paper he wrote three years after the publication of the first volume of Technics and Time, Stiegler made the following remark about Derrida’s grammatological analysis: ‘the epochality [of the origin] appears … not only as writing, but as “transcendental technicity”, or rather, “quasi-transcendental” technicity. The whole question is, for us, the nature and status of this “quasi” (2001: 247; emphasis in the original).

In Derrida’s thought, writing is conceived as a transcendental structure that both gives and withdraws the onto-theological foundation of life; it is the condition of all plenitude, substance and sovereignty, and the chance of a democracy to come that exceeds the established hierarchies of difference. Writing, in other words, is the condition of what Derrida calls différance, or the events of singularity that haunt the sovereign power of the origin and open up the chance of political dissensus to which we, as historical beings, are responsible. Now, for Stiegler, the question that emerges from this designation of writing as ‘quasi-transcendental technicity’ (that is, the formal grammatological system without which the question of being and its revelation would never arise) concerns the fate of différance in the economy of hyperindustrial society. Stiegler’s contention is that the formative influence of technics on consciousness entails a self-creativity on the part of human beings, whose contingent effects are dispersed throughout the technological organization of society (2001: 254).

Stiegler follows this line of argument into the question of faith that is raised by the representation of the past through virtual and informatic programmes. As we have seen, the non-lived past that is experienced as constitutive of our living present is never ‘there’ as such; it is always given through the effects of the grammé that destabilize the mythologies of cultural identification. The absolute past of the supplement, which Derrida sets up as the paradoxical foundation of the living present, cannot be erased in the history of technological supplements: it is always recalled by them (Derrida, 1976: 66). It is this ‘recollection’ of the non-lived past that, for Stiegler, reveals an existential dimension of the logic of technicity that, perhaps, is underplayed in Derrida’s version of deconstruction. The ‘empirical history’ of the programmes through which the past is presented as the existential foundation of community (in the formative power of the ancestor and the funeral oration) has no essential relationship to the transcendental promise of arche-writing. For Stiegler, it is the technicity of the trace, which begins with the simple inscription of nature and moves from orthographic writing to digital systems, ‘which supports the synthesis of faith’ (2001; emphasis in the original). And so the most rigorous application of the deconstructive idea of the grammé to our lived experience of justice and community in technoscientific society must concentrate on the multiple sources of human disorientation that have accompanied the virtual reprogramming and reproduction of life (ibid.: 256, 2013c).

Thus, for Stiegler, the question posed by Derrida’s ethics of inheritance is ultimately that of the technological staging of the present through digital and informatic programmes. The account of disorientation that is developed in the second and third volumes of Technics and Time (loss of noetic autonomy, passive synthesis of the real, predominance of drive-based desire) follows on from the complex construction of ‘the fault of Epimetheus’ that Stiegler presents in the first volume. This ‘fault’, as we will see, is the origin of a fate whose catastrophic unfolding begins with the technological elevation of human beings beyond the instinctual life of the pre-hominids from which they are descended. As a species, their passage into self-consciousness occurred through the use of tools and, as such, their evolutionary development has been determined by the advantages that have arisen through the interaction of self-consciousness and its prosthetic supplementation. And yet if we begin with this act of kenosis, which explicitly dispenses with all of the transcendental and quasi-transcendental structures that precede the technological elevation of human beings, then the promise of a democracy to come is radically destabilized. For if the grammatization of the real that is made possible by virtual and informatic technologies is such that it is able to rupture repeatedly the trace’s inscription of the absolute past, then the reopening of the future that is promised by the living present is constantly intercepted by addictive consumption, compulsive attachments and the general reign of stupidity. This is not to say that the promise of justice and democracy is destroyed in Stiegler’s account of the primacy of technological programmes. On the contrary, his version of deconstructive critique is focused on the chance of reconstituting faith and symbolic community within the very technological milieux that have given rise to the hyper-capitalization of desire (Stiegler, 2001: 261). And so in the following section I will examine Stiegler’s originary technicity thesis and its implications for his analysis of technoscientific society.

Technological Dasein

Let us begin with a famous passage from the introduction to Heidegger’s Being and Time, in which he provisionally specifies the nature of Dasein:


Dasein always understands itself in terms of its existence – in terms of a possibility of itself: to be itself or not itself. Dasein has either chosen these possibilities itself, or got itself into them, or grown up in them already. Only the particular Dasein decides its existence, whether it does so taking by hold or by neglecting. The question of existence never gets straightened out except through existing itself. The understanding of oneself which leads along this way we call ‘existentiell’. The question of existence is one of Dasein’s ontical ‘affairs’. This does not require that the ontological structure of existence should be theoretically transparent. The question about that structure aims at the analysis of what constitutes existence. The context of such structures we call ‘existentiality’. Its analytic has the character of an understanding which is not existential. The task of an existential analysis of Dasein has been delineated in advance, as regards both its possibility and its necessity, in Dasein’s ontical constitution.

(1983: 33; emphasis in the original)



What we have here is an initial definition of the concept of Dasein as a particular mode of existence, and so we need to specify the economy of being and absence, authenticity and default, through which Heidegger presents what he understands as the uniqueness of the human condition. He begins by telling us that the question of existence never gets straightened out ‘except through existing itself’, and that ‘the understanding of oneself which leads along this way we call “existentiell”’ (1983: 33). What Heidegger denotes by this idea of the ‘existentiell’ is an experience that belongs to self-consciousness in its very essence, that is, the sense of having been thrown into the world that comes from the originary encounter with being (as the primordial source that is revealed and concealed in the particularity of the world), and which produces the sense of anxiety, or ‘care’, which is the fundamental characteristic of Dasein. This anxiety however does not designate a condition of primordial passivity or suffering. It is the outcome of particular encounters between Dasein and the infinitude of Being; each of these encounters is marked by a struggle for authenticity in which Dasein can choose either to take hold of its existence, or simply to let go of this responsibility and comply with the established order of things. The implications of this primordial opening of consciousness onto the question of its own finitude are set out in Heidegger’s account of the relationship between the philosophical designation of ethical life as ‘being with’ (‘Mitsein’) and the constant return of anxiety as an ‘ontical’ characteristic of Dasein. The critique of Western metaphysics that is instigated in Being and Time is marked, therefore, by a fundamental questioning of the ‘substance’ of human subjectivity; the differentiation of Dasein within the temporal order of life as polis, law, religion and morality, is experienced as the possibility of a taking hold which would transform both the substance of the polis as ‘ready to hand’, and the existential relationship of Dasein to its own finitude.

We can see, then, that the critical purchase of Heidegger’s fundamental ontology depends on a highly specific understanding of Dasein as a modality of being. The essence of Dasein is always at stake in its actions; it can choose to become what it can be through taking hold of its existence and giving meaning to its life. This condition of having constantly to determine one’s existence in relation to the truth of being as it is contingently revealed, is what Heidegger refers to as the ‘existentiell’ of Dasein, that is, its condition of having no essence, or being in default. As a consequence of this lack Dasein is constantly thrown into situations in which its authenticity is at stake; the historical distinctiveness of its subjection to the law, obedience to moral principles or worship of God, always solicits the trace of the originary encounter with being and the task of existential self-determination. In other words it is the primordial structure of being towards death which marks the uniqueness of Dasein; it is this constitutive-destructive experience that returns it to the condition of possibility which is the essence of its being (Heidegger, 1983: 182–188). However, the encounter with death is not immune to the constitution of ethical life as ‘everydayness’, and it is part of the fate of Dasein to become caught up in ‘the way things have been publicly interpreted’ (ibid.: 296). This notion of everydayness as the banal outlook of the ‘they’ is important, as it will become the foundation of an instrumental orientation to the world that, in Heidegger’s later work, is presented as having robbed Dasein of its spiritual relationship to the infinitude of being. And so after the radical gesture of Being and Time, the crisis of modernity is presented in Heidegger’s thought as an apocalyptic intrusion of technoscientific reason on the original source of care, responsibility and existential individuation.

The themes broached in Heidegger’s philosophy are, of course, very close to the issues raised by Derrida and Stiegler in the previous section: the relationship between history and the absolute past, the effect of the origin on the constitution of human community, and the possibility of ethical self-determination within the technological systems of industrial society. However, Derrida and Stiegler’s relationship to Heidegger’s thought is informed by the reactionary ‘turn’ his philosophy took after 1933, particularly in ‘The Self-Assertion of the German University’ (1933), Introduction to Metaphysics (1935), and The Question Concerning Technology (1951). Heidegger’s notion of Dasein is originally defined by its relation to the question of being, that is, its openness to the transcendence that haunts the contingent events and projects in which it is engaged. As we have seen, it is this ‘propositionless’ origin which, for Heidegger, marks the absolute past of human history; Dasein is the indeterminate ‘being for revealing’ whose default of essence is the condition of the ‘worldliness’ of the world (its spatiality, division into different categories of being and, most significantly, the ordering of events within the historical unfolding of spirit). As Derrida puts it, the originary relationship of Dasein to the question of being ‘belongs to the beyond and to the possibility of any question, to the unquestionable itself in any question’ (1991: 9). The argument that Derrida pursues in Of Spirit is highly complex and proceeds through close textual analyses of Heidegger’s thought after Being and Time. However, if we were to risk formulating the general point that Derrida is making, it would perhaps be that the spirit, as Geist, is already present in Heidegger’s account of its ontological difference. Or, to be more specific, the constitution of Dasein as the origin of the question in Being and Time, is dependent on an implicit importation of spirit into the structure of its ‘being for revealing’ (ibid.: 14–15). The possibility of the question, in other words, is dependent on ideas of gathering and inspiration that constitute a certain ‘power’ of Dasein in its originary relation to being. It is this importation that, for Derrida, ‘is regularly inscribed in contexts that are highly charged politically, in the moments when thought lets itself be preoccupied more than ever by what is called history, language [and] the nation’ (ibid.: 5). For as the evolution of human society proceeds according to rationalizing, technoscientific principles, and man’s exposure to the question of being is reduced to the calculative regime of the ready to hand, so the implicit spirit of the origin returns in the violent mythologies of fascism, Nazism, racism and religious sectarianism (ibid.: 109).

One of the multiple theses that Derrida sets out in Of Spirit is that Heidegger, despite his claim that Hegelian spirit articulates a ‘vulgar temporality’ of succession, inherits his repressed idea of Geist from the tragic determination of history outlined in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (1991: 99). For Derrida, the Hegelian condensation of violence and death into the ethical life of the nation state, takes place within an economy of orthographic culture; it brings with it the possibility of a mediation of life in which mutual recognition can defer the violence of essentialist cultures of race, nation or religion. And so despite Derrida’s critiques of Hegel’s Euro- and phallocentrism, his account of Heidegger’s writing on the technological fate of modernity implies that Hegelian spirit is marked by a certain reserve in relation to redemptive essentialisms of the kind to which Heidegger ultimately has recourse. For Derrida, in other words, there is a hesitation in the recuperative movement of Hegelian spirit, a hesitation that is marked by a play of différance that always returns to the crystallization of abstract freedom into determinate forms of justice, sexuality, nature and the law (1990: 251–277). Derrida’s contention is that, in Heidegger’s later work, Dasein, whose differentiating contingency his early thought had radicalized, is made over to an ontology that forces the question of its freedom beyond the reflective (noetic) culture of social life (1991: 99–113). It is here that Stiegler identifies a ‘Hegelian’ residue in Derrida’s reading of Heidegger, as his moral economy of différance assumes the persistence of an orthographic culture whose recuperative powers have been dispersed into the ontic programmes of the technological pharmakon (gene technologies, biomedical systems, virtual realities) (1998: 198–202). And so if we are properly to understand the critical gesture of Steigler’s version of deconstruction, we must examine the ways in which the being of Dasein is reconfigured in the technological anthropology he develops.

The argument that Stiegler develops in ‘The Invention of the Human’ is that if we relinquish the idea that human beings were brought into existence by a unique act of divine creation, the responsibility of the philosophical anthropologist becomes that of accounting for the emergence of Homo sapiens through the evolutionary mechanism of nature. We must begin not with speculations about the original essence of man (à la Rousseau), but with an analytical taxonomy of the species from which human beings are descended (Stiegler, 1998: 132). Stiegler’s argument, which draws extensively on Leroi-Gourhan’s Gesture and Speech, is that the evolution of the simians to which Darwin traced the origins of humanity should be understood in relation to the material adaptations that arose from the use of tools. Over the course of time, the manipulation of sticks and stones in the forepaws of a certain pre-simian species gave rise to modes of cooperative organization that proved advantageous in the evolutionary struggle. For Stiegler, the crucial effect of such habituated tool manipulation is the skeletal and physiological modifications that emerged in certain species: paws developed into the proto hands and feet that eventually produced the upright carriage of the great apes (1998: 139–145). The Heideggerian ‘ready to hand’, in other words, has always been mediated by the presence of the tool. What is crucial here is the development of the ‘anterior field’, or the specific orientation of simians towards interaction based on gestures, utterances and facial expressions that arose from their technical coordination of practical activity (Leroi-Gourhan, 1993: 31–36). It is this simian culture that gave rise to the conflict and cooperation that determined the evolutionary history of the primate family. Thus the success of the first hominid species, Zinjanthropus, was the outcome of its ability to utilize the brittle edge of flint stones in the collective organization of work, conflict and exchange.

According to Stiegler, Zinjanthropus is human, despite the fact that it would have lacked the shared rules of articulation that constitute language. This idea of the inception of the human before language is crucial to Stiegler’s account of originary technicity, and so we need to examine carefully the logic of his argument. The fashioning of tools (as hunting implements, weapons and inscriptive instruments) means that Zinjanthropus’s temporal orientation is qualitatively different from all other species; the manipulation of primitive instruments gives rise to a form of memory that is directly inscribed in the activity of collective life. The fashioning of flint marks the emergence of a culture in which the manipulation of tools places each individual within a temporal continuum; to use a tool is to remember how it was made, how it has been deployed and, crucially, how it can be modified (Stiegler, 1998: 150–154). Thus, Stiegler’s account of originary technicity shifts the experience of care away man’s primordial encounter with the being, and situates it within the history of technological supplementation. In other words, the existential concern of Dasein is constituted within the technological tendency of human society, and is constantly transformed by the development of prosthetic systems and networks (ibid.: 140–141).

Zinjanthropus, then, marks the beginning of the human experience of time; it is the species through which culture emerges as a mediation of the sense of mortality that accompanies the instrumental power of the tool. However, this ‘primal scene’ is not given any theological or teleological significance in Stiegler’s analysis; it simply begs the question of the relationship between ‘organized inorganic matter’ (nature as it is encountered through tool use), the neurological development of the human brain, and the evolution of the tool as mediator between self-consciousness and the plasticity of the world. Stiegler, in a way that recalls Nietzsche’s account of the formation of ‘man’ in The Genealogy of Morals, maintains that the events that occurred at the beginning of human history open up certain evolutionary possibilities, each of which gives rise to unforeseen configurations of power, resistance and overcoming. And so his account of the evolution of Zinjanthropus, and of the emergence of Neanthropus as the species for which tool manipulation becomes the condition of cortical development, is presented as a possibility whose realization has come about through innumerable conflicts and adaptations in humanity’s socio-technological evolution (Nietzsche, 1990: 189–230; Stiegler, 1998: 192–196).

The emergence of Homo sapiens, Stiegler maintains, marks the point at which the organic structure of the brain is set and human society becomes techno-organological in its trajectory. As we have seen, this process is a complex one in which the relationship between physis (nature) and the cooperative structures of society is subject to processes of orthographic formalization (writing). The totality of cultural and technological relations emerges as an economy in which the former becomes the space in which symbolic processes of attachment take place. Thus, for Stiegler, the integration of human society is performed through the acting out of strictures that, first, are originally inscribed in sacred texts and, second, arise from the specific level of development of technological programmes (1998: 49–53). This is the essence of Stiegler’s account of the ‘technological tendency’ of human history; the potentially catastrophic rupturing of symbolic bonds that takes place through the evolving instrumentality of technological programmes. From this perspective the principal defect of dialectical histories lies in their lack of an articulate sense of the fatality that arises from the technological supplement. So, despite his sensitivity to the growing subjection of human labour power to the programmatic organization of capital, Marx’s thought never escapes the classical conception of ‘the machine’ as a repetitive instrument that informs Hegel’s philosophy of spirit (Marx, 1977a: 66–88). I will return to this matter in the following section.

The organological relationship of humanity to the instruments of its evolution is traced in Stiegler’s reading of the myth of Prometheus. According to the myth, Zeus created all animal species as beings without essence, and left the job of distributing powers of speed, intelligence and strength to Prometheus. However, Prometheus was persuaded by his brother Epimetheus to allow him to complete the task of distributing specific powers to different species. Zeus then discovered that Epimetheus, who lacked his brother’s intelligence, had forgotten to give humanity any defining attributes, and as a result human beings were cast into the world naked and without any means of survival. The suffering of this ‘forgotten species’ moved Prometheus to steal the means of making fire from the gods, and to bestow the gift of this technology upon humanity. The fate bestowed by this gift however is a tragic one (Hesiod, 2008: 37–40; Plato, 1961: 320–322). Promethean innovation, through which human beings are bound to the unforeseen effects of technology, is the perpetual possibility of disaster; and it is this which gives rise to the basic structure of ‘being with’ (sociality) that Stiegler calls epimetheia, or the anticipation of catastrophe that is tinged with the hope that human spirit may yet suffice to save the day (Stiegler, 1998: 184). However, this hope for peace and justice is always fractured; it arises from the conflicts to which the technological tendency has engendered (conflicts between tribes, states and republics), and is effective only as an ideal that haunts the organization of the present as realpolitik. And so if there is a distinctively Stieglerian approach to technics, it is to register the ambivalence of its relationship to humanity’s default of essence, that is, the simultaneously toxic and therapeutic supplementation of life (Stiegler, 1998: 177–179, 2013b: 1–5).1

In the second volume of Technics and Time, Stiegler’s concern with human freedom and community is focused on the fate of reflection (noesis) in the highly commodified information markets that have come to dominate the global economy. In the orthographic regime, whose techniques of inscription predate the digital encoding of life, individual experience is constituted through a dialectical relationship between intuition, synthesis and cultural inscription. Thus, what is threatened in the informatic model of exchange is the end of what Hegel called Bildung, or the reflective aspect of a culture whose means of transmission, the letter, supports collective memory. For as events are dispersed through virtual technologies that determine their capital as news, information, risk or financial opportunity, so the possibility of their being recast through dialectical reflection is all but erased. The ‘tertiary supports’ of experience (‘mnemo-technologies’) supply commentaries and images that allow no exegetical work; human beings experience the effects of global informatic exchange (wars, cultural and religious conflicts, social and economic dislocations) as the unfolding of a spontaneous history in which they figure as merely passive bystanders (Stiegler, 2009a: 118–122). As we will see in the chapters that follow, Stiegler’s work on the pharmacological constitution of technological programmes maintains that the chance of there being a reflective presence within the networks of capitalized desire (a presence that would maintain something of the openness of Dasein to the conditions of its ‘ownmost possibility’), is sustained by the very systems that have pushed the global economy to the brink of destruction (2011c: 116–117, 2013b: 109–110).

In the conclusion to The Question Concerning Technology, Heidegger remarks that


[E]nframing propriates for its part in the granting that lets man endure … that he may be the one who is needed and used for the safekeeping of the essence of truth. Thus the rising of the saving power appears.

(1996: 338)



According to Heidegger’s analysis of Classical Greek civilization, poiesis (artistic creativity) and technē (artifice) existed as proximate forms of the revelation of being. And so the work of art was conceived as that which illuminated the relationship of the gods to the polis in a way that provoked man’s original relationship to the truth. Thus, for Heidegger, the crisis produced by the techno-scientific enframing of the world is essentially a crisis of authenticity; the processes of technological integration through which industrial society constantly expands the conversion of physis into matter and matter into energy include the reproduction of man as an element in the machinery of technocratic synchronization. Each of us, in other words, becomes part of a ‘they’ whose intellect and sensibility have become attuned to the preservation of somatic life rather than the existential revelation of truth. For Heidegger, the ultimate question that arises from this loss of man’s vocation concerns the possibility of a ‘saving power’ that would come from the catastrophic effects of enframing. Art, as a kind of technē, is practical work; it has a proximity to the essence of the enframing attitude, and yet remains apart from the regime of equipment that has come to dominate man’s relationship to the world. Therefore, if there is a saving power of art, this lies in the provocation to re-present the dependencies that have been constituted in the technological regime, and to re-form the mastery of human beings over what are, in the end, instruments whose true significance depends on the world-giving power of Dasein (Heidegger, 1996: 340–341).

This account of the fatal susceptibility of human beings to the technological constitution of the ‘they’ is, as we will see, crucially important to Stiegler’s work on the deformations of spirit and symbolic life that have arisen from information and virtual aesthetic programmes. However, and this is really the essential point, Heidegger’s critique of technological modernity begins with the construction of an external relationship between Dasein and technics. He maintains that, in the last instance, the destiny and salvation of man results from his founding relationship to Being, and that consequently the technological evolution of human society is a fate that can be redeemed only through Dasein’s return to its primordial vocation as ‘being for revealing’. However, the prosthetic consciousness whose evolution Stiegler presents in Technics and Time is originally promised to the multiply determined history of technics; it is the organological counterpart of processes of capitalization, digitization, dispersal and recombination which are both its fate and the chance of its redemption. Therefore, we need to look at the way in which Stiegler conceives the unfolding of the relationship between the human species and its technological milieux, the ‘who’ and the ‘what’.

Capitalization and organology

Let us return briefly to Stiegler’s reading of the myth of Prometheus. As we have seen, it is the fault of Epimetheus that gives rise to the technological fate of human beings. Prometheus’s pity for humanity and his theft of the means of making fire from the gods is ordained from the beginning; Zeus knew from the outset that Prometheus would give the task of the distribution of attributes to his idiot brother, and that he would be moved to make the heroic gesture which led to his eternal immolation (Stiegler, 2009a: 188). It is this theft of technology that lies at the core of the human condition; in spite of their lacking the self-sufficiency of the gods, human beings have a sense of mortality (which comes from the technological organization of their work and desire) that distinguishes them from the instinctual life of animals. The appearance of ‘mortal man’ is the appearance of a being who is condemned to work the earth with the aid of his instruments, and who must constantly remake himself through the artificial supplements of his existence. Thus, although history begins with a fall from grace, this fall is an original blow that cannot be conceptualized by human beings; and so the wars, conflicts and mediations to which the technological development of human society has given rise, must be understood as a fate over which we have only partial control:


For, from now on, bios remains hidden in the belly of the earth, disappearing yet again and forever, like mortals themselves, while the obligation to work, to handle instruments, will reappear over and over again for these same mortals, until grown old through care, they at last pass away.

(Ibid.: 192; emphasis in the original)



The myth of Prometheus and his theft of the means of making fire (technē) presents a fate in which human beings are constantly re-exposed to the consequences of their hubris; their ability to manipulate nature, as ‘organized inorganic matter’, gives rise to conflicts that constantly jeopardize the symbolic order of society and nature. Thus, it is only through Zeus’s distribution of shame (aidos) and justice (dike) into the universal state of war that blights human existence, that the universal tendency of man’s political life is revealed. The polis becomes the site of a constitutive tension between Promethean foresight, which considers the effects of technological innovation on the fragile community of human beings, and Epimethean forgetfulness, in which wisdom comes only after the catastrophic events that such confidence in technics must produce (Stiegler, 2009a: 201).

What Stiegler is attempting to trace in this reading of the myth of Prometheus is the emergence of technological Dasein; it is through the inseparability of Promethean insight and Epimethean forgetfulness that the demand for authenticity is constituted. Or, to put things slightly differently, our sense of time as an existential phenomenon that is related to our own mortality emerges from the composition of two distinct and antagonistic tendencies: the technological and the symbolic (Stiegler, 2009a: 198). Thus, the question is how are we to understand the history of the composition of these two tendencies, and what is the current state of their relationship?

There is, I believe, a sense in which the power of capitalization is already present in Stiegler’s originary technicity thesis. As we have seen, the evolution of human beings from their pre-hominid descendants occurred through a transductive relationship between technical supplements (tools), physiological specialization and neurological structure and function. In essence, this means that each of the elements involved in the process of human evolution has a discrete function, without which it is impossible to understand how the others have contributed to the development of the human species. According to Stiegler, once this relationship reached a certain level of complexity, a qualitative shift in the dynamics of human evolution took place. The interaction between tools, physiology and neurological development that emerged with Zinjanthropus marks the beginning of a reciprocal interaction between the cooperative techniques through which tool use develops into a quasi-programmatic form, the symbolic order through which desire is channelled into the life of the community, and the evolution of the cerebral cortex. As Stiegler puts it in the first volume of Technics and Time:


Now phusis [physis] as life is already différance. There is an indecision, a passage remaining to be thought. At issue is the specificity of the temporality of life in which life is inscription in the non-living, spacing, temporalization, differentiation, and deferral by, of, and in the non-living, the dead. To think the articulation is to think the birth of the relation we name with the verb ‘to exist’; this is to think anticipation.

(2009a: 139–140; emphasis in the original)



In other words human beings have emerged through evolutionary processes that are originally grammatological; our development is inscribed in a transductive economy that has, from the beginning, included the capitalization of the human genus through the development of its technological programmes.

This requires some clarification. In Stiegler’s account of the technological tendency of human evolution, there is an echo of Deleuze and Guattari’s history of machinic desire. At the beginning of section three of Anti-Oedipus they remark that ‘In a sense capitalism has haunted all forms of society, but it haunts them as their terrifying nightmare, it is the dread they feel of a flow that would elude their codes’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 2000: 140). Thus, the evolution of the three types of ‘social machine’ that is presented in Capitalism and Schizophrenia is Nietzschean in the sense that it does not present a simple diachronic progression from ‘primitive’ to ‘despotic’ to ‘civilized capitalist’ forms of sociality. Deleuze and Guattari’s exposition traces a play of immanence and dispersal in which linear progression is always displaced by the unpredictable effects of desire. It is in this sense that capitalism haunts all forms of society. For what is named here is not a historically specific mode of production in Marx’s sense, but rather the material condition of history itself: the affective contingencies that are put into play by each territorial machine, and against which each machine determines its strategies of capture. The emergence of the primitive ‘mega machine’ marks the integration of man and nature into regulated flows (of women, children, seed, sperm, faeces) that physically inscribe the difference between the human and the animal, and capitalize them both as resources that increase the reproductive power of the social machine (ibid.: 140–142). It is the rupturing of the filiations of primitive society that marks the transition to the despotic order; the new regime is cut up into hierarchical castes, bureaucratic elites and religious sects that are formed in relation to the sacred authority of the feudal lord. At this point, human history becomes the history of diverse and heterogeneous capitalization: the power of despotic rule gives rise to the rituals of divine propitiation, ascetic and erotic arts, tributary economies and regimes of martial discipline that precipitate the ‘spirit’ of humanity, and which constitute the evolutionary dynamics of pre-modern history (ibid.: 192).

What Stiegler takes from this analysis is the idea of capitalization as a historically variable tendency towards the reduction of culture (conceived as the objective form through which spirit can be expressed as poiesis, aesthetic transgression and philosophy) to the regime of economic exchange that he calls negotium (2011a: 98–101). Stiegler’s analysis follows that of Deleuze and Guattari inasmuch as he considers the possibility of spirit to be something that arises from the processes of capitalization that are constitutive of social machines. We may say, therefore, that their respective analyses maintain that capitalization is a process in which (1) the utilization of human beings as an energetical resource is perfected; (2) political power is constituted as an increasingly instrumental appendage of the economics of life; and (3) the possibility of unforeseen intensities of desire is brought into the core of the regulative structures of control societies. For Stiegler, however, the account of social machines presented in Capitalism and Schizophrenia fails to recognize the organological relationship between the evolution of technological programmes, the repressive structure of consumer capitalism, and the contingent forms of desire that arise from the circuits of proletarianized life. Ultimately, their critique of modern control society maintains a kind of utopianism, in which the complicity between capital, technology and Oedipal desire is constantly outplayed by the schizoid formation of the self. I will return to this Deleuzian figuration of utopia in a moment. For now, however, we need to examine Stiegler’s reading of Gilbert Simondon’s On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects, and the way in which this has informed his understanding of the relationship between human beings and their technological environment.

According to Simondon, technological objects are characterized by an inherent tendency towards concretization; their dynamic functionality produces new forms of internal coherence whose telos is the progressive reduction of systemic contingency. He expresses this in a typology whose principal terms are ‘the element’, ‘the individual’ and ‘the ensemble’. Elements are the constituent parts of technological systems, whose operational rules determine the integration of particular environments, or associated milieux, into discrete synergetic regimes. As these individual regimes evolve into ever more coherent systems, they give rise to the synchronic networks that Simondon calls ensembles: the rational-technological systems through which the productivity of individual machines is maximized in a particular epoch (1980: 51–68). According to Simondon’s analysis, the components of particular machines, whose essence is fixed by a specific relationship to their associated environment, are subject to a regime of constant development. It is this process that gives rise to qualitative shifts in the technological organization of human society: the evolution of particular elements in the machines belonging to a particular epoch are what precipitate the ‘inventive imagination’ through which new technological objects emerge (ibid.: 89). Thus, Simondon presents the shift from the thermodynamic systems that powered the Industrial Revolution to the electromagnetic systems that transformed the regime of industrial society, as arising from the economies of scale, efficiency and concept that produced the shift from steam to petrol and diesel engines. A number of important consequences emerge from this account of the hypertelic nature of technological evolution. The first is that the organization of machines into ensembles is that which constitutes the condition of social individuation. For it is these coordinated systems that define the freedom of man as a tool bearer who supplements the automatic operations of technological objects (ibid., 2009: 12–13). Second, this ‘liaison’ between human beings and technology is the primary determinant of social development. It is a transductive relationship in which the operations of the machine within its ensemble of socio-economic and technical relations constantly give rise to new demands for integration, recognition and social ethics. Finally, the nature of this relationship is such that we must approach the question of the increasingly cybernetic organization of society as one of ‘mechanology’; of how the dialectics of work, satisfaction and desire must be rethought in relation to the evolving systems of technological performance.

In an interview I have quoted below, Stiegler acknowledged the extent of his debt to Simondon, particularly his ideas on technological liaison, singularity and individuation. However, he maintains that although Simondon was the first to open up the question of the technological tendency of human society, he failed to theorize the relationship between psychic, technical and social levels of individuation:


He talks of technical individuals, but – perhaps one day a letter will be found where he talks about it – never about technical individuation. I think for him it’s diabolical to talk about technical individuation, for the reason … that technological individuation requires cybernetics: the cybernetic object is capable of individuating itself. He says consistently that only the living being can individuate itself in that way. However, I think he is wrong.

(2012a: 166)



Stiegler is moving towards a position in which the difference between technological programmes and the originally technological existence of human beings is not one of kind, but of degree. The devices through which virtual, aesthetic and informatic networks are constituted no longer require human supplementation; they are systems whose functionalities constitute autonomous milieux through which the noetic faculties of human beings are both intensified or neutralized. And so the movement towards a cybernetic organization of society is not something that, as Simondon maintains, should be conceived as a tendency whose consequences remain to be thought through by an independent science of mechanology (Stiegler, 1998: 97). Rather, the ‘elements’ of this cybernetic evolution are increasingly autonomous ‘technical supports’ that have transformed the temporality of social and psychic individuation (ibid., 2009b: 197, 2009d: 49). This brings us to Stiegler’s concept of organology and its relationship to the processes of technological capitalization.

Throughout the three volumes of Disbelief and Discredit, and in the third volume of Technics and Time, Stiegler maintains that capitalism should be understood as a regime whose formal expression as the Money-Commodity-Money (M-C-M) relationship is founded on a calculative orientation to nature and humanity that was originally technological (2011a: 69–73, 2011b: 36–40). The first appearances of the mercantile forms out of which industrial capitalism emerged were dependent on the counting devices and numerical schema that formed the metrics of human intuition, and which facilitated accurate accounting of expenditure and profit. As the pursuit of surplus value shifted to industrial production, so regular reinvestment in machinery became necessary; thus, as Marx pointed out, the evolution of heavy industrial capitalism took the form of a growing weight of technological means (fixed capital) on the organic labour of human beings (1990: 417–491). The contradiction between overproduction and underconsumption, that drives the commodity form to its historical collapse, depends on an account of technics that maintains an absolute separation between free creativity and the use of machines to meet collective human needs. Marx therefore conceived technology as almost entirely instrumental, and so the emerging ‘general intellect’ he hints at in the Grundrisse must await its fulfilment in a post-capitalist society in which machines progressively reduce the amount of socially necessary labour time (1993: 690–696).2 So, if we were to summarize Marx’s position from the perspective of Stiegler’s general organology it would, I think, look like this: (1) organic labour is essentially a form of technē that has been corrupted by private property relations; (2) the evolution of these relations has driven the development of the technological means of production; (3) these means are essentially utilitarian in the sense that they can do no more than intensify the productivity of abstract labour power; (4) this intensification is embedded in a socio-economic superstructure which is founded on the material practice of exploitation; (5) capitalism, as the industrialized pursuit of surplus value, is the final expression of class society and its ideological relations; (6) the overcoming of bourgeois society occurs through a largely spontaneous formation of the revolutionary working class through the contradictions of the commodity form; and (7) communist society is the return of a modified form of technē in which human labour recuperates its true cooperative aesthetic (ibid., 1977a: 74).

For Stiegler, this account of the evolution of the relationship between capital and labour is highly prescient, albeit limited by its utilitarian view of technology. Marx was the first to recognize the evolutionary relationship between the techno-economic base and ideological superstructure; and so any credible attempt to reconstitute a critique of the political economy of capital must engage with the reproduction of the symbolic, analytic and aesthetic forms that justify the reduction of life to exchange values, as well as the logic of ‘proletarianization’ that lies at the core of Marxist politics (Stiegler, 2010: 28). Despite this, Stiegler argues that Marx’s thought remains part of the utilitarian paradigm that dominated nineteenth-century political economy. Machines are viewed as instruments that simply increase the productivity of labour power, without significantly altering the powers of noesis that define human subjectivity or the cathectic organization of the libido. And so if we are to gain a proper understanding of what capitalism has always been, what it is now, and what it is threatening to become, we need to modify Marx’s analysis. In the first volume of Disbelief and Discredit, Stiegler contends that:


Capitalism is the expression of a tendency towards the mechanical externalization of that which characterizes the singularities composing the process of individuation; and, as such it is the mechanized epoch of what … I have called grammatization … As such [capitalism] pursues rationalization … and tends thereby also to synchronize the diachronies in which these singularities consist. This synchronization, insofar as it is mechanized and calculated, and makes conscious time into a commodity, is nevertheless a hyper-synchronization, and in this way it seems that capitalism opposes singularities.

(2011b: 39, emphasis added)



This redefinition of the process of capitalization begins from Simondon’s idea of technological development; each machinic system develops through an internal logic that is both self-directed and orientated towards maximizing the efficiency of the entire productive ensemble. However, Stiegler maintains that this process of synchronization cannot be adequately theorized if the two terms of the relationship, human subjectivity and technological programmes are conceived as existing in an external relationship. Capitalization is a grammatological process: the supplements through which the intuitive, noetic and libidinal faculties of Dasein come into existence are present as virtual conduits through which economic necessity and technological innovation transform the conditions of collective individuation. And so if we are to grasp what is at stake in the tendency towards hyper-synchronization in the global regime of capital, we need to recognize that it is the soul of humanity, in the sense of the ability to form noetic attachments to ideal objects (justice, art, humanity, the polis), that has become the horizon of contemporary programming and culture industries (2011b: 149–151).

For Stiegler, then, capitalism, in its hyper-synchronic form, is the scene of two opposing yet inseparable tendencies. The first of these is the drive towards capitalization itself, which is intensified by the evolution of the technological objects through which ‘the real’ is constantly transformed. Stiegler outlines the history of this process in the third volume of Technics and Time, and I will examine his analysis in the following chapters. For now, however, it will suffice to say that the relationship between the digital and aesthetic programmes through which the reflexive faculties of the humansubject are supplemented, the manipulation of nature as ‘organized inorganic matter’, and the solicitation of desire through processes of commodification, is increasingly synchronous. Thus, the process of capitalization is ever more closely bound up with the discourse of technoscience, whose discrete programmes (informatics, virtuality, genetic modelling, bioscience, etc.) are evolving towards complete control of the conditions of human individuation (Stiegler, 2011a: 202–207). The second tendency that Stiegler identifies is more difficult to specify, and is approached via the strategic readings of Derrida, Nietzsche, Freud and Aristotle through which he develops his account of spirit. The first thing to recognize is that, for Stiegler, the history of spirit is inseparable from the evolution of technoscience as the means to the capitalization of nature and humanity. The sensory and intellectual faculties of human beings exist in an organological relationship to the programmes through which capital expands its regime of exchange; and so if there are traces of spirit within these programmes, this must arise out of the technoscientific economy through which the reproduction of life is organized. Thus, Stiegler’s reading of the Frankfurt School presents anew their analyses of reification through the general economy of the grammé: the technological systems that have altered the psychical constitution of each individual have become virtual milieux, whose ‘encoding’ of the real constantly reopens the chance of acts of self-expression that resonate across the networks of technological reproduction. The ‘scene’ of hyper-synchronic capitalism is a libidinal economy; it is always the solicitation of singular forms of attachment whose existence, no matter how fragile, oppose the hegemony of the calculative regime, and speak of ‘objects’ whose consonance with human will and desire is beyond capitalization (ibid., 2014a: 43–46).

This argument, with its invocation of ideal objects, psychical transformations and cultural singularities has, of course, attracted criticism of a conventionally Marxist kind. It has been claimed that Stiegler’s theory of hyperindustrial production is an offshoot of the Frankfurt School’s position on mass society, and that his account of the virtual-informatic programmes into which capital has migrated merely intensifies the tendency exhibited by Benjamin, Adorno and Marcuse to view ‘the aesthetic’ as a privileged mode of political praxis. More subtle versions of this argument have claimed that if Stiegler’s cultural critique is to have any political significance, it must be viewed as part of a project of cognitive mapping in which the testamentary value of art, philosophy and poetry lies in its intensification of the global dynamics of class. So, if we are to do justice to the transformative gesture of Stiegler’s inheritance of Marx, we need to specify the contemporary significance of his critique of capital as precisely as possible. In the first volume of Disbelief and Discredit he remarks that:


Marxist nihilism may wish to oppose, as class struggle, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ tendencies, it being a matter of eliminating the latter, but it is also true that the reception of Nietzsche itself hypostatizes becoming and makes it return to being … In so doing it ignores the fact that, for Nietzsche more than any other thinker, force exists only in its relation to another force, and that becoming is always already divided. Becoming is duplicitous, and its law is that of struggle

(2011b: 57; emphasis in the original)



What is important here is Stiegler’s reading of Nietzsche’s concept of will to power as the composition of agonistic forces into evolutionary tendencies. Nietzsche’s insight, he maintains, demands a radical transformation of conventional Marxist theories of the process of capitalization. For instead of conceiving the technological regime as an element of the M-C-M relation (fixed capital) that is destined to intensify the opposition between labour and capital, we must regard the diversification of programmatic milieux as constantly shifting the terms of this opposition and multiplying the social and psychical forms in which it is expressed. Thus, what capitalism has kept alive (in spite of its tendency to absorb all of the singularities it encounters in its associated environment) is a libidinal economy that provokes highly specific forms of noetic self-determination and political composition. What hyper-synchronic society attempts, however, is to absorb every event of hermeneutic labour (otium) into the logic of consumption (Stiegler, 2011b: 103–107, 2013c).

So, in the light of this brief account of Stiegler’s work on the logic of capitalization, we can make some provisional remarks on the terms of his critique of political economy. First of all, the object of Stiegler’s critique is a hegemonic tendency that has developed within the general schema of the M-C-M relationship. This tendency, which he calls hyperindustrialization, is the confluence of prosthetic cognition, the synthetic modification of life, and the proletarianization of desire that has become endemic in Western democracies. Second, it is precisely this concentration of the processes of hyperindustrialization that reveals the inherently demoralizing tendency that has accompanied the growth of neoliberal capitalism. The fact that the symbolic order of the social has been eroded by the hard-wiring of human desire into the systems of programming and culture industries is revealed in the pathological forms of decadence, disaffection and stupidity that have come to afflict Western democracies. Third, this malaise can only be properly understood as a spiritual crisis, that is, as a seemingly unstoppable encroachment of the synthetic codes of virtual and informatic programmes on the noetic faculties of human beings. Fourth, the dynamics of this process are now being played out in the programmatic milieux of hyperindustrial society. The stupidities of technological cosmetics, hyper-consumption, financial speculation and hyper-sexuality through which the neoliberal economy has ruptured the symbolic regulation of desire, are the ‘gift’ of the West to the global struggle for justice and recognition. Insofar as it is the development of technological programmes that ultimately determines the evolution and possible destruction of human society therefore, the process of globalization must be understood as producing a clash of neoliberal and religious worldviews that arises from the expanding hegemony of technoscientific codes. Finally, Stiegler’s analysis raises issues of class and materialism. We must be clear that the grammatological structure of the originary technicity thesis is such that the Marxist idea of class, as the objective form of the binary antagonisms produced by capital, can only arise from a particular level of development in the technological forces of production. And so the programmatic solutions through which capitalism has resolved its various historical dislocations (innovations in mass production technologies, communications networks, information systems, virtual environments and life sciences) have always produced crises of recognition, identity and cultural disorientation that exceed the strict historical materialist economy of class conflict (Stiegler, 2011c: 29–36). This is not to say that class is irrelevant to the politics of global capitalism. Rather, and this is made clear in Stiegler’s most recent work on the pharmakon, the return of the spectre of class is dependent upon an economy of techno-grammatological effects (psychical disaffection, testamentary spontaneity, symbolic misery, techno-poiesis, libidinal exhaustion and religious fundamentalism) that can sustain its unifying potential only intermittently.

Spirit, technicity and epiphylogenetic memory

The ethico-political demand that is entailed in Stiegler’s work is the preservation of the symbolic order of difference within the technoscientific regime of production. The possibility of this preservation depends on a thoroughgoing reinterpretation of the Western idea of spirit and its effects on the constitution of work, satisfaction, desire and reflection. And so I want to conclude by looking at what Stiegler means by spirit and how it functions in his critique of hyperindustrial society.

As we have seen, the originary technicity thesis presented in Technics and Time sets out the terms of a history of human life and society which is organized around the evolution of technological programmes. Human self-consciousness emerges from processes of specialization that are rooted in physiological changes in pre-hominid species that are explicable only as the outcome of the sustained use of tools. It is this process of specialization that produces both the ‘being in default’ of human beings (the absence of any determining characteristic that allows human beings to adapt to the technological organization of cooperative activity) and the cultural systems through which life is given a symbolic meaning beyond the utilitarian processes of subsistence. According to Stiegler, these different milieux, the technical and the cultural, can be separated only at an analytical level; in reality their relationship is organological. Thus, on one hand the symbolic relations that comprise the ‘ethnic’ body of a society are made possible by the technological elevation of the human species, and on the other, the development of technological instruments and programmes can continue only if their functional demands can be integrated into the hermeneutic relations of social life:


The point here is to understand how the play of interior and exterior milieux, articulating themselves onto one another, determines the technical fact and ‘frees’ the [technological] tendency’s potential. Both are quite variable according to groups, and this is why the tendency presents itself never as such but only as a diversity of facts.

(1998: 58)



So, if we understand the relationship between the symbolic and technological milieux of society as transductive, it is possible to formulate some provisional remarks on Stiegler’s concept of spirit. First, we can say that the elevation of humans to the condition of acculturated beings has been possible only through technological supplementation. There is no ‘first origin’ in which human beings communicate directly with their created essence; the evolution of Zinjanthropus to Neanthropus is marked by a process of tool-driven neurological development that opens the possibility of new forms of cognition, imagination and linguistic expression. Second, the possibility of spirit emerges in relation to the technological networks that drive the evolution of human society. And so the sensory and intellectual faculties that define Homo sapiens, and which are expressed in the symbolic relations of human culture, constantly clash with the economic and technological imperatives of capitalization. Finally, the history of spirit, which arises with the reflective faculties that have been formed through the ‘play of interior and exterior milieux’, is that which configures the transductive relationship between the ‘who’ of human subjects and the ‘what’ of technological systems. As the volatile economy of intellect (noesis) and sensibility (aisthesis) that is always put back into play by the development of the arche-programme, spirit is the self-expressive activity of the soul whose objects (justice, art, philosophy, poetry) are irreducible to the systemic powers of capitalization (Stiegler, 2011b: 124–127).

Prometheus is the god of technē; he brings foresight and defiance to humanity. Yet during the classical period of Greek civilization the outcome of Prometheus’s act, which is man’s entry into historical time via the instruments that supplement his corporeal life, is conceived as a constraint on the self-moving spontaneity of the soul. Stiegler’s analysis, which follows Derrida’s account of the pharmakon in Dissemination, maintains that there is no originary self-affection of the soul, and that to maintain the fiction of an absolute difference between soul and technics, the ‘who’ and the ‘what’, is to fail to understand their originally transductive relationship (Derrida, 1993: 95–96). Therefore, we need to think of the figures of Prometheus and Epimetheus together, that is, as names that express the general economy of death and prosthesis in which the autonomy of spirit is formed (Stiegler, 1998: 186). And so if there is to be a new political economy of spirit, this must seek the possibility of noesis and aisthesis within the technological networks that have become the condition of social individuation. Theory must become a form of otium, and work to solicit the expressions of mind and sensibility that arise unexpectedly from the technoscientific organization of life, and which become the source of new modes of ethical community and political activism. This, for Stiegler, is the contemporary form of the vita activa; it is only insofar as the cultural acting out that constitutes the existence of spirit continues to take place, that it is possible for human beings to save the experience of historical inheritance from the operations of programming industries (ibid., 2011b: 119–123).

To conclude then, the work of spirit that Stiegler calls otium is not otiose; it is not the futile wasting of time on projects that are completely self-serving. Rather, otium is the acting out of a collective memory that belongs to the history of the human species, and which constantly returns as the condition of free individuation. The archive of accumulated human culture is the condition of the spiritual life of the human species, in the sense that it is an inheritance whose reception always requires the reflective (noetic) activity of each succeeding generation. However, the possibility of this inheritance is technological; it is dependent on the representational and orthographic systems through which the unlived past is recalled to the living present. And so the historical orientation of human beings arises from what Stiegler calls ‘epiphylogenetic memory’, that is, the traces of the past that are retained in ‘tertiary supports’ (inscription, books, documents, film) that are external to the living body of the species (2009a: 4). Therefore, the experience of inheritance and reflection through which the soul is individuated refers to a history of spirit that is recalled to the traumatic experience of disorientation that has become endemic in technoscientific society (ibid., 1998: 157). In the following chapters I propose to trace the relationship between the dynamics of epiphylogenetic memory, the process of psychical individuation, and the technological programmes through which the symbolic order of life has been transformed (digital and informatic systems, virtual and aesthetic technologies, cybernetics, and the biosciences).

Notes

1    Stiegler’s reading of the myth of Prometheus, as Michael Lewis has pointed out, presents ‘the curious coincidence of a retrospective and a prospective vision of man’ (Howells in More, 2013: 65). In other words, the myth allows us to see the development of human society as independent of its animal (pre-hominid) origins, and thereby to give proper weight to the events that arise from the mutual implication of human life and technological prosthesis. This is important, as it is only through such a mythic negotiation, that it is possible to move beyond redemptive fantasies that seek the return of God or nature in order to redeem the corruption produced by technological supplements. Thus, the history of technological supplementation that is presented in Technics and Time is essentially catastrophic, but in a way that always gives rise to new hope (elpis).

2    In Empire, Hardt and Negri maintain that Marx’s reference to a ‘general intellect’ of the proletariat in the Grundrisse (‘The Transposition of Powers of Labour into Powers of Capital’) reveals an immanent tendency of technological capital to produce reflexive forms of cooperative labour (2000: 29). For Stiegler, of course, such an assertion cannot avoid the trap of technocratic authoritarianism, as its telos is the programmatic organization of psychic individuation (noesis).





2    The evolution of the arche-programme

Technicity and the history of technology



I want to begin with a quotation from The Hyperindustrial Epoch, the first volume of Stiegler’s Symbolic Misery:


It is in the nineteenth century that mnemo-technologies make their first appearance. Technologies are no longer simply technics, these are the industrial products and machines which open the audiovisual era (the photograph and the phonograph, cinema, radio and television). Then, in the twentieth century (following from Hollerith’s work on data processing) come the technologies of calculation, and the mnemo-techno-logical becomes the actual support of industrial life, fully subjected to the imperatives of the global, mechanical division of labour – a fortiori since by way of the generalized digitization the technologies of information and communication converge to form the context for what we today call ‘cultural’ or ‘cognitive’ capitalism.

(2014b: 8; emphasis added)



This quotation is significant because it draws together the four elements of a specific reading of Marxist history based according to Stiegler on the originary technicity thesis: digitization, calculability, technological reproduction and the manipulation of human cognition. The quotation provides a condensed account of the way in which the technological tendency of human society, whose evolution is mediated by the simultaneous development of orthographic culture, has taken control of the aesthetic, philosophical and political relations that constitute the life of spirit. This chapter will therefore be concerned with the development of what I have called the technological arche-programme that is set out in Stiegler’s work. Stiegler himself calls this programme ‘the One’, a term he uses to designate the evolving degree of synchronization that exists among the various technological programmes that constitute hyperindustrial society. He also relates this latest phase in human evolution to the idea of ‘the Anthropocene’, whose defining characteristic he conceives as the progressive absorption of the sensory and noetic faculties of human beings into the mnemo-technological systems that saturate the world and anticipate every act of will (2014d: 19).1 I have, of course, borrowed this idea of the arche-programme from Derrida’s concept of ‘arche-writing’ that precedes the formalization of language, speech and writing, and which is the condition of the general economy of différance that arises from their inscriptive-performative regimes (Derrida, 1976: 6–26). I will begin with a brief account of the relationship between the arche-programme, as a teleological tendency in the evolution of modernity, and the history of technology that is presented in Stiegler’s Technics and Time.

According to Stiegler’s account of originary technicity, tool use predates every other ‘origin’; the influence of its prosthesis can be traced in the musculoskeletal development of pre-hominids and then in the neurological and cognitive development of the first hominid species. This relationship, which Stiegler traces through his rereading of Heidegger’s fundamental ontology, is the condition of the experience of care that accompanies self-consciousness from the very beginning: it is the origin of the sense of anxiety that comes from instruments which disturb the integrity of nature and the stability of social relations, as well as constituting the milieux of self-conscious reflection. Stiegler refers to this process of differentiation as technics, that is, the system of primitive instruments, mnemonic devices (including inscriptive techniques that become writing) and cooperative relationships from which the technological tendency of human society proceeds. This tendency, as we have seen, is played out transductively; it unfolds between the orthographic culture of ethical life, in which human beings acquire their first objective reference points (law, morality, dignity, shame, honour) and utilitarian procedures that, even in their most primitive form, promote the reduction of man and nature to use values. Technics, in other words, is defined by the maintenance of a historically variable equilibrium between the symbolic economy of culture and the technological organization of production. The strictures placed on human labour are accompanied by transformations in the symbolic order of life that moderate the regrammatization of body and soul that takes place during each historical epoch (Stiegler, 1998: 37–67). With the emergence of industrial capitalism, however, the regime of technics is displaced by a regime of systematic technological innovation in which every aspect of social existence (cognitive, cultural, economic, religious, aesthetic and philosophical) is reduced to an operative logic whose aim is the reduction of the time taken to effect productive exchange between nodal points in the system. The aim of this chapter is to set out Stiegler’s account of the arche-programme: its development through the relations of bourgeois civil society and its emergence as the universal form of cognitive capitalization. I will also offer some prefatory remarks about the relationship between the logic of hyperindustrialization and the technological programmes through which the constitutive power of spirit is revitalized.

I will begin by looking at Stiegler’s reading of Kant in the third volume of Technics and Time, as it is here that the relationship between the spontaneity of cognition and the technics of intuition is elaborated. Like Kant’s post-critical writings on politics, Stiegler’s remarks about the evolution of technological programmes and their effects on the constitution of ethical life, presuppose his foundational work on the possibility of human freedom. Kant, of course, maintained that the moral spontaneity of self-conscious beings was a ‘fact of reason’, that is, something that originates in a self-consistency of rational intelligence whose necessity has been established in the synthetic functions that constitute human knowledge and experience (1982a: 17–59). And so the possibility of there being a rationally constituted community of human beings that would coordinate their particular desires by appealing to the principles of mutual respect, is guaranteed by a formal imperative that is implicit in the structure of individual experience. For Stiegler, however, this account of the relationship between practical and theoretical reason begins with the mistaken assumption that the conditions for objective experience derive from an a priori spontaneity of the intellect whose origin we cannot know, but which we must assume. Considered from the point of view of originary technicity, such an assumption takes us back to the logic of the pre-technological origin. For the architectonic of the mind that emerges from Kant’s deduction of its faculties of cognition, judgement, taste and morality ends up presenting a monadic account of the human subject that is divorced from the history of technical supplements through which those faculties have been formed. Therefore, in this first section I will take up Stiegler’s argument that Kant’s account of the relationship between moral will and the objective ordering of the world, reproduced by the categories of the understanding, is pivotal in disclosing the transductive relationship between technology and self-conscious human beings (Stiegler, 2011a: 186).

Let us stay with Kant’s first Critique, or more specifically, his account of the process of intuition through which intuited data impresses itself on the cognitive faculties of the subject. In ‘The Synthesis of Apprehension in Intuition’, Kant argues that the external affections that impinge on our cognitive faculties are represented in the medium of time (inner sense), and that the synthetic activity through which punctual affects are given objective form, is space. This means that the processes through which discrete sensations are analogically represented within a universal system of coordinates can be deduced from the inherent properties of external experience, and therefore must be regarded as a priori (Kant, 1982a: 120–175). This, for Kant, is the condition of there being a difference between the transcendental unity of the subject and the substance of its experience: it is the preparation of raw data for the regimes of imagination (Vorstellung), in which the ‘I’ is able to reproduce the generic syntheses of particular objects, and understanding (Verstand), in which this abstract spatiality is brought under the universal rules of relation, causality and inherence. According to Stiegler, the issue that arises here concerns the origin of the regime of spatio-temporal sensibility, or rather, its independence from the a priori categories of the understanding. For if it is the case that the former is simply a modality of the latter, then the mysterious spontaneity of ‘the subject’ must be the unique condition of the aesthetic regime through which intuited data are represented analogically. In an argument that recalls Lyotard’s account of the untranslatable difference between sensibility and understanding that haunts Kantian philosophy, Stiegler maintains that not only has the ‘otherness’ of intuited data been surreptitiously absorbed into the sphere of the understanding, but also that this absorption has served to exclude the influence of technological programmes from the philosophy of human subjectivity (Lyotard, 1988: 61–65; Stiegler, 2011a: 42–44). And so from the perspective of originary technicity, Kant’s construction of intuition as an a priori process of spatial arrangement presupposes a history of technical quantification in which ‘number’ has been abstractly configured in the metrics of adding and counting devices (ibid.: 49–54).

At first glance this appears somewhat trivial. What difference does it make if the source of the metrics of intuition is an a priori faculty of the subject, or if it originates in a history of primitive mathematical instruments from which the idea of intuition is derived post hoc? For Stiegler, however, the answer to this question is key to understanding the evolution of the arche-programme and its effects. If we begin by assuming that intuition is an a priori faculty, and that the proper determination of objective experience comes through the application of general rules of the understanding, then we are committed to a position in which reality is manifest in the calculable regularities that govern the interaction of objects of space and time. Self-conscious individuals are therefore able to orientate themselves in the world through a capacity for moral action that derives from the constitutive rationality of the mind (its unity, integrity and inherence). Consequently, human beings occupy a particular place in the Newtonian universe: moral will has primacy in their historical affairs (see, for example, Kant’s ‘Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View’) because technological innovation is conceived simply as increasing man’s capacity to manipulate nature through utilitarian sciences like mechanics and thermodynamics (Kant, 1991: 41–53; Stiegler, 2011a: 198). However, if the regime of intuition is not originally related to the objectifying functions of the understanding, and if the moral will is not categorically distinct from the utilitarian programmes through which human society increases its productive power, then the place of human beings in the world is far more uncertain than Kant maintained. The development of science has shown that the principles of Newtonian mechanics cannot be regarded as coextensive with the a priori conditions of experience, and that our idea of ‘the real’ is constantly redefined through mathematical models that constantly extend the capacity for technological manipulation. To put this in Stiegler’s terms, Kant’s critical philosophy presents a simple mechanology in which the moral spontaneity of individual subjects is largely unaffected by their interaction with technological systems. The fundamental aims of human life are inscribed in the soul of man a priori, and so the question of the influence of technology on those aims can only be couched in terms of Kant’s distinction between inclination and moral will. For Stiegler, of course, this external relationship of subjectivity and technology has never existed. Indeed, the historical outcome of the Enlightenment, which Kant conceived as the recognition of universal reason, has been technoscientific innovations that have made the purity of sovereign will an impossible chimera.

In order to understand the significance of this shift away from the philosophy of the subject, we need to return briefly to Stiegler’s reading of Heidegger. As we have seen, Being and Time presents the outline of a fundamental ontology in which the primary structure of self-consciousness is the experience of anxiety that derives from being constantly at a distance from one’s essence. This experience, according to Stiegler, is what constitutes the uniqueness of human beings. However, he maintains that it is not an ontological characteristic, but derives from the technical instruments and relations that are co-present with the evolution of hominid species. From this perspective, we must regard the relationship between Kant’s transcendental idealism and Newtonian mechanics as a matter of historical contingency: the former is the reflection of a relative stability of causally related objects from which it was plausible to deduce the constitutive sovereignty of human intelligence in the created universe. However, this accommodation of the philosophy of the subject and the principles of Newtonian mechanics is unstable, primarily because the predictive generality claimed by Newton’s theory made it vulnerable to falsification. In the end conventional mechanics turned out to be a quantification of causal regularities that can only be explained by reference to a new paradigm that accounts for the anomalies in its predictive regime. Thus, the loss of an overarching unity in scientific explanation is not just an academic question; the emergence of a new paradigm, the proliferation of new branches of science, and their deployment in the hyperindustrial organization of society, gives rise to a crisis in the orientation of self-consciousness to the world it encounters. For the technics of cause and effect, which were the foundation of bourgeois optimism about the perfection of human society, have ceded place to the industrialization of stochastic prediction and cognitive manipulation (Stiegler, 2011a: 202–207).

Heidegger understood this process as the systemic degradation of Dasein’s responsibility to Being. He conceived the worldview (Weltanschauung) of modern science as one in which everything is reduced to its particulate elements in order to maximize the industrialized production of energy. Both man and nature are treated as what he called ‘standing reserve’, a resource that has been rendered entirely patient on innovations that arise from the technoscientific regime. The power of this regime to trace the micrological structures of nature, according to Heidegger’s analysis, is potentially without limit: the process of mapping and remapping the fundamental building blocks of the universe has no ultimate purpose, other than providing knowledge that will facilitate the enframing of man within the functional dynamics of industrial modernity. This, of course, returns us to the question of the arche-programme of hyperindustrialized modernity. Famously, Heidegger maintained that ‘the essence of technology is by no means anything technological’, and that the telos of the technoscientific Weltanschauung, as a mode of revealing, could be oriented towards an aesthetic sensibility that would transform the experience of collective life (Mitsein) (1996: 322). For Stiegler, however, this account of the consequences of technological modernity is deficient in three crucial respects. In the first instance, the concept of standing reserve is both non-organological and non-transductive: it sustains an idea of technoscientific innovation as taking place independently of those who inhabit the circuits of the arche-programme. In the second instance, these innovations have gone far beyond the scope of Heidegger’s engagement with the transformative effects of technoscience, an engagement whose primary point of reference is the first civilian use of atomic energy in the 1950s. According to Stiegler’s analysis, the developments in biological, neurological, genetic, cognitive and computational sciences that have taken place over the last thirty years have created a network of highly specialized milieux that have transformed the conditions of social, ethical and political attachment. Finally, Heidegger’s idea of standing reserve implies a limitless reservoir of energy that technoscience, or more specifically the nuclear industry, has made available to advanced industrial economies. Stiegler, on the other hand, conceives the arche-programme as a network of prosthetic conduits that have transformed the libidinal and reproductive economies of life itself. And so the unity of industrial society has evolved towards the total integration of the cognitive and cathectic powers of human beings, and towards an impending crisis of libidinal energy that threatens the symbolic order of the social (Stiegler, 2011a: 199).

To return to Kant, the question that arises from this construction of the arche-programme, or ‘the One’, as Stiegler calls it, concerns the relationship between the spontaneity of self-consciousness and the heterogeneous influences that reduce it to the status of an object. Or, to put this in the terms of the typology Stiegler developed in the first volume of Technics and Time, we will be concerned with the relationship between the ‘who’ of noetic individuals and the ‘what’ of the tertiary supports through which cognitive and cathectic experience is staged (Stiegler, 1998: 134–145). In order to understand the significance of the arche-programme that Stiegler sets out in the third volume of Technics and Time, and in his later work on the evolution of hyperindustrial society, we need to recognize that the post-Newtonian figuration of time and space is constantly re-articulated through the technological milieux of hyperindustrial society. This process takes place across the different branches of the technoscientific programme and presupposes a grammatological medium that, for Stiegler, is constituted through the digital networks that encode the present state of social, political and biological reality. What these networks create is a world of virtual objects whose mode of existence is temporal rather than spatial. Their relationship to the ego/self is such that they engage its faculties in a state of perpetual ‘becoming’ that lacks the qualities of inherence or relation that make up the substance of spatiality. Among these objects we should include not only the digitised music streams that have become the primary medium of aural stimulation, and the films that have begun to merge with the cognitive patterning of the gaming industry, but also the virtual systems and nanotechnologies through which biosciences have opened up human life to techno-aesthetic fictions of health, beauty and longevity that are projected by culture industries (ibid., 2011a: 207–211). In the sections that follow I will examine the evolutionary processes through which this convergence of capitalization and digital-media-technological innovation has developed, as well as tracing the organological effects that Stiegler presents as the chance of a new political economy of spirit.

Spirit and the temporal economy of capital

Let us begin with a reminder of the general trajectory of Stiegler’s critique. At the beginning of The Lost Spirit of Capitalism, the third volume of Disbelief and Discredit, Stiegler remarks that:


Capitalism has lost its spirit: spiritual misery reigns. Control societies have become uncontrollable, profoundly irrational, without reason, unable to inspire hope. Those who believe they no longer have anything whatsoever to expect from the development of hyper-industrial capitalism are increasingly numerous.

(2014a: 1; emphasis added)



The symbolic resources of collective life have been degraded by a technoscientific regime that has taken over the transmission of memory, sensation and reflection. Or, to put it in the terms outlined in the previous section, the public sphere has lost the qualities of inherence and relation through which its necessity is inherited by each individuated self. This degradation of collective life is coeval with the development of what I have been calling the arche-programme, that is, the informatic synchronization of the scientific, technological and economic systems that make up hyperindustrial society. Such complex organizations have a long history; they are the outcome of the diachronic relationships between human culture and the utilitarian systems through which human reflection and desire are transformed into exchangeable values. And so in this section I will examine Stiegler’s account of the unfolding of these relationships, and their significance for the politics of spirit he conceives as haunting the networks of the arche-programme.

One of the most important sources for Stiegler’s Disbelief and Discredit is Max Weber’s work on the relationship between Protestantism and the emergent spirit of capitalism in Western Europe. Stiegler’s engagement with Weber is very specific, and so we need to begin with his understanding of the key distinction that is introduced in Weber’s historiography, that is, the difference between the symbolic articles of religious faith through which social life is experienced as inherently meaningful (otium), and the formal rationality of production and exchange through which capital expands into every aspect of social and individual existence (negotium). Otium, for Stiegler, is closely related to the Aristotelian idea of philia as the reflective activity through which the individual constitutes himself or herself as part of the symbolic order of the social totality. It is, strictly speaking, the labour of spirit; the engagement of the subject with ideal objects (God, republic, nature, beauty) that reproduces its desire for life and the possibility of it being part of an ethical community. It is this realm of ‘consistence’ that is the proper object of the soul’s activity; the sphere of ideal life whose objective forms (the law, the state, the church) are the condition of a spiritual inheritance that is distributed to each new generation. In other words it is the symbolic commerce of a vita activa whose singularities constantly reopen the future as possibility (Stiegler, 2011b: 119–123). The sphere of negotium, on the other hand, is made up of the practical rules through which individuals orientate themselves in the world. It is the system of rational exchange and contractual obligations that regulates everyday encounters in the public sphere, and which constitutes the procedural rationality of work and capitalization. As Stiegler puts it, negotium is ‘human commerce … but insofar as it is submitted in general to the principle of subsistence, insofar as it can render inaccessible the dignity of existence’ (ibid.: 99–100; emphasis in the original). Now, for Stiegler, Weber’s great insight was to recognize that otium and negotium are practically inseparable, and that a proper explanation of how capitalism emerged as a system of rationalized industrial production requires an account of how each is composed through the other (ibid.: 69–73).2

Weber’s account of the transition from feudalism to capitalism in Western Europe emphasized the economic and political effects of Luther’s break with the institutional hierarchy of the Catholic Church. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism begins by tracing the relationship between the Catholic doctrine of poverty, chastity and obedience to the economic stagnation and political violence of the feudal regime. The doctrinal orthodoxy of the Church on matters of sin and salvation, the right of confession and the relationship between the secular world and the afterlife, functioned to legitimize the ideology of divine election and honourable servitude on which the estate system was founded. Luther’s rejection of this orthodoxy in his Ninety-five Theses, and his translation of the Bible from Latin into an accessible vernacular, marked a sea change in the nature of religious belief. Luther’s Protestantism maintained the sanctity of the individual’s relationship to God; revelation was no longer a matter of doctrinal conformity, but rather something that can occur only through His entry into the experience of suffering and desire that constitutes the human soul. The importance of this shift is that it makes the individual directly responsible for his own salvation; he can only come to the Kingdom of Heaven if he has devoted himself to the contemplation of God’s will during the course of his life, and chosen the path to righteousness through prayer and diligent contemplation of his actions. To put things in Stiegler’s terms, the work of spiritual self-interpretation, or otium, falls to the individual, and it is up to him to navigate his way to God through the contingencies of the material world. From a theological point of view, this engagement of the soul with the unforeseen events of temporal existence, gives rise to the question of whether the life of every human being can attain salvation. For if, as seems to be the case, the circumstances into which some of us are born appear utterly unpropitious for a life that is bound for heaven, then perhaps there are relatively few souls who are intended for salvation. It is this radical construal of Luther’s theology that lies at the core of Calvinism, which maintained that the destiny of every human being has been decided by God from the beginning of time, and that this cannot be changed by the fleeting contrition of unworthy souls. Our ultimate fate remains a mystery to us throughout our lives although, for Calvin, those who achieve worldly success can be justified in taking this as a sign that, come the day of judgement, they will be among God’s elect (Weber, 2001: 115–138).

What is important here is the impact of Calvin’s particular version of Protestantism on the organization of social and economic life in Europe from the mid-sixteenth century. Weber’s thesis is really about the relationship between a specific form of otium, the individual soul’s contemplation of its ultimate destiny, and the evolution of a particular form of social, economic and political modernity. He argued that the impact of Calvin’s doctrine of Predestinarianism led to the formation of a new kind of negotium, in which the organization of productive activity ceases to be governed by traditional ideas of nature and subsistence, and becomes the systematic pursuit of money for reinvestment in ‘the business’. Worldly success becomes a sign of divine election, and so the entire process of production (its technological machinery, scientific principles and practical organization) is galvanized by the need constantly to affirm the conviction that one is among God’s elect. This process of co-determination between the practice of care for the soul and the rational pursuit of economic activity is not confined to the entrepreneurial spirit of the new mercantile class who are, perhaps, its purest embodiment. It is also to be found in the power of the work ethic to mobilize the productive potential of the emergent proletariat, in the systematic organization of science as the means through which production is increased, and in the emergence of bureaucracy as the regime of connectedness among different branches of the economy (Weber, 1997: 302–322). For Stiegler,


[i]t would be correct to conclude, as does Weber, that it is not a matter of transformation of the means of production, of machines, of ‘infrastructure’; nor thus of proletarianization, even if, as we have seen, it is already a matter of pauperization. On the contrary, the ethic of negotium is tied both to accounting and to the printing of the Bible, making it accessible to all. Weber does not doubt that the Reformation is tied to a state of grammatization: printing which constitutes, according to Auroux, the ‘second technological revolution’.

(2011b: 75; emphasis in the original)



The complex and somewhat involuted debate between Marxists and Weberians about the origin of capitalism therefore fails to recognize that their respective positions are not incompatible and that they both presuppose the ongoing evolution of mnemonic technologies (hypomnemata). On the one hand, Weber’s appeal to the power of otium, as religious attachment, to transform the secular order of work, consumption and exchange, assumes a techno-grammatological apparatus that was designed, at least in part, as a mode of capitalization. On the other hand, Marx’s contention, that the ideal objects through which individuals represent their relationship to the commodity form are simply expressions of false consciousness, is incapable of recognizing the complexity of the libidinal and grammatological economy that is put into play by the ideological machinery of capitalism. And so, for Stiegler, if we are to trace the evolution of the arche-programme of hyperindustrial society we must set out, first, the ways in which spirit and the labour of otium have been affected by the development of mnemo-technologies; second, the relationship between capitalization, desire and consumption that begins to emerge from the technological supplementation of spirit; and finally, the new configurations of political life and autonomy that emerged through the evolution of industrial modernity (2011b: 36–40).

This account of the relationship between Marx and Weber’s respective positions on the emergence of capitalism is closely related to the critique of instrumental reason and abstract subjectivity developed by the Frankfurt School. The essence of the argument is that Weber, by going back to the spiritual resources through which capitalism emerged as a distinctive socio-economic organization of life, develops the basis of a comprehensive account of the power of the commodity form to intensify the productivity of human beings (Stiegler, 2011b: 64–69). By describing the logic of rationalization, bureaucratization and disenchantment that came to dominate industrial society by the end of the nineteenth century, Weber was able to show the extent to which this logic had become a system for managing the cognition, desire and productivity of individual subjects. The Protestant Reformation in Europe had led to the emergence of an Enlightenment philosophy that championed the rights of free intelligence over the traditional forms of religious and state authority. However, as the new rationalism began to determine the study of man, nature and society, it also began to constitute the ‘iron cage’ of rational subjection that Weber saw as the paradigmatic form of industrial modernity. The work and desire of every individual are no longer touched by the reflective labour of spirit; they are reduced to the calculative demand for increased efficiency in every sphere of social and economic life. Weber’s solution to this impasse was to invoke the quasi-Nietzschean idea of a plebiscitarian politics based on the contestation of charismatic leaders, and the possible resurgence of art and eroticism as modes of affective expression (1978: 236). However, this approach misses the transformative power of the cognitive technologies that were already beginning to alter the conditions of capitalization and individuation in industrialized society. And so we need to look at Stiegler’s relationship to the Frankfurt School critique of mass media technologies, and their effect on the processes of commodification and consumption.
We should, I think, begin with the critique of instrumental reason that is the essence of the Frankfurt School’s approach to industrial modernity. At the beginning of Dialectic of Enlightenment, Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno make the following remark on the concept of Enlightenment philosophy:


Whatever does not conform to the rule of computation and utility is suspect. So long as it can develop undisturbed by any outward repression, there is no holding it. In the process, it treats its own ideas of human rights exactly as it does older universals. Every spiritual resistance it encounters serves merely to increase its strength, which means that enlightenment still recognizes itself even in myths. Whatever myths the resistance may appeal to, by virtue of the very fact that they become arguments in the process of opposition, they acknowledge the principle of dissolvent rationality for which they reproach the Enlightenment. Enlightenment is totalitarian.

(1986: 6)



This, of course, is close to Heidegger’s idea of the emergence of the rational-instrumental worldview as the condition of the technological innovations that have shaped the social and economic organization of modern industrial society. What both Heidegger and Horkheimer and Adorno set out is the fate of a certain kind of instrumental orientation to the world. Having endured millennia of subjection to malign deities and a hostile nature, human beings embarked on the project of bringing their skill and intelligence to bear upon the body inorganic of nature. This gesture of self-assertion is what lies at the root of Heidegger’s understanding of the ancient Greek idea of technē, the transformation of nature through the techno-aesthetic skill of the artisan. There is, however, much more to this orientation to the world than the development of artisanal skill; it is the origin of a distinctive worldview in which nature is progressively stripped of its symbolic significance and made subject to calculative principles that treat it as a resource, or what Heidegger called ‘standing reserve’. This transformation is dramatized in Horkheimer and Adorno’s account of Odysseus as the prototype of the bourgeois subject; they present his dealings with the monsters that lie beyond the boundaries of the polis as the victory of rational restraint and forbearance over the dangers of mimesis and surrender to nature (1986: 43–80). And so the emergence of the Apollonian order of political life from the old Hellenic civilization marks, as Nietzsche had already recognized, the beginning of a rationalistic tendency whose powers of abstraction led, in the long run, to an involution of spirit through which the value of everything, including human beings, collapsed into the logic of utility (Nietzsche, 1990: 28; Stiegler, 2014g: 5–8).

The problem with Enlightenment philosophy, therefore, is that it becomes a mythology of perfect control; it represents the world as if its final purpose were nothing more than the expenditure of energy in the process of production and consumption. Of course, this worldview has been crucial to the development of industrial capitalism; it provided the scientific knowledge through which the means of production developed from simple agrarian technologies to the complex manufacturies of the Industrial Revolution. And yet this attempt to liberate humanity through the universal application of technology to human subsistence has never been able to overcome that which, for Horkheimer and Adorno, is its defining contradiction:


The servant remains enslaved in body and soul; the master regresses. No authority has been able to escape paying this price, and the apparent cyclical nature of the advance of history is partly explained by this debilitation, the equivalent of power.

(1986: 35)



From a Stieglerian perspective, what Horkheimer and Adorno express here is essentially the same problem that Weber formulated in The Protestant Ethic: that instrumental reason is incapable of providing a meaningful order of life from its own resources. Or, to put things slightly differently, the relationship between capital, instrumental reason and individual subjects which evolved during the early phases of industrialization, was such that it was able to polarize the social totality through its systematic reproduction of acquisitive egoism and proletarian impoverishment. Weber concluded The Protestant Ethic by attesting to the growing power of technological industrialism to draw the human soul into its machinery, and the likely transformation of the symbolic life this would produce: ‘mechanized petrification along with a sort of compulsive self-importance’ (1978: 410). What Weber failed to grasp, however, and what for Stiegler is the central insight of the Frankfurt School, is the fact that a grammatological analysis of the kind he deployed in his account of the relationship between religion and economy, opens up a new sphere of Marxist social critique that focuses on the technological means of repressive cultural reproduction (Stiegler, 2014a: 63–69).

In the third chapter of Dialectic of Enlightenment, Horkheimer and Adorno offer the following definition of the culture industry and its dominance over the life of every self-conscious individual:


The whole world is made to pass through the filter of the culture industry … The more intensely [its] techniques duplicate empirical objects, the easier it is today for the illusion to prevail that the outside world is the straightforward continuation of that presented on the [cinema] screen. This purpose has been furthered by mechanical reproduction since the lightning takeover of sound film.

(1986: 126)



In Horkheimer and Adorno’s formulation, the culture industry emulates the techniques of art, but it is not art. The technological machinery through which the real is re-presented (radio, cinema and eventually television) does no more than preserve the mass patterns of consumption on which the turnover of capital has come to depend. It does this by presenting gross deformations of human qualities whose power to move us originates in a symbolic culture that is haunted by the spectre of death. However, the images of heroism, sacrifice, beauty, love and sexuality that are put into play by the culture industry are simulacra; they are subject to an inflationary rationale whose reference points are mapped, and remapped, onto the body of each individual consumer. The exaggerated masculinity of John Wayne or Clarke Gable, and the hyper-femininity of Elizabeth Taylor or Marilyn Monroe are configured, in the final analysis, through crude aesthetic techniques that begin with clothes and make-up, then are filtered through cinematic cutting, and end up as fashion trends whose value can be counted in dollars and cents (Adorno, 1991: 76). As capitalism evolves into a techno-bureaucratic machinery, the culture industry becomes ‘the sheen which commercial advertising lends to commodities’, and which makes their domination of life seem like its only possible pleasure (ibid.: 61). In other words the process of reification that takes place through the culture industry is a re-grammatization of existence; it is a prosthetic transformation of the old bourgeois-proletarian antagonism, with its symbolic order of difference, into a mass society whose ‘agents’ rapidly lose their capacity for reflection, desire and symbolic attachment (ibid.: 95).

Adorno once remarked that capitalism is potentially immortal, and that the expansion of its technological powers is simply the expansion of its capacity to reify human cognition and desire. The aim of social critique, therefore, is to register the ‘micrological’ damage that is done to individual beings within the reified relations of capitalist society, and to provoke modes of testamentary expression whose singularity stands out against the metaphysics of technological order (Adorno, 1990: 405–408). For Stiegler, the style of critical philosophy that Adorno developed in relation to the technoscientific evolution of capitalism is immensely important. As an attempt to avoid complicity with the metaphysics of abstract individualism, prosthetic enhancement and corporate growth that have come to dominate the discursive organization of the public sphere, the idea of micrology works to destabilize the emergent networks of technoscientific reproduction. And so the evolution of Adorno’s critical theory after Dialectic of Enlightenment presents the essentially tragic fate of human beings in the automated systems of industrial society. His appeal to the somatic dimension of human life is, in the end, an appeal to a sense of being as suffering that pre-exists the techno-prosthetic evolution of mind, body and desire (ibid.: 404–408). The technological evolution that has taken place over the last fifty years has, however, transformed the relationship between self-consciousness and the technological systems through which reality is represented. The individual ego no longer looks with the slightest degree of reflection on the objects presented to it by the media (Adorno maintained that participating in the game of fashion always carried a certain degree of reflective anxiety with it), as it has been absorbed into the network of media technologies that synchronize our apperception of the world. We have been absorbed into a spontaneously constituted present-time, in which the past is staged as building towards the clear and distinct channels of desire that make up the global order of capital (Stiegler, 2009a: 143–149). And so if we are to develop a political critique of this performative system, we must grasp the organological and pharmacological implications of the impending collapse of the messianic structure of the present. It is only insofar as we are able to grasp the matrix of technological affects that have destabilized the process of ego formation that we will be able to imagine the new political economy of spirit that arises from technoscientific capitalism (ibid., 2013b: 116).

Hyperindustrial society

In this section, I will examine the emergence and development of the technoscientific arche-programme, that is, the system of discrete modalities of digital representation and manipulation that simultaneously analyse, anticipate and synchronize the production of libidinal energy. In the second volume of Technics and Time, Stiegler summarizes the impact of the arche-programme on the symbolic terrain of the social as follows:


There is no “territory” without a network; there is always only a network, as framework: territory’s simple unity is mythical … The fact that the territory is already framed, that it is nothing other than the network-to-come, does not mean that the conditions for such a framing are always the same; it occurs within a particular typology and a general history of such conditions … The materialization (objectification) of such frameworks is also the dynamic of their alienation or de-realization; their exteriorization. Networks affect and dis-affect, organize and disorganize rhythms and memories. The network is in this sense programmatic.

(2009a: 144)



Before examining the dynamics of the arche-programme we need to clarify the nature of the distinctions that Stiegler makes in the passage above. In the first instance he makes a specific distinction between network and territory, and this takes us back to the originary technicity thesis. As we have seen, the fundamental principle of Stiegler’s philosophy is that human life is originally prosthetic, and that the essential difference of human beings is constituted through their primordial capacity to deploy tools as transformative instruments in their relationship to the inorganic body of nature (physis). This originary difference is that which initiates the technological tendency of human society; the tools through which human activity and reflection are mediated give rise to cooperative relationships that are the condition of the symbolic territorialization of the social order. So, for example, the constitution of the family as an extended sphere of ‘blood’ obligations is a mythology of origins, whose consistence has always been dependent on the technological grammatization of work and memory that constitutes the productive power of social machines (Ravin in Bauer and Whalberg, 2009: 30–48). At this stage, therefore, social memory is constituted by inscriptive mechanisms that maintain the historical past as a symbolic inheritance; the economy of the letter, in its legal, religious and poetic forms, is what makes the cultural consistence of the ‘we’ of collective life (Stiegler, 2009a: 49–64).

This position marks a crucial shift away from idealist philosophy, particularly a certain kind of Hegelianism that insists that the technological developments that have revolutionized the economic life of civil society are external to the dynamics of social and political individuation. For Stiegler, the ‘substance’ of ethical life is maintained by prosthetically coordinated modalities of the ‘we’ that have no fixed or paradigmatic form; thus human sociality is a fragile, noetic territory that is threatened by the evolution of the mnemo-technological networks that have made it possible. Thus, the ‘proper’ relationship between the reflexive ego, and the technical systems that constitute its environment, is not deducible from the sense of suffering to which the latter is subject in the historical evolution of self-consciousness. This suffering, and the testamentary demands that it produces, is libidinal rather than dialectical; its intensities are the effects of prosthetic innovations that constantly transform the grammatological structure of mind and body, and which cannot be totalized within the interior relations of absolute knowledge (Stiegler, 2015a: 121). This, of course, radically alters the stakes of human history. If, in the light of the monstrous effects of the arche-programme, spirit can no longer be conceived as a transcendental category whose self-diremption constitutes the essence of individual consciousness, then the critique of the evolution of artificial networks must concentrate on their emergent powers of cognitive, somatic and economic synchronization. We must, to put things in Stieglerian terms, expound the development of the transductive relationship between the ‘external milieux’ of functional-communicative networks and the ‘internal milieu’ of the subject, considered as an organ of the social machine (ibid., 1998: 58–63). Technics, in other words, has never been absent from the constitution of the self as a noetic being; and so the Hegelian philosophy of spirit inherits the responsibility of tracing the chance of a constitutive autonomy of work, desire and cognition (otium) that arises from the technological networks of capitalization (ibid., 2015a: 129, 2011d: 36–39).

In one of his later essays, ‘Reading and Re-reading Hegel after Poststructuralism’, Stiegler argues that if we are to inherit the speculative demand of Hegel’s thought, which is for a noetic activity of spirit that transforms the objective modalities of work, satisfaction and desire which make up the substance of ethical life (Sittlichkeit), then we must recognize that the appearance of these forms as objective is the outcome of the technological ensembles that schematize our experience:


The objectivation of spirit [in hyperindustrial society] consists in a production of tertiary retentions that tend to automatically and by themselves link themselves together, outside of any knowing subject, and to do so as cognitive objects – what are today referred to as cognitive technologies, communicating objects, the internet of objects (or things), and so on.

(2015a: 120)



So, from Stiegler’s perspective, what we should be interested in is the expansion of technological means that has taken place since the beginning of the modern industrial era. This expansion, as we saw in the previous section, started with two interrelated developments: the philosophy of rational subjectivity and utilitarian life set out by the Enlightenment, and the capitalization of the world through technoscientific knowledge accomplished by the Industrial Revolution. Hegel’s account of the objectification of spirit and its relationship to the constitution of modernity is set out in the section on Reason in The Phenomenology of Spirit. Simply put, he argues that the abstract morality that has come to dominate civil society arises out of an opposition between self-consciousness and ‘the course of the world’ that reaches its highest form in utilitarian philosophy. The egoistic self is able to represent its motives through a formal principle of autonomy that can, in the end, justify any course of action. Thus, Hegel conceives the Kantian individual as reflecting the encroachment of instrumental-utilitarian reason on the substance of ethical life (1967b: 402–403). Insofar as the appetitive side of the subject is left open to the influence of technics and capital, the faculty of practical reason can do no more than justify the formal-legal relationships (contracts, bargains, agreements) through which civil society evolves as a sphere of excessive desire and hopeless impoverishment (ibid., 1967a: 425–425, 1967b: 126–134). However, and this is the basic question that Stiegler raises about Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, might it not be the case that the instability of the Kantian subject has already been moderated by its relationship to Hegel’s representation of the history of abstract difference (negotium)? For Hegel, the faculties of Kant’s rational citizen mark the boundaries of a moral disorientation that is ready to be brought back to the interior satisfactions of ethical life. And so we are returned to the grammatology of Kant’s moral citizen: its presence in the rapidly evolving systems of technics and capital, and the fate to which its libidinal economy is subject.

The Kantian subject is a male reader; he is perhaps, in his ideality, a participant in the world of letters on which the moral and legal standards of bourgeois society are founded. And so the book, and its grammatization of memory and experience, is the condition of a shared culture of reason (sensus communis) through which reflective judgement on the ethical and political constitution of the state can be made (Kant, 1991: 54–60; Habermas, 1992: 51–56). But what if the culture through which the self-reflection and moral sensitivity of that subject is sustained is a contingent phase in a process of technological grammatization which jeopardizes the difference between the autonomous individual and the heteronomous world of commerce, exchange and capitalization? What if the orthographic technology that sustained the development of a reflexive cultural sphere is implicated in the development of a regime of calculation, objectification and manipulation, whose effects are an essential part of the development of the commodity form? This, of course, is the position that Marx develops in The German Ideology. His contention is that empiricist and idealist accounts of civil society begin from the ‘fact’ of the division of labour that is characteristic of bourgeois society. And so the complex accounts of property, nature, individual rights and the limits of state power that have been postulated as ‘ruling ideas’ in bourgeois society are, in the final analysis, no more than techniques of domination (Marx, 1977b: 64–68). For Stiegler, this argument is inseparable from the developing relationship between capital and its techno-orthographic systems. The transition from mercantile exchange to a fully industrialized system of production and consumption depends on there being a reliable system of abstraction through which human labour power, raw materials and means of production can be calculated as constituent elements in the process of production (Stiegler, 2011b: 43–46). Therefore, the utilitarian philosophies of Locke and Bentham, and Kant’s post-critical remarks on the Enlightenment and civil society, provide the basis for a historically unique mediation of work, satisfaction and individual desire. For Stiegler, of course, Marx was right to insist that the regime of otium that had taken shape in the commodity form was, in essence, an ideology that functioned to obscure the reality of the labour process. What he only partly apprehended, however, was the fact that the processes of orthographic abstraction that were expressed in the metaphysics of abstract right, and the grammatization of the human body which accompanied the mechanization of production, were the basis of a technological phase-shift through which the abstraction of human reason and desire per se would become the telos of industrial capitalization (ibid., 2015a: 123–130).

The evolution of the arche-programme occurs through the development of the multiple and interconnected systems of hyperindustrial society. The constitution of this mode of sociality is essentially historical; it develops as an increasingly complex system which engenders abstract forms of cognition and desire (subjectivity) that are programmed to expand the productive potential of their associated environment (‘the One’). As we saw in the last section, Stiegler’s take on the evolution of hyperindustrial capitalism lies close to Horkheimer and Adorno’s account of the mutually reproductive relationship between economy and technology. The scientific worldview that took shape in the Enlightenment became explicitly technological through its relationship to the imperatives of the commodity form. So, from a Stieglerian perspective, the collapse of the symbolic order of class that is presented in Dialectic of Enlightenment is the loss of something like Gramsci’s war of position; it is the end of a period during which the stakes of the class struggle are clearly delineated by the objective tendency of the mode of production, and in which the work of otium is invested with the living opposition of labour and capital. The emergence of the regime of media-technological grammatization, that Horkheimer and Adorno call the culture industry, marks the beginning of new possibilities of connection and synchronization within the circuits of the arche-programme. The primary technology we are talking about here is the cinematic projection of the moving image and the subsequent combination of moving pictures with a synchronized soundtrack and colourization. What is made possible by this kinaesthetic regime is a new form of capitalism in which the process of individuation is taken over by the generic figures of sexuality, heroism and freedom that are reproduced in Hollywood films. Therefore, the culture industry is more than just a strategy of big capital; it is an inevitable transformation of the structural and performative organization of the commodity form in which human cognition and desire are systematically recoded to fit the template of industrial mass production (Stiegler, 2011b: 24–26). Everything, in other words, is up for grabs; each distinctive territory of ethical life (family, religion, sexual difference) is re-presented through mass media networks and made to perform as a mode of commodification.

However, from the perspective of originary technicity, the integration of capital, cognition and aesthetic sensibility elaborated in Dialectic of Enlightenment is not simply the constitution of a hermetic sphere based on the technological staging of repetition. The concept of totality that haunts Adorno’s thought, especially Minima Moralia and the final sections of Negative Dialectics, is a symbolic whole whose human quality lies in the meaning that its mimetic practice offers to the existence of each individual. Thus, the fate of human beings under the regime of technological capitalism is presented through the mutually reinforcing relationship between integration, repetition and reification (Adorno, 1996: 140–141, 1990: 365–368). As the system of mass production produces more and more of the generic commodities (cars, fridges, television sets, fast food, clothing) which it needs the market to absorb, the culture industry (popular music, popular films, radio programmes) is pressed to develop more and more effective communications technologies whose purpose is to homogenize the desire and cognition of the masses. Each individual becomes the creation of the culture industry: his or her desire is recreated by experts who map statistically the effectiveness of product placements and advertising campaigns. The concept of reification that is deployed by Adorno therefore refers to the effects of a techno-instrumental rationality that has become largely self-directed. Once the symbolic resources from which each individual constructs his or her identity have been integrated into the technological regime of capital, the evolution of society ceases to unfold through the contingencies of historical inheritance and becomes a process of abstraction whose objective is to capture the noetic and sensory activity of the soul. Politics in the classical sense is brought to a abrupt halt, and all that is left are the polar opposites of mimetic convulsion (fascism, Nazism) and isolated gestures of resistance to the inhuman life of the technological totality. As we saw in chapter 1, Stiegler’s complaint about Adorno’s position is that it remains trapped in a Kantian philosophy of reflection, insofar as he sees the techno-aesthetic systems of the culture industry as a kind of external block on the cognitive spontaneity of each individual soul (2011a: 108). So, if we are properly to understand Stiegler’s account of the relationship between hyperindustrial society and the chance of a new politics of spirit, we must begin by specifying the technological transformation of capitalism that has taken place since Adorno’s death in 1969.

Horkheimer and Adorno’s characterization of the first stages of hyperindustrial society presents a process of repetitive integration that is designed to guarantee the turnover of capital in heavy industries that have a limited capacity for technological innovation. The reification of human beings, and the spiritual suffering that arises from it, is a result of the over-integration of the individual into the techno-aesthetic networks of the commodity form. For Stiegler, on the other hand, the developmental trajectory of industrial society has allowed us to recognize that the kinaesthetic media, whose effects were analysed by Horkheimer and Adorno, are the beginning of a process of technological grammatization whose telos is the performativity of the arche-programme itself (2009a: 97–101). So, we need to give a provisional account of the systems through which this performativity has evolved into a self-coordinating system.

We know that, for Stiegler, the arche-programme is essentially technoscientific, that is, a regime of permanent knowledge innovation whose encoding of the real is designed to facilitate the production of technologies that transform the reproductive systems of nature and of human society (2011a: 190–191). The paradigmatic case of technoscientific intervention is the biosciences, whose aim is to manipulate the established reproductive codes of nature so that they conform more exactly to the need for constantly expanded economic growth (ibid.: 205). The possibilities of manipulation that are opened up by genetic science are, of course, potentially infinite; once we have acquired knowledge of the fundamental mechanisms of genetic expression, the development of the biotechnological programme proceeds at a greatly accelerated rate. So, to use the example of human beings, although it may seem that the pursuit of a cure for cancer, an indefinitely extended lifespan, and the elimination of hereditary diseases are self-evidently worthwhile objectives for the biosciences, we must refer this spontaneous conviction to the normative codes that have arisen in technoscientific society. A proper understanding of the development of the arche-programme, in other words, requires us carefully to consider the ways in which human life is represented; first, in the virtual and digital milieux through which the culture industry has evolved; second, in the visualization systems through which the body is laid open to diagnostic analysis; and third, in the multiple discourses of risk, insurance, cosmesis, therapeutics and well-being that have evolved around the idea of prosthetic life. According to Stiegler, these elements are organologically related; each one is a discrete mode of discourse whose difference depends on its being a particular expression of representative codes that have penetrated the fundamental structures of human cognition and imagination. The object of Stiegler’s analyses of the sub-systems through which the arche-programme has evolved, therefore, is to trace the evolution of operational-economic codes that have facilitated exchange across the boundaries of art and science, imagination and control, capitalization and politics (ibid.: 199).

So, what does this mean in practice? If we stay with the example of the relationship between the biosciences, medical practice and the schematic power of the culture and programming industries, we need to consider what Althusser would have called the ‘structure in dominance’ that exists among them (1986). Conventional theories of the public sphere, as we saw above, maintain that the direction of scientific research can and should be regulated by the deliberative processes of the public sphere. Horkheimer and Adorno, of course, had already called this possibility into question, for they maintained that the emergence of the culture industry had fatally eroded the reflective organization of the public sphere. However, Stiegler’s claim is stronger than this, for he maintains that the configurations of eternal youth, physical incorruptibility, hyper-sexuality and unfeasible beauty that come from the culture industries, are a form of ‘techno-science fiction’ that communicates directly with the research agenda of the biosciences. This is not to say that bioscience is led by the culture industry’s depiction of man-made monsters ‘who threaten the earth as the Devil’, or by the desire they express for a life untarnished by disease, deformity or ugliness (Stiegler, 2011a: 200). Rather, the point Stiegler is making is that the two programmes – the virtual representation of human beings and the development of technologies capable of transforming their physical and psychical constitution – are discrete expressions of a code that moves between the imagination of the future and its possible realization. This code, in other words, becomes the condition of a regime of hyper-reproducibility, in which the imagination and desire of every individual is pre-formed within the conjunction of technoscience, imagination and future possibility that is constituted in the arche-programme (ibid.: 212–213).

This account of the arche-programme as a performative totality raises three fundamental questions that will structure my exposition of Stiegler’s philosophy. The first of these concerns the generality of the code through which the arche-programme develops as a network of synchronized sub-systems. As we have seen, this is a question of grammatization, or more specifically, the power of the code to integrate the operational logics of the discrete technological systems that comprise hyperindustrial society. We have already outlined one example of this reciprocal transformation of programmes, that is, the communication that takes place between the virtual milieux of culture industries and the biosciences. However, if we are to understand the performative logic of the arche-programme, we will need to examine the way in which this communicative regime works and its effects on the economy of social individuation. We will also need to look at the relationships that have developed within this economy, specifically, the connections between programmes that alter the genetic constitution of human beings, and those that interface with their psychic and somatic powers. It is this investigation that will occupy the next three chapters, which focus on the capitalization of life, cybernetics and transhumanism, and the effects of technological aesthetics. The second question concerns the expansionist logic of the arche-programme, or rather, the emergence of hyperindustrial capitalism as the exclusive model of international law, trade and cooperation (Stiegler, 2011a: 1–35). I will examine the patterns of uneven development that have arisen from the export of neoliberal principles of progress, and at the emergence of religious fundamentalism as a response to their encroachment on the symbolic economy of the sacred. This brings us to the final question, which is that of spirit. Insofar as the conflicts that have arisen from the expansion of the arche-programme are played out in the register of ethico-religious life (sacrifice versus freedom, abstract rights versus sacred obligation, modesty versus performativity, poverty versus excess), the question of globalization cannot be separated from the crisis of disenchantment that has come to afflict the wealthiest and most productive nations on Earth.

The Matrix and the pharmakon

I want to conclude this chapter by developing a comparison that will help to clarify the relationship between spirit, organology and pharmakon that is presented in Stiegler’s philosophy. The comparison is based on two theories of the exorbitance of technological capitalization: Jean Baudrillard’s concept of the hyperreal and Stiegler’s account of hyperindustrialization. Both of these theories are interesting because they attempt to configure a specific epoch in human history, that is, the point at which the relationship between capital, technology and human desire has made the dynamics of progress extremely difficult to trace. I believe that their respective analyses accomplish the specification of a historical present the course of whose evolution is radically undecidable. In the last phases of Baudrillard’s work, the totality of media-technoscientific networks that have come to saturate hyperindustrial society is presented as the cause of an eddy in historical time; the ‘intelligence’ of technological development has been caught in a spiral whose centre is the constant recapitalization of human desire through the process of simulation (2005: 197). This account of the prosthetic intensification of life is what lies at the core of Andrew and Lana Wachowski’s film, The Matrix, in which human existence has been reduced to the discharge of electrical energy that is provoked by a hermetic networked intelligence (A. Wachowski and L. Wachowski, 1999). However, from the perspective of Baudrillard’s hyperreality thesis, the Singularity depicted in The Matrix is an anachronism; the biomedical confinement of human beings has been made unnecessary by the conjunction of capitalization and virtual technology that has taken control of our existence. In other words we are all engaged with the takeover of virtual machines in the sense that, first, they constantly intensify our capacity for psychic and somatic pleasure, and second, that this state has been achieved without the coup d’état that the film presents as the fatal shift entailed in the development of networked societies (Baudrillard, 2005: 25–38). In what follows I will develop a comparison between this Baudrillardian position, which presents the emergence of a technological Singularity whose powers have already obliterated the possibility of spirit, and Stiegler’s account of the libidinal economy of life and noesis that is provoked by the proliferation of media-technoscientific networks.

According to Ray Kurzweil’s book, The Singularity Is Near, hyperindustrial society is characterized by a convergence of technological and economic programmes that will constantly renew the capacity for expansion in both. He argues that we are close to a situation whereby advances in computational power, artificial intelligence, virtual modelling systems and nanotechnologies will bring about a quantum leap in human civilization. He has claimed that by 2020 scanning systems will have given us sufficient insight into the microstructures of the brain to allow for the commencement of a process of ‘reverse engineering’, which will culminate in the invention of machines that massively exceed the intellectual capacity of human beings. It is this event that marks the inception of the Singularity, that is, the beginning of a technological civilization that is reproduced through transformations of knowledge that occur trillions of times faster than was possible for biological intelligence. At this point, the entire question of human existence is radically altered; once machines are able to design and build new systems to sustain the exponential growth of knowledge, and human beings require neurological supplementation in order to form a provisional understanding of their technological environment, the anthropocentric hierarchy of the ‘who’ of humanity and that ‘what’ of the machine will be overturned. Once this point is reached there is no going back, for the dependency of biotechnological intelligence on the non-biological systems that sustain it is such that the former experiences itself only through the representational powers of the latter. After the Singularity, technological innovation will allow us to become incomparably ‘smart’, ageless and emotionally intelligent beings, even if we have become dependent upon the rational beneficence of the arche-programme (Kurzweil, 2005: 12–33). Therefore, the question raised by Kurzweil’s account of the Singularity is the same one that haunts the plot of The Matrix. Insofar as Neo is aware that something is wrong with the world even before he takes the red pill, and that this feeling is produced by an algorithmic lucidity of life whose purpose he cannot fully apprehend, we are returned to the question of the libidinal-organological relationship between human beings and the technological systems on which they depend (Stiegler, 2013b: 37–38, 2013c).

We have seen that, for Stiegler, the operative demand of hyperindustrial society is constantly to increase the speed at which social and economic exchange take place. The universal application of this principle threatens the end of autonomous reflection, as human beings are taken into a regime of virtual exchangeability through which individual desire is stripped of memory and symbolic mediation (Stiegler, 2011c: 1–13). This, of course, is close to Baudrillard’s account of fourth order simulation, in which the circuits of hyperindustrial society are conceived as a virtual space that has pre-empted the biomedical organization of The Matrix (Merrin, 2005: 115–132). For Baudrillard, the reproduction of libidinal energy is now inextricably bound up with the logic of the virtual; we have been seduced by the powers of techno-aesthetic networks that stage the real as an infinitely malleable form, whose coordinates are always subject to random transformations. So, if the constitution of something like Kurzweil’s Singularity is an impending occurrence, its coming into being cannot be dissociated from the virtual intensifications of desire that have already transformed human beings into voracious, egoistic agents of capitalization. Baudrillard’s later writing depicts the absolute degradation of the symbolic by the hyperreal; law, family, republic, gender and love become their own simulacra, and are stripped of the originary relationship to death that once gave them their authority. ‘We’ are absorbed into a play of signs whose technological reproduction can never reach the point of Singularity: the logic of simulation constantly postpones the moment at which the system becomes hyper-smart and hyper-respectful of the biological material it inherits; we remain stuck at the point at which technological intelligence devises better and better ways of taking libidinal energy from the organic and cognitive life of human beings. This, for Baudrillard, is the ‘intelligence of evil’, the accursed share that cannot be absorbed by the pure technological determination of the real (2005: 67–73). So, the question we need to address is whether the Baudrillardian Matrix of hyper-intensified desire is fated to repeat itself ad infinitum, or whether it is possible for human beings to exercise some measure of resistance to the technological encoding through which their lives are constantly recapitalized (Abbinnett, 2008: 69–87).

The idea of originary technicity developed in Technics and Time is the counterpart of Stiegler’s concept of organology. He presents the evolution of human beings as taking place through the supplementation of the physical morphology of the body. The specialization of hands and feet, and the increased dexterity to which this gave rise, is the basis of the emergence of the first properly human species able reflexively to utilize and modify technical instruments or tools. This, in turn, gave rise to a long period of human neurological development; the complexity of the cooperative relationships in which humans engaged was the stimulus that produced innovations in tool use and the development of larger cognitive centres in the brain that were designed to process the additional possibilities generated by the nexus of social and technological systems. This development is essentially organological; neither the evolution of the tools through which nature is encountered as ‘organized inorganic matter’, nor the cerebral development that gave rise to the unique phenomenology of human self-consciousness, could have occurred without each exerting a constitutive influence on the other. Thus, if the cultural forms that constitute the simultaneity of spirit and community, otium and negotium, arise from the instrumental conditions of life, then we must understand human history as taking place between the technological imperatives of capital and the reflexive life (writing, art, ethics) that have been made possible by orthographic culture (Stiegler, 1998: 43–44). In Baudrillard’s account of the political economy of the sign, the development of orthographic technologies (hieroglyphics, cursive script, the book, the printing press) moves towards a catastrophic break in the symbolic order of society: the evolution of media and information technologies have produced a virtual environment through which each of us has been dispersed into the expansive cycles of consumer capitalism. However, from an organological perspective this leaves only a politics of remainders, of hyper-conformities that return to haunt the carceral life of the hyperreal, and violent reversions to the symbolic that reject every modality of spirit except the demand for unconditional sacrifice (Stiegler, 2013a: 46–50).

In the third volume of Disbelief and Discredit, Stiegler remarks that spirit is the ‘viscosity of the libido … the great addiction making all others possible’ (2014a: 86). So, what is the nature of this addiction and how is it related to the virtual networks through which humanity is recapitalized? Stiegler’s concept of spirit is multifaceted, and requires us to make a swift Cartesian movement though its different elements in order to gain a clear understanding of its possibilities. One of the fundamental concerns of his critique is the level of psychic disorientation that has been produced by the virtual programmes of hyperindustrial society. This concern dates from the publication of the second volume of Technics and Time, and is developed at length in his later writings on the political economy of spirit. He argues that although the virtual intensification of human desire has given rise to a programmatic order of life, this transformation is the outcome of a change in the organology of memory, cognition and representation. It is true, as Baudrillard pointed out in his account of hyperreality, that the dynamics of symbolic identification have entered a period of extreme crisis. However, the process of grammatological abstraction through which the ego is integrated into the circuits of the hyperreal, is not simply the filling of an abstract space with wishes and desires that suddenly appear as the only way to happiness. Rather, the ego is a spiritual-noetic form; its being is an accumulation of aesthetic sensibility, cognitive apprehension and affective attachment whose reception of new figurations of the real, as negotium, is always traumatic (Stiegler, 1998: 46–53). This shift in aspect is perhaps the key to Stiegler’s philosophy of spirit, and can be traced back to the reading of Heidegger he develops in Technics and Time. His argument is that Dasein’s lack of essence arises from the protensive structure of consciousness (foresight) that comes from the manipulation of tools; existential care, in other words, has always been co-present with the practical orientation of individuals towards the tasks of social reproduction. The concept of symbolic order that informs Stiegler’s critique is based on the originary experience of anxiety, for the lack of substantive being which is the fate of humanity after the fault of Epimetheus, is constantly to seek satisfaction in the ideal objects of ethical life (morality, love, patriotism, religiosity, and beauty). This is the ‘great addiction’ of the human soul to its epiphylogenetic inheritance of spirit. However, the conditions of this inheritance are technical; they are the modes of tertiary retention through which memory is constituted as an archive of experience that sustains the possibility of receiving the past as both a political and a spiritual demand (ibid.: 134–142).
According to Stiegler, Dasein’s lack of essence is the result of its coming into being through an organological relationship to the social and instrumental networks which function as supports to its singularity. This means that the fundamental structures of human self-consciousness (cognition, recollection, intuition and imagination) are formed through a relationship to death that has always been retraced in the economy of inscription that is the basis of human culture. There is, in other words, no pre-social, pre-technological encounter between Dasein and the transcendence of Being; there is only the symbolic order of existence that has arisen from the originary technicity of human beings. The accumulation of culture that is simultaneous with Stiegler’s history of technics is, therefore, also the inception of a libidinal economy in which the processes of individuation in which each of us participates are played out at the level of affect, intention and reflection. This position is close to Freud’s model of the subject, for it is the shaping of the libido through its attachment to goals that require the exercise of judgement (literature, art, ethics, philosophy, love) that is the origin of both social cathexis and the repressive authority of the super-ego (Freud, 1954: 389–392). So, if it is the case that the lack of essence that afflicts Dasein is originally technological, and that the processes of symbolic attachment through which it orientates itself in the world are subject to transformations in the regimes of material reproduction and virtual-aesthetic representation, then, for Stiegler, the chance of spirit, as autonomous noetic activity, is simultaneously dependent on and threatened by the technological tendency of human social organization. It is this tension that Stiegler calls the pharmakon; the unity of self-consciousness’s affective and reflexive constitution that is always put back into play by the synchronous networks of hyperindustrial society (2013b: 21). From this perspective we should conceive the media-technological intensification of the drives that has produced the system of hyper-consumption, as short-circuiting the relationship between work and love (negotium and Eros) that is the origin of the spiritual reflection on the good life. As we will see in the chapters that follow, Stiegler maintains that there is something unbearable about a life which cannot escape the perpetual regeneration of object attachments, and which is unable to find satisfaction in the ideal forms of culture. This disorientation, which afflicts self-consciousness in its entirety, is what opens the chance of spirit’s return: for the multiple tensions between technological innovation, capitalized desire and the traces of orthographic culture are what carry the spark of noesis across the networks of the arche-programme (ibid.: 59–78).

These remarks introduce the four fundamental questions that will be addressed in this book. The first of these concerns the coming of the technological Singularity, or the putative point at which virtual, computational and bio-genetic technologies will converge to form a self-determining totality that will transform human beings into fungible subsidiary parts. We examined the formation of this concept through the story of The Matrix, which began with the inevitability of war between humans and machines and ended with the arrival of a messiah to deliver the humans from their unconscious enslavement. We then looked at this idea as it is configured in Baudrillard’s hyperreality thesis, that is, the total absorption of human life into the virtual networks of the arche-programme. This, for him, is the true desolation of reality; the organon of feeling, cathexis and reflection that is the material form of the human is conceived as awaiting its final erasure in the networks of virtuality and genetically manipulated reproduction. Stiegler’s organology, on the other hand, is a speculative engagement with precisely this kind of technological endgame; it is an attempt to trace the dynamics of a new realm of spirit that emerges as a matter of necessity from processes that, for Baudrillard, have already integrated ‘us’ into the milieux of ‘the One’. This betting on spirit as a power that resists reduction to nothingness, never ceases to be a gamble: it is both the postulation of an un-specifiable possibility that is different from every technological programme that could come about in the future, and the demand that each of us should resist being absorbed into programmes that seek to anticipate the expressive capacity of both sensibility and noesis. The stakes of this gamble are being played out now in our own historical present, for the approach of Kurzweil’s Singularity is, in essence, the development of a synchronous totality in which every sub-programme will be coordinated with the self-direction of the whole. So, as the biosciences proceed to map the genetic, endocrine, neurological and electrolytic foundations of consciousness, and as the evolution of virtual modelling allows reconstruction of the brain states that are the condition of human self-awareness, we are confronted with the necessity of rethinking the ethics and politics of life in a way that is entirely absent from Kurzweil’s futurology. Every programme becomes a political space: insofar as the arche-programme is always in the process of differentiating itself into newly synchronic modes of experiment and capitalization, each regime becomes the focus of insistent questions about human freedom and singularity.

So, in the following chapters I will examine what, for Stiegler, are the essential questions around which the politics of spirit is mobilized:


•    How have the biosciences transformed the nature of humanity’s being towards death?

•    How has prosthetic supplementation of the somatic, generative and cognitive faculties of human beings transformed their relationship to the symbolic order of social life?

•    What is the relationship between virtual reality systems, aesthetic affect and the capitalization of human desire?

•    How is the synchronization of the arche-programme related to the economic and geopolitical dynamics of globalization?



Each of these questions is complex and unstable, given that the evolution of technoscientific programmes constantly alters their terms of reference. There is also the fact that, in reality, they cannot be separated into the discrete areas of innovation I will examine (bioscience, cybernetics, virtuality, informatics and global integration), as each is related to the development of the others. However, in the spirit of Stiegler’s pharmakon, I will try to give a sense of how the multiple differentiations of the arche-programme provoke the life of spirit and its modes of autonomy, community and consistence.

Notes

1    For Stiegler, however, the digital systems that comprise the Anthropocene are not simply the bearers of a technocratic fate, they also give rise to unprecedented acts of aesthetic, philosophical and literary expression that intensify the economy of technological capitalization. It is this re-formation of the will that opens the possibility of what Stiegler calls the ‘Neganthropocene’, or the transformation of the capital-technology-performativity nexus that is the operative logic of hyperindustrialization (2014d: 21).

2    This ‘organological’ reading of Weber’s account of the relationship between technoscientific development, the ideational significance of religion, and the evolution of capitalism as a synchronized system of production, is that which differentiates Stiegler’s work from the sense of endemic cultural decline that haunts Manuel Castells’ Network Society (Castells, 2000: 214–215).





3    The capitalization of life

Bioscience and the informatic programme



In part six of the third volume of Technics and Time, Stiegler sets out the following definition of what he calls technoscience:


“Industry” no longer invests after results of science; science is now what is financed by industry to open up new possibles for investment and profit. To invest is to anticipate a given situation or result, as a reality that already belongs to the past. The conjunction of technics, science and this new mobility of capital signals the opening of a future that is to be systematically explored by experimentation. As science has become technoscience it describes the real less and less, and is instead what increasingly radically destabilizes it. Technical science no longer depicts what is (the “law” of life): it creates a new reality; it is a science of becoming … and is irreversible.

(2011a: 191–192; emphasis added)



What we have today, therefore, is a situation in which the evolution of knowledge is all but simultaneous with the development of instrumentalities through which that knowledge can be deployed both to reproduce and capitalize the real. As we have seen, Steigler’s account of industrial modernity focuses on the evolution of the information technology paradigm. The historical development of capitalism is conceived as a process that begins from the calculative rationality of the M-C-M relationship, and develops through refinements of the bureaucratic and technological organization of labour power into more and more efficient systems (ibid., 2014e: 1–11). Production is constantly increased by the improvement of the calculative machines, mathematical algorithms and information feedback loops that are brought to bear on the labour process. Thus, as Michel Foucault showed in the first volume of The History of Sexuality, the rationalization of production that is characteristic of bourgeois society is the foundation of the science of biopower: regimes of knowledge that are specifically concerned with the improvement of the health and regenerative power of populations. Therefore, the evolution of industrial society is accompanied by the establishment of a network of dispositifs through which the different branches of bioscientific knowledge (gerontology, epidemiology, paediatrics, obstetrics) are brought to bear on the physical stock of society. To put things in Stiegler’s terms, the evolution of industrial capitalism has always included techniques designed to reshape and revitalize the genetic constitution of human beings, even before this had evolved into a specific branch of the technoscientific programme (2011a: 187–190).

I need, then, to give a brief account of Stiegler’s specification of the relationship between genetic science, technology and the capitalization of life. The genome of every species is the totality of the code that controls the processes of genetic expression that make each individual organism what it is. This process of expression, which governs cell replication in each individual as well as the transmission of DNA between generations, takes place via the splitting of the double helix structure of DNA molecules and its reconstitution either as two identical haploid cells (in the skin, liver or brain of a human being, for example), or in the constitution of diploid copies that are formed through the combination of genetic material contained in the gametes (eggs and sperm). Therefore, genetic inheritance is grammatological in the sense that the encoding of life in specific genomes (transcription), and the transfer and re-expression of this information through activating messengers (replication), takes the form of a complex exchange in which the reproduction of particular species is both subject to limit conditions and open to infinite possibilities of combination and mutation. According to Stiegler’s analysis, the bioscientific regime that has emerged since Crick and Watson’s identification of the double helix structure of DNA in 1953 has developed a quasi-linguistic discourse in order to articulate the processes of inscription and translation that regulate the reproduction of life (Stiegler, 2011a: 202–207). The Human Genome Project’s sequencing of human DNA in 2004 is thus conceived as presenting the grammatological structure within which the evolution of Homo sapiens has taken place, as well as providing the means through which to alter the biological existence of the human species. For Stiegler, the development of the bioscientific programme has always been informed by this goal of radical transformation, and the advances that have been made possible by the deployment of virtual and computational technologies are beginning to have a direct impact on the economy of sexuality, capitalization and desire which form the symbolic order of society (ibid.: 223–224).

So, in this chapter, I will look at what Stiegler considers to be the most important effect of contemporary technoscience, that is, the evolution of the relationship between genetic and information sciences, and the neoliberal regime of capitalization that has come to dominate the global economy. As we have seen, the informatic system of statistical modelling, formal abstraction, instantaneous calculation, algebraic expression and encrypted communication is essential to the development of capitalization as an infinitely flexible process through which the substance of social and individual life is transformed (Stiegler, 2011b: 61–64). This, of course, is close to the account of power/knowledge that is presented by Foucault in his genealogical writings, and especially to the concept of biopower he developed in The Birth of the Clinic and The History of Sexuality. In the latter, he describes the emergence, in the eighteenth century, of a network of reciprocal connections between medical knowledge, the development of a new register of biological capital, and a ‘biopolitics of the population’ (1980: 140–141; emphasis in the original). This, Foucault maintains, is the origin of the modern regime of biopolitical control, whereby the state becomes a machine that both regulates and facilitates the supply of organic labour to the capitalist economy. The crucial difference between Foucault and Stiegler is that Foucault’s theory of the co-determination of information, technology and social control implies a repetitive cycle in which the telos of panoptical discipline is constantly replayed in the regulative strategies of the state. Stiegler’s account of the information technologies that arose from the orthographic regime, on the other hand, presents them as discrete modalities of time, the evolution of whose grammatological effects is constantly intensified through the process of capitalization. These biopolitical technologies, among which we should include the analytical tabulation of diseases, anatomical drawings, and medical taxonomies, simultaneously enhance the health of the social body and intensify the sense of spiritual disenchantment that accompanied the medical-scientific dissolution of the soul. For as Foucault pointed out, their operative principle is the establishment of increasingly efficient linkages between the technological process of industrialization and the performance of each individual body (ibid., 115–131). As we will see, the culmination of this process is the convergence of digital informatics and a genetic science that is capable of mapping and manipulating the entire sequence of human and animal genomes. In other words it is in the biosciences that we find the paradigm case of how the convergence of technology and science functions to destabilize the real. As Stiegler puts it, ‘the geneticist no longer works on what had been the [substance] of being, since it is inscribed with a new possible that is not contained in it and that is thus not a “modality of the real”’ (2011a: 205).1

This concept of a scientific paradigm that has largely abandoned theoretical reflection in favour of a systematic pursuit of profitable modifications to the reproductive codes of nature and humanity is, as we will see, an extremely complex one. In essence, Stiegler’s claim is that the practice of theoretical conjecture and experimental refutation that is generally acknowledged as the model of free scientific community has been superseded by an institutional regime that approaches reality, as a programmatically alterable substrate without essence or telos (2011a: 189–190). This, of course, is closely related to Horkheimer and Adorno’s concept of the ideology of experimental science, which maintained that the purity of the analytical processes through which positivism sought to designate the essence of the real is, in the end, complicit with the programme of functional control that developed within the relations of technological capitalism (1986: 3–42). However, this claim is controversial. Advocates of the reflexive modernization thesis, such as Ulrich Beck, have maintained that in the face of global risks such as anthropogenic climate change and the manipulation of the building blocks of organic life, the critical strand of science has been rejuvenated and has revitalized public engagement with civil society (Beck, 1996: 172–173). Stiegler’s point, however, is not that such critical science has come to an end, but rather that its influence on civil society is increasingly restricted. Corporations whose financial strategies are informed by the maximization of future profits now dominate the organization of scientific investigation, and so the direction of both theoretical and practical research is largely determined by what is most likely to enhance medium- and long-term returns on capital outlay (Stiegler, 2011c: 79–81). Thus, the organization of research is intimately bound up with processes of capitalization that encompass and intensify the ethical questions that arise from the technological manipulation of the real (ibid., 2011a: 199). So, as we will see in the sections that follow, the rapid development of the biosciences is the focus of questions about the capitalization of life, the process of human individuation, the fate of ethical community, the formation of scientific research agendas, and the preservation of social attachment, that inform Stiegler’s account of hyperindustrial society.

Before pressing on to Stiegler’s approach to these questions, however, I will look briefly at the technical possibilities that have been opened up by the evolution of the biosciences. One of the principal arguments pursued in the third volume of Technics and Time is that there is no such thing as pure technological possibility: the imagination of the future is always bound up with cognitive processes that are sustained by the virtual, informatic and economic networks through which human experience is structured (Stiegler, 2011a: 218). Taking this perspective into account, we should regard futurological approaches, such as that of Raymond Kurzweil, as presenting a radical version of transhumanism: the arche-programme is understood as moving towards a Singularity in which the optimal prosthetic conditions of human life will be realized. Therefore, the bioscientific revolution that has been taking place since the 1990s marks the beginning of a quantum leap into a new form of social organization (Kurzweil, 2005: 202–226). After the Singularity has occurred, the value of technological objects will be based on the efficiency with which they are able to conduct and manipulate information; this increased performativity will reduce the cost of prosthetic systems that allow human beings to function beyond the bounds of their biological limitations (nano- and cybernetic technologies), as well as facilitating the growth of the arche-programme as the associated environment of an enhanced human species (robotics and strong artificial intelligence) (ibid., 202–206). For Stiegler, such unreserved optimism cannot avoid a certain degree of complicity with the logics of capitalization that have already transformed human cognition and desire. And so the theory of originary technicity demands that we consider how the development of the interface between information technology and the genetic manipulation of life is likely to transform the dynamics of human individuation.

So, what are the biotechnological innovations we will be concerned with in this chapter? First, let us return to Kurzweil’s account of the role of the biosciences in the evolution of technoscientific modernity. In chapter 6 of his book, The Singularity Is Near, he describes the ‘three overlapping revolutions’ that ultimately will bring about the leap into a new society where the computational, synthetic, representational and ethical powers of machines far outstrip those of human beings. These revolutions have already started; however, they are taking place at different speeds, and so each gives rise to a period during which it dominates scientific research and the regime of social and economic reproduction. The first is the ‘G’ revolution of genetics, the second is the ‘N’ revolution of nanotechnology, and the third is the ‘R’ revolution of robotics (Kurzweil, 2005: 205–206). For Kurzweil, the most important developments in the biosciences are, firstly, molecular pharmacology, in which our increasing knowledge of biochemical pathways allows the precise synthesis of drugs that target ageing and disease at a molecular level; and secondly the mapping of human and animal genomes and the invention of genetic technologies that are capable of manipulating the mechanism of genetic expression. As we will see, these two technologies have developed in conjunction with one another and form the foundation of the biotechnological programme. However, it is the development of the latter that is of primary importance, and so we need to consider the innovations in genetic science that are closest to practical deployment. The three main objectives of the ‘G’ revolution are curing cancer, eliminating degenerative disease and arresting the ageing process. According to Kurzweil’s account of the evolution of genetic science, the four most promising approaches to these objectives are RNA interference; cell therapies; gene chips; and somatic gene therapy (ibid., 214–216). In the first of these, RNA interference, the ability of cancer cells to reproduce themselves is blocked by drugs that interfere with their production of RNA, which is the agent that controls genetic expression. Cell therapies exploit the fact that each cell in the body contains the entire human genomic code. And so by manipulating the DNA that is found in the nucleus of all the cells that make up a particular individual, it is theoretically possible to grow any type of cell from a sample taken from any part of his or her body. Skin cells, for example, could be used to generate new heart cells that could be injected into the bloodstream, where they would replace diseased, damaged or ageing tissue. Gene chips are a micro-technology that is already being used to monitor genetic and pharmacological changes that take place in the body over time. As these are reduced in size to the nano level, they provide an extremely precise way of tracking food toxicity, cancerous cell mutations and signs of organic degeneration in each individual. Finally, somatic gene therapy is the modification of the cells of an adult individual by using an agent, such as a virus, to ‘infect’ the nucleus with new DNA. This therapy could be used to switch off the pathogenic genes that are associated with cancer and other degenerative diseases.

It is clear that, for Kurzweil, one of the outcomes of what he has called the Singularity, is that death will cease to hold sway over human beings. He argues that during the last twenty years the exponential improvements to our understanding of the genetic and physiological mechanisms of ageing were the first steps towards curing the disease of mortality. In other words we might soon be able to ‘treat’ the combination of cell atrophy, accumulated toxicity, mitochondrial and DNA mutations, and intra- and extra-cellular aggregation that result in the ageing and death of individual organisms (Kurzweil, 2005: 218–221). The ‘G’ revolution will culminate with therapeutic cloning and human somatic cell engineering. The former involves germline cells from a particular individual being used to clone replacement organs, and the latter will manipulate the DNA found in the nuclei of all human cells to produce the form of tissue differentiation required. Thus, as parts of the body wear out, organs that have been produced from the recipient can replace them. It is possible, of course, to clone an entire animal, and this has been done with a number of species since Dolly the sheep in 1996. At present, the technology for implanting the donor nucleus into the recipient egg using an electrical spark is unreliable and tends to produce multiple genetic errors. Kurzweil’s point, however, is that this technique will soon be perfected, and that as a result ethical objections to human cloning will be rendered absurd because the clone will share less genetic material with the donor than identical twins do with each other. As he puts it:


I predict that once the technology is perfected, neither the acute dilemmas seen by ethicists nor the profound promise heralded by enthusiasts will predominate. Physical cloning is far different from mental cloning, in which a person’s entire personality, memory, skills and history will ultimately be downloaded into a different and most likely more powerful thinking medium. There’s no issue of philosophical identity with genetic cloning, since clones would be different people, even more than conventional twins are today.

(Ibid.: 224–225)



This assertion raises a number of serious questions about the evolution of the arche-programme, and so before proceeding to Stiegler’s account of the impact of biosciences on the political economy of spirit, I want to clarify what these questions are.

What we are dealing with in Kurzweil’s futurology is a highly specific account of the relationship between technological evolution and the effects it produces in the historical time of human society. In Spectres of Marx Derrida argued that Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man presents the events of 1989 (specifically the fall of the Berlin Wall and the beginning of the dissolution of the USSR) as signs of an unstoppable tendency towards the globalization of Western neoliberal democracy. Such a determination to see the future revealed at the fin de siècle cannot, for Derrida, avoid replaying the teleologies of the German Enlightenment. The events of empirical history are gathered up and restored to the realm of spiritual ends which is, in the long run, man’s destiny (1994: 14–16). And so Fukuyama’s gesture of welcome to the New World Order is possible only as a leap of faith that is determined to see the hyper-exploitation of labour, the proliferation of interethnic conflicts and the destruction of nature as contingent effects that will disappear with the maturation of cosmopolitical democracy. Kurzweil’s postulation of the Singularity reproduces this same logic: it fails to give a proper account either of the history of the technological developments that have produced the present differentiation of the arche-programme, or of the actual effects that technological innovation has had on the constitution of social, economic and individual life. His narrative therefore operates at the same level of abstraction and solicitation as Fukuyama’s: developments in the spheres of informatics, virtuality and computation will lead to increasingly comprehensive models of reality; the power of this prosthetic modelling will be such as to refine technological innovations to the point where they will perfectly incorporate their associated environment; the innovations that are taking place in the main areas of the technoscientific programme (genetics, nanotechnology and robotics) are not just profitable breakthroughs, but signs that a radically new organization of life is close; what distinguishes these innovations as signs is the fact that it is possible to discern an array of social, economic and political effects that will be universally beneficial to the human species. The implication, and this is something that Kurzweil shares with Fukuyama, is that the demand that the ‘end of history’ sets upon us is a Nietzschean one: we must embrace a fate whose transformation of what we are will be incomparable and absolute.

It is clear, then, that the rapid evolution of the biosciences, and the future that is promised by genetic and biomedical technologies, raises significant questions for Stiegler’s account of originary technicity. As we have seen, his position is that the relationship between the human and the technological, the ‘who’ and the ‘what’, is organological. The evolution of human beings has taken place in conjunction with the more or less sophisticated technological programmes through which their social and individual existence is sustained. The adaptation of human beings to these programmes has taken place through cultural/symbolic relationships whose increasing complexity is the outcome of orthographic technologies that arise from the expansion of economic exchange. Thus, the relationship between the symbolic capacity of the human organism and the technical systems that have intensified its physical, affective and cognitive powers, is one in which the abstract division of life that has taken place through the latter is given meaning by the expressive relations of the former. According to Stiegler’s analysis, the erotic, sacrificial and religious life of society is inseparable form the Epimethean fate of human beings: their originary lack of essence means that they are reliant on technological systems whose capitalization of man and nature always carries the threat of catastrophe (1998: 198–200). Therefore, the rapid development of the biosciences has the effect of intensifying the ethical and political questions that arise from the economic exploitation of life. For if we accept Stiegler’s contention that the libidinal attachments of human beings arise from an experience of mortality that inhabits the originary supplementation of the body, then our assessment of the impact of the biotechnological programme on the experience of work, satisfaction and desire in hyperindustrial society must include:


•    an account of the historical relationship between the body, capitalization and technology that concentrates on the processes through which human life is absorbed into the systems of hyperindustrial society;

•    an evaluation of the effects of this biotechnological integration of life into the systems of the arche-programme, or, more specifically, the ways in which the progressive extension of life and the impact of molecular level medicines, therapeutic cloning and gene therapies on degenerative disease, have transformed our experience of mortality;

•    a precise account of the ethics and politics of biotechnology that is entailed in Stiegler’s originary technicity thesis. In particular, I will look at the experience of acute disorientation that has accompanied the degradation of somatic identity, and the return of a politics of spirit which this has engendered.



In the sections that follow I will flesh out each of these questions and show how they are related to a particular conception of time and inheritance that is essential to Stiegler’s understanding of Dasein, and which haunts the promise of biotechnological immortality.

Existence, subsistence and consistence

Let us begin by returning to Stiegler’s originary technicity thesis. In the first part of volume one of Technics and Time, ‘The Invention of the Human’, Stiegler devotes considerable space to developing the idea that the first hominid species were tool users, and that their physical, neurological and cultural development proceeded through a transitive relationship between the practical effects of instrumentality and the cognitive powers of the central nervous system (1998: 134–145). Louis and Mary Leaky’s dating of the first hominid tool user (Zinjanthropus boisei found in the Olduvai Gorge in 1959) at between 1.75 and 1.8 million years old is regarded by Stiegler as the inception of a relationship between culture and technology that still haunts the organization of human society. What this primal scene designates is the appearance of a distinctive form of being-in-the-world (Dasein) whose engagement with the work of subsistence is always accompanied by a protensive anxiety about the future. The manipulation of tools, in other words, is the acting out of the constitutive lack of essence that is the Epimethean fate of human beings: the history of cortical development through which Zinjanthropus evolves into Neanthropus is the result of a complex relationship between the instrumentality of the tool, the physical body of the organism, the functional morphology of the brain, and the cultural figurations through which time is schematized in the mythos of collective memory. With Neanthropus, the evolution of the cerebral cortex is fixed, and so the dynamics of human history proceeds through the increasingly complex relationship between technical instruments orientated to subsistence and the cognitive-expressive institutions of culture (art, religion, mimesis, etc.) (ibid.: 192–196). Thus, the mythic forms, through which the ethical, political and economic life of the state is constituted as an object of practical desire, are ultimately sustained by the level of technological development of the means of production. However, and this is perhaps the key to Stiegler’s inheritance of Marx, the processes of reflexive individuation that take place within the ideational sphere of social life (culture) are always threatened by the development of the technological systems which constantly expand the potential for human capitalization. Thus, what is at stake in the process of social evolution is the noetic soul of humanity, as it exists within the technological regime of material subsistence. And so this section will examine the question of the relationship between the technological re-production of life and its effects on the symbolic economy of the social.

In the final section of The Decadence of Industrial Democracies, ‘Wanting to Believe: In the Hands of the Intellect’, Stiegler begins to flesh out the relationship between mind, body and intellect that informs his account of the political:


The nous of the noetic soul is at bottom the technical movement of the body, and the technicity of this movement is what describes the animation of this body, its anima, its soul – this body and that which exteriorizes itself of its soul through its movements and through the ‘exteriorization’ made possible by grammatization – at the risk of what Marx and Simondon describe as the loss of individuation. But we also know that this was the very chance of singularity, or at least that singularity that we want to preserve when we want to hold on to the possibility of political economy against an anti-political economism.

(2011b: 154; emphasis in the original)



This clearly refers to the hierarchical organization of the faculties that is set out in De Anima, and so I will devote some space to Stiegler’s reading of Aristotle’s account of the human soul. Book Two of De Anima begins with an analysis of the nutritive element of the soul that is common to all living things: the animus with which every plant and animal is invested and which is manifest in the desire of each one to reproduce itself and its species. In human beings the nutritive functions are essentially related to the substance of the soul: they are the necessary condition of the reflective activity of which we are capable, and even though they cannot participate in autonomous contemplation of higher truths, they are implicitly formed by the sovereignty of the intellective faculties (Aristotle, 1986: 167–168). The expositions of sense perception and imagination that Aristotle sets between his accounts of the nutritive and intellective faculties present a teleological movement in which the differentiation of the senses is based on an implicit unity whose truth can be revealed only through rational contemplation. Each ‘sense’, in other words, is differentiated by a founding principle that mediates its relationship to the totality of the soul (ibid.: 202). The closing sections of Book Two deal with the intellectual capacity of the soul or, more precisely, with its ability to act through contemplation of the ‘external’ expressions of truth embodied in the polis. A ‘good life’ is lived, therefore, through a process of learning and inheritance of the truth that extends into the totality of one’s relationships with others. As beings with souls, we are constantly provoked into examining our motives for marriage, friendship, love, worship and submission to authority, for we are always capable of re-evaluating our relationship to the familiarity of sensory and nutritive satisfactions (ibid.: 203). Now, according to both Aristotle and Stiegler, the life of the body is not irreducibly alien to the animus of the soul, they form a totality in which one (the body) is completed by the other (the mind). However, Stiegler’s account of originary technicity commits him to a position in which the formation of the soul, as the seat of judgement and reflection, takes place through technological systems that are rooted in the economy of subsistence. And so the issue that emerges here concerns the relationship between faculties of reflection that arise from what Aristotle would regard as irredeemably functional pursuits, and the possibility of reconstituting some version of ‘the good life’, which includes autonomous individuation, within the technological networks of hyperindustrial modernity (Stiegler, 2014c: 47–51).

In both Platonic and Aristotelian thought, the idea of technics is associated with commerce and the facilitation of the supply of commodities that service the nutritive requirements of human beings. At best, this process is morally neutral; it is part of a material necessity that is served by slaves and non-citizens alike, and which has no right of expression in the political life of the polis. However, beyond this process of adequate supply, the development of artificial instruments, including the orthographic systems through which speech is supplemented by the conventions of writing, is conceived as corrupting the soul’s inner dialogue, or dianoia. In order to arrive at the truth of its existence, each individual must subject the whole of his life to a rational scrutiny whose first principle is the noetic unity of the soul (Stiegler, 2009b, 21). For both Plato and Aristotle, this process is fundamentally threatened by artificial means of representation; our recollection of the original harmony from which all particular forms proceed is confused by simulacra that are introduced into the imagination by the techniques of writing. Therefore, technics is identified with disorder and death; it is the means by which a terrible excess of bodily desire comes to threaten the proportionality on which the polis is founded. As Hegel pointed out, the Classical Greek world is the point in history at which techno-economic differentiation is sufficient to maintain the illusion of the polis as a constant recapitulation of truth, beauty and happiness, while simultaneously pressing towards the destruction of the symbolic relations through which it emerged as a distinctive form of activity (1944: 283–295). The rise of the Roman world, with its highly libidinized system of exchange, is the outcome of a movement of spiritual diremption; the principle of individualism that was denied in the polis becomes a violent egoism that is acted out in the politics and economy of the empire. For Stiegler, of course, Hegel’s thought stands too close to the ideals of Classical Greece; the Absolute Idea, despite its diremption into the formal particularities of citizenship that have followed Rome, remains a transcendental form of sovereignty that is opposed to the technological dynamics of human society. So, to return to the question of the relationship between politics and technics, once the process of techno-economic capitalization is understood as a force that was instrumental in rupturing the substance of Greek Sittlichkeit, we must recognize, along with Marx, Freud and Simondon, the emergence of a libidinal dynamics that is constantly transformed by the evolution of new technological programmes (Stiegler, 2011b: 146–149, 2011d: 35–37).

The relationship between sovereignty, biology and capitalization is one that has been implicit in modern political theory ever since the Revolutionary French materialists and the British Utilitarians began to consider the question of the body and its relationship to the happiness of human beings. In Marx’s hands, this question became that of the physical and spiritual impoverishment that resulted from the technological intensification of the labour process, and I will return to this later on. For the moment, however, I want to look at Freud’s transformation of the economy of human desire in his early work on the foundations of psychology. In his Project for a Scientific Psychology, Freud contends that the higher functions of judgement in human beings, which orientate action towards the achievement of specific goals, arise from an evolutionary process that is conducive to cooperation, deferred satisfaction and socially oriented behaviour. This constitution of a sphere of social aims is what, in the long run, forms the super-ego, that is, the psychical structure which, in each atomistic self, guides action towards the reflexive life of culture and the satisfactions of communal existence. Following the evolution of the symbolic order of society, human life shifts away from the immediacy of its ‘object attachments’ (sex, violence, nutrition) towards what Freud calls ‘reproductive thinking’, which is oriented to the collective temporality of society (1954: 392). For Stiegler, the significance of this Freudian genealogy lies in the fact that reason arises from the reproductive economy of the human organism; in the final analysis, it is the violence to which the sexual desire of human beings gives rise that opens up the chance of the symbolic ideals that form the social order. The Aristotelian hierarchy is reversed; it is life, as a primordial conatus that exceeds every specific designation of happiness, that is the origin of the institutions that found human society: the church, the state and the law are experienced by each individual as the possibility of a morally satisfying existence beyond its object attachments, and as frustrating the biological drives that constitute the Id. The libidinal dynamics of human civilization take place between Eros, or the life-affirming instinct towards procreation, cathexis, and symbolic identification, and Thanatos, the destructive urges that arise from the sense of castration that is stored up in the unconscious. Thus, in Civilization and its Discontents, Freud came to regard the civilizing process as essentially antagonistic: the very consistence of the symbolic order is what intensifies the frustration of instinctual life that is the cause of neurosis and violence (1985: 308–314).

Stiegler addresses this relationship between Eros and Thanatos at length in The Lost Spirit of Capitalism, the third volume of Disbelief and Discredit. His argument is that the primary importance of Freud’s work is his identification of the constitutive tendency of human civilization: the re-production of individual and collective desire through the evolving relationship of the organic body to the instrumental systems within which it has developed (Freud, 1985: 196). The two terms through which this tendency operates, Eros and Thanatos, are not a priori designations of good and evil; the reality principle, which is the repressive aspect of social life that channels biological drives into productive activity, is always involved in processes of grammatization that have transformed the cognitive and libidinal economy of the subject/ego. The fate of the individual, in other words, is bound up with a constitutive antagonism in which the noetic satisfactions of ethical life are enacted as intermittent disruptions of the techno-instrumental codes of capital and economy (Stiegler, 2014a: 46–48). There is, in other words, no possibility of a Marcusian de-reification of the social and economic order, for this presupposes an opposition between technology and organic life that, for Stiegler, is a chimera. However, Marcuse’s radical ambition is not without its merits; he is right to insist that the networks of social control and capitalization, that are characteristic of consumer society, have come to invest the libidinal constitution of every individual subject/ego. And yet he sees the mechanical ensembles through which cognitive capitalism has evolved, as external to the free play of eroticism that can be traced back to Freud’s primal scene. This, for Stiegler, leaves us with two alternatives. The first is to argue that Marcuse’s critique of the repressive organization of bourgeois capitalism has paved the way to a thoroughgoing revision of its moral culture, and that there has been a re-cognition of all kinds of alternative lifestyles for which the bourgeois entrepreneur is now happy to provide. Boltansky and Chiapello develop this argument in their book The New Spirit of Capitalism, and I will return to their position in chapter 5. The second alternative is developed by Stiegler in The Lost Spirit of Capitalism, and can be summarized as follows: (1) the relationship between technology and the human species is originally organological; (2) the economy of human desire has always been differentiated through technological instruments; (3) the culture that arises from this technological grammatization of life is what expresses the ‘default of essence’ that defines the human soul; (4) the possibility of free individuation within the systems of social and economic exchange depends on a certain political care for the institutions of public recognition; and (5) the promotion of this labour of care (otium) is that which maintains the technological tendency as a constitutive element of human civilization, rather than the progressive absorption of human desire into the operational logic of the arche-programme (Stiegler, 2014a: 63–69).
So, how is this related to the impact of the biotechnological programme on human existence in hyperindustrial society? In order to answer this question, Stiegler returns to Freud’s idea of ‘object cathexis’. In his essay The Ego and the Id, Freud maintains that the super-ego is an ‘energetic reaction formation’ against the earliest object cathexes of the Id (1984: 373–374). The archetypal form of this is, of course, the dissolution of the Oedipus complex, in which the male child passes into the condition of sexual latency after he is confronted by the wounded alterity of female genitalia. The possibility of successful erotic attachments, and of sustaining friendships among members of the same sex is dependent on the child’s internalization of the authority of the father as the form of the super-ego, and on the sublimation of individual desire through the symbolic life of the group (ibid.: 375–378). As this process unfolds historically, it is our inheritance of the ego formations that constitute human culture that comes to predominate; and so the ethical life of the group functions as a transitional object that allows us to find satisfaction in the existence of others as moral beings. And yet, despite the refinement of these higher satisfactions, the death instinct remains as a residue of the Id’s inability to satisfy its primordial desire in the symbolic order of social life. Now, for Stiegler, this account of group dynamics crucially neglects the impact of technological systems of representation, grammatization and capitalization on the economy of human desire. As we have seen, the originary technicity thesis maintains that the formation of the human species, as an economy of cognitive, aesthetic, moral, calculative and mnemonic faculties, takes place through the co-presence of the organic body with technological programmes that intensify production of the means of subsistence. This means that as the technological systems of modernity become more autonomous, so the question of how the basic drives of human beings are integrated into the processes of capitalization becomes increasingly urgent. Or, to put things slightly differently, as the aesthetic technologies that organize the object attachments of human desire become more and more pervasive and less and less visible, so cultural critique must shift towards an evaluation of the processes through which these technologies reproduce modes of individual and collective desire that are toxic to noetic reflection (Stiegler, 2009b: 22–24).

Towards the end of The Lost Spirit of Capitalism, Stiegler presents a brief sketch of the effects that virtual-aesthetic technologies have had on the constitution of human desire:


It is in the context of the drive-based becoming of control technologies that these questions [of noesis, sublimation and libidinal energy] can and must be posed. This becoming occurs on the terrain described in The Ego and the Id, that is, as the inherent tendency of sublimation to generate the instinct to destroy, especially when the sublimation reaches the stage of the automatization of the ego. But if this is so, it is due to the systematic exploitation, by industrial populism, of the regressive tendency of the intermittency of being. But the historical realization of these tendencies is organological, that is, the result of a process of grammatization in which the synchronic and the diachronic tend to technically (grammatically) decompose. It is a case therefore of singularity more than of ‘pure Eros’ (or, a fortiori, of ‘authenticity’).

(2014a: 74; emphasis in the original)



The drive of spirit towards self-expression is never a ‘pure’ or ‘authentic’ eroticism; it has always been embedded in, and transformative of, the grammatological codes of economy-utility that Stiegler calls negotium. These codes also act as facilitators of a process of technological evolution whose effects are onto-political; they make possible the artificial systems through which the symbolic faculties and desires of the human organism are intensified. According to Stiegler, the onset of hyperindustrial modernity marks the point at which informatic and virtual-aesthetic programmes have combined to form a quasi-hermetic network that is the milieu in which human desire is acted out. The grammatization of the body that has taken place through these programmes is of a particular kind: the primary drives, which Freud understood as the basis of object attachments that proceed from the Id, are re-enacted as a highly eroticized consumerism that constantly transforms the relationship of the ego to the objective forms in which it seeks satisfaction. What we want, in other words, is no longer circumscribed by the sacrificial economy of religion, the state and the law: our collective desire becomes a labile compulsion whose addiction to the objects of hyperindustrial capital is driven by an implicit hope to remain forever youthful, potent and desirable. As Adorno remarked, this constant reinvestment of desire in the objects of the culture industry has created a perpetual sense of anxiety; for the medical and cosmetic techniques of the 1940s and 1950s could do little to cure the diseases that came with the spread of consumerist affluence (cancer, diabetes, heart disease) or hold back the ageing process. With the expansion of virtual and informatic programmes into the sphere of bioscience, however, the dream of perpetual health and beauty has become a strategy of capitalization: what began as the power of the image sphere to bewitch the ego has become a modality of existence in which the singularity of the individual is constantly provoked into seeking bioscientific solutions to its imagined deficiencies. We no longer see ourselves as ‘souls’ whose mortality demands the exercise of noetic faculties and commits us to certain sacrificial gestures through which our lives are made complete. Rather, the culture industries have prepared ‘us’ (I use this term advisedly as it refers to a tendency to social decomposition that is, at present, distinctively Western) for a future in which the destructive-perfection of biological life will be the addiction of humanity (Stiegler, 2014a: 90–92, 2008).

Thus, the question this leaves us with is the one that occupies Stiegler’s latest work on the political economy of spirit: the sustainability of an infinite cycle in which the economies of bioscience and capital have become mutually engendering, and the noetic provocation of culture has been appropriated by the digital networks of programming industries. Before I come to the ‘ecology’ of artificial life that is presented in Stiegler’s thought, however, I want to develop the idea of ‘bad infinity’ that haunts his analysis of the biotechnological programme.

The bad infinity of prosthetic beings

In this section I will sketch out a relationship I believe to be central to Stiegler’s understanding of the bioscientific programme in particular, and to the effects of technoscience in general. The two poles of this relationship are Hegel’s idea of bad infinity and the concept of Jetztzeit, or living present, that is the central motif of Walter Benjamin’s Theses on the Philosophy of History. I will begin with the idea of bad infinity as it is expressed in Hegel’s philosophy, for it is here that the nexus of biological life and technological capitalization first begins to take shape as one of the central questions of modernity.

In both The Encyclopaedia Logic and Science of Logic Hegel situates the origin of Utilitarian philosophy in the Doctrine of Being. His argument turns on the relationship between the finite and the infinite, the mortal and the eternal, that runs through the designation of any particular thing as a self-identical being. So, if a particular object is considered merely in terms of the boundary it presents between itself and other objects (‘determinate being’), its existence is determined as a punctual unit, or ‘atom’, that is constantly transformed through its contingent encounters with the world (Hegel, 1982: 137). If a man is viewed from this perspective, he presents no more than the insatiable demand for the withdrawal of restraint on the immediacy of his desire. The other individuals whom he encounters in the world are viewed entirely instrumentally; they either help him to realize his desire, in which case they are determined as good, or they impede it, in which case they are determined as evil (ibid.: 136). The logic of this process is transformative, for the atomistic determination of humanity moves beyond the crude antagonism of the Hobbesian model towards the transformation of subjective mind through purposive forms of reason and desire (‘being-for-self’). Each individual, in other words, attains a level of reflexive identity that is both constitutive, in the sense that the ‘I’ knows itself through its motivating pleasures, desires and predilections, and negative, in the sense that these pleasures and predilections are essentially antagonistic (ibid.: 143). Thus, for Hegel, the Utilitarian claim that true happiness is grounded in the pleasures of the body, and that responsible government consists in allowing the maximum possible enjoyment of those pleasures, endows the culture of modern individualism with the power of perfecting the originary nature that made us what we are (ibid.: 143–144, 1969: 137–138). And so the fundamental question that emerges from Hegel’s critique of ‘modern atomism’ concerns the relationship between the universal satisfactions of ethical life (Sittlichkeit) and the individualized forms of pleasure, desire and inclination through which those satisfactions are represented.

The crux of Hegel’s argument is that this forced separation of spirit from the experience of happiness leads to an account of communal life that is based on immediately verifiable states of somatic pleasure and pain. This critique of animal enjoyment is important, because it highlights the emergence of a powerful tendency in the deployment of technics that is embedded in the psychical-somatic particularity of human beings, that is, the desire progressively to increase the general proportion of pleasure to pain that is characteristic of human existence. Utilitarian philosophy, in other words, is the affirmation of a particular kind of relationship between technics and happiness: the increased prosperity to which industrial technologies have given rise is seen as the condition of a potentially infinite expansion of personal and collective happiness. It is important to note that Hegel designates a fundamental opposition between spirit and technology as early as the System of Ethical Life, in which he presents ‘the machine’ as the outcome of processes of abstraction through which human labour is reduced to activity without reflection (1979: 116–117). A machine, in other words, is a contraption that intensifies the bad infinity of desire: the evolution of its technological processes constantly speeds up the cycle of production and consumption that takes place in civil society, and threatens to overwhelm the legal-contractual elements of ethical life with a culture of insatiable desire that can never find satisfaction. Where nothing is fixed, in other words, there is only the constant movement of the subject from one particularistic desire to the next; each of us adopts an instrumental attitude to our work, a hypocritical show of honesty towards others and an ironic disregard for the substantive forms of social existence (ibid., 1967b: 122–126). We have seen that for Stiegler, the prescience of Hegel’s understanding of the spiritual crisis of modernity is limited by his insistence that the machine is simply an extension of a process of calculative abstraction. Technics, in other words, is subsumed under the logic of diremption that is the essence of dialectical thought. However, from the perspective of originary technicity, the bad infinity to which human beings are subject is far more damaging to the life of spirit than Hegel allowed himself to imagine. For if we consider the technological networks that evolve in civil society to be the condition through which the cognitive and somatic economy of the human individual is sustained, then the modes of abstract satisfaction through which the ego is composed and de-composed have no originary relationship to the self-diremption of the Absolute Idea (Stiegler, 2015a: 129). Thus, the possibility of spirit as a transformative activity within the systems of the arche-programme is given through the epiphylogenetic inheritance of culture; each generation must re-experience the division of life into noetic reflection and functional adaptation, in order to sustain the constitutive antagonism of human society (ibid., 2009b: 26–28).

As we saw in the previous section, Stiegler’s account of bioscience is focused on the emerging relationship between virtual imaging technologies, informatic encoding and the capitalization of life itself. In his later work, particularly What Makes Life Worth Living and Towards a New Critique of Political Economy, he concentrates on the process of proletarianization that has taken place in Western industrial democracies. Capital has changed into a hyper-synchronized regime of information exchange, whereby human beings are subjected to the rules of what Lyotard called ‘gaining time’, or the convergence of every mode of interaction on the ideal of instantaneity (1988: 177–178). This process has taken hold in the spheres of production and consumption; each of us is absorbed into the systems of prosthetic representation and exchange through which desire is channelled and intensified in hyperindustrial society (Stiegler, 2013b: 68–70). The ultimate end of this development is the bioscientific regime, for it is the power to reprogramme the biological organism that has emerged as the dominant mode of connection between capital, technology and the process of human individuation. So far I have argued that Stiegler’s account of the modes of abstract individualism that have arisen from the hardwiring of cognitive and aesthetic faculties into the systems of the information economy are best understood as prosthetic forms of the bad infinite. And yet he maintains that this regime is essentially pharmacological, for the experience of mortality that he conceives as co-present with technological supplementation is radically intensified by the development of the biotechnological programme (ibid., 2011b: 154). The experience of community, in other words, is dispersed into questions about the nature of life and mortality that are inseparable from the experience of Dasein within the regime of bio-capitalization. And so we need to look at the ongoing differentiation of the biotechnological programme and the pharmacological effects which this has produced.

Let us return to Stiegler’s concept of the pharmakon, for it is in the redistribution of the economy of desire-sensibility and spirit-noesis that is entailed in this idea, that we will find the key to Stiegler’s understanding of the biopolitical programme and the libidinal economy to which it gives rise. In the first volume of Disbelief and Discredit, Stiegler maintains that ‘the noetic soul is at bottom a technical movement of the body, and the technicity of this movement is what describes the animation of the body, its anima’ (2011b: 154; emphasis in the original). As the animating potential of the will, the soul is originally technological: its potential for exteriorization is dependent on the supplementation of hand and memory that is the origin of the human species. And so the process of technological grammatization that constitutes the history of humanity is what brings about the eventual redundancy of ‘the hands’ in the capitalizing processes of hyperindustrial society. This, for Stiegler, is the essential question concerning technology: the fate of the anima of the soul whose means of exteriorization (technics) threaten to overwhelm the spiritual labour of noesis (singular exteriorization). As we have seen, the process of Dasein’s epiphylogenetic inheritance has always taken place through the symbolic dislocation that results from the performative codes of technological programmes. However, what has emerged in our historical epoch is a state of emergency, in which the potential absorption of the biotechnologically modified body into the hyperindustrial regime of production-capitalization requires us entirely to rethink the relationship between praxis (as exteriorization), technicity and spirit. This requirement is not an abstract demand; its necessity arises from the trace of the hand that haunts the history of humanity as the echo of an original supplement, and which gives the trauma of bodily disorientation its libidinal relationship to social life and collective memory (ibid., 2009b: 30–31).

Over the past twenty years, there has been a rapid evolution in biomedical technologies that has facilitated the clinical, financial and political management of cancer, HIV, Alzheimer’s and other chronic diseases. From Stiegler’s perspective, this is not to say that the biomedical programme is just a strategic mode of capitalization that has arisen from the excesses of hyper-consumption. Rather, his argument is that a peculiarly Western complicity has come about between the evolution of biomedical technologies and the regime of virtual-aesthetic desire; a complicity that has, on the one hand, encouraged belief in the perfectibility of biomedical interventions, and on the other, a loss of care for the lives and sufferings of others. Yet the system of biotechnologically administered life cannot achieve the trick of subverting the experience of mortality, for the individuals who are exposed to the strictures of chemotherapy, experimental medicine and palliative care always participate in new crises of mortality. The intensity of their suffering, which has become a pharmacological effect, is conducted across the networks of biomedical therapeutics; it gives rise to expressions of love and sacrifice whose constitutive possibilities are implicit in the existence of the biomedicalized body. The emergence of this economy as the chance of new forms of affective and noetic culture, however, is complicated by the simultaneous expansion of the idea of medical necessity and the power of the biomedical programme to alter the conditions of psychic and somatic individuation. The most significant developments in this process are the evolution of cosmesis as a branch of biomedicine, the alteration of the conditions of gender difference, and the imminent arrival of human clones (Stiegler, 2011a: 211–213).

As we will see in chapter 5, the evolution of virtual-aesthetic networks into the pervasive milieu of human experience has given rise to an increasingly general conviction that aesthetic reshaping of the body is both a medical necessity and a human right. This has led to a discursive proliferation of psychical and somatic ‘conditions’ that can potentially be cured through biomedical intervention. Ageing, for example, is no longer viewed as an inevitability that informs the symbolic order of sacrifice through which each generation confronts the ethical demands of their finitude. As Kurzweil puts it, ‘I view disease and death at any age as a calamity, as problems to be overcome’ (2005: 210). So, how does this dream of eternal youth, the indefinite extension of life and the prosthetic modification of the body offered by biomedical entrepreneurs, affect our capacity for care, responsibility and libidinal investment in others? For Stiegler, the virtual-aesthetic programme has all but destroyed the relationship between the apprehension of beauty and its enactment of the moral purpose of life: the hyper-intensification of sensibility has caused a collapse in the inherent principles of sight, touch, feeling, hearing and taste, and so the human soul is prey to an infinite yearning for an immortality that is without love or reflection (2014b: 72–74). And yet for Stiegler, it is precisely this investment in the prosthetic re-creation of an entity that is destined to decay that gives rise to libidinal attachments that are trans-individual modes of expression. From the point of view of originary technicity, the practice of biomedical cosmesis is akin to attempting to devise a container that will preserve the libidinal energy of life without loss; for no matter how perfect the design of the technology, it is, by definition, inadequate to sustain an entity whose perfection lies in its expenditure. To invest one’s hopes and desires in such technology is to expose oneself to an existential exhaustion, or bad infinity, that makes life all but intolerable (ibid., 2013b: 74–76). It is this crisis point that, for Stiegler, opens up the possibility of a phase-shift in the pursuit of aesthetic perfection; the pursuit of impossible simulacra of health and sexuality is what, in the end, gives rise to forms of acting out that seek satisfaction in the noetic economy of spirit.

This brings us to the question of the effect of biotechnologies on the political and ontogenetic constitution of gender. We have seen that there is a particular reading of Freud that runs throughout Stiegler’s thought, which maintains that the essence of his work on the civilizing process consists in the maintenance of the founding tension between the ideal/symbolic objects of social life and the primordial drives of the Id. To put it briefly, Stiegler maintains that (1) the constitution of the super-ego through the internalization of the law as it is represented symbolically by the father is also what initiates the process of acting out that is essential to cultural inheritance; (2) the relationship between the love instinct (Eros) and the death instinct (Thanatos) should be understood as a historical tendency, the parameters of which are dependent upon the relative development of technological capitalization; (3) advanced industrial society has reached a crisis point at which the investment of libidinal energy in noetic objects, such as the religion, philosophy and politics, has all but ceased; and (4) the primary cause of this loss of libidinal attachment is the hyper-sexualization of human life, or, more precisely, the collapse of ‘gender’ as a symbolic figuration of difference, into an economy of ‘sex’, whose addictive attachments are intensified by constantly evolving systems of technological prosthesis. Thus, for Stiegler, the project of Third Wave feminism is defined by the crisis of attachment that has been produced by the hyper-sexuality of Dasein, and should focus on the possibility of a new politics of agape, or expressive love through creative sublimation (2015b: 95–98; Butler, 1990: 1–13).

From the point of view of originary technicity, the ‘difference’ of sexual difference is constituted through contingent solutions to the integration of nature into the capitalizing systems of society. In other words men and women become what they are in the Deleuzean ‘megamachine’ of primitive society; their different modes of participation in the economy of subsistence are inscribed in the cultural-mnemonic devices through which the mythological past is re-presented. Thus, the difference of the genders is articulated and intensified by the grammatological economy culture: it becomes the ontogenetic schism between what Freud called the historical/obsessive time of men and the monumental/hysterical time of women, only after the technological history of Dasein has reproduced both the somatic and symbolic conditions of its being gendered. The importance of this lies in the fact that the history of the gendering of Dasein has always taken the form of a retelling of a mythological past whose influence on the formulation of the state, civil society and economy derives from an originary designation of the qualities, powers and satisfaction of the two genders (Derrida, 1976: 242–247). And so the hierarchical organization of men and women through the symbolic order of primitive culture constitutes a libidinal economy that is developed and intensified in the spheres of work, family, art, law and religion. However, the desires that are put into play by this eroticism of the social order are, for both Stiegler and Deleuze, essentially unstable; they produce an exorbitant energy that haunts the formalization of subjectivity through the objective relations of law, state and economy. Or, to put things in a slightly different register, the gendering of Dasein always carries the chance of unforeseen trauma and re-cognition that destabilizes the ontic formation of the ego as either masculine or feminine.

This is the excess that is configured in Bataille’s notion of the erotic, that is, the temptation to transgression that is called into existence by symbolic forms of interdiction and the threat of death they embody. For Bataille, however, eroticism belongs to the sphere of the symbolic: his account of the stakes of intensified desires that are produced by the risk of annihilation embodied in the retributive law of primitive society, portrays sexual difference as a mysterious compulsion whose enactment is, the law beyond the law: life perpetually intensified by the presence of death (2001: 137–139). For Stiegler, however, this thanatological haunting of self-consciousness is not only the outcome of the blow that it suffers at its origin (the socialization of the ego is also its gendering and eroticization), but also the outcome of the transductive relationships between capitalism, culture and prosthesis through which human society has evolved (2013a: 142n). The logics of legitimate domination that have developed in the contractarian tradition of political philosophy are, in the last instance, an expression of an absolute past, or ‘state of nature’, whose distribution of powers is cited as the reason for the gendered distribution of autonomy and subjection. From the perspective of originary technicity, the eroticization of sexual difference that takes place through the symbolic economy of the law is intensified by the concentration of prosthetic technologies around the reproductive economy of gender. Thus, the gendered existence of Dasein is always put into question by the prosthetic systems through which sexual difference is maintained; and so the organization of work, family and capitalization through which the dynamics of gender are played out is, for Stiegler, haunted by the history of symbolic figures (Motherhood, Nature, Nurturing, Home) that seek to reconstitute the intuitive security of ethical life.

The space that Stiegler’s organological approach to gender seeks to delineate lies between the recurrent figures of epiphylogenetic memory, and the transformations of the body that have been made possible by the development of biotechnologies. What he seeks, in the spirit of Rosi Braidotti’s idea of transposition and Julia Kristeva’s poetics, is to trace the possibility of certain essential differences that are the basis of unforeseen encounters between the genders; differences that are autonomously realized against the operational logics of cosmesis, sexual commodification and transhumanist fantasies of a post-gendered society (Braidotti, 2013: 186–197; Kristeva, 1986: 189–213). So, for example, recourse to the Freudian idea of the ‘monumental time’ of parturition and child-rearing need not be conceived as a reactionary appeal to the mythology of women’s ‘nature’, but as a strategic organization of cathexis/libido against the technological integration of reproductive functions into the arche-programme. In other words the retransmission of this inheritance across the networks that created the hyper-sexuality of Dasein opens up the chance of a sacrificial form of care that is not simply complicit with the ideology of masculine work and desire, but is a solicitation whose appeal comes from the universal degradation of sexuality that has destabilized the process of social individuation. This then brings us to the final stage of Stiegler’s pharmacology of bioprosthetic life, that is, the point at which the question of noetic recognition is shifted from the gendered determinations of biopower to the creation of a human ‘other’: the clone.

From a Stieglerian perspective, if we acknowledge that the industrial cloning of human beings is something that the biotechnological regime will make possible in the near future, then the questions we must consider are concerned with the process of their reproduction, or more precisely, the modifications of the genome that will bring human clones into being. As we have seen, Stiegler’s conception of spirit is essentially bound up with the capacity of human beings to inherit the culture of ethical life; and so if there is to be a noetic recognition of difference in technoscientific society, this depends on their distribution of the means to autonomous self-expression. In the case of human clones, the biotechnological modifications that would be their reason for existence are, by definition, limitations of their capacity for spiritual inheritance. For even though the idea of nature (physis) as it is applied to the existential default of human existence is, for Stiegler, a fiction, the horizon of human experience has arisen from a historical interaction between culture, technology and nature that sustains the difference of each, and is the condition of spirit as noetic activity (1998: 56–67). However, the clone will lack this power of autonomous individuation, for its existence will always have been engineered to achieve the optimal level of efficiency both in itself and in the systems it is created to serve: it will be totally proletarianized, the perfect expression of bad infinity. Thus, the primary question that arises from the impending possibility of human cloning concerns the status of sentient beings whose powers of reflexive individuation have been curtailed by the logic of prosthetic functionality and economy. For if the clone begins with design parameters that are dictated by the efficiency of systemic exchange and the reduction of risks to ‘natural’ human beings, then its life is perpetually menaced by the threat of an inhuman suffering for which it has no proper means of expression (ibid., 2011a: 223). This, of course, bears directly on the question of spirit in hyperindustrial society, or, more precisely, on the way in which the impending arrival of human clones forces us to rethink the trajectory that the capitalization of life has taken in our historical epoch. In the following section, therefore, I will set out a Stieglerian account of the impact of biotechnology on the constitution of ethical and political culture, and of the alternative futures this has opened up.

The pharmakon of biotechnological life

As I argued at the start of the previous section, Stiegler’s work on the relationship between capitalization and the biotechnological programme can be read as a radical rethinking of Walter Benjamin’s idea of the living present, or Jetztzeit. In Theses on the Philosophy of History, Benjamin remarked that ‘History is the subject of a structure whose site is not homogenous, empty time, but time filled by the presence of the now [Jetztzeit]’ (1992: 252–253). The point Benjamin is making here concerns the historicist tendency of certain versions of Marxism: time is conceived as unfolding like a homogenous stream in which specific events are viewed as instantiating the movement towards revolutionary justice and the liberation of the proletariat. As an alternative to this, Benjamin suggests that we should conceive the living present as a collective experience that is ‘shot through with chips of messianic time’: ‘the now’ is a moment whose intensity connects with moral, aesthetic and political constellations that have existed in the distant past, and which return to the crisis of our confrontation with the future (ibid.: 255). Viewed like this, Horkheimer and Adorno’s determination to conceive the economic processes that are played out in the realm of culture as destroying the chance of moral, aesthetic and political self-expression cannot escape the logic of technical determinism. For if we begin from the assumption of perfectibility in the processes of synthetic reproduction, we are then committed to a position in which the development of the virtual-aesthetic programme will, in the end, cut most of us off from the return of messianic time. If we are to avoid this attribution of evil to the sphere of technological reproducibility, we must begin from the speculative assumption that it has transformed, rather than destroyed, the human capacity for self-expression.

According to Benjamin, the living present remains a point in time that solicits the nunc stans, the eternal in the moment, through its radical transformation of the apodictic elements of our experience. Or, as Stiegler puts it in one of his recent texts on spirit:


The stakes are always the same: it is a matter (a) of founding and then (b) caring for the processes of individuation that can take form [in the technological programme of human society] but while fighting against the worst, against the disindividuation that is also carried by every pharmakon.

(2014c: 51; emphasis in the original)



The living present that is set out in Stiegler’s work has a multiple determination that commences from the grammatological engagement of image technologies with the aesthetic and reflective faculties of human beings. This, as Horkheimer and Adorno pointed out, is originally formed within the cultural and economic parameters of heavy industrial capitalism: the re-presentation of the world engages the desire of the ego as ‘one’ of a mass of consumers whose demands it is possible to observe, quantify and manipulate. Following Horkheimer and Adorno’s postulation of the culture industry thesis in the early 1940s, Stiegler maintains that there has been an evolutionary convergence of the techno-grammatological systems through which reality is apprehended and reproduced. His argument, which forms the narrative of the third volume of Technics and Time and the three volumes of Disbelief and Discredit, can be briefly recapitulated. A virtual-aesthetic programme has developed from the kinaesthetic machinery examined by the Frankfurt School, which has become the technological system through which reality is staged. The evolution of this machinery into pervasive networks that mediate our experience of work, satisfaction and desire is essentially bound up with the grammatological formulae of the commodity form, or what Stiegler calls the regime of negotium. Thus, the technoscientific, informatic and virtual-aesthetic programmes through which human society has expanded its power of connection and exchange are always already modes of capitalization. A crucial shift in this process occurs when the codes that have developed as the organizational matrix of digital and informatic technologies converge in the form of digital systems that both transform our apprehension of reality and open up the possibility of altering the way in which reality is reproduced (Stiegler, 2011a: 215–216). From this perspective, Benjamin’s account of our inheritance of the infinite through the messianic time of the present is radically intensified. The state of emergency that has arisen from the convergence of technoscience and the commodity form is played out through a complex economy of possibilities that now includes the control of scientific research through the acquisition of property rights over particular cells, viruses and tissues, the rebranding and redistribution of outdated medical treatments, and the use of human populations as biotechnological test sites, as well as the return of the apocalyptic forms of conservatism that Benjamin discussed in his epilogue to The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (1992: 234–235).

The relationship between programming industries, technoscience and the processes of capitalization is, for Stiegler, essentially pharmacological: the future of the infinite, whose vehicle is noetic culture, is co-present with unforeseen modalities of self-expression that emerge from the digital-informatic processes of the arche-programme. As prosthetic beings, we are generationally responsible for the avoidance of a future in which the techno-grammatization of life would dissipate our libidinal energy and utterly destroy our cultural milieux. Thus, the development of biotechnologies does not mark the emergence of a ‘solution’ to the existential and ontological questions that arise from humanity’s default of essence. What it does do, is to intensify the sense of disorientation that, for Stiegler, has always been part of the economy of technological representation: for as the solution to our mortality seems to be at hand, a state of psychical abjection begins to take hold that sets itself against the sacrificial satisfactions of philia and noesis. This is what constitutes the libidinal intensity of our own Jetztzeit: an evolving system of biotechnological capitalization that functions through the proliferation of technologies designed to perfect the existence of the radically individuated ego, is precisely what causes the crisis of libidinal energy and spirit that is endemic in hyperindustrial society. In the end, therefore, the ‘unconditional goods’ of the biotechnological programme raise profound ethical and political questions about the technological supplementation of human life. In particular, there are three questions that converge in Stiegler’s For a New Critique of Political Economy:


1    How have the new forms of financial investment made possible by the biotechnological programme (cosmesis, public health projects, global health initiatives, etc.) altered the global economy of life and work?

2    How have the strategies of capitalization that have emerged with the industrial deployment of biotechnology, transformed the ethical culture that is presupposed by conventional theories of reflexive modernity?

3    How has the biotechnological manipulation of the human organism altered conventional agendas of political action and their orientation to the future of the human species?

(2011c: 51–56)



From a Stieglerian perspective, the answer to these questions is clear-cut. The evolution of biotechnological programmes is essentially bound up with the capitalization of libidinal energy and cognitive attention that has been made possible by the system of orthographic culture (hypomnémata). As such, they have opened up an economy of civilization risks whose effects exceed categorization within the social, economic and psychical terms of reference maintained within conventional theories of reflexive modernization. Therefore, the return of spirit configured in Stiegler’s concept of the pharmakon lies close to Benjamin’s construction of Jetztzeit as nunc stans: for the living present is always experienced as a state of emergency for which we have no precedent, and which is a portal through which enters the chance of both catastrophe and salvation (1992: 247). Our situation as human beings is one in which the arrival of spirit, its intermittence, is accompanied by the constitutive uncertainty of ‘the now’: signs of the end have always haunted our efforts to think philosophically about how we should go about reforming a sociality that has become unendurable. And yet, for Stiegler, Benjamin’s remarks on how the moving image has impacted on the auratic representation of ethical life are consistent with the Kantian universe whose boundaries they seek to question. As such, the machinery of kinaesthetic reproduction is conceived as part of a messianic history, in which technics becomes the instrument of a utopian culture whose aesthetic forms configure the ethical and political imagination of humanity. This, perhaps, is not too far removed from the political gesture of Stiegler’s thought; and yet his idea of the living present includes crises of memory, cognition and desire that have been caused by what, for Benjamin, would have been the inconceivable mutation of digital-informatic machines into the instruments of biotechnological reproduction. Benjamin’s account of the potential for messianic change that arises from the technological aesthetics of film therefore cannot encompass the radical disindividuation of the self that, for Stiegler, accompanies the biotechnological synthesis of human culture (Stiegler, 2011a: 218–220).

So, what chance is there for noetic inheritance of culture in societies where the individuation of human beings is increasingly the province of digital-information, virtual-aesthetic and biotechnological programmes? From Stiegler’s perspective, the biotechnological programme is a figuration of the pharmakon: the power to transform the reproductive capacity of the human species has radically altered Dasein’s experience of its mortality; it has become part of a ‘they’ whose evolution is played out between short-term profit and the horizon of techno-economic possibility. This polarity is what constitutes the now-time of biotechnological capitalism: it is a constitutive tension that simultaneously makes technological innovation inevitable and provokes the question of its impact on the reflexive relations of ethical life. Therefore, the essential point is that this ‘living present’ is not, as Kurzweil would maintain, the abstract time of technoscientific evolution; its differentiation of the organology of life necessarily gives rise to conflictual effects (of suffering, noesis, exclusion, forgetting, poiesis) that are as much a part of the development of biotechnological life as the abstract possibilities that are plotted within the systems of the arche-programme. The questions about mortality and a life worth living that have arisen in our immediate present are not just a hangover from a pre-technological past: they are, from the point of view of general organology, questions whose spiritual demands move within the economy of excess and disorientation that has been opened by new prosthetic channels of capitalization. As such, they bring our existence into contact with a zone of monstrous uncertainty that has always been part of our technological inheritance, but which now threatens the annihilation of the species through the hyper-exploitation of nature, the exhaustion of humanity’s reserves of libidinal energy, and the unregulated development of technoscience. The transhumanist response to this has been to argue that such problems belong to a phase of technological evolution that will eventually be overcome by higher forms of artificial life. The next phase of our progress towards ‘the Singularity’, in other words, will be the use of nanotechnologies to supplement the inadequate physical and mental powers of human beings and, eventually, the downloading of individual self-consciousness into synthetic milieux. And so in the following section, I propose to examine the ways in which these techno-configurations of the future have developed within the economy of biotechnological capitalism, the effects they have had on our understanding of what we are to become, and Stiegler’s account of the limits that the pharmakon places on the concept of a technoscientific society.

Note

1    This process of technoscientifically enhanced reproduction is exemplified in the development of bio-inks and 3D printers over the past five years. Bio-inks are a complex medium of cells that potentially can be built up into organic structures. The process involves programming the 3D printer to deploy the bio-ink, in conjunction with a matrix material called bio-paper, in a way that will produce a specific mode of accelerated genetic expression. As yet, the production and implantation of skin cells, liver cells, kidney cells, etc. is only a theoretical possibility, because their complexity is beyond what is currently possible for the interface of programming technology and genetic science. However, this mode of reproduction will be realized in the medium term, and so its potential transformation of social, ethical and political life is already a pressing concern.





4    Transhuman networks

General organology and the ‘N’ and ‘R’ revolutions



We are now deep into Stiegler’s pharmakon, and so it is perhaps time to orientate ourselves in relation to the discrete systems through which hyperindustrial society is evolving. In the last chapter, I looked at the ongoing development of the biotechnological programme, or, more specifically, at the processes through which informatic systems have evolved beyond their external organization of social and economic reproduction, towards a programme of techno-grammatological instrumentalities through which it is possible to manipulate the basic structures of life. I argued that, from the perspective of Stiegler’s general organology, the revolution in biomedical and genetic technologies that has taken place over the past twenty years has given rise to fundamental questions about embodiment, mortality, ethics and community, and these cannot simply be referred to the evolutionary potential of the arche-programme. The connection between capitalism and technological innovation that produced the biotechnological programme has also given rise to new forms of cosmesis, exploitation, subjection and disorientation that constitute the living present of hyperindustrial society. Or, to put things in rather more Stieglerian terms, the constant renewal of the promise of immortality and the perfection of the body has participated in the development of a political economy of life that threatens to exhaust the libidinal energy of the human species. This threat, however, is also the chance for new forms of ‘acting out’: for the radical transformation of the experience of time and mortality that has occurred through the biotechnological programme has provoked literary, philosophical and artistic modes of expression that aim to revitalize the noetic economy of human life. Spirit, in other words, returns to the present through the disorientation of technological Dasein. Given that each of us is constituted by an experience of death that is no longer encountered as the primary fact of existence, the question of life becomes a matter of noetic reflection on the nature of individual survival, sacrifice for others, communal responsibility and the contribution that each of us can make to the cultural and economic life of the whole.

One of the most important things to bear in mind about the biotechnological programme is the fact that its evolution is dependent on the conjunction of three discrete modes of knowledge: biological science, cybernetics and artificial intelligence. As we have seen, the biological sciences have succeeded in mapping the complex organic systems of the human body: genetic analyses are able to show how specific tissues have evolved to perform highly specialized functions and virtual imaging systems are capable of showing how each individual organ functions within the totality of the body. This level of specialization has arisen from the evolution of a scientific regime of medicine, in which life is conceived as emerging through a complex economy of genetic and physiological processes. The present capacity of the biotechnological programme to intervene in the course of degenerative disease or to correct genetic or congenital disorders is the outcome of a convergence between informatic and artificial intelligence systems whose computational powers have increased exponentially, and the evolution of the nanotechnologies through which the biosciences are able to manipulate the fundamental structures of organic life (Stiegler, 2014e: 1–2). Thus, the acceleration of the biotechnological revolution that is now taking place is the outcome of highly flexible communications between bioscience, artificial intelligence systems and nanotechnology programmes. What I tried to show in the previous chapter was that, at present, the processes of psychical individuation that have arisen from the biotechnological programme (cosmesis, gender realignment, anti-ageing treatments) have produced an intensification of the questions of life and mortality that constitute the being of technological Dasein. However, we need to be clear that the present impact of the biotechnological programme on the constitution of social and individual life is not fixed: the evolution of nanotechnology and artificial intelligence systems will have an impact on the way in which biotechnologies are deployed and integrated in the social totality. Or, to borrow from Kurzweil’s vocabulary, the ‘N’ and ‘R’ revolutions (nanotechnology and robotics) develop within the system of organological relations that is constituted through the biosciences (2005: 226–258). This, as we will see, is significant because the former do not create their own independent milieux; their development is essentially bound up with the modes of technological prosthesis and capitalization that have taken shape during the ‘G’ revolution and, as such, they should be understood as part of the biotechnological mode of capitalization that is characteristic of hyperindustrial society.

Stiegler’s account of this evolving conjuncture appears in ‘The Industrialization of Memory’ (part three of the second volume of Technics and Time). After outlining the economy of noetic inheritance that is characteristic of orthographic culture, and the genesis of the psychical disorientation that has become endemic in advanced industrial society, Stiegler develops an account of how virtual and informatic technologies have evolved into autonomous mechanisms that control the transmission of culture. The question Stiegler addresses in this section is really that of the politics of historical memory, or, more specifically, the way in which technological programmes stage the ethnic territoriality of the state. He remarks that: 


There is no “territory” without a network; there is always only a network, a framework: territory’s “simple unity” is mythical. “Being” is social insofar as it is outside of itself. And this basic, primordial “outside” signified that the territory and the community sharing it are framed by self-closure, only realized in “de-realizing.” The fact that the territory is already framed, that it is nothing other than a network-to-come, does not mean, however, that the conditions for such a framing are always the same: it occurs within a particular typology and a general history.

(2009a: 144)



So, to paraphrase: the orthographic totality of ethical life that constitutes the symbolic unity of the state and, ideally, the orthographic condition of spirit-noesis, is sustained within the technological milieu of what Stiegler calls ‘the framework’. This is constituted through the evolution of the mechanical, informatic and mnemonic technologies that develop simultaneously with the physical instruments through which human beings manipulate the ‘organized inorganic body’ of nature. Consequently, and this returns us to the originary technicity thesis, the idiomatic mythologies of origin through which the imperatives of ethical life are staged and restaged as memory are reproduced through grammatological techniques that evolve within the social-systemic reproduction of life (Stiegler, 2009a: 84–87). This, then, is the beginning of what will become the arche-programme: the coordinated reproduction of the species through prosthetic systems that are the milieux of spirit, noesis and psychical individuation. Thus, the politics of memory that presented in the second volume of Technics and Time is concerned with the grammatological processes through which memory is staged in hyperindustrial society. Insofar as the organization of time, perception and desire has become the explicit concern of programming industries, artificial intelligence systems and cybernetics, we must consider the fate of noetic inheritance, or spirit, within the coordinated systems of the arche-programme (ibid.: 78–81).

As we saw in the previous chapter, Stiegler conceives the biotechnological programme as the core of modern technoscience, that is, the conjunction of theoretical research, technological innovation and economic utility that has come to dominate the organization of hyperindustrial society. The revolution in bioscientific technologies has given rise to immensely profitable modes of capitalization (cosmesis, gynotechnology, preventative medicines, food supplements, cancer treatments, genetic modifications) that have become the cutting edge of the global economy. This is the ‘associated environment’ through which computational, informatic and nanotechnological systems have developed, which is to say that the goals of efficiency and exchangeability that have been established through the biotechnological programme have also informed the way in which nanotechnologies and artificial intelligence systems have evolved. From a Stieglerian perspective, the question of which of these technologies came first, and which will precipitate the transition to the Singularity, is misguided: the emergence of the biotechnological programme presupposes developments in computing power and miniaturization, which are then shaped and extended by its analytical mapping of organic nature. The evolving relationship between the ‘G’, ‘N’ and ‘R’ programmes forms a conjunction through which we, as prosthetic beings, increasingly become prone to a sense of disorientation that is caused by networks of exchange that have fundamentally altered our experience of identity and desire (Stiegler, 2009a: 89–90). From Stiegler’s point of view, this transformation of our being-in-the-world should be conceived organologically, as it opens two discordant futures within the temporal horizon of our living present. The first of these, which I will discuss in the second and third sections of this chapter, concerns the development of a universal connectedness of thought, language, desire and action that occurs through the convergence of biotechnological, cybernetic and computational programmes. We are, in other words, threatened with the loss of the symbolic economy of the social; for as the system of biotechnological reproduction develops into a positive feedback loop, or ‘telecracy’, so the computational systems that monitor its performance become increasingly independent of human reflection (ibid.: 122–129, 2009c: 35–36). The other future, which I will examine in the final section of the chapter, exists as a possibility that can be realized only through a new politics of spirit that arises from the techno-prosthetic integration of the soul.

It is in the present chapter that the question of a certain conservatism in Stiegler’s work begins to come into focus. This question is, I believe, a legitimate one, and needs to be properly addressed. Before this can be done, however, it is necessary to specify exactly what Stiegler is saying about the networks of technological supplementation and informatic exchange through which the global economy has expanded. I have argued that his account of originary technicity is important because of the way in which the evolution of technological programmes is woven together with the grammatological codes through which culture and economy, otium and negotium, sustain the psychical energy of social life. Therefore, the political gesture of Stiegler’s philosophy is concerned with the actual relationships into which computational, cybernetic and nanotechnological systems have entered in hyperindustrial society. As we have seen, one of the central themes of Disbelief and Discredit is the way in which biotechnological capitalization has been extended across the networks of the information society, and the disruptive effect this has had on the economy of social individuation. This mode of analysis is very different from the left- and right-wing versions of transhumanism I will examine in the final section of the chapter. Insofar as Stiegler conceives the evolution of the arche-programme as taking place through the convergence of nano-, bio- and computational technologies, the political demand of our historical present should be thought in terms of the limits that biotechnological capitalization has placed on the development of nanotechnologies and artificial intelligence. So, the question that should occupy social theory at this point in the evolution of the human species is neither the one posed by neoliberals (‘what is the best way to stimulate the positive connection between capital and technoscience so that the goal of virtual immortality is achievable?’) nor the one posed by Marxist accelerationists (‘through which strategies will it be possible to break the connection between capital and technological innovation, such that the human species will be able to exceed the limits currently imposed on its powers of technological self-creation?’). What we should ask is, ‘how is it possible to transform the biotechnological programme, such that it becomes the milieu, or associated environment, of critical-noetic judgements about the limits of human prosthesis?’ It is this approach to the process of hyperindustrialization that raises the issue of Stiegler’s inheritance of a certain kind of conservatism from Heidegger’s account of technology. Before addressing this, however, I will first examine his account of the evolving connectivity between bioscience, nanotechnology, cybernetics and artificial intelligence, and then his exposition of the transhumanist horizon of neoliberal capitalism.

Total connectivity and the arche-programme

In this section, I want to specify the way in which the internal connectivity of the arche-programme of hyperindustrial society has evolved. As we have seen, the account of technoscience that Stiegler presents in the third volume of Technics and Time sets out an organological relationship between the virtual, calculative and informatic systems that have developed from the reproductive expansion of industrial capitalism, and the emergent domination of the bioscientific programme. In other words the ‘associated environment’ of the ‘N’ and ‘R’ revolutions is the network of biotechnological systems that has evolved simultaneously with the process of capitalization (Stiegler, 2011a: 187–224). The purpose of this section is threefold. First, we need to revisit Stiegler’s modification of the concept of Dasein and its relationship to the technological tendency that he identifies as underlying the evolution of human society. In particular, I will examine the processes through which human beings have been transformed into expressions of biopower, and the way that this prepared them for a progressive absorption into the networks of the arche-programme. Second, I will specify the operational logics of the programmes through which hyperindustrial society has expanded its reproductive potential. This will involve returning to Stiegler’s concept of techno-grammatization and its relationship to the evolution of nanotechnologies, artificial intelligence systems and cybernetics. Finally, I will examine the way in which each programme is connected to the others, and the effect this total connectedness has had on the noetic faculties of technological Dasein.

Let us begin with Stiegler’s reading of Heidegger, or, more precisely, with his attempt to show that the experience of ‘thrownness’ which Heidegger uses to characterize Dasein’s being-in-the-world is actually the result of its originary technicity. In the introduction to the first volume of Technics and Time, Stiegler maintains that:


Dasein only comes into the world insofar as the world has always preceded it in its facticity, is always already the “already there.” Dasein is always behind its “already there”; and yet simultaneously, because its temporality is grounded in the anticipation of its end, Dasein is also always already ahead of itself, caught thereby in its essential advance.

(1998: 16)



In Being and Time, this futural structure of Dasein is conceived by Heidegger as arising from the originary sense of mortality that comes from its confrontation with the overwhelming presence of Being: its life unfolds through the intermittent return of the question of authenticity to the institutional forms of communal life, or being-with (Heidegger, 1983: 33). Thus, Heidegger’s engagement with technics has generally been understood as opposing the primordial responsibility of Dasein to the question of its own existence. According to Stiegler, however, Heidegger’s account of the fate of Dasein under the conditions of technoscientific modernity should not be understood simply as the loss of authentic being-towards-death within the systems of calculative enframing that have come to dominate nature and human society. Rather, the concept of Gestell that he expounds in The Question Concerning Technology seeks to problematize the relationship between the self-directed systems of industrial modernity and the possibility of sustaining Dasein’s originary responsibility to the truth of Being. Heidegger’s later work, particularly ‘The Age of the World Picture’ and On Time and Being, is concerned with the technical systems of modernity not just as machines which threaten the infinite alterity of Being, but as modes of revealing that vitalize the existential vocation of Dasein (Stiegler, 1998: 8). Technics, in other words, is not simply the end of metaphysics as a noetic interpretation of the world, or its realization in a system of technoscientific control; it is that which constantly reopens the questions of how we are integrated into the networks of the totality, and of the sense of disorientation that arises from the calculative appropriation of Dasein’s temporal horizon.

One of Heidegger’s most important insights, according to Stiegler, is that technical instruments are not just the means to particular ends, but tend to develop into complex networks through which the process of enframing is extended to every aspect of social and individual life. These networks evolve through a process which Simondon called ‘concretization’. He argued that discrete systems are developed to meet a set of needs that is peculiar to a given environment at a given time, and that the increase in efficiency produced by those systems alters the environment in which they function. Thus, the development of technical objects gives rise to the new forms of synergetic innovation through which the evolution of technoscientific society proceeds. Simondon, of course, saw this evolution as enabling a new epoch of human potential: the systems into which we will be integrated, even though they have the appearance of self-actuation, rely on human inventiveness to sustain their performativity. The human-technological relationship is one in which the power of human beings to orchestrate the development of their technological environment, evolves through the increasing complexity of its systems (Simondon, 1980: 51–68, 2006: 8–14). From Heidegger’s perspective, on the other hand, the systematicity of technological networks threatens to bring about the universal domination of Gestell. In ‘The Age of the World Picture’ he argues that the configuration of the world as an organic totality (physis) through which the recreative power of Dasein is enacted, has been displaced by a calculative model through which the natural sciences present the universe as a resource that is ready to be utilized. The world picture of modernity derives from a mathematical physics that aims at encompassing the contingency of events within the algorithms of specific research programmes. And so, for Heidegger, it is the systemic channelling of human creativity into these programmes that ‘puts us in the picture’ as a species: our history is presented as an appendage of technological evolution, and we come to know ourselves as physiologically manipulatable objects within the system of universal calculability (Heidegger, 2002: 67–68). For Stiegler, this analysis of Dasein’s loss of its responsibility to Being, despite the fact that Heidegger points to the ‘invisible shadow’ of incalculability that is cast over the expanded productivity of industrialized society, fails to think through the consequences of the technoscientific differentiation that he describes in ‘The Age of the World Picture’. Technical objects exist as transitional entities that threaten the reproduction of the world picture as such: they bring about diverse syntheses (of the human and the technological, the organic and the prosthetic, the virtual and the real) that threaten the stability of the world as a representational unity, and open the chance of both radical disindividuation and new forms of expressive life (Stiegler, 1998: 17).

According to Stiegler, the primary question that arises from the evolution of the technological programmes through which Dasein’s experience is staged and reproduced, concerns the speed at which the functionality and connectivity of these programmes develops. In the introduction to Technics and Time, he remarks that critical reflection on the history of technics


can only acquire meaning when certain effects of technological development are carefully examined: namely those that in computing one calls “real time” and in the media “live” – effects that distort profoundly, if not radically, what could be called “event-ization” [événementialisation] as such, that is to say, the taking place of time as much as the taking place of space.

(1998: 16)



The horizon of this reflection on the relationship between time and technics is the genetic and biotechnologies that have allowed us to manipulate the fundamental structures of life. Our historical present is characterized by a convergence of virtual, computational, nano- and biotechnological systems that gives us the capacity to alter the genetic composition of different species, and will eventually allow the infinite multiplication of life forms. This technological potential is the source of what Stiegler calls the ‘threat of indifferentiation’, that is, the feeling of dislocation that accompanies the rupturing of the cultural forms through which life is situated in a network of historically constituted meanings, obligations and responsibilities (Stiegler, 1998: 16). This process of retiming the body and its physiological processes is, of course, the core of Foucault’s idea of biopower. His claim is that one of the key elements of the transition from the feudal order to modernity was the emergence of ‘the population’ as an object of scientific analyses. The vitality of the nation became the concern of a plurality of disciplines that sought to place the physical body under a new set of rational strictures. The family became an object of particular interest to the modern state, for the progress of industrial modernization required that the folk wisdom and religious rights governing procreation be replaced by a scientific-instrumental regime. This logic is also discernible in Foucault’s account of the evolution of medicine into a regime of scientific regulation designed to monitor the transmission of disease, mortality rates and the longevity of populations. These regimes are, for Foucault, technologies of both social and individual bodies: they form the institutional dispositifs of diagnosis, treatment, professional practice and public morality that engage the self/body with the emergent logic of capitalization (1980: 3–13, 2003: 1–22).

Close to the end of the introductory volume to The History of Sexuality, Foucault remarked that ‘if genocide is the dream of modern powers … it is because power is situated and exercised at the level of life, the species, the race and the large-scale phenomena of population’ (1980: 141). Foucault’s biopolitical history is guided by the idea of a radical desacralization of life that is implicit in the evolution of biopower as the hegemonic principle of industrial society. As the dispositifs of medical knowledge evolve, the conditions are created for the emergence of technologies that transform the temporal experience of the self and its relationship to the reproductive logic of both capital and the state. We know ourselves, as Heidegger would say, as objects that have been inserted into an inhuman world picture: and so the threat of annihilation haunts us as the counterpart of the indifference we have to our own technological attrition. For Stiegler, however, Foucault’s account of the evolution of knowledge regimes into strategic forms of intervention remains caught within the limits of a functionalist theory of power: the logic of grammatization that is implicit in his genealogies of madness, medicine and sexuality underplays the existential disorientation of the subject that has taken place through the development of new technological programmes (bioscience, virtual technology, artificial intelligence), as well as underestimating their power to transform the moral, aesthetic and political sensibilities of human beings (2011b: 74–80). As we have seen in the preceding chapters, Stiegler develops Derrida’s concept of the grammé in relation to functionality of technological objects; he argues that the ‘empirical history’ of their development is, in essence, the history of their permanent recoding of the physical, cognitive and symbolic structures of human existence (2001: 238–270). So, in order to enhance our understanding of the impact of the ‘N’ and ‘R’ revolutions on the fate of technological Dasein, we need to look carefully at the evolution of nanotechnological and artificial intelligence programmes, and their relationship to the horizon of mortality that has become characteristic of hyperindustrial society.

Let us return to Simondon for a moment. In his On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects, he maintains that:


The technical object exists, then, as a specific type that is arrived at the end of a convergent series. This series goes from the abstract mode to the concrete mode: it tends towards a state at which the technical being becomes a system that is entirely coherent with itself and entirely unified.

(1980: 16)



Thus, Simondon’s analysis of the relationship between social and technological evolution, maintains that the latter has an independent necessity that is enacted through the agency of human beings. This evolution takes place through a process of concretization: each system becomes part of the associated milieux of the others, and each provides a set of specific techniques that can be utilized in the development of a plurality of different technological programmes. Stiegler’s reading of Simondon maintains that although his work sketches the outline of an organological relationship between human beings and their technological systems, he tends to neglect the economic and political elements that are involved in the shaping of the systemic organization of industrial modernity. And so if we are properly to understand the ‘internal necessity’ that drives the evolution of technological programmes, we must conceptualize its relationship to the economic and political factors through which that necessity has always been mediated, intensified, curtailed and disseminated. Foucault’s formulation of the biopower thesis is important because it provides an account of how the elements of economy, technological necessity and political representation are related to one another in the historical unfolding of human society (Stiegler, 2011b: 81–85). Stiegler takes this up in his account of ‘The Second Origin’ in the first volume of Technics and Time. He argues that Rousseau’s fiction of the noble savage depicts his self-sufficiency as something that is maintained by technological instruments; he always has some degree of technological advantage over the elements and wild beasts, for he is equipped with primitive clothing and weapons. This quasi-original state of self-sufficiency is, for Rousseau, marked by the fact that death is not experienced as an impending certainty; there is almost no concern for the demise of others or for one’s own somatic well-being. It is this primordial vitality that is ruined by the advent of medicine, which Rousseau depicts as the ‘paradigm of human artifice’; what emerges from this technics of the body is an irreducible relationship between civilization and the degradation of vitality (Stiegler, 1998: 117). For Stiegler, of course, this co-implication of the body and the technical regime of medicine has always been part of the economy of human existence; the artificial promotion of health and the curing of sickness is something which is present in the most primitive phases of human society, and which has evolved into the core of biopolitical capitalization.

There is, to paraphrase Nietzsche, nothing behind the economy of power and capitalization that constitutes the domain of biopower. In the Genealogy of Morals, he asked: ‘How does one create a memory for the human animal?’ His answer is to suggest that memory was created by a regime of devices conceived to inflict physical pain on those who would otherwise have gone on living the unreflective life of animals. Memory, in other words, arises from the stricture of technologies used to discipline the somatic functions of the body, and to render it fit for service to those noble souls who have freed themselves from subjection to nature (Nietzsche, 1990: 192–194). Stiegler’s concept of the biotechnics of memory and desire is closer to Foucault and Deleuze’s modifications of Nietzsche’s genealogy. His account of originary technicity is, at least in part, a recapitulation of the idea that the evolution of human society should be understood in machinic terms, that is, as the simultaneous capitalization and symbolic integration of the biological stock of humanity. Therefore, the evolution of the techniques of medical-somatic intervention that emerge within human society is originally related to mythologies of sexual difference and the enhancement of phallocentric power and, as such, maintains their formative-individuating power within the symbolic relations of the social totality. This is the point that Foucault makes about the somatic culture of the Greek polis in The Care of the Self, the third volume of The History of Sexuality (1990: 69–95). So, from an organological perspective, the transformation of medicine into the biotechnological programme is much more than the constitution of professional hierarchies and specialized institutional practice: it is also the elaboration of world picture, or episteme, in which human beings figure as objects within a mathematically calculable universe. This is the precondition of the ‘N’ and ‘R’ revolutions, for it is through the evolution of the biopolitical programme, and the transformations in the grammatological economy of human beings that it has produced, that the technological architecture and functionality of cybernetics, nanotechnology and artificial intelligence develop (Stiegler, 2011a: 223–224).

Towards the end of the section on the ‘Industrialization of Memory’ in volume two of Technics and Time, Stiegler makes the following claim:


Given the technical nature of their combinative model, it is strange that the cognitive sciences have not integrated the technical event qua exteriorization of memory – qua pursuit of life by other means than life; that is to say, the essentially epiphylogenetic nature of knowledge – into their modelling.

(2009a: 163)



There are a number of important points in this statement that need to be developed. The first is that the relationship between cognition and memory has evolved through the technological supplementation of the processes through which external objects are intuited. We recognize the worldliness of the world through the devices by which its objectivity is quantified. Second, this process of quantification is conceivable only on the basis of originary technicity: ‘nature’ becomes ‘organized inorganic matter’ through the development of a mode of cognition that is established as part of the technological programme of human society. In other words what we know is subject to a grammatological system of verification that is, in the first instance, related to the social and economic flows of biopower. It is this sphere of technics that evolves into what Stiegler calls mnemo-technologies, that is, systems that open the possibility of re-presenting the localized mimesis on which symbolic culture is founded. And so the orthographic systems (pictograms, hieroglyphics and eventually cursive script) through which spirit emerges as a noetic potential that accumulates within the economy of biopower become the condition of human individuation (2009b: 3–5). Human beings are situated in their indigenous culture through the grammatological form of writing; it is this that constitutes the responsibility of inheriting the sacred forms of honour, shame and generational responsibility that constitute the substance of ethical life. Thus, the coupling of the ‘who’ of human subjectivity and the ‘what’ of its technological supplements is organological; the noetic potential of culture is co-present with a socio-biological elevation of human beings that is always focused on the capitalization of life. However, both cognitive philosophy and reflexive sociology have tended to ignore this organological dynamic: the human subject is presented either as a spontaneous monad whose faculties are originally autonomous, or as an appendage of the biotechnological totality that is without cathectic sensibility or spiritual reflection (ibid., 2009a: 165).

If we are properly to understand the development of the nanotechnological, cybernetic and artificial intelligence systems that have emerged within hyperindustrial society, we must recognize that they both intensify and undermine the reproduction of biopolitical necessity within the arche-programme. Stiegler’s contention is that one of the catastrophic figures that haunt industrial modernity is the systemic organization of the ant colony. The internal convolutions of the anthill facilitate the optimal transmission of nutrients, building materials, eggs, etc., and this is reinforced by pheromonal communications that stimulate certain kinds of behaviour when the structure of the colony is compromised. This is the raw expression of biopower: the automatic stimulation of reactions among a population without the intermediation of language or consciousness (Stiegler, 2009a: 167, 2014b: 72–74). It is the evolution of mnemo-technologies into digital systems, whose speed of exchange degrades the reflexive resources of orthographic culture, which threatens a reversion to this model of social organization. This is not to say that human beings will become two-legged arthropods who respond only to the ‘digital pheromones’ that are disseminated by the programming industries. Rather, his point is that the technological organization of matter is never irrelevant to the evolution of living beings, and that the appearance and representation of human beings as autopoietic individuals, is always mediated through the logics of capitalization and functionality that arise from the biotechnics of life (ibid., 2009a: 176–177). Thus, the interrelations of cortical and technological evolution that were characteristic of the most primitive human society, and the transformation of these relations into the noetic patterns of epiphylogenetic memory, has the consequence that the autonomy of human beings is exercised through their specific capacity to ‘act out’ the demands of spirit (as poiesis, sacrifice, love, philosophy) within the edifice of biopower. Stiegler maintains that the expansion of biopower and the capitalization of Dasein are coordinated by systems that, first, intensify the productivity of races, classes and populations and, second, simplify the imagination and sensibility of those who have become objects within the economy of cognitive capitalism (2011c: 29–36). And so we need to look at how nanotechnologies, cybernetics and artificial intelligence systems have functioned within the biotechnological organization of human society, and at the ways in which they have transformed its economies of reproduction, representation and memory.

How then does Stiegler conceive the relationship between calculation, representation and memory that is characteristic of the artificial intelligence networks that have become our technological environment? This question essentially concerns the grammatological origin of modernity, for in order to understand how social, cultural and individual memory has been re-formed by the selective processes of virtual-informatic programmes, we first have to understand the orthographic antecedents of machinic memory. In his account of the history of modern disorientation in the second volume of Technics and Time, he remarks that:


Memory’s three levels are programmatic, that is, grammars. The fourth memory, which appears autonomously very late on as the automatic, programmable machine, is a grammatical support. In fact, this ground was already the basic condition for all preceding grammars. But when, becoming machinic, it achieves its own dynamic, it appears to be constituted as an autonomous memory layer – which is an illusion.

(2009a: 93–94)



The technological tendency of human society, in other words, is mediated through representational systems which sustain noetic layers of memory that exceed their establishment as objective forms of ethical life. These systems emerge as ‘mythogrammes’ whose differentiation of man and nature, the sacred and the divine, women and men, are ‘primitive’ in the sense of their expressing a symbolic economy of subjection and propitiation that supplements the vulnerability of the social programme to external contingencies. However, the emergence of the ‘orthogramme’ marks a decisive change; it is at this point that systems of alphabetic writing and numerical quantification elaborate a new grammatology of space, time and social functionality (Deleuze and Guattari, 2000: 140–142; Stiegler, 2009a: 95–96). Calculation and alphabetic writing are part of the same world picture: they presuppose and intensify the evolution of the technological programme into a system whose connectivity and abstraction has brought about fundamental changes in the relationship between the social group and its external milieux (what Deleuze and Guattari called the transition from ‘nomadic’ to ‘sedentary’ society). This convergence of writing and calculation reproduces a new regime of biopower: for the primitive ‘mega machine’ is replaced by a sedentary despotism in which control of work, sexual reproduction, territories and food supplies become the concern of quasi-autochthonous states (Deleuze and Guattari, 2000: 140–142). It is this development that marks the emergence of culture as the environment of spirit, that is, of intermittently reflexive individuals who orientate themselves within a milieu that both quantifies and sacralises their existence (Stiegler, 2009a: 79).

So, for Stiegler, the computer is the end point of a ‘techno-anthropological dynamic’, which includes the systematizing of bureaucratic and archiving regimes, the creation of ‘analytical engines’, and the invention of punch cards as a ‘digital’ mode of representation (2009a: 79 255). The development of the computer therefore should be understood as part of this Cartesian development in which writing has to purify its grammatological economy; the virtual programmes through which the heterogeneity of the world is schematized, the calculative routines through which data are processed and the modalities of connection between human beings and virtual-informatic programmes, are essentially related to the grammatological regimes through which cultural memory has been reduced to the principles of machinic efficiency. The process through which Dasein is absorbed into the technological networks of industrial modernity, in other words, begins with the alphabetic and numerical systems through which the corporeal and noetic rhythms of the individual are inserted into the time of the religious calendar (ibid.: 94). The staging of the past, as a spiritual demand that arises from the generational consistence of ethical life, is shifted away from the time of orthographic memory (scripture, sacrifice, honour and shame) towards the systematization of knowledge and experience as efficient exchange (ibid.: 80–81).

The evolution of computers into the nodal points of informatic exchange networks does, as Kurzweil and the transhumanists contend, constitute a new sphere of abstract possibility. The increases in computing power that have taken place over the past twenty years have transformed our understanding of the constitution of human life at the social, individual and biological level. Stiegler would agree that we now inhabit an integrated technological environment, in which the existence of human beings has been reduced to the calculative algorithms of the programming industries. However, the question that arises from the emergence of this network of artificial intelligence programmes is whether its evolution has already produced the conditions of a self-perpetuating movement towards the total integration of human life. Kurzweil’s argument is that the increase in processing power that has occurred over the past few years points to a future in which ‘intelligence will inherently find a way to influence the world, including creating its own means for embodiment and physical manipulation’ (2005: 260). As artificial intelligence exceeds the limits of human intelligence, a phase shift will take place in which the evolution humanity will be planned by computational models generated by the arche-programme. Indeed, for Kurzweil, the horizon of this evolutionary development is the possibility that human beings will be able to download every detail of their identity into massively powerful artificial intelligence networks, and thereby achieve the ‘strong immortality’ he regards as the ultimate goal of technological civilization (Kurzweil, 2005: 262–263).

In the first volume of Disbelief and Discredit Stiegler discusses the trace of the hand as a figure that haunts the logic of technological capitalization. He argues that the process of grammatization entailed in the originary technicity thesis involves the progressive retreat of the hand from the performative functions of prosthetic instruments. And so while there is ‘nothing disastrous’ in this retreat, it does require us to examine the history of the technological supplements through which the hand becomes an ‘organ’ in the evolution of technological systems, and how this has affected human experience of work, satisfaction and desire (2011a: 146–147). As we saw in chapter 2, Stiegler maintains that the question of the technological representation-exteriorization of experience is something which, ever since Plato, has been marginalized in Western philosophy: inscription in general, and alphabetic writing in particular, are conceived as dangerous supplements that distort the relationship between mind (nous) and its contemplation of the ideal forms (paradigmata) which underlie empirical reality (ibid.: 148). The effects of this Platonic metaphysics can be seen in Marx and Rousseau’s respective versions of the origin of the human species. In Rousseau’s Discourses on the origins of language and inequality, nature is understood as that which is ‘to hand’, in the sense that its plenitude is the condition of a pre-technological independence of humanity from the enslavement of artificial desire (Stiegler, 2009a: 113–114). Marx’s Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts presents a relationship between self-consciousness and practical activity (praxis) that, first, is the origin of the collective conditions of human cognition, and second, is fundamentally threatened by the process of technological capitalization (Stiegler, 2011c: 37–39). Stiegler, of course, maintains that analyses of this kind tend to conflate technological means with the exploitative power of the commodity form. So, for example, the concept of fixed capital that Marx initially developed in the Grundrisse is essentially an account of how machine technology contributes simultaneously to the crises of overproduction and underconsumption, and to the loss of nature that is the cause of humanity’s collective alienation. It should be recognized, however, that even though Stiegler maintains that a new critique of techno-political economy is required to revitalize the political agenda, there remains a trace of Marx and Rousseau’s somatic economies in his philosophy. This is developed through his insistence that the economic exploitation of the human species always involves an element of somatic trauma. The logic of capitalization is never able to throw off its attachment to the potentially infinite exploitability of human beings; and so the lure of vast tracts of human capital that can be mobilized through the deployment of cheap technological innovations (communications technologies, IT programmes, cosmesis) is an unavoidable limit on the mutual perfection of economy and technology predicted by the transhumanists. This is not to say that the reference point of Stiegler’s philosophy is a somatic suffering that is rooted in nature as physis, but that the somatic element of the relationship between the human and the technological cannot be assumed to be a perfectible element in the unfolding of transhumanist futures. It is this sensitivity to the fate of the somatic-expressive life of human beings that is essential to Stiegler’s critique, and to the project of inventing alternative fictions of existence that make life worth living (2011a: 148–149).

We have, then, returned to the question of the inherent conservatism of Stiegler’s originary technicity thesis. Neoliberal technologists such as Kurzweil maintain that once a sufficiently high level of artificial intelligence is reached, the relationship between capitalization and innovation becomes such that the former is constantly re-engaged with the latter as the means to its most efficient realization. For as manufacturing becomes cheaper as a result of the move towards production of information-based products, a situation arises in which investment in research and development becomes the most effective strategy for large-scale capitalization (Kurzweil, 2005: 245). The arrival of the Singularity, in other words, is precipitated by the evolution of a self-determining technological necessity under which the more short-term, unimaginative modes of capital investment are subordinated. For Stiegler, of course, this version of technological determinism fails to recognize that the general economy of capital, technology and Dasein is one in which each is related to the others organologically, and that as such, the history of hyperindustrial society is made up of emergent technocracies, deterritorialized spaces, insane economic speculations and modern barbarisms that are the condition of epiphylogenetic inheritance (1998: 88–93). Indeed, he maintains that without such dislocations there can be no spirit, no work of inheritance and no futurity. In the first of the sections that follow, I will examine Stiegler’s account of the actual relationship between technics, time and experience that has emerged in hyperindustrial society, and in the second, I will consider his return to the libidinal satisfactions of symbolic culture and its significance for his idea of an economy of contribution.

Neoliberal transhumanism

It is at the point in the development of hyperindustrial society, at which computer and biotechnological programmes have begun a process of systemic convergence, that we encounter the politics of stupidity that Stiegler expounds in Disbelief and Discredit. So, let us begin with a particularly extreme example of this dislocation of desire and reality. Citing one of his earlier books in The Singularity Is Near, Kurzweil tells us that:


Whereas some of my contemporaries may be satisfied to embrace ageing gracefully as part of the cycle of life, that is not my view. It may be ‘natural’, but I don’t see anything positive in losing my mental agility, sensory acuity, physical limberness, sexual desire, or any other human ability. I view disease and death at any age as a calamity, as problems to be overcome.

(2005: 210)



This nutty deprecation of the physical limitations of humanity in favour of its imminent transformation into a techno-organic hybrid is interesting from Stiegler’s perspective, as it exemplifies an attitude to mortality that he sees as intensifying the process of hyperindustrialization. Stiegler claims, as we have seen, that the evolution of culture industries into sophisticated programming networks has given rise to a general tendency towards the exhaustion of libidinal energy. His argument, which follows Lacan’s reading of Freud, is that human desire consists in the binding of the basic drives of life to symbolic objects, and that as such, the stability of the social machine depends on its being able to organize the investment and reproduction of that desire in the institutional forms of the family, religion and state. What has happened in techno-neoliberal society, however, is that the rationality of proletarianization has become endemic: work has become entirely instrumental; family and community life has been subordinated to the demands of economic flexibility; and the spiritual-noetic satisfactions of life have been absorbed into the programmatic patterns of the culture industry. According to Stiegler, this has led to a situation in which desire has been exhausted by its constant re-engagement with objects that are incapable of revitalizing it. Desire, in other words, is displaced as the primary mode of individuation; instead of the self-regard, or primary narcissism, that is the core of symbolic attachment, there is only the constant re-channelling of the biological drives into the performance of proletarianized consumption. It is this process that Stiegler identifies as the ‘most intimate’ formation of the hyperindustrial individual, his or her constant vacillation between public self-justification and the shame he or she feels about not being able to break the drive-based attachments imposed by the culture industry (2013a: 24).

This, then, is the structure of psychical stupidity that has come to dominate hyperindustrial society. Each of us is hardwired into systems of programmatic exchange that, no matter how subtle or aesthetic their formation of the self, are always bound to the logic of capitalization. The constitution of the ‘they’ that Stiegler presents, in other words, is mediated through the evolution of virtual, aesthetic and informatic technologies: the relationship of sensory affect to the non-experienced past and the uncertainty of the future, is controlled by a technological environment whose purpose is the operational reduction of difference. The process of individuation becomes one in which the ego is constantly provoked to return to the basis of its stupidity, that is, to come back to the momentary hit that is offered by the programmatic reproduction of drive-based consumption. The horizon of this process, for Stiegler, is the point at which the experience of mortality, which he conceives as the defining characteristic of human existence, is absorbed into the systems of the arche-programme, such that


[a]nalogic, numeric and biological technologies in their entirety are a unified memory-imprinting process resulting in massive and brutal imprinting of finitude: the inscription, preservation, processing, transformation and diffusion (through sales and publication) of their statements, messages, and traditions.

(2009a: 181–182)



The possibility of noesis depends on the increasingly autonomous systems that control the retentional finitude of the individual, and so the inheritance of the past becomes a process of technological simulation that intensifies the expansion of life into every prosthetic form of enhancement and intensification. This development is without innocence or exemption; the new ‘spirit’ of capitalism is actually its obverse, for the liberation of desire from the regime of bourgeois repression has led to a situation in which every intensification of the body, every restaging of the aesthetic, and every new critique of metaphysics, is complicit with the functionality of the arche-programme. We have all been proletarianized: social classes have suffered the attenuation of the cultural-symbolic codes through which they are differentiated, and each individual has been seduced by a fantasy in which ‘the real’ will be made available, in its entirety, through the evolution of technoscientific programmes (Stiegler, 2009a: 186). And so we need to examine Stiegler’s analysis of how this process of disindividuation has taken place in hyperindustrial society.

In The Lost Spirit of Capitalism, the third volume of Stiegler’s Disbelief and Discredit, there is an succinct account of the way in which the critique of repressive control societies that precipitated the events of 1968 has been appropriated by hyperindustrial capitalism as the basis of its regime of socio-economic individuation. An ideology has evolved in recent years that has become deeply ingrained in our understanding of who we are and what the nature of our freedom is. This ideology maintains that the commodity form is not only the most efficient way of guaranteeing that all social needs are supplied, but also the embodiment of the human spirit, in the sense that the desires that it puts into play emerge into a rational-technological system that is able constantly to satisfy and re-engender them (Hayek, 1945; Friedman, 1962; Nozick, 1974). A properly human existence, in other words, is one in which work and consumption is such as to engender a limitless appetite for more and better satisfactions throughout the course of one’s life. More recent versions of economic liberalism have maintained that the predominance of information-based products has led to the emergence of reflexive consumers who will not simply accept what is offered up by mass manufacturing. Their demand for bespoke products is part of a new economic model, in which the transformation of the manufacturing process (from desktop publishing to 3D printers) has given rise to a reciprocal relationship between the reflexive desire of the consumer and the flexibility of information-based production. From this perspective, ‘late’, or ‘cognitive’, capitalism has been able to answer the critique of repressive integration that had been undertaken by the Frankfurt School, and particularly Herbert Marcuse. For the introduction of a feedback loop into the process of capitalization has meant that its success now depends on maintaining an acute sensitivity to the reflexive desires that are generated by the process of hyper-flexible manufacturing. According to Stiegler, however, the neoliberal account of the way in which hyperindustrial society has brought new modes of reflection into existence is a form of mystification, for it encourages a belief that the capitalization of desire which takes place in commodity-producing society is the true counterpart of human self-expression. This mythology, he argues, has evolved from a transformation in the way in which desire is channelled that has taken place since Marcuse’s critique of bourgeois repression. Indeed, it is Marcuse’s attempt to frame an account of a free desire which could challenge the reified forms of culture and economy that have come to dominate industrial society, that Stiegler implicates in a toxic desublimation of the biological drives (Stiegler, 2014a: 2).

The narrative of The Lost Spirit of Capitalism moves between two texts: Marcuse’s Eros and Civilization and Luc Boltansky and Eve Chiapello’s The New Spirit of Capitalism. According to Stiegler, the latter presents a particular inheritance of the former; it is an attempt to trace the consequences of Marcuse’s critique of the surplus of repression on which the reproductive economy of mid-twentieth-century capitalism had been based. Stiegler argues that what is at stake in Boltansky and Chiapello’s inheritance of Marcuse’s critique of bureaucratic industrialism is ‘the libidinal economy of capitalism, and the way in which it has led to the liquidation of all those sublimities that constitute the super-ego’ (2014a: 6). And so we need to examine briefly his critique of Marcuse’s interpretation of Freud, and his remarks about Boltansky and Chiapello’s account of the ‘new spirit’ of performative capitalization that emerged from 1968 onwards. Stiegler’s contention is that the reading of Freud that Marcuse presents in Eros and Civilization falls into the trap of presenting him as a purely oppositional thinker: the erotic pulsions that developed with the organic differentiation of hominids are conceived as the basis of a pleasure-nature relationship that predates social and technical formation and which remains categorically distinct from the technological regime of industrial modernity (ibid.: 46–48). The history of human society, therefore, is the history of the cultural and technological attenuation of erotic desire; following a primitive golden age during which work, family and social life were bound together by a sensory satisfaction that replenished the psychical energy of the individual in its everyday existence, human society becomes increasingly ‘technological’ in the sense that it develops a regime of supports designed to channel desire into the reproduction of utilitarian goods. This, for Marcuse, is the foundation of Freud’s ‘reality principle’, that is, the organization of human life through rational-technological procedures that simultaneously increase the security of social life and decrease the pleasure that is possible within it. The central thesis of Eros and Civilization is that the revolutionary gesture of Marxism requires supplementation at the level of organic life. Insofar as the question of technocratic alienation after the downfall of capitalism is never properly addressed by Marx, critical theory must seek to sketch the outlines of a post-repressive society whose communal life would revitalize the erotic potential of work, politics and art. This, as we will see, has certain affinities with Stiegler’s idea of an economy of contribution. And yet he makes it clear that Marcuse, insofar as he conceives Freud’s account of the pleasure and reality principles as presenting an ontological division, never gets to grips with the compositional relationship between technics and humanity, the ‘who’ and the ‘what’ (ibid.: 53).

As we have seen, Stiegler maintains that the true value of Freud’s work lies in his account of the compositional nature of the opposing terms through which human civilization has evolved: Eros and Thanatos, pleasure and necessity, nature and virtue are irreducible dualities, whose discrete antagonisms are what animate the evolution of human society and sustain the noetic element of culture in relation to the technocratic systems of modernity. Marcuse’s reading of Freud, Stiegler contends, posits an irreducible antagonism betweenthe regime of technics/capitalization on the one hand, and the spontaneity of free organic drives (Trieb) on the other. And so Marcuse’s critique of the surplus of repression through which bourgeois ethical life is formed ‘consists in opposing the super-ego to the “liberation of the instincts”, as a result of which [it] tends to become less a critique than a denunciation’ (Stiegler, 2014a: 55). This oppositional reading of Freud has become the basis of a discourse of radical desublimation, in which ethical life is subjected to an ongoing critique of the symbolic attachments that prevent the most efficient transformation of biological drives into compulsive forms of work and consumption. Stiegler’s analysis, as we will see in a moment, maintains that the dualities that Freud sets out in The Ego and the Id and Civilization and its Discontents constitute a pharmacological economy: the effects that one constituent has upon the other belong to the relationship that is constituted between them. So, for example, the presence of the death instinct in the symbolic order of human civilization is a historically modulated experience; its intensities, sublimations and modes of expression are the outcome of a mutable composition with the symbolic attachments that form the super-ego. Therefore, the problem with Marcuse’s appeal to the primal scene of pleasure-nature is that it ends up as what Martin Jay called ‘anamnestic totalization’: the project of re-eroticizing the conjuncture of capitalism and technology is pursued as a largely oppositional project, in which the latter can appear only as the means by which exploitation and psychical disindividuation are intensified (1984: 220–240; Stiegler, 2014a: 63–69). Clearly, this aesthetic critique of technological capitalism is not one that Stiegler could endorse for the reason that it offers no possibility of including the technological milieux of artificial intelligence, biotechnological programmes and virtual-aesthetic systems as potential sources of a new reflexive autonomy and collective life. What Marcuse’s critique of bourgeois repression has done, therefore, is to pave the way for the fantasy of unrestrained hedonism that has come to dominate neoliberal society.

If we attend carefully to Stiegler’s remarks on the nature of technoscience in the second and third volumes of Technics and Time, it is clear that, for him, the horizon of the neoliberal construction of happiness through limitless performance is close to the conjunction of matter, technology and cognition that Kurzweil calls the Singularity. From the perspective of technological organology, however, there is a critical distinction that must be made between the operational logics of the systems through which human life has been capitalized, and the forms of hermeneutic agency that arise within those systems (Stiegler, 2013c). Stiegler’s reading of Boltansky and Chiapello’s book The New Spirit of Capitalism serves to highlight the contemporary relationship between economic growth, technological innovation and the cultural forms through which each of us is encouraged to express our individuality. His critique of Boltansky and Chiapello’s thesis is an attempt to show, first, how Marcuse’s account of bourgeois repression has given rise to a discourse of personal authenticity that has become essential to the regime of cognitive capitalism, and second, how their attempt to present this as the opening of new spaces of authentically human exchange has obscured the emergence of an epochal stupidity that is fixated with fantasies of personal perfection and immortality (2014a: 33; Binkley, 2014:124–150). The New Spirit of Capitalism seeks to give a comprehensive account of capital as a critical-rational system whose political, economic and managerial institutions have broken with the old regime of repressive-bureaucratic control. Since the events of 1968, the organizational sectors of the market have sought to give the institutional relations of work, education, family and economy an expressive element that regenerates the psychical energy of individual participants. Therefore, this movement away from bureaucratic repression is not simply an ideological trap; it is also, and perhaps predominantly, the emergence of a culture that actively facilitates the development of the individual and the multiplication of its connections with the ideals of an inclusive social life. As Boltanksy and Chaipello put it:


[The] arrival of the artistic critique notably takes the form of an alliance with the ecological critique, which at present constitutes one of the only positions from which the multiplicity and particularity of beings – human beings, natural beings and in some versions, artefacts – are assigned an intrinsic value.

(2007: 472)



For Stiegler, however, this assignment of intrinsic value to the multiple connections that have been facilitated by cognitive capitalism fails to recognize its essential complicity with the processes of disindividuation that have accompanied the confluence of technoscience, economics and virtual culture in hyperindustrial society (2014a: 81, 2012a: 175–176).

In the final section of the second volume of Technics and Time, Stiegler remarks in relation to Husserl’s On the Phenomenology of the Consciousness of Internal Time,


[w]hat is true of idealizing reflexive thought is also true of all thought qua temporal flux: the unity of flow is a montage in which, for each new object, a re-montage of recollections operates at the same time that the “present object” is produced, making it pass by and making the past.

(2009a: 231)



So, to paraphrase, the immediacy of experience (intuition) from which, according to Husserl, all phenomenological analyses of thinking, imagination and memory must proceed, is always sustained by orthographic technologies that function as an external, or tertiary, memory. Thus, there is no analytically necessary route back to the original datum of experience: the living present is always re-presented through orthographic systems that institute the logic of iteration, or what Stiegler calls the ‘montage’ of past and present that solicits the work of noetic inheritance (otium). What has happened in hyperindustrial society, however, is that the constitution of experience as montage, or ‘cinemato-graphic possibility’, has become the province of programming industries that have taken control of the process through which the un-lived past returns to the present (2009a). Tertiary memory, in other words, is reduced to image-consciousness: our experience of ‘the now’ is that of a series of events that have been synthesized by technological procedures, and which, as such, has all but lost the power to provoke the reflexive agency of the self. Thus, within the coordinated virtual and informatic systems of the arche-programme, the distinction between primary and tertiary memory, which is the place where the différance of the individual is given its chance, has become ‘absolutely formal and empty’. In other words what is threatened by the media-technoscientific convergence that has taken shape in industrial democracies is the emergence of a relationship between the ‘who’ of humanity and the ‘what’ of technology, in which the latter constantly seeks to re-engage the former at the level of its basic drives, rather than symbolic attachment and reflexive inheritance (Stiegler, 2009a: 241–243).

This, of course, brings us back to the question of the technological horizon of neoliberalism, which is also the question of the possibility of a transhumanist association of human beings. For Stiegler, as we have seen, the relationship between capitalization and technology has become increasingly close. The constitution of the technoscientific programme is essentially the integration of speculative capital with rational-calculative assessment of the future possibilities of financial return on scientific research. The constitution of neoliberalism as a system of social and economic performativity has therefore always been a response to the evolving possibilities of technological innovation; the goals, towards which we as individuals are orientated, evolve in relation to a horizon of possibility that constantly expands through the process of technological innovation. This process, however, whose essence is the ceaseless striving of the individual in both the sphere of work and the sphere of consumption, is not one to which the modern subject comes as pure spontaneous reflection. Rather, the prosthetic nerves of the arche-programme had already started to form within the mass media technologies whose effects Horkheimer and Adorno had set out in Dialectic of Enlightenment. The cinemato-graphic experience of the self who is constituted through film, radio and television, was programmatically engaged with objects whose fetishistic character came from the increasing rapidity of industrialized reproduction. What has happened now, with the development of virtual, informatic and cybernetic systems, is that (1) noetic inheritance of the un-lived past has been radically curtailed by programmatic selection; (2) the work of ‘taking care’ of the symbolic order of life (otium) has been displaced by constant striving towards new object attachments; and (3) the horizon of this striving is the infinitely undecidable-probabilistic relationship between human beings, science and technology (that is, the hope of immortal life) (Stiegler, 2011a: 218–220). What we have reached in our own living present is the point at which technology endangers the contingencies of art, poiesis and philosophy that it has put into play: it threatens to stop being the ‘transitional object’ through which the unity of the symbolic order of society is sustained, and to become instead the condition of living death whereby which each individual is made sick by his or her own repetitive satisfactions and impossible desires (ibid., 2013b: 30–32).

This, for Stiegler, is the fundamental contradiction of neoliberalism: the fact that its constant intensification of human performance, through technoscientific modes of virtuality and somatic transformation, can only increase the disorientation of the self and its relationship to the social totality. Much of Stiegler’s later work is concerned with what he calls the symbolic misery produced by the global-neoliberal regime, and with the perverse forms of ‘acting out’ to which it has given rise. He argues that the evolution of the virtual-aesthetic programme has led to a situation wherein the affective sense of community which has been recognized as essential to the state since the time of the Classical Greeks, has been co-opted by marketing industries. The affective basis of collective life, in other words, is being destroyed and replaced by object attachments that offer no basis for a politics of sacrifice, honour and recognition; our political sensibilities are formed through a radical sense of entitlement and, as such, tend towards a deep seated distrust of those ‘others’ who threaten to take away our freedom to work and consume to the maximum degree. The descent of aesthetic sensibility into a cipher of the Id, in other words, has produced a subject whose drives are without mediation, and which is the counterpart of the neoconservative politics of strong government, military intervention and the return to traditional values that has come to predominate in Western democracies (Bauman, 1993: 145–186; Stiegler, 2014b: 10–14). For Stiegler, it is precisely this mode of being-in-the-world that gives rise to the acts of irrational violence that haunt the neoliberal economy. Remarking on the cognitive saturation that has become general in the West in the second volume of Disbelief and Discredit, he maintains that we have fallen into


[a] congestion that affects the reflective and decision-making abilities of psychic and collective individuals, but also their capacity to love their relatives, their friends, to love them effectively, practically, and socially, a congestion that inevitably leads, in the end, to very serious problems of political hatred and violent conflict between social groups, ethnicities, nations and religions, and that makes virtually inconceivable any potential solutions to the other kinds of congestion that poison every aspect of life on the entire planet.

(2013b: 87–88)



Thus, there are three fundamental issues that are raised by Stiegler’s assessment of life in hyperindustrial society. The first concerns the pharmacological constitution of the networks through which Dasein is constituted. The second concerns the possibility of revitalizing the aesthetic-affective culture of nation states during this era of global media saturation. And the third concerns the possibility that a new cosmopolitanism could arise through the return of the nation state as an object of noetic inheritance. I will consider the first of these questions in the section that follows, and the second and third in the two subsequent chapters.

Accelerationism and ‘taking care’

In this section, I will return to something I once saw expressed in a graduate paper as Stiegler’s ‘avuncular warning’ to slow down the constantly accelerating progress of technological innovation. The claim being made was that Stiegler’s originary technicity thesis commits him to a political conservatism that is opposed to the opportunities for radical social transformation that arise from new media-technoscientific networks. If we are to transform the repetitive, drive-based forms of individuation that have come to dominate hyperindustrial society, then the ecstasies of disorientation, connectivity and self-expression to which they have given rise must be pushed to the point at which they produce counter-hegemonic events that are capable of transforming the acquisitive codes of the commodity form. Deleuze and Guattari’s account of capitalism and schizophrenia has been influential in forming this account of the uncontrollable contingency that is latent in the repetitive patterns of capitalization. Put very simply, their position is that, first, the technological organization of social reproduction, in the narrow sense of tools and machinery, is always embedded in a wider and more inclusive ensemble of socio-economic relations which serve to channel human desire into the reproduction of the social totality. Second, capitalism is the absolute pluralization of libidinal energy; the opening up of the subject to a sphere of object relations that multiply the Oedipal significations of sex, but which leave the violence of its compulsions almost unreformed (Deleuze and Guattari, 2000: 140–142). Finally, however, the mechanism of capture through which capital sustains itself as a system of regulated excess generates contingent affects that destabilize the process of Oedipal reproduction (ibid.: 192). The control exerted by the assemblage of Oedipal desire, in other words, gives rise to unforeseen events of self-expression, such as pulsional lines of flight that solicit the multiple nomadic strategies of the Deleuzian war machine (ibid., 2004: 465).

Stiegler’s thought is clearly indebted to Deleuze and Guattari. Their analysis of the grammatization of life through the symbolic forms of the social is the first to theorize the relationship between the machinic economy of the ego and the technological assemblage of the social machine. However, from Stiegler’s perspective, their work lies on the cusp of a crucial transformation of machine technology, that is, its evolution into the discrete systems of digital grammatization that have radically altered the nature of social, political, cultural and biological reproduction. The Deleuzian problematic is crucially transformed: the relationship between the economy of symbolic identification and the evolution of technological programmes is now such that the object attachments produced by the latter have broken free from the Oedipal mechanisms that formed the basis of modern consumer capitalism. Our social imaginary, such as it is, has been captured by the ideology of technological transhumanism. If we are to trace the possibility of a counter-hegemonic politics within the evolving technological programmes of hyperindustrial society, therefore, this must be done in relation to the increasingly close relationship between (1) the processes of technoscience and capitalization; (2) the labile constitution of the ego within the virtual-aesthetic systems of the culture industries; (3) the prosthetic reproduction and supplementation of the human organism; and (4) the evolution of self-directed artificial intelligence systems. The possibility of the war machine, in other words, is constituted through the experience of sensory and noetic degradation that is produced through the capitalizing power of technoscience, and the new possibilities of self-expression opened up by systems of virtual connectivity (hypomnemata) (Abbinnett, 2014: 76–79). The temporality of the technological evolution of human society cannot be separated either from the logic of the commodity form or the experience of disorientation and loss that is produced by the capitalized programmes of technoscience. And so the chance of redemption, that is, of preserving an economy of contribution that would keep open the possibility of an endurable future in which work and desire are modes of noetic reflection, comes through this aporetic relationship (Stiegler, 2014f: 1–3, 2011c: 45–60).

As we saw in the last chapter, the neoliberal version of technological transhumanism maintains that it is possible to identify an emergent tendency in the evolution of technological programmes, in which the logics of capitalization and technoscientific innovation conspire to produce a movement towards what Kurzweil called the Singularity. Kurzweil’s contention is that the overlapping of the ‘G’, ‘N’ and ‘R’ revolutions would ultimately give rise to a cybernetic-informatic system that would come to control more and more of its associated environment. Human beings, in other words, would no longer be subject to the inherent limitations of nature, somatic life or reflective inheritance. The left-wing version of this argument, on the other hand, maintains that to believe in the power of pure technological innovation to bring about the fundamental social and economic changes that will eventually eradicate poverty, inequality and conflict is to remain complicit with the ideology of egoistic individualism and corporate administration of technoscience. The argument set out by Williams and Srnicek in Accelerate: Manifesto for an Accelerationist Politics proposes that (1) the connection between capitalization and technoscience constitutes a fundamental limitation of socio-political awareness of how new technologies could alter the cycle of impoverishment, inequality, violence and exploitation that remains part of the global economy; (2) the form that Marxist activism must now take is the articulation of an intellectually informed critique of the possibilities that are offered by the prosthetic transformation of life, and the development of a strategic plan showing how the cybernetic-computational model of society could be implemented in our own time; and (3) strategic intervention should aim to reopen the future as possibility, that is, precipitating technoscientific developments that would radically alter the conditions under which the life of the human species is lived (its embodiment, self-expression and connection with others). Thus, for the Marxist accelerationists, the political imperative of our living present is determined by the necessity of using the transformative potential of technological systems strategically, that is, of using the means of social and individual reproduction that have emerged under the neoliberal regime to transform the masses into agents of an openly transhumanist futurity (Williams and Srnicek in Mackay and Avaessian, 2014: 361–362).

The question that emerges from this particular line of argument is really that of the nature of the conservatism that is entailed in Stiegler’s thought or, to be more precise, the recognition of certain limit conditions that the organological constitution of human beings might set on their adaptation to their technological milieux. Clearly, from the point of view of the left-wing accelerationists, Stiegler’s reversion to the idea of spirit cannot avoid complicity with a conservative tradition that posits the eternal value of founding traditions and ancestral wisdom (Burke, 1973). This, however, would be to obscure the seriousness of Stiegler’s position; the idea of inheritance that is essential to his account of the satisfactions of human culture designates certain limits to the temporality of socio-technological adaptation. His referencing of Aristotle’s theory of the satisfactions that are proper to the human soul, attempts to show that a form of sociality that is organized through principles of abstract-technological encoding that are in a constant state of flux cannot sustain levels of libidinal engagement that are sufficient for a satisfying human life. Or, to put the argument slightly differently, the primary narcissism that is the condition of all satisfying attachments to the social, economic and political life of the totality are constantly ruptured by the optimizing functions of computational and cybernetic programmes (Stiegler, 2009b: 55–56). The point we have reached today is, as the accelerationists point out, highly significant because the nexus of technoscience and neoliberalism has given rise to a global system of capitalization that constantly increases levels of conflict, exploitation and environmental damage. This is something that is reiterated throughout Stiegler’s work. However, his response to the Marxist accelerationist agenda is simple to deduce from his rejection of the claims of transhumanism: for the crises of identity formation and hyper-exploitation that are characteristic of our living present, have shown that the point at which industrial sociality becomes untenable, has already been reached (ibid., 2013b: 45–48, 2015a: 57–60). According to Stiegler, the condition of disorientation to which the technological regime of capital has caused, cannot be improved by abstract speculation on the effects that a decapitalized regime of technoscience might produce. The fact is that the nexus of digital, virtual-aesthetic, cybernetic and computational programmes has given rise to a structure of self-identification, or egoity, that has become intimately bound up with the experience of permanent loss. And so if there is to be an effective counter-hegemonic response to the disindividuating powers of cognitive capitalism this, for Stiegler, must come through acts of self-expression that transform the networks of the arche-programme into a space of aesthetic engagement and noetic exchange (2011c: 113–117).1

So, to return to the question of Stiegler’s putative conservatism, we might perhaps view the terms of his ‘new critique’ of political economy as extending a peculiarly French tradition of social thought that is focused on the symbolic attachments of social life.2 The central concern in this tradition is with the tension between the technoscientific rationality of modernity and the religious and normative traditions through which the psychical life of the individual is given meaning. Even in its most optimistic expressions (Durkheim’s account of organic solidarity as the condition of progress towards universal social happiness, for example), the expectation that the latter will be able to substitute for the former is haunted by the suspicion that the psychical life of human beings may have become fatally unstable (1964: 183–200). In the end, we are faced with an aporetic modernity, whose powers of simulation constantly degrade the eroticism of symbolic life and contribute to a general sense of exhaustion and bereavement. Stiegler’s account of the pharmacological relationship between Dasein and the technological systems that sustain its existence, however, adds another dimension to this process: the programmes through which human beings are capitalized and disindividuated are also those which offer the chance of expressive acts that revitalize the sphere of culture and its transductive powers. For the accelerationists, of course, such appeals to the limit conditions that are set on the technoscientific expansion of life simply provoke a nostalgia for the primordial intensities of the body: a savage eroticism whose loss we can only seek to recapture in the simulacra of primitive life. For Stiegler, however, the persistence of aesthetic and political forms of self-expression within the arche-programme is a constitutive element of its temporality; their occurrence belongs to an almost inexhaustible cycle of capitalization-innovation-capitalization that has been enabled by the global economy. This is what Stiegler means when he says that breaking the nexus of capitalism and technoscience lies outside the purview of the new critique of political economy. What we should be concerned with is thinking the matrix of global tendencies that has arisen from the technoscientific organization of capital (Stiegler, 2011c: 76).

However, this does not mean that the limit conditions that are entailed in Stiegler’s accounts of the pharmakon and originary technicity commit him to a position from which it is impossible to oppose the evolution of the arche-programme into a network of cybernetic disindividuation. As he puts it in For a New Critique of Political Economy:


[The] digital pharmakon, which makes possible the proletarianization of the nervous system, is also what introduces the possibility of a new process of transindividuation opening onto an unprecedented politico-economic perspective: an economy of contribution.

(2011c: 48)



We need to unpack this quotation, because it encapsulates the fundamental issues that are at stake in Stiegler’s new critique. The first thing to note is that the concept of proletarianization that he sets out is essentially related to the evolving relationship between capital and technoscience. The possibility of the individual ego becoming hardwired into milieux of production and consumption that reduce it to a node of instrumental choice is something that emerges from the ‘reticulation’ of cultural, economic and technological programmes. This mutual conditioning of the systems of cognitive capitalism has been achieved through a regime of encoding whose fundamental elements have developed as the mediating language between ‘the human’ and ‘the technological’, ‘culture’ and ‘economy’ (Stiegler, 2011c: 47–50). For Stiegler, the relationship between these two spheres has always been antagonistic: for while it is the case that the possibility of otium, as the concentrated noetic labour demanded by orthographic culture, depends on there being techno-economic codes of exchange (commerce, negotium), the possibility of the former is precisely what is threatened by the digital reprogramming of social and individual life. Thus, for Stiegler, the object of political activity as such is the preservation of the agonistic relationship between the systemic-technological organization of life as capital and the reflexive-noetic demand of culture. It is only insofar as we are able to oppose the reduction of ‘spirit’ (aesthetics, philosophy, literature, theology) to empty simulacra that the techno-economic convergence of the arche-programme can be resisted by new forms of acting out. Stiegler’s idea of an economy of contribution is focused, therefore, on the necessity of ‘taking care’ of the forms of literary, philosophical and aesthetic culture that constitute the epiphylogenetic memory of the human species (2013b: 96–98). For it is through these modes of feeling and reflection, each of which is an effect of technological prosthesis, that it is possible to sustain the four convergent elements of Stiegler’s politics of spirit: (1) opposition to the logic of drive-based proletarianization through massive investment in culture; (2) resistance to the hegemonic modes of techno-grammatization (internet, culture industries) through funding of universal access to information technologies; (3) awareness of the Epimethean effects of technology (the simultaneous precipitation of catastrophe and salvation); and (4) formation of a virtual public sphere in which the agonism between symbolic culture and techno-capitalization is constantly rearticulated.

This begs the two fundamental questions that arise from Stiegler’s politics. First, how can such an economy of contribution be sustained within the digital and virtual-aesthetic systems of advanced industrial democracies? And second, what consequences could this have for the global-technological operations of capital? I will address these questions in the final two chapters.

Notes

1    Stiegler’s work is closer to Negri’s account of technology in Time for Revolution than it is to the Marxist accelerationists (Negri, 2003: 210–213). In the end, however, Negri’s appeal to virtual and intelligent systems as the means to a new ontology of human love is at odds with Stiegler’s insistence that the performance of community, devotion and sacrifice are always threatened by the Epimethean tendency of technology to precipitate unforeseen damages.

2    See, for example, Marcel Mauss, The Gift, Georges Battaile, Eroticism, Emile Durkheim, The Division of Labour in Society and The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Jean Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, and Claude Levi-Strauss, Tristes Tropiques.





5    Crises of the aesthetic

The evolution of artistic technique



As we have seen, the process of digital grammatization and the networks of accelerated exchange that are based on it raises the question of how human beings, as sentient, libidinal souls, can be integrated into the system of media-technological capitalism. Insofar as the arche-programme treats individual units as being susceptible to the crudest motivational calculus (more efficient work equals higher wages; higher wages equal higher per capita consumption; higher consumption equals more happiness), so the question arises as to the extent to which hyperindustrial society can sustain the hermeneutic substrate of desire that makes human life worth living (Stiegler, 2013b: 37–56). It also raises the question of how human desire has been capitalized or, more precisely, of how the infinite desire of human beings for self-expression has been transformed into an insatiable appetite for the commodities presented by the culture industries. According to Stiegler, the virtual-aesthetic programme evolves out of a matrix of literary, geometric and poetic techniques whose grammatological perfection comes in the digital networks through which reality is encoded (2015a: 22–23). So, we can characterize the contemporary form of the virtual-aesthetic programme as (1) operating through virtual systems that function independently of the objects they represent; (2) having become pervasive of all spheres of human existence, including the imagination and libido of each individual subject; (3) constituting a total system through which the networks of commodified life come to ‘think us’ as predictable units of production-consumption; (4) the medium through which the time of subjectivity and reflection is short-circuited by drive-based compulsions; and (5) systematically degrading the symbolic relations of human culture through which the self is constituted as a super-ego. And yet, for Stiegler, this overdetermination of desire through digital systems brings with it the chance of redeeming ‘the aesthetic’ as a medium of creative self-expression. Ultimately, it is the sense of loss, or ‘symbolic misery’, which accompanies the pursuit of drive-based desire, that opens up the possibility of new artistic figurations (of ethical life, community, love and sacrifice) that shift the economy of human desire towards the labour of spirit.

In the preceding chapter I examined the evolution of the digital-informatic programme or, more specifically, the relationship between the capitalization of the real that was accomplished through the M-C-M relationship, and the evolution of capitalism towards a system of increasingly efficient informatic exchange. As I said in the introduction to this book, Stiegler’s modification of Simondon’s account of the dynamics of technological objects maintains that all of the systems that have shaped the evolution of modern industrial society are organologically related: the development of each system into an autonomous programme takes place through innovations in both its internal systems and its associated environment. Therefore, the aim of this chapter will be to specify how the virtual-aesthetic programme is related to the grammatological codes and reproductive systems of hyperindustrial society. This will involve looking at four specific issues. In the first section, I will examine the evolution of the ideas of harmony, symmetry and beauty that have informed Western aesthetics, and how these are related to the evolution of artistic technique and its instruments. In the second section, I will examine Stiegler’s account of the dynamics of the relationship between capitalization, representation and desire or, more specifically, the evolution of ‘culture industries’ into the ‘programming industries’ that have short-circuited the time of noetic reflection. Section three will consider the politics of stupidity that Stiegler conceives as the counterpart of the virtual-aesthetic programme and particularly the turn to traditional values and the defence of cultural and religious traditions. Finally, in the fourth section, I will look at the political aesthetics presented in the manifesto of Ars Industrialis, which is Stiegler’s attempt to promote an ‘industrial art’ that resists conventional forms of technological representation and commodified desire.

I will begin by sketching briefly what Stiegler conceives as the genealogical relationship between the concept of aesthetic affect that has developed in Western philosophy, and the technological media through which sensory affection is experienced, recalled and transmitted. In Platonic philosophy, the experience and reproduction of beauty is essentially related to the revelation of truth; it is the expression of the unity between mind (nous) and nature (physis) through which the soul of man is turned towards the good life embodied in the polis. The Classical Greek tradition of art is informed by this concept of beauty; the life of the state, as the universal good towards which each individual citizen should strive, is configured in works of art that represent the divine origin of its sovereignty, the justice of its laws and the sacrificial demand of its history. Art is the expression of the Apollonian ideals of light and harmony, of a life lived within the balance of law, power and religiosity that are constitutive of the polis. And yet Plato expressed a profound sense of anxiety about the power of art, conceived as a representational technique, to beguile the citizens of the polis and to lead them away from the truth. The structure of Plato’s allegory of the cave, for example, is important in respect of the status of aesthetic affection, as it stages the idea that technical manipulations (the position of the fire, the constraints holding the prisoners, and their inability to escape from the fascination of the spectacle), are capable of turning the soul towards a life spent in the pursuit of ignoble ends (1986: 316–325). Thus, for Plato, there is a dangerous complicity between the representational techniques (technē) deployed by actors, poets and popular artists, and the threat of demotic stupidity to the political life of the polis (ibid.: 421–439). As we have seen, this account of the danger of artificial representation to the soul’s pursuit of the good life is the focus of Derrida’s essay ‘Plato’s Pharmacy’. His contention is that by seeking to sustain an absolute distinction between ‘writing’, as a technique of inscription, and ‘thought’, as noetic spontaneity, Plato’s philosophy follows a trajectory in which public expression is seen as degrading the pure contemplation of the truth that is the ideal of life within the state (Derrida, 1993: 65–75). The ideality of the polis, in other words, consists in a hierarchical organization that reflects the capacity of the most gifted souls for free contemplation (theoria), and grants them the authority to control the demotic effects of representative media such as art, poetry and theatre.

For Stiegler, Derrida’s account of Plato’s implication of all artificial supports (art, writing etc.) in a process of levelling down that threatens the integrity of the polis, points to a particular reading of Aristotle’s De Anima as an attempt to theorize, from within the Classical tradition, the necessity of sensory representation to the ethical life of the state (2015b: 23–25). Stiegler’s contention is that the internal principle of proportion through which Aristotle sets out the convergence of sensory affection (and particularly sight, hearing, touch) with the intellectual spontaneity of the soul is, in fact, the outcome of a techno-grammatological process that is implicit in every epoch of human civilization. And so, as we will see later on, the ideality that Stiegler attributes to art and aesthetic expression, even in their reduction to effects of digital culture industries, derives from an organological formation of the somatic and intellectual faculties of human beings that is constantly transformed by the development of technical supports for memory, cognition and somatic life (ibid.).

The guiding thread of Stiegler’s originary technicity thesis, as we have seen, is the idea that the emergence of human society is founded on an organological relationship between the human species, the inorganic body of nature and the utilization of tools in their struggle for subsistence. The symbolic order of culture emerges as a totality of therapeutic relations that sustain the evolution of humanity, as sentient-affective beings, within the technological systems of production. Thus, from the perspective of originary technicity, the development of human culture takes place through a progressive displacement of the particularity that Stiegler conceives as the origin of ethnic difference. Or, to be more precise, the spatio-temporal organization of life in primitive society is accompanied by modes of inscription that evolve into the orthographic technologies through which reality is encoded. For example, the symbolic order of blood ties that constitutes the sacred obligations of the family group, is displaced by a system of abstract right that specifies the difference between the public and private spheres, and the restrictions the former places on the erotic-retributive economy of the later. This is the essence of Hegel’s account of the emergence of the sphere of abstract legality and its transformation of the feudal regime of primogeniture (1967b: 37–86). For Stiegler, what is captured in this account of formal property rights is the development of a sphere of secular public life that is essentially opposed to the religious iconography of the Church. The grammatological phase-shift that brought about the modern bourgeois state, in other words, is simultaneous with a shift in the relationship between religiosity, aesthetic technique and the symbolic order of social life. Insofar as the sphere of sensory imagination, or Vorstellung, passes away from the control of the second and third estates, the therapeutic function of the aesthetic becomes part of the commercial economy of civil society, or what Stiegler calls the sphere of negotium. The relationship between aesthetic technique and the substance of ethical life can no longer be conceived as part of a dialectical logic of diremption, in which the essence of religiosity, as demotic love, returns to itself through the experience of abstract legality. Rather, the production of the image has become part of a regime of technological capitalization that has led to the total proletarianization of desire on the one hand, and opened the possibility of a new politics of spirit on the other (Stiegler, 2015a: 30–35).

This way of approaching the evolution of the aesthetic is important, as it forms the groundwork of Stiegler’s attempt to show how the ideational and noetic figurations that emerge from what is essentially a technological regime, retain the power to provoke new forms of free creativity and collective life that resist the techno-bioscientific capitalization of desire. This project lies close to the defence of the aesthetic as a mode of poiesis that Derrida presents in The Truth in Painting and his essay ‘Envoi’ in Psyche: The Invention of the Other. It is, of course, impossible to do justice to Derrida’s arguments in the space available here. However, there are some important points that are worth making with regard to the way in which aesthetic experience is configured in the critical project of deconstruction. The aesthetic, as it is set out in The Truth in Painting, is distinct form of the grammé; it is a spectral poiesis that haunts the spatial-temporal-chromatic figurations of the beautiful and the sublime, and which is an uncanny presence that destabilizes the sovereignty of writing. As such, the aesthetic is always sustained through its idioms; the techniques of expressive invention through which it comes into being reach out to a distant and proximate alterity of the soul without the alphabetic sovereignty of inscription (Derrida, 1986: 2–8). It is in this sense that aesthetic representation sustains a messianic relationship to the legislative authority of ethical life: for the simulacra of the programming industries always provoke a counter-aesthetic, whose différance arises from the repetitive encoding of human desire and sensibility (2007: 94–128). The difference between Derrida and Stiegler’s respective accounts of aesthetic technique is subtle, as both maintain a commitment to the power of artistic practice to transform the regime of commodified desire. However, if we were to attempt to specify this difference, it would perhaps be best to begin with Stiegler’s account of the difference between the regimes of otium, which is the labour of cultural inheritance through which individuals recreate themselves and their community, and negotium, which is the calculative regime through which the real is encoded as capital-utility. According to Stiegler, the evolution of aesthetic technique carries a transformative potential within it, specifically, that the regime of technological reproduction through which the individuating contingency of aesthetic affect is disseminated has evolved into a hermetic programme that is capable both of neutralizing the unforeseen possibilities of poiesis to which it gives rise, and of distributing their libidinal effects across the globe. As he puts it in the second volume of Symbolic Misery:


One must also articulate the conditions under which exteriorization enables participation as much as disrupts it, enabling the occurrence of the noetic act just as much as it disables it and causes the noetic soul to regress to its sensitive stage where it is only potential, an impotent potential, unable to act out – to participate with the mover.

(2015b: 26–27; emphasis added)



The purpose of this chapter, therefore, is to give a sense of the technological evolution that, in its different modalities, has informed Stiegler’s account of the virtual-aesthetic programme, and how this evolution has guided his analysis of the crises of capitalization, hyper-consumption and aesthetic participation that have emerged since the beginning of the twenty-first century.

In light of this expository strategy, it is best, I think, to begin by looking at Stiegler’s approach to Horkheimer and Adorno’s culture industry thesis. If we proceed from the description of the virtual-aesthetic programme set out above, there are three key issues that arise from the strategic deployment of Marx, Freud and Kant in Dialectic of Enlightenment: first, the transformation of the relationship between reflection and desire; second, the nature of drive-based economy of mass consumption; and third, the condition of generalized disbelief, disenchantment and stupidity that has emerged from this economy. What is at stake in these issues is, in the end, the possibility of framing an idea of a free community that would simultaneously outplay and supplement the technological differentiation of mass society. And so in the following section, I propose to look at the way Stiegler’s account of the development of culture industries traces a certain technological determinism in Horkheimer and Adorno’s thought, and to highlight the economy of unforeseen affects that has arisen from the capitalization of the image.

The virtual-aesthetic programme

Stiegler’s approach to the culture industry thesis can be reconstructed from his account of the evolution of the techno-aesthetic programme in the second and third volumes of Technics and Time, and from his later work on symbolic misery and the new political economy of capital. His argument is that the Frankfurt School critique of mass culture, and particularly the versions of it presented by Marcuse and Horkheimer and Adorno, presents the emergence of a consumerist regime that is destined to evolve into the networks of proletarianized desire that are characteristic of hyperindustrial society. Stiegler dates the beginning of this regime from the first commercially available phonograph in 1877, which instituted a new epoch of technological repetition that is related to the economic reproduction of desire (2015a: 22). Thus, Horkheimer and Adorno were right to maintain that the evolution of capitalism into an economy of programmed consumption is inconsistent with Marx’s claim that the decline in the proportion of organic to fixed capital is an immutable law of the commodity form. In other words the technological dynamic through which Marx presented ‘the general law of capitalist accumulation’ already includes the inchoative networks of information exchange, fictional capital and kinaesthetic imagination through which capitalism was able to make the transition to the cognitive-consumerist regime (Stiegler, 2011c: 35–36). And so we need to specify how, from a Stieglerian perspective, Horkheimer and Adorno’s version of the culture industry thesis exaggerates the reifying effects of analogue technologies (film, television, radio), and anticipates the pharmacology of reflection, desire and desublimation that arises from the networks of the virtual-aesthetic programme.

According to Stiegler, the importance of the culture industry thesis lies in its transformation of two fundamental philosophical questions. First, what is the relationship between freedom and desire? And second, what is the relationship between truth and representation? The Marxist presupposition of Dialectic of Enlightenment is that the calculative models through which commodity-producing society has expanded investment in technoscientific innovation have also given rise to innovations in the regime of communication and control through which capital appropriates the resources of nature and humanity (Horkheimer and Adorno, 1986: 8–11). From Stiegler’s perspective, the evolution of this sphere of technological communication (bureaucratic codes, filing systems, calculating machines) marks the emergence of a system of memory supports, or mnemo-technologies, that are the condition of an aesthetic that is essentially related to the regime of hyper-capitalization. So, to return to the philosophical questions of freedom and representation, the culture industry emerges as a techno-aesthetic assemblage that aims to standardize human life and subjectivity. The reconfiguration of the commodity form presented by Horkheimer and Adorno is, therefore, a technological process that impinges directly on the constitution of the self as reason and desire. The key issue that arises from this initial construction of the interface between kinaesthetic technology and the apperceptive and libidinal faculties of human beings is the extent to which the broadcast networks, through which the culture industry evolved, were able to displace the orthographic economy of the public sphere. In Dialectic of Enlightenment, the culture industry is presented as an offshoot of the communicative systems through which capitalism has universalized the logic of exchange value. The scripts submitted to film studios assume the limitations of film technology and the infantilized taste to which popular movies have to appeal (Adorno, 1991: 73–78). They are, in other words, ideographic reflections of a technological apparatus that works constantly to re-produce the attachment of the masses to the lifestyles, sexualities and heroisms through which mass consumption is maintained. This is the essence of Horkheimer and Adorno’s account of reification as the primary effect of the culture industry. For as image technology is perfected, and the means of dissemination become enmeshed in the orthographic culture of the public sphere, so the process of capitalization is able to absorb the spiritual faculties of the subject (taste, reflection, judgement) almost without remainder.

This account of the virtual-aesthetic programme is immensely important to Stiegler’s work on the evolution of hyperindustrial society, as it sets out a rigorous encoding of the image that transforms the sphere of economic exchange. Nevertheless, his approach to the Frankfurt School is focused on what he conceives as an aporia that is constantly reconfigured in Adorno, Benjamin and Marcuse’s work on mass representation. This aporia can briefly be explained thus: either the technological means through which reality is encoded forms a regime that can, in principle, intercept every attempt at moral or aesthetic autonomy (in which case the ‘affirmative character of culture’ must eventually be lost), or the culture industry is unable completely to reconstitute the rational and libidinal connections through which individual existence is composed (in which case there is hope for a transformation of reified life and culture). Stiegler argues that Adorno’s appeal to a negative dialectics of suffering, in which the broken traces of human essence return to destabilize the obsessions of consumer culture, is an expression of the Frankfurt School’s limitation of the transformative potential of technology. For, in the end, the project of negative dialectics depends on the persistence of a Kantian distinction between the moral faculties of taste and reflection (the faculties that Adorno identifies with free artistic technique) and the virtual-aesthetic apparatus through which culture is reproduced (2011b: 108–111). Stiegler presents a similar argument in relation to Marcuse’s appeal to the organic satisfactions of Freud’s primal scene. Insofar as his account of the possibility of non-reified society depends on mobilizing the primordial desires that he conceives as haunting the primitive economy of social attachment, Marcuse’s version of critical theory is forced to oppose the ‘natural’ eroticism of human sexuality to the ‘surplus of repression’ that is reproduced in the economy of industrial culture (ibid., 2014a: 43–44). I will return to this in the following section on symbolic misery. For the moment, however, I want to examine the idea of messianicity that is essential to Stiegler’s technological aesthetic, and which initially takes shape in Walter Benjamin’s work on aesthetics and technological reproducibility.

Benjamin’s account of the kinaesthetic effects of film in The Work of Art in the Age of Technological Reproduction describes the volatile proximity of the stupid and the tragic that emerges from the dissemination of the technologically reproducible image. In the epilogue to the essay, he presents the spectacle of a disastrous return of ‘aura’, in the form of Nazism’s appeal to the presence of the Aryan Volk, which is made possible by film technology. Without the wit of the aesthetic imagination, that would pursue the violence of the masses and the cracks in their mobilization of life as ‘Blood and Soil’, the intensity of cinematic production becomes the pure provocation of aura; a spectacle of origins (race, nationality and culture) that command with absolute authority. This is what Benjamin refers to as ‘fascism’s “aestheticization” of politics’, in which humanity can experience its own destruction ‘as an aesthetic pleasure of the first order’ (1992: 235). Such tragic stupidity, however, is not the return of an archaic violence to the repressive apparatus of modernity; Benjamin conceives it as a particular distortion of the relationship between desire and representation that is made possible by film technology. To put this in Stieglerian terms, the analogical programme that emerged with film and phonographic technologies gives rise simultaneously to modes of noetic reflection that undermine the aesthetic economy of sovereignty, and the return of mythologies that seek to intensify the auratic power of race, nation and culture. What is important here, of course, is the development of the organological relationship between politics, aesthetics and technology. For while it is true that Benjamin’s exposition of the technologically reproducible image reveals a political stupidity that is also the ‘straight gate through which the messiah might enter’, the economy of sense that informs his work remains essentially Kantian (1992: 255). The demotic power of the analogue is seen as distributing moments of trauma and reflection, whose ‘community’ haunts the public sphere as a weak political potential that seems destined to fail in its mission (ibid.). The object of Stiegler’s account of the evolution of the virtual-aesthetic programme is to show how the politics of consumerist stupidity, and the chance of transgressive technological art, are mutually entangled in the systems of externalization through which the symbolic order of the social is represented (2015a: 30).

Stiegler’s approach to the question of the mass stupidity that emerged from the culture industry thesis maintains something of Nietzsche’s account of the labile constitution of the faculties of the human subject. The Genealogy of Morals presents a history of man as the outcome of power relationships in which the strongest elements of humanity have formed the species into cohesive groups that function as systems of domination (Nietzsche, 1990: 192–194). The barely suspended violence of primitive society constitutes the foundation of a symbolic order of prestige and subservience, through which the affective economy of ‘the soul’ can come into being. Thus, the ‘transcendental’ faculties (judgement, taste, reflection) through which religion and philosophy extend this economy into the fabric of human society are, for Nietzsche, originally grounded in the dynamics of power and domination that lies at the origin of human society. Nietzsche’s genealogy, of course, moves in the direction of expounding the effects of a debilitating stupidity that paralyses the transformative potential of man. The violence of the strong is captured by a pervasive mythology of the absolute; a mythology whose end point is oneness with God, and which ignores the transformative power of libidinal energy on the fundamental structures of human identity (ibid.: 199–202). It has been argued that Stiegler’s work gestures towards a Nietzschean philosophy of transhumanism, in which technology is the means to overcoming the limitations of the flesh (Beardsworth, 1998: 81–84). For me, however, Stiegler’s account of the technicity of self-consciousness sets out the conditions for an evolutionary approach to the development of the cognitive faculties through which human beings orientate themselves in the world. Following Leroi-Gourhan, he maintains that the supplementary function of the tool is essential to the development of pre-hominid into hominid species, and then for the evolution of the cooperative relations that constitute the first human societies (Leroi-Gourhan, 1993: 25–49). The evolutionary specialization of hands and feet and the perfection of an upright carriage give rise to the ‘anterior zone’ of communication through which cooperative activity becomes properly social (symbolic, collectively meaningful), and also constitute the existential sense of lack, or essencelessness, that is peculiar to human beings as technological Dasein. Thus, according to Stiegler’s analysis, the transcendental faculties through which idealist philosophy, in its various forms, has presented the spontaneity of the human subject, are crystallizations of the relationship between reason and sensibility that is put into play by the symbolic economy of culture (2015b: 37–48). In light of this, it is possible to identify four primary foci that run throughout Stiegler’s analysis of the virtual-aesthetic programme and its effects: first, the evolution of the organological relationship between technology, grammatization and human cognition; second, the transformation of the cultural supports to subjectivity that Stiegler conceives as the grammatological condition of taste, reflection and judgement; third, the emergence of a hardwired political stupidity that has become endemic in hyperindustrial society; and finally, the chance of a new economy of aesthetic participation that is implicit in the virtual-aesthetic programme.

At its most basic level the narrative of Technics and Time is a thoroughgoing critique of what Stiegler calls the philosophy of the subject. The trajectory of this critique can be discerned in his application of the originary technicity thesis to the supposedly autonomous powers of self-determination that Western thought has attributed to self-consciousness per se. So, for example, even the radical gesture of Heidegger’s fundamental ontology, which seeks the essence of freedom in the experience of death, retains a trace of Kant’s account of the will as a moment of rational ipseity free from all external influence. This is not to say that, for Stiegler, Kant and Heidegger’s versions of performative freedom are the same. We have seen that a large section of the first volume of Technics and Time is devoted to revising Heidegger’s account of the ontic structure of Dasein in relation to the technological supports through which the experience of care comes into existence. Thus, the importance of this rereading of Heidegger lies in its provocation of a distinctively post-Kantian question about the phenomenology of experience. For if it is the case that human self-consciousness is originally formed through technological supports that mediate its encounter with the world, then we have to reconsider fundamentally the power of the subject (the transcendental ‘I’ of apperception) to unify the diversity of the affects to which it is exposed. According to Stiegler, Adorno’s attempt to theorize this shift towards a post-orthographic culture (in the culture industry thesis) inherits a certain Kantianism from Husserl’s account of intentional consciousness. As we saw in chapter 1, Stiegler maintains that the Husserlian subject ‘is’ the noetic spontaneity through which discrete intuitions are gathered into the apperception of spatial and temporal objects. And so, for Husserl, proof of the mind’s primacy in constituting our experience of the world, comes from the acts of synthesis, projection and recollection through which temporal objects (such as melody) are reproduced in the sphere on intentional self-consciousness. What Adorno’s version of the culture industry thesis shares with this account of experience is the division that Husserl maintained between the technological supports that constitute the sphere of cultural memory, and the reflective faculties through which the apperception of the world is performed. In other words Adorno’s account of mass society fails to move beyond Husserl’s identification of freedom with the discrete noetic reflections of the ego: the technologically reproducible sounds, images and language of the culture industry are conceived as simulacra whose provocation of mass desire can, at best, produce a reflexive sense of damaged life (Stiegler, 2011a: 63–69).

From this perspective, the fundamental question that is posed by Adorno’s culture industry thesis concerns the possibility of maintaining the fabulation of desire that is the original purpose of aesthetic technique, and the reforging of the link between art, sensibility and politics (Stiegler, 2013a: 120–125). This question first emerges in Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, in which he argued that Pre-Socratic Greece was constituted through a dramatic tradition in which the audience acts as witness to tragic events that have formed, and continue to form, the spirit of humanity. The techniques of mimesis and oratory expose the citizens of the polis to a fate which cannot be controlled or avoided, and which can only be redeemed through testamentary acts whose art transforms the violence of divine law. Thus, for Nietzsche, the evolution of Greek civilization into its Classical phase is best characterized by the shift in aesthetic technique that follows the emergence of Socratic thought as the dominant philosophy (Nietzsche, 1990: 47–52). The grammatization of life moves away from the choral invocations of the tragic violence to which human beings are subject, towards an explication of the rational essence of things (nature, life, spirit, sovereignty), and the ethical and political principles that arise from this explication. Art, instead of seeking to provoke the Dionysiac excess through which the collective life of the polis is revitalized, moves towards the Apollonian ideals of the state as rational order and consistency. That which comes into existence during the Classical phase of Greek culture is what Hegel conceived as a harmonious balance between aesthetic artifice and the orthographic inscription of the law: the force of the latter is constituted within a sphere of fabulation (of divine law, absolute rights, family, friendship) that intermittently threatens and restores its authority (Stiegler, 2013a: 35–39).
The emergence of the rationalized modernity that Weber traced in The Protestant Ethic assumes a progressive degradation of the aesthetic that began with the Roman fetishization of money and secular accumulation (ibid.: 63–66). The culture of high modernity, as Benjamin pointed out, is an unstable mixture of Enlightenment rationalism, acquisitive individualism and revolutionary Romanticism, whose orthographic and aesthetic media (the automatic printing press, the mimeograph, the daguerreotype) established the conditions of bourgeois political economy in late nineteenth century Europe. Thus, Benjamin’s history of the technologically reproducible image presents the initial formulation of a radical possibility. He conceives the commercial development of film as marking the transition from an auratic tradition in which history appears as the weight of ancestral authority, into a kinaesthetic flux whose techniques have the power to destabilize the conventional nexus of art, culture and politics (Stiegler, 2015a: 124–127). From a Stieglerian perspective, this account of the impact of film registers the brief hiatus between the emergence of cinematic technology and its industrialization; and so the lasting importance of Benjamin’s analysis of the social impact of film lies in his articulation of the sense in which its grammatological technique exceeds the possibility of its subsumption under an industrial regime of repetitive plotting and reproducibility. Before we can understand the futural significance of this unpredictability, however, we need to examine the media-technological processes through which the reproduction of the image has all but exhausted the aesthetic economy of the social.

In his later work, and particularly The Intelligence of Evil, Jean Baudrillard developed the idea that what we have been calling the virtual-aesthetic programme has come to anticipate every modification of human desire. He argued that since the supersession of the analogue technologies that had been the focus of the Frankfurt critique, the simulacra that comprise the sphere of incompossible attributes, powers and achievements that he calls ‘the hyperreal’ have consumed every trace of the symbolic order of the social. Each time I buy a particular product, this information is automatically processed and passed on to the analysts who make up the programming industry: I become part of an algorithmic science that seeks to identify the demographic to which I belong, the type of products I am most likely to buy, and the stimuli that will most effectively engage my acquisitive drives. Thus, the system of hyperreality comes to ‘think us’ before we think ourselves: the figuration of the I/ego has always already been performed by marketing and PR industries that make the expansion of consumer choice the goal of the entire techno-social system. Baudrillard maintains that this process can only end in the destruction of the symbolic order of human society. For even the disruptions that arise from the hyperconformity of consumers to the ceaseless demand to consume more and more commodities, are incapable of provoking new forms of aesthetic participation that might revitalize the collective sensibility of the social order. This is very close to Stiegler’s account of the disorientating effects of the virtual-aesthetic programme. In the third volume of Technics and Time he argues that the noetic capacity of self-consciousness is essentially related to the evolution of the orthographic, analogue and digital technologies through which culture is reproduced and disseminated. These tertiary supports are the condition on which the individuation of the self is dependent; it is only insofar as the apperceptive ‘I’ is able to recognize himself/herself as a soul within the mythologies of law, justice and religiosity that are the foundation of the state, that it is possible for the social totality to maintain the satisfactions that are essential to the spiritual life of the polis (Stiegler, 2011a: 69–73). Therefore, the convergence of pornographic disclosure, mindless repetition and extreme violence that has accompanied the virtual-aesthetic programme is not simply an external phenomenon which leaves the higher faculties of the subject untouched. Rather, the perfection of HD technologies and virtual environments has given rise, as Baudrillard predicted, to a general economy of capitalized desire that is without limit; each of us is pulled around by compulsions that affect us as apparently random events, but which can be traced to the strategic encoding of experience by the programming industries. And so, for Stiegler, the fact that the ‘cinematic consciousness’ created by these industries does not appear to have any unifying consistency beyond the repetitive performance of consumption, proceeds from the formal designation of the aesthetic as abstract affect, rather than the practice of collective sensibility (2011a: 76).

Symbolic misery and the ‘catastrophe of the sensible’

So, is it the case that public life and politics have been utterly degraded by the evolution of the virtual-aesthetic programme? Have our reflective faculties decayed far below the level of the cultural dupes whose fate Adorno described in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s? Or have we now attained the level of choice and erotic liberation that Boltansky and Chiapello present as the ‘new spirit of capitalism’? These are important questions, and they bring us back to the concept of spirit that animates Stiegler’s work on the relationship between art and politics. In the second volume of Disbelief and Discredit he remarks that:


Just as cognitive saturation induces a loss of cognition, that is, a loss of knowledge and a confusion of minds, stupefying consciousness so that it becomes increasingly unconscious, so too affective saturation engenders generalized disaffection.

(2013a: 87)



One of the themes that Stiegler frequently returns to in his writing on the politics of spirit is the Aristotelian idea of an implicit proportionality among the faculties of the soul. In the account of sensibility presented in De Anima, Aristotle argues that the sensory organs of the body are coordinated through an internal principle of affection which, when ruptured by overstimulation, causes a painful degradation of experience in which vision becomes blindness, hearing becomes cacophony and feeling becomes pain (1986: 168–172). Stiegler’s concept of spirit retains something of Aristotle’s account of the proportionality of sensory affection that is proper to the human soul. Insofar as the virtual-aesthetic programme constantly overstimulates our capacity for sensory affection, the noetic faculties through which the soul is re-engaged with the ethical life of the polis (right, law and justice) are constantly overwhelmed by the biological drive to consume. Therefore, the political stupidity that has become characteristic of our time is not the result of a decline in the intelligence and sensitivity of youth. Indeed, Stiegler maintains that recourse to such explanations is always complicit with a reactionary turn to traditional values. Rather, the decline of politics into a contest of idols and personalities who lack a clearly defined political philosophy is the result of a catastrophic shift in the sensory-aesthetic capacity of the soul, that has afflicted all generations and transformed the libidinal economy of experience (2013a: 22–24).1

Before moving on to look at the dynamics of this stupidity, I want to do a bit of anticipatory work on Stiegler’s account of the transformative power of the aesthetic. In The Katastrophē of the Sensible, the second volume of Symbolic Misery, he sets out the difference between the ‘metastability’ that has always characterized the techno-prosthetic organization of human society, and the ‘instability’ that has become the normal condition of ‘late’, or ‘postmodern’, societies. Stiegler defines metastability as one of the primary effects of originary technicity; it arises from the fact that tool use is already the condition of the social relationships through which the libidinal attachments of human beings are collectively formed. In other words the condition of noetic culture is the constant development of the technological systems that control social and individual reproduction: art, philosophy, literature and theology, as forms of otium, develop out of the therapeutic relationship of symbolic exchange to the technological fate of Dasein (2015b: 37–43). According to Stiegler, this experience of metastability is essential to the process of aesthetic expression. The ruptures in the fabric of human culture that arise from the evolution of technological systems which become increasingly self-determining, are what precipitate the exclamations, the cris de coeur, that demand to be given form in works of art. The crucial point is that the possibility of such aesthetic expression depends on the temporality of the systems of representation that form the collective experience of human sensibility. Under the conditions of the orthographic regime, the relationship between technological innovation, cultural inscription (writing, grammatization) and aesthetic expression is such that the latter, as a sublime figuration of the necessity constituted in the development of technological systems, is able to function therapeutically. Insofar as the rate of innovation among utilitarian technologies is slow enough to allow their progressive integration into the orthographic and iconographic regime of religious life, it is possible for artistic technique to re-present the technological disruption of traditional life as intelligible within conventional ideals of the sacred. With the emergence of analogue technologies (radio, film, television), however, the integration of this social organization of sensory life into the ordinances of the Church is radically disrupted (ibid.: 79–84). Human experience of the symbolic order of the social is progressively stripped of its implicit connections with the temporality of poetry, literature, philosophy and theology; we begin to become part of mass communications networks through which social experience comes adrift from its noetic element, and the sensitive-aesthetic faculty of the individual soul regresses into a condition of programmed stimulus and response. This then, is the labile stupidity of the mass that is registered in Horkheimer and Adorno’s account of the culture industry, and which, for Stiegler, is the source of symbolic misery (ibid.: 23).

The importance of aesthetic experience and artistic creativity in Stiegler’s work lies in their haunting of the acute social instability that is caused by the exponential acceleration of the technoscientific innovation and also in their provocation of an economy of ‘gift and counter-gift’, which can outplay the conventional logic of expansion that has become hegemonic in hyperindustrial society (2015b: 33–34). Stiegler’s take on Horkheimer and Adorno’s thesis maintains that the idea of the individual soul that is sustained in Dialectic of Enlightenment is a reflection of the populist adaptation of Freudian psychology produced by the emergent public relations industry. His reading of Freud, however, takes a different direction. Stiegler maintains that Freud’s attempt to theorize the economy of libidinal energy that comes into being through the biological conditions of sentient life, establishes the foundation of an organological approach to the relationship between intentionality, expressive behaviour and the constraining and enabling conditions of sociality. The crucial point about this economy is that the organization of the technological and symbolic supports that constitute human society, give rise to a tension between the death instinct (Thanatos) associated with the frustration of the Id, and the forms of cathexis, or love, associated with symbolic attachment to the group (Eros) (2013b: 62; Freud, 1954b: 189–192). Thus, for Stiegler, the true significance of Freud’s thought lies in his account of the tension that exists between the processes of individuation and social identification; the very supports that allow us to participate in the collective sensations of social life are also those which give rise to the incorrigible desire for self-annihilation. The symbolic life of human society, in other words, takes place between Eros and Thanatos; as souls that have come into being through the prosthetic relations of society, our noetic faculties are intermittently called into action by the sense of mortality that haunts the libidinal economy of human culture. The question of the homogenizing power of culture industries should therefore be conceived organologically: for even though it may appear that the digital revolution constitutes the worst possible outcome of Horkheimer and Adorno’s thesis (à la Baudrillard), the re-staging of human sensibility and desire is such that it always reconfigures the play of love and death, violence and cathexis, through which the masses are constituted as such. So, to return to the significance of Aristotelian noesis ‘after Freud’, Stiegler maintains that the libidinal economy constituted through the evolution of digital networks makes up a technological environment through which the intellectual soul is presented simultaneously with an overload of sensory data that have been designed to work on the adaptive-biological centres of the nervous system, and the means of aesthetic exteriorization, or ‘prosaesthetics’, through which new forms of self-expression (otium) can emerge (2015b: 78; Ross, 2009: 43–63). I will return to the latter in the final section of the chapter, but for now I will examine the political stupidity that has, for Stiegler, emerged from the domination of programming industries.

According to Stiegler’s account of the organology of the virtual-aesthetic programme, human beings are now hardwired into the milieux of instantaneous performativity – especially the young, who have no recollection of a time before mobile phones, the Internet, social network sites and virtual gaming environments. The scene of their primary socialization – the family – has been penetrated by technologies that stage the real as a phantasmagoria in which parents appear not as symbolic figures of authority, but as the means to consumption. In other words the formation of the super-ego, as an ‘energetic reaction’ against the dominance of the biological drives of the unconscious is subverted by virtual-aesthetic models designed to prepare children for a life dominated by the drive to consume (Stiegler, 2013a: 65; Freud, 1954a: 373–374). The epochal issue to which the virtual-aesthetic programme gives rise therefore, is that of an endemic stupidity that arises with, and is essential to, the proletarianization of work and consumption in hyperindustrial society. The stupidity to which Stiegler refers in the second volume of Disbelief and Discredit is an organological effect; it results from the hyper-intensification of the sensitive-affective faculty that is produced by the programming industries, and is characterized by the estrangement of knowledge from desire (2013a: 68–76). Each of us, no matter how adept we are at manipulating the systems through which hyperindustrial production is sustained, is part of a network of egoistic compulsions whose repetition constitutes the debasement of both sensitivity and intellect. So, to return to the Freudian strand in Stiegler’s work, the particular stupidity that has come to afflict the techno-prosthetic existence of Dasein involves the reduction of human motivation to the object-attachments of the Id. What is called ‘thinking’ has become detached from the possibility of autocritique; we no longer entertain the possibility that the sense of destitution we feel in our everyday existence arises from the impossibility of unifying the fractured drive for consumption with an object of collective love and responsibility (the republic). From Stiegler’s perspective, therefore, the basic fallacy of neoliberalism is that it proceeds from a cognitivist account of motivation and desire which neither considers the organological constitution of the individual worker-consumer, nor the spiritual degradation of life that takes place in the absence of belief in the collective good of public institutions. Under the hegemony of this worldview, public life and politics have been fundamentally degraded; the espousal of political positions that propose investment in public culture, state sponsorship of art, and the social necessity of time spent in the expressive pursuit of otium, is now seen as a dangerous idealism that threatens the pursuit of life as enterprise (2015b: 87). And so the public sphere is no longer a place in which it is possible for spirit, as the possibility of transforming the organological conditions of life through the process of noetic activity, to be taken seriously. As Stiegler puts it,


the collective, whether it be familial, political, professional, confessional, national, rational, or universal, no longer bears any horizon: it seems totally devoid of content, which is what philosophers refer to as kenosis and which in turn means that the universal no longer refers to anything other than the market and the technologies that have expanded across the entire planet – to the point where the Republic, for example, or what pretends to replace it, or bolster it, or reinvent it … is no longer loved or desired.

(2013a: 86; emphasis in the original)



The political process, in other words, has ceased to have any independence from the virtual-aesthetic programme, and has collapsed into a play of marketing slogans and images which, depending on the state of the global economy, are used to scare, intimidate, ‘nudge’ or cajole the masses into complying with the performative strictures of neoliberalism.

The political crisis that Stiegler presents in his account of the decadence of public life in hyperindustrial society, describes a cycle of disaffection and stupefaction that derives from the susceptibility of spirit to the organological transformations of the human soul. In other words the spiritual and symbolic elevation of human beings that has taken place through the development of aesthetic technologies is always vulnerable to processes of degradation that arise from the hyper-productive trajectory of technological networks (2009a: 81–83). In his late seminars on the concept of sovereignty, Derrida maintained that the political designation of sovereign reason is always underwritten by mythico-aesthetic constructions (the divine right of kings, the collective will of the people, the historical mission of the proletariat, the will of the Führer) which both legitimize the arbitrariness of particular decisions (the violence of the ‘it will be so’) and put the legitimacy of the mythos into question. Thus, the exercise of political authority, no matter what its form, gives rise to counter-figurations that haunt its designation of right, authority and freedom as modalities of being (Derrida, 2011: 149). From Stiegler’s perspective, this account of stupidity (bêtise) as essential to the exercise of political power, and the democracy to come that is solicited by its enactment as law, patriotism and remembrance, is precisely that which is threatened by the multiplication of the virtual-aesthetic milieu. In other words the grammatological economy of experience has shifted away from the orthographic techniques of inscription, and so the chance of counter-hegemonic movements that oppose the conventional mythologies of power have been dispersed into the accelerated temporality of hyperindustrialized production. What is left is an endemic stupidity: a scopophiliac, erotomaniac consumerism that threatens the demotic chance that belongs to the exercise of political sovereignty (Stiegler, 2013b: 30–32).
It is this condition of absolute disengagement from the sensory-aesthetic life of human society that has given rise to what Stiegler calls ‘parasuicidal behaviour’. His argument is that the urge to sacrifice oneself to a particular cause belongs to the essence of youth; it is an extremity of commitment that arises from the processes of inheritance through which the symbolic order of society, and the ideals of justice on which it stands, are reproduced. Thus, the self-sacrifice of Antigone for the sake of the honour of her brother Polynices has a certain sublimity that is related to the primordial spirit of the law, and it is this that brings shame to the gerontocracy that holds power in the state. Parasuicidal behaviour, on the other hand, has a different causality; it arises not from the traditional inculcation of the symbolic order of law and justice, but from ‘the slow decomposition of the motives for living, in the ruined milieu of what had previously contained possibilities for existing’ (ibid.: 62, emphasis added). In other words the youth of hyperindustrial society experience a feeling of despair that arises from addictogenic consumption, and which leads them to seek reasons for struggle that will restore meaning to their existence. Unfortunately, this sacrificial tendency, which has come adrift from the sensory-aesthetic practice of life, ‘can get mixed up with some very bad intentions – and it is easy to let these bad intentions circulate, reproduce and proliferate, more or less mimetically’ (ibid.: 62). Clearly, this process has a bearing on the re-emergence of religious fundamentalism, and on its influence on the geopolitical relations of global capitalism. For the degradation of collective experience through which the Western model of consumerism has developed as the hegemonic form of social, political and economic organization has given rise to a fetishism of what Derrida called the sacred aspect of religion, that is, the sectarian defence of religious sites, relics and traditions, and the abandonment of the scriptural-exegetical demands of religious texts (2002: 82). I will say more about the geopolitical dynamics of this return to the sacred in the following chapter. For the moment, however, I want to examine the political effects of the erosion of aesthetic attachment, and particularly the return to nationalism and ‘strong government’ that has characterized the agenda of the centre-right in Western industrial democracies (Stiegler, 2013a: 117–120).

In Uncontrollable Societies of Disaffected Individuals, the second volume of Disbelief and Discredit, Stiegler addresses the complicity of the European centre-right and centre-left with corporate strategies that aim to liquidize the super-ego (which is ‘the liquidation of all barriers to the circulation and production of commodities’) and the return to ‘traditional values’ demanded by conservative groups who fear the loss of national pride and identity (2013a: 112–115). This is, above all, a question of the loss of aesthetic participation. The Freudian super-ego is formed through a process of trauma-genesis: the encounter of the male child during the Oedipal phase of his development, with what he perceives as the genital mutilation of the female body, is what results in dissolution of the Oedipus complex and the establishment of the ‘law of the father’ in the psychical-libidinal constitution of the child (Freud, 1983: 313–322). This first inscription of the moral-repressive order of society is fundamentally important, because it establishes the preconditions of the ego’s ability to form affective attachments to ideal objects. Thus, the whole edifice of human culture depends on two things: the capacity for symbolic identification that is established in the family and the continued ability of human culture to sustain the sensory objects (that Stiegler calls ‘consistences’) through which the super-ego affirms its affective attachment to the law, the republic and the symbolic order of sex. It is the republic that is put in jeopardy by the rise of cognitive capitalism, for the temporal organization of experience that is characteristic of the virtual-aesthetic programme is such that it influences the individual at a biological-behaviouristic level rather than through the aesthetic solicitation of ego-attachment. The recourse of the centre-right and centre-left to the ideology of traditional values therefore, derives from a loss of aesthetic participation that has all but destroyed the cathectic capacity of the ego, and which can be traced directly to programming industries that seek to monopolize the desire of each individual consumer. This machinic reproduction of desire is two-faced; on the one hand it has maintained a constant increase in production, consumption and capitalization, and on the other it has caused the social pathologies to which the return of patriotism and the sacred values of Christianity are supposed to provide the answer (Stiegler, 2013a: 21–24).

In the end, of course, the politics of strong traditional values is itself an aesthetic phenomenon: it re-presents the mythology of an ancient past, in which the powers of national cultures were forged through primordial struggles with nature and wars with belligerent neighbours (see, for example, Carl Schmitt’s account of the ‘friend-enemy grouping’ as the originary foundation of the political – 1996: 27–37). As we saw in the previous chapter, there is a suspicion among accelerationist critics that Stiegler’s approach to the question of the relationship between capital, technology and culture is such that it leads to a mitigated version of this kind of political conservatism. They argue that by accepting Freud’s analysis of the fundamental human need for stable cultural ties, Stiegler remains wedded to a reactionary account of culture as configuring the necessary affective limitations that govern human existence (Williams and Srnicek in Mackay and Avaessian, 2014: 361–362). So, for example, his references to a certain indispensability of religious and family life (Stiegler, 2015b: 92–95) are presented as evidence of his complicity with those who defend conventional ideals of religious and patriarchal subjection. This position, however, misrecognizes the point of Stiegler’s critique of the politics of traditional values. His argument is not that the forms of racial, ethnic, religious and patriarchal sovereignty that have crystallized in the conventional institutions of civil society are essential to human happiness and well-being. Rather, he argues that they have functioned both as sources of symbolic identity and of suffering and abjection. The problem with Western democracies’ recourse to traditional values is that it is done without reflection; it is a strategy that is used to justify increasingly undemocratic laws that are regarded as essential to the governance of what Stiegler has called ‘uncontrollable societies of disaffected individuals’ (2013b: 46–50). The stupidity of this strategy lies in the fact that, on the one hand, it results from the very economic strategies that centre-right and centre-left parties have pursued, and which have caused the dissolution of cultural identity, and on the other, it is presented as the only possible response to those who are the ‘real’ menace to the values of the nation state (dole scroungers, asylum seekers, economic migrants, Islamic terrorists) (ibid.). What Stiegler’s critique of this hopeless cycle demands, therefore, is not a politics of conservative restraint on technological innovation and cultural experimentation. Rather, his exposition of the relationship between the originary technicity of Dasein and the acting out that is made possible by aesthetic technique, maintains that the latter, through its becoming technological (prosaesthetic), is what must constantly seek to reinvent the sensory-noetic experience of community within the networks of the arche-programme. And so in the following section, I will look at Stiegler’s attempt to solicit new forms of aesthetic practice that seek to reconfigure the relationship between culture, technology and the capitalization of desire.

Ars Industrialis

Before proceeding to Stiegler’s account of the political aesthetics, I want to return briefly to Baudrillard’s contention that the processes through which the individual is individuated have been taken over by a logic of simulation whose codes derive from interconnected programming industries. The account of endemic social disorientation that is presented in the second volume of Technics and Time comes very close to this position. Stiegler maintains that objects of spiritual belief have ceased to regulate the temporal flux of human experience; we no longer undertake the labour of inheritance through which the symbolic order of the social is passed on as the reflective condition of our individuality. Human desire is desublimated, and we are attached to the social whole only through the constant provocation of biological drives maintained by pre-emptive innovations in the virtual-aesthetic programme. This radically disorientated condition which, as Fredric Jameson remarked, is akin to the fractured experience of the schizophrenic (1995: 26–27), is accompanied by an ad hoc narrative that provides the trauma of addictive life with explanations for its dysfuctionality: lack of parental control; the abandonment of traditional values; and pernicious multiculturalism. And yet, for Stiegler, the perfection of the digital image is an organological process; the phenomenology of representation that arises from the virtual-aesthetic programme is the outcome of processes through which human beings have been elevated to the status of sensory-apperceptive subjects whose desire is bound up with the technological reproduction of ideal objects. Thus, from the perspective of originary technicity, the ‘symbolic order’ that is fetishized in Baudrillard’s work as the pre-technological truth of human sociality, has always been the outcome of a culture whose temporal differentiations of subjectivity, qua Dasein, arise from the organological supplementation of human life (1995: 3–35).

The fatality of the relationship between human desire and the evolution of aesthetic technique presented in Stiegler’s thought is, therefore, different from Baudrillard’s account of the collapse of the real; the technological reproducibility of the image sustains a conjunction of Epimethean effects that solicit, without determining, the return of spirit to the scene of virtual-aesthetic decadence (Stiegler, 2011a: 207–211). These effects arise from the technological elevation of human beings: they are intensities that are made possible by a techno-organological development of the nervous system and cognitive faculties, and as such the evolution of the virtual-aesthetic programme into the circuits of the hyperreal is a process that is co-present with the addictive intensities and ‘parasuicidal’ behaviours that have become endemic in the global economy (ibid. 2013a: 83–90). Thus, the experience of the hypercapitalization of life is never able to complete itself as a unity of incompossible effects: the drives, pulsions and desires that haunt the existence of technological Dasein arise from a system of interconnected virtual environments that simultaneously disperse its existence into hopeless disorientation and re-engage it with the fundamental questions of justice, responsibility and ethical life. In other words the chance of this re-engagement of human beings with the question of their expressive-noetic freedom is formed through the overdetermination of the relationship between representation and desire; the loss of the power of sublimation which is the core of the super-ego is the origin of an Epimethean experience (of hope and despair) whose means of expression is the virtual systems through which aesthetic experience has been transformed. Thus, the phenomenology of desire that arises from the technological networks of the hyperreal retains a pharmacological dimension, which is essential to the reconstitution of the state as an object of sensory desire and ethical responsibility (ibid.: 73–76). And so I will conclude by looking at Stiegler’s elaboration of the economy of aesthetic sensibility in the second volume of Symbolic Misery, and at his attempt to frame the agenda of a new political aesthetic in the Ars Industrialis project.

The account of aesthetic sensibility that is presented in the second volume of Symbolic Misery is based around four related ideas. First, there is the concept of expressive exteriorization that is central to the idea of freedom that Stiegler inherits from Aristotle.2 Being free is not simply a question of the abstract capacity of conscious beings to choose among their desires; it consists in their ability to transform those desires through processes of creative self-expression that take place within ethical institutions of the polis (Stiegler, 2015b: 168–172). Second, this process of self-expression depends on the technological milieux through which each individual soul is formed. Following the displacement of analogue technologies by digital systems, this milieu now includes haptic devices through which somatic experience is supplemented; informatic programmes, which encode the real as calculable value; and virtual systems through which the representation of ‘the social’ is staged without recourse to symbolic memory. Third, Stiegler maintains that there is a close relationship between the institutions of communal life and the capacity of human beings for sensory affection (ibid.: 21–45). In other words as organological beings, our ability to form symbolic ties with others who believe in the value of certain ideal objects (the law, the state, the people, the church) depends on the power of those ties to sustain a minimum level of libidinal energy. This power of energetical retention is, as we have seen, dependent on the system of tertiary retentions through which the symbolic order of society is re-presented. Under the analogical regime, even though the sensory element of experience had declined compared to its orthographic figuration, an echo remained of what Stiegler conceives as the originary wound of symbolic identification. In other words analogue technologies do not have a wholly destructive effect on the institutional economy of writing: insofar as they retain a trace of the repressive-expressive economy of the auratic tradition, their relationship to the orthographic foundations of the law and the state is initially one that can be accommodated within the sensory experience of collective life. However, the evolution of television into a medium that is able to sustain a mass temporal coordination of self-consciousness marks the beginning of a shift in the temporality of sensory experience that is completed in the virtual-aesthetic programme (ibid.: 27–30). Finally, we come to Stiegler’s account of the pharmacological effects of the digital simulation of the real. According to his analysis, the disorientation of human beings that occurs in hyperindustrial society is, in essence, a loss of ‘aesthetic participation’: we no longer have a sensory-cathectic engagement with the institutions that form the symbolic terrain of collective life (Sittlichkeit), and so the formation of desire through the cultural sublimation of our biological drives is displaced by the behaviouristic model of provocation used by programming industries (ibid.: 172–175).

For Stiegler, the question that emerges from his analysis of the degradation of sensory affect within the virtual-aesthetic programme is really that of a gift economy, in which social exchange between human beings exceeds the reductive strategies used in hyperindustrial societies. Such an economy would operate through the capacity of organological beings to express the suffering they experience within a system of exchange that has all but erased the noetic element of sensory life. It is the possibility of this economy that is approached in the central essay of the second volume of Symbolic Misery, ‘Freud’s Repression: Where the Living Seize the Dead and Vice Versa’. So, let us try to unpack Stiegler’s argument. As we know, he conceives the ‘I’ of self-consciousness as a flux that is sustained through its awareness of temporal objects. Watching a film or listening to a piece of music, for example, is an active process of sensory apperception that recreates the film or melody through a combination of primary sense data and the memories that are retained of its reproduction. Therefore, the existence of temporal objects is maintained through an implicit process of judgement; ‘hearing again’ or ‘seeing again’ is a matter of expectation that is constantly revised through the selectivity of memory, or what Stiegler calls ‘secondary retentions’. The relationship between primary and secondary retentions, however, is always dependent on the technological supports of memory (hypomnemata) through which ‘spatial, material and technical recording takes place’ (2015b: 144). Stiegler’s project is to analyse the role of digital technologies in the constitution of desire and the unconscious, for it is the way in which the virtual-aesthetic programme has altered the relationships between the three types of retention, that opens the possibility of new forms of aesthetic expression and participation (ibid.). According to Stiegler, the process of encoding that is typical of digital programmes tends to select ‘synchronic’ secondary retentions as the form through which the sensory elements of experience are schematized: each of us is gathered into a sphere of stereotypical re-presentations of the real which are the milieux of capitalization and repetitive consumption. From an organological perspective, therefore, the question that emerges here concerns the politics of psychical individuation. For if it is the case that art is a critical response to the repressive forms through which human desire is schematized, and if this response depends on an expressive sensibility that originates in the primary trauma of symbolic identification, then we must consider the possibility of a ‘diachronic’ art, whose provocation of unforeseen events would engender an economy of spontaneous individuation within the networks of the programming industries (ibid.: 145–146).

In Freud’s Totem and Taboo, the symbolic economy of social capital arises from a repression of biological drives that is essentially traumatic. The social life of the primal horde is a libidinal economy that barely sustains a durable distinction from the instinctual life of the first hominids: the initial forms of law and shame are little more than expressions of a patriarchal violence that has come to substitute the violence of nature (Freud, 2001: 139–146). It is the killing of the patriarch by the brothers who are denied access to the women of the horde that, for Freud, is the origin of the symbolic forms of cathexis that are the foundation of the sensory-affective order of society (ibid.: 162–170). However, the sense of guilt that haunts the fratricidal brothers, as well as the feeling of loss of primordial pleasure that comes with the authority of law and shame, is inseparable from the evolution of human civilization. According to Stiegler’s reading of Freud, the sense of castration that gives rise to the ‘originary fantasies’ that found society is what constitutes the stereotypical retentions that circulate through the inscriptive techniques of culture; it inhabits them as the irresolvable tension between Eros and Thanatos, the love and death instincts, whose economy is expounded in Civilization and its Discontents (Freud, 1985: 325; Stiegler, 2015b: 146). In other words the psychical dissatisfaction of civilized human beings is part of a libidinal economy in which the symbolic attachments they form (to the law, the republic, the state, the family) are co-present with an experience of trauma that comes with the repression of biological drives (Stiegler, 2014h: 5–8). Art, according to Stiegler’s definition, is responsible for bringing this traumatic memory to the surface, that is, for revealing both the repressive structure of stereotypical retentions and the sensory charge that haunts those repressions:


The question at this stage is to understand how it is possible that what I have called an ‘objective primary retention’ [a sensory event] should suddenly become the katharsis as well as the catalyst – of individuation, and in sense the katastrophē – of individuation which is to say, the trigger of a quantum leap that liberates the unexpected of a traumatype. Such a traumatype, for which a work of art may be a projection support, does not simply belong to a noetic soul: it belongs to the pre-individual ground of all noetic souls, and it is in this way that it penetrates the defensive barrier of the stereotypes.

(2015b: 152; emphasis in the original)



It is worth briefly clarifying the political significance of this account of artistic affect, as it is it easy to confuse it with Marcuse’s idea of a radical de-reification of society. According to Stiegler, the possibility of new forms of aesthetic participation in the culture of the republic comes from the evolution of tertiary retentions from orthographic, to analogue, to digital modes of re-presentation. Art, in the sense of unforeseen acts of exteriorization, springs from the repressive anamnesis that is circulated through these systems; and so the political horizon of Stiegler’s aesthetic is not the social hedonism of post-technocratic work and sex (which transforms the ‘pleasure principle’ into the immanent, pre-technological law of social development), but rather the solicitation of a ‘hallucinatory economy’ that challenges the digital schematics of race, sexuality, religion and culture which sustain our condition of endemic disindividuation (Marcuse, 2009: 148; Stiegler, 2006: 4).

So, as katharsis, art is an opening up of primary narcissism to the question of its reproduction as stereotypical experience. The exclamatory force of individual will, which is made possible by the process of repetition that is staged in the digital image, is what gives rise to the gift economy that, for Stiegler, has the potential to re-engage the noetic soul with the sensory-aesthetic circuits of communal life. Conceived in this way, art is always a form of technē, in the sense that it is made possible by the evolution of the technological programmes through which the process of self-identification takes place. This has two specific consequences that are taken up in the Ars Industrialis project. The first is that the practice of art aims at ‘an intensification of psychic and collective individuation’, that is, the solicitation of each individual in a process of sublime self-invention that transfigures the primordial inscriptions of social life (Stiegler, 2015b: 255, emphasis added).3 In other words each of us is part of the gift economy of art, and we all have the potential to receive and to disseminate the exclamatory gesture of the other. Second, the practice of aesthetic invention develops within the digital networks through which sensory experience is reproduced: the possibility of there being a constative ‘social sculpture’ in Joseph Beuys’ sense of the term (quoted in Tisdall, 1974: 48), depends on a process of artistic creativity that responds immediately to the possibilities of exclamation, dissemination and shock that arrive with new virtual-aesthetic systems (Stiegler, 2015b: 87–89). Thus, for Stiegler, the chance of configuring a noetic economy of transindividuation depends on the emergence of a technological aesthetic, whose interventions aim to transform the repetitive codes of the hyperreal. And so the question with which I will conclude this chapter is one that lies at the heart of the Ars Industrialis project, that is, the degree to which art, as a technology of spirit, has the capacity to redeem the sense of disaffection that has become endemic in hyperindustrial society.

At the beginning of the Ars Industrialis manifesto, we are presented with the following statement:


The industries of spirit, which already exist, but which are off-target and in a position to destroy society instead of contributing to the foundation of a new epoch, produce all sorts of ever-growing symbolic exchanges, whose development will continue in the decades to come, as is the case with wifi connections, and as will be the case soon with nanotechnologies. Now, these devices and services cannot be allowed to increase to the detriment of the social fabric and the general interest … the definition of an industrial politics of spirit requires the invention of a new form of public power and agency, bringing together skills and knowledge of all types from all horizons: economic agents and public institutions, research foundations and associations, economists, artists, scientists, philosophers, investors and partners in the talks of government at all echelons, etc.

(Stiegler et al., 2010b: 2)



So, on the basis of the model of aesthetic transmission set out above, what contribution can an autonomous, politically orientated art make to the ‘invention of a new form of public power and agency’? From Stiegler’s perspective, the possibility of art returning to this constitutive role in the life of the republic requires it to be able to engage creatively with the programmatic capitalization of human desire. From what we have said about Stiegler’s account of the libidinal conductivity of art, it is clear that it must sustain a responsibility to the ‘monstrosities’ that have been made possible by the prosthetic reproduction of life (Stiegler, 2011a: 200). The Epimethean trajectory of technoscience, or what I have been calling the arche-programme, is such that its constant transformation of the organological conditions of life always produces catastrophic possibilities that cannot be foreseen (ibid.). Art, therefore, precisely because it does not seek to represent these possibilities in calculative terms, is able to give a sense of the deep disruption, disaffection and disorientation to which new technologies have given rise: it is the sensory medium through which the traumatological formation of the symbolic order of society can be apprehended as a sacrificial economy, and whose libidinal attachments are threatened by the total mobilization of life as a resource. Therefore, industrial art should seek to re-present the transformations of human existence that have been made possible by radical cosmesis, the medicalization of the ageing process, cloning, and the manipulation of the human genome. This, of course, is not to say that art during the age of technoscience is reduced to the backward-looking melancholy of negative aesthetics, i.e. the reactionary fear of cyborgs, transsexuality and prosthetic humans. Rather, Stiegler’s account of the relationship between human beings and the technological programmes through which their experience is staged and disseminated entails the artist’s responsibility to the trauma of symbolic identification. He or she must re-present the disorientation that arises from the proliferation of virtual environments, haptic stimuli, digital communications and biotechnological supplements, and thereby provoke the noetic apprehension that Stiegler identifies as the foundation of aesthetic community (2015b: 154–155).

There is, then, a close relationship between the neoliberal imaginary, whose figurations of the future are increasingly transhumanist, and the emergence of an art which registers the new forms of trauma that have emerged from the universal reduction of life to the performative codes of technoscience. Therefore, the new kinds of artistic intervention that have emerged in the milieu of hyperindustrial society are not simply esoteric figurations of the inhuman. Rather, they are designed to contest the adventitious constructions of ‘the monstrous’ and ‘the good’ that spring from the technoscientific paradigm; they are sensory provocations of debate about what constitutes a properly human existence, about the rights of other species over their unique mode of life, and about the impact of biomedical and genetic technologies on the symbolic economy of human cultural inheritance. As the 2010 version of the manifesto puts it:


We propose that consequently a politics – that is, in our time necessarily also a political economy – is firstly and above all a system of care which consists in establishing ways of life (and a culture) that know how to deal with a given pharmacological (technical and mnemotechnical) state. A culture is that which cultivates a caring relation to the pharmaka which compose a human world, and which thus struggles against their always possible toxicity.

(Stiegler et al., 2010b: 2; emphasis added)



Artistic expression, in other words, remains an irreducible part of this cultural recomposition of a ‘human world’: insofar as the elevation of the human soul is a technological process, the testamentary capacity of human beings (their poiesis) haunts the ruptures that are produced in the symbolic order of ethical life by the evolution of the arche-programme. The delicate and austere temporalities of the art objects that have been made possible by the virtual-aesthetic programme, are capable of provoking an intense feeling of sublimity; their simultaneous presence and non-presence is able to produce unforeseen interruptions in the synchronic narratives of the programming industries and, as such, to engage with the crisis of noetic inheritance that defines our epoch (Stiegler, 2011a: 202–207). So, by presenting the liquidation of spirit in virtual-aesthetic figurations that intensify the symbolic misery of everyday life, industrial art is charged with a sensory energy that gives rise to the chance of new forms of love, sacrifice and self-identification. It is for this reason that Stiegler advocates a ‘massive investment in culture’ by the institutional bodies that regulate the global economy (the IMF, the World Bank, the EU, etc.). For it is only through the socialization of the means of industrial-artistic production that it will be possible to reinvigorate the process of inheritance through which collective and individual life are enacted as spirit (ibid., 2014a: 14, 2012b).

Finally, then, we return to the idea that the political begins with the aesthetic fabulation of the state and the ethical, religious and retributive economy that constitutes its existence. For Stiegler, as for Derrida, the aesthetic retains an ambivalent status in the evolution of modernity; its techniques offer the chance of provoking the reflective life of spirit, but also constitute a regime through which that life can be liquidated in the limitless intensification of biological drives. In the light of this systemic organization of aesthetic experience, and the degradation of symbolic attachment it has caused, Stiegler maintains that art, or rather industrial art, is the chance of a gift economy that is originally related to the constitution of the republic as an object of care and responsibility (2015b: 30–35, 2014b: 90–92). This is not to say, in a Heideggerian vein, that our only hope in the age of technoscience comes in the form of an art that, in confronting the essence of technology, reveals itself as proximate to but ‘fundamentally different’ from the regime of universal enframing (Heidegger, 1996: 340). So, rather than seeking to mythologize the linguistic, cultural and religious ground on which the state is founded, Stiegler conceives the republic as a figure of resistance and consistence in the struggle against the media-technoscientific process of ‘mondialization’ (2011a: 107–113). For if it is the case that this process is characterized by the dispersal of every singularity of history, language, culture and belief into a ‘cinematic’ experience of progress and social happiness, then the state, as the traumatological inscription of reflective sensibility, can become the basis of a cosmopolitan politics that exceeds the terms of global economic calculation. This possibility, about which I will say more in my concluding remarks to this book, arises as an aesthetic provocation that haunts the ‘old phantasmatics’ of nationalism and religion. For while it is true that the technoscientific degradation of ethnic culture is what lies at the core of modern fundamentalism, the technological means through which this is carried out, are also charged with the sensory-libidinal energy of the violence they provoke (Derrida and Stiegler, 2002: 80). The Ars Industrialis project is defined by the simultaneity of its participation in the virtual networks through which the symbolic order of all states is threatened, and by its being promised to the work of free cross-border exchange that comes from the traumatological power of the image. In the end, therefore, artistic testimony, no matter where it originates, works to produce a space of possibility or, more specifically, the chance of a ‘harrowing labour’ that seeks the mystery of the other in the most diabolic configurations of its existence (Derrida, 2011: 81; Stiegler, 2011a: 200–202). And so in the following chapter, I will examine what Stiegler calls the ‘planetary pharmacology’ of this labour; the deformations, conflicts, resistances and complicities through which the chance of a new cosmopolitanism is sustained.

Notes

1    The UK ‘Brexit’ referendum on 23 June 2016 provided a particularly striking example of the kind of political stupidity that Stiegler sees as resulting from the technological attrition of the public sphere. The orchestrator of the Conservative Party’s ‘leave’ campaign, Boris Johnson, had originally pledged allegiance to the official line of remaining in the EU. The debate never moved beyond the exchange of unverifiable statistics about the net cost of immigration and scaremongering about the effect of a withdrawal from the EU on house prices, social services and corporate investment. None of the parliamentary parties that formally supported the UK’s remaining in the EU sought to articulate the spiritual-noetic issues associated with the EU as a federal body. So, for example, almost nothing was said about the conflicting nationalisms, fundamentalisms and ethnic cultures that have, over the past 200 years, made Europe the world’s ‘theatre of war’. Almost nothing was said about the history of European genocide and ethnic cleansing, or about the spectre of repetition that haunts the assertion of populist sovereignties. Even less was said about the need to reform the EU’s trading practices with its members’ former colonies. And so we are left with the new British imperium and the ‘bright future’ that the Brexiteers have promised the youth of Great Britain.

2    As Aristotle put it in the Nicomachean Ethics, ‘All art is concerned with the realm of coming-to-be, i.e., with contriving and studying how something which is capable both of being and not being may come into existence, a thing whose starting point or source is the producer and not the thing produced’ (1962: 152). This, I believe, is very close to what Stiegler means by ‘acting out’.

3    Julia Kristeva, in her essay ‘Women’s Time’, presents a similar aesthetic strategy. She argues that Freud’s account of the biological origin of sexual difference, and its inscription in the psychosocial economy of human civilization, is the basis of enactments of gender that cannot escape the logic of repetition. The characterization of men as ‘obsessives’ who seek to remake the primal unity of pleasure-nature, and women as ‘hysterics’ who seek completion in the ‘monumental time’ of biological reproduction, has become the basis of an oppositional feminist politics that is complicit with Freud’s biological designation of sexual difference. Kristeva, however, approaches these stereotypical manifestations of gender as aesthetic constructions, which are susceptible to a radical poiesis that is implicit in the sovereignty of Freud’s Oedipal ontology (1986: 210). For Stiegler, of course, digital and biotechnological regimes have transformed the economy of gender difference, and the masculine and feminine essences that are the subject of Kristeva’s poetics have become the foci of an industrial art that seeks to subvert the hypersexualization of libidinal energy (2010b: 150–155)





6    A planetary pharmacology?

Time, liquidity and mondialization



In this chapter, I will look at Stiegler’s account of spirit as a temporal reserve, a chance for reflective inheritance, which is sustained within the system of global information exchange that has become the hegemonic form of capitalism. The chapter has been divided into four parts, each of which deals with a specific aspect of Stiegler’s account of the process of globalization and its effects. In the first section, I will deal with the evolution of the international economy through the development of three related factors: immaterial forms of commodification; new systems of virtual-aesthetic representation; and the global expansion of technoscientific production. As we will see in a moment, it is this evolution that, for Stiegler, opens up the ecology of spirit that is traced within the disintegrative logic that Zygmunt Bauman called ‘liquid modernity’. The second section will consider the fate of the nation state, as the location of noetic culture, within the networks of the global economy. In particular, I will look at Stiegler’s relationship to the idea of sovereignty that Levinas develops in his essay ‘The State of Caesar and the State of David’, and to Derrida’s consideration of the exclusionary logic of international right that has accompanied the planetary expansion of technological capitalism. In the third section I will examine Stiegler’s response to the politics of spirit that is being played out through what Derrida has called the ‘return of religion’. Specifically, I will look at his account of the connection between the ongoing processes of ethical dislocation that are taking place in Western industrial democracies, and the radicalized forms of Islam that seek to establish an orthodoxy opposed to every form of Western/capitalized desire. Finally, in the fourth section, I will set out the pharmacological economy that Stiegler conceives as being implicit in the systems of global-technological capital. I will examine his account of the way in which the de-territorializing systems of the arche-programme (virtual milieux, informatics, networked communications, 3D printing, biotechnologies, fictional capital, remote warfare) give rise to events of ‘acting out’ that both challenge conventional ontologies of culture and form the basis of a new cosmopolitanism.

The present section, as I have said, will deal with the evolution of the immaterial forms of commodification, new systems of aesthetic representation and networks of technoscientific production that have produced the global capitalist economy. In the first volume of Disbelief and Discredit, Stiegler described the process of globalization as follows:


Digitization is a mutation of the global technical system – and globalization is before anything else globalization of the global industrial system, ‘democratic’ or otherwise. Now, each time a major technological rupture occurs, it is imperative that this process be accompanied by governments, and other forms of public power, that can take part in defining it. And such an accompaniment can in no way consist in a pure and simple management of that crisis which always results from a disadjustment between the mutating technical system and the other social systems without which it cannot function. This process constitutes what I have called epokhal technological redoubling, that is, the suspension, by a technical or technological revolution, of a state of fact. Far from simply managing the effects of such a suspension, the public powers must, on the contrary be capable of defining the motives conferring on the individual process of the technical system its social and political meaning, that is, its dynamism, which presupposes its inscription in the psychic and collective individuation process in which human society consists, and which … can only move, can only find the motives of this movement, on the condition of cultivating singularities that alone can constitute it as a process of psychic (and psychologically promising, that is, desirable and desiring) individuation. This is what I call the redoubling of the epokhé, or, again, the doubly epokhal redoubling.

(2011b: 10–11; emphasis in the original)



I have quoted this passage at length because it problematizes succinctly the relationship between the technoscientific networks of hyperindustrial society, and the cultural forms through which those systems are made habitable. Stiegler’s argument is that production of culture has always been a constitutive function of the state; for without its public expression of moral and aesthetic standards, the ruptures in social life that are caused by the development of new technological systems, would have proved to be unendurable for human beings. The state’s ability to perform this function has been essential to the evolution of human society, and so from Stiegler’s perspective, the questions of sovereignty and cosmopolitanism are essentially bound up with the technical means by which the state is able to perform its role as a constitutive body that encourages ‘desirable desiring’ (2015b: 109). As we have seen in the preceding chapters, however, Stiegler maintains that the increasing power of programming industries to integrate populations into systems of drive-based consumption has radically curtailed the formative power of the state. The internal cohesion of the nation state has been attenuated to the point where the process of psychical individuation has passed, de facto, into a cycle of object attachments that are hypostatized as the perfect expression of individual autonomy. The process of globalization therefore takes place as the exportation of a regime of ceaseless cultural and technological commodification; one whose powers of virtual and informatic exchange threaten the existence of spirit as the individuating activity of culture. Both Derrida and Stiegler call this process ‘mondialization’ (Derrida, 2002: 373; Stiegler, 2011b: 153–156).

According to Stiegler’s analysis, the force with which the project of mondialization is pursued as a cultural, economic and political policy by industrial democracies is the result of three related factors. The first of these is the emergence of a new regime of capital whose operational logic is extraterritorial. This regime is characterized by investment in short-term projects in the most propitious locations, support for research in the most promising areas of technological innovation, and the capitalization of the natural systems and the common goods of the planet. Its operations, in other words, can no longer be conceived in terms of the reconciliation of material necessity and ethical life that is presented in dialectical philosophies of history: it has become a system of virtual accumulation that has broken away from the symbolic relations of the state, and which manifests itself through the temporary interventions it makes in the economic life of particular nation states. The second factor is the emergence of extraterritorial elites whose wealth and power is founded on their control of media-technoscientific systems through which global communication and capitalization take place. The shifting economy of competition and cooperation among these elite corporations becomes the primary consideration in social and economic policies pursued by individual nation states. Political parties, no matter what their ideological leaning, have to accommodate corporate demands for preferential tax rates, subsidized construction costs and the relaxation of labour legislation in return for capital investment. Finally, Stiegler maintains that this corporate appropriation of the state’s autonomy has given rise to a degradation of ethical and political culture that has made life almost unendurable. States no longer have the resources to act as the focus of symbolic attachment; they have become little more than calculative nodes in the global economy, whose operative principle is the maximization of the corporate investment. This has led to the loss of political inflection; ideological debate is contained within a set of principles that derive from neoliberal economics, and a process of convergence has occurred which is centred on the constant stimulation of growth and the need to protect the ‘core values’ of Western civilization. In other words political mobilization has become a question of constantly ramping up consumerist desire, and of re-establishing collective identity through the clash of Orient and Occident, Christianity and Islam (Stiegler, 2013a: 46–50; Derrida, 2005: 28–41).

Zygmunt Bauman pointed out in his work on liquid modernity that the situation described above is both economically unsustainable and morally intolerable. On the one hand, the soft authoritarianism of neoliberal states can bring little symbolic satisfaction to the lives of those they govern, and on the other, the instability of a system based on relentlessly increasing compound growth means that not even the fleeting pleasures of conspicuous consumption can be guaranteed. In other words the dynamics of liquid modernity are played out as a constant degradation of the ethnic relations that had once placed moral restrictions on the excesses of egoistic desire. Now everything is up for grabs: the technological means employed by extraterritorial capital seem to have ruptured the symbolic forms of political life that coalesce in the nation, and which would allow us to resist the loss of our moral orientation (Bauman, 2000: 13–15). This, of course, is very close to Stiegler’s account of the logic of mondialization, and yet there remains a sense of melancholy in Bauman’s analysis that, I believe, can be traced back to the Levinasian foundations of his social theory. The moral culture to which Bauman appeals is founded on the primordial source that is postulated in Levinas’s philosophy: the capacity of the human face to express suffering. The technological systems through which the dynamics of global exchange are constantly accelerated, therefore, tend to appear in Bauman’s work as destructive instruments that are foreign to the ‘human time’ of obligation and moral responsibility (1993: 209–217). Stiegler’s concept of organology, on the other hand, traces the diverse economy of effects that arise from the expansion of the operational codes technoscientific life. The ethnic culture of nation states is not simply washed away by the flow of informatic exchange; its ruptures and dislocations are both the loss of substantive forms of law and recognition, and the chance for the revitalization of communal relationships by the libidinal economy of prosthetic existence. As Stiegler puts it in the quotation above, ‘the public powers must … be capable of defining the motives conferring on the individual process of the technical system its social and political meaning, that is, its dynamism’ (2011b: 10–11; emphasis in the original). It is this economy of libidinal engagement that is the hope of a non-theological redemption; a cosmopolitical community which is traced in the hyper-performative exchange that seeks hegemony across the culturally differentiated forms of human society.

In the remainder of this chapter I will examine the politics of spirit that, for Stiegler, is played out through the system of virtual-aesthetic time that has come to dominate the global economy of human desire. This politics, I will argue, is the articulation of a certain negative theology of the human soul or, more precisely, of the relationship between the layers of epiphylogenetic memory that constitute ethnic culture and the regime of accelerated exchange that has become the condition of global communication. The version of the culture industry thesis that Stiegler presents in the third volume of Technics and Time sets out a conjunction of media-technoscientific systems which, he maintains, is the origin of the schematic forms of agency and desire that are reproduced in the Hollywood imaginary. The cinematic reproduction of ‘American life’ becomes the protensive form of globalization: its figurations of love, fear, violence, faith and sexuality set the parameters of a messianic time that promises in the salvation of humanity (Stiegler, 2011a: 79–130). It is this configuration of history that is the catalyst for the religious conflicts that have unfolded since the collapse of the Soviet bloc in the late 1980s. For what is at stake in this mission to transform the world are the normative foundations of two cultures: the commitments entailed in the symbolic order of religious community on the one hand, and the drive-based, egoistic attachments of hyperindustrial society on the other. This, of course, is to overplay the clash of these two modes of life. According to Stiegler, their existence as two agonistic cultures is organological: the performance of devotion in the former is never free of the demand for global dissemination, and the performance of consumption in the latter is never simply the hardwiring of the drives into the system of economic growth. What we have is a libidinal economy that simultaneously sustains the rise of religious fundamentalism, the War on Terror, and cross-border exchanges that interrupt the reciprocal escalation of violence. The effects of spirit that run through Stiegler’s work then, belong to the catastrophic potential of mondialization; they arise as forms of ‘acting out’ that re-inscribe the possibility of the state as an object of ethical commitment, and of religion as a source of ecumenical recognition. In the sections that follow, I will examine the dynamics of these two discrete modes of noesis, and how, from a Stieglerian perspective, they contribute to the possibility of a new cosmopolitan politics.

The nation state and the global pharmakon

Let us return briefly to the question of the origin of the human species as it is presented in Stiegler’s philosophy. In part two of the first volume of Technics and Time, he sets out the ‘default of essence’ that is the core of the myth of Prometheus: human beings, due to Epimetheus’s error, have no defining characteristics that would allow them to compete in the struggle for existence that is common to all animal species (1988: 134–42). As a result of this dereliction, Prometheus is moved to steal the means of making fire from the gods, and to give it to humanity as a way of compensating for their lack of an essential nature. This act of originary supplementation gives rise to a mode of existence that is entirely different from that of other species: human beings are thrown into the world as a species that is ‘outside itself’, or, more precisely, their work, satisfaction and desire are part of an economy of technical prosthesis that constantly transforms the experience of time and community. This prosthetic life unfolds as a fate: an ambiguous blessing that compensates without offering hope of either a return to a less technological way of life, or a history in which humans would be delivered from the ideological schema that have mitigated the bad effects of technology. As Stiegler puts it:


The qualities of animals make up a sort of nature, in any case a positive gift of the gods: a predestination. The gift made to humanity is not positive: it is there to compensate. Humanity is without qualities, without predestination: it must invent, realize, produce qualities, and nothing indicates that, once produced, these qualities will bring about humanity, that they will become its qualities; for they may rather become the qualities of technics.

(Ibid.: 193–194; emphasis in the original)



The best that can be hoped for, in other words, is an Epimethean politics that arises from the technological milieux of the human species: a re-engagement of noetic and aesthetic faculties with the constitutive order of the state, and with the concept of humanity as an object of global-political concern.

So, what is the nature of this ‘Epimethean’ politics? Stiegler’s account of originary technicity, as we have seen, is multiply determined: it is acted out in a plurality of different spheres (art, philosophy, literature). Its primary differentiation however is in the spheres of otium and negotium. Negotium refers to the sphere of subsistence and capitalization: it is the organization of life around principles designed to maximize the efficiency of human labour and economic exchange. Otium, on the other hand, refers to work that is relatively free of the demands of subsistence; it is the labour of inheritance that transforms both the ideas and aesthetic forms that constitute the ethnic particularity of culture, and the noetic souls that move within its ‘substance’ (Stiegler, 2011b: 64–69). Otium and negotium, however, are not strictly opposed. The formation of negotium into a particular sphere that determines the homogenization of feeling, the erasure of letters, the suppression of art and the degradation of spirit, is constantly haunted by the ghost of noetic sensibility: the technological regime of labour is always a provocation of new forms of reflexive autonomy that are implicit in its organization of human essence. Thus, art, poetry, literature and philosophy are not simply ideological reflections of the sphere of capitalization; they return as heterogeneous temporalities of spirit, which configure the chance of a new economic order that would include the unforeseen effects of noesis on the regime of technological reproduction (ibid.: 18). The object of this activity is the state, or more precisely, the republic. Insofar as the labour of otium, considered as the transformation of desire through the exercise of noesis, seeks its realization in an objective form, the idea of the republic is, in essence, the periodic interruption of the technocratic tendency of human civilization. The political schema of freedom and individual rights through which it designates its authority retain a certain level of contingency, even as they merge with the technological systems through which capitalization becomes coeval with systems of social, economic and political control. And so if there is to be a new cosmopolitan order, it must proceed from the rights of states to promote the work of noesis by individual souls, and the transformative effects of individuation this makes possible. For without this recognition of particularity there is no ethical horizon to the regime of negotium; there is only the liquidation of ethical life, the exhaustion of desire and the return of political authoritarianism (ibid., 2015a: 32–35).

In his essay ‘The State of Caesar and the State of David’, Emmanuel Levinas posed the question of the position of the state in terms of its relationship to the absolute order of the moral law. According to his reading of the Talmud, we must conceive the political schema of the state (war, taxation and expropriation) as only having value in relation to the revelation of God in the moral law. The cessation of universal violence brought about by this political regime is good, but only insofar as it opens the possibility of reflection on the demand of absolute hospitality. The state is conceived as part of the ‘depth’ of the earth, as it participates in the complex play of natural and artificial powers within which human souls attempt to redeem themselves. The absolute order of the moral law, on the other hand, is conceived as ‘height’, in the sense of its emanating directly from the will of God (Levinas, 2007: 173). The difference between the State of Caesar and the State of David, therefore, consists in the different responsibilities that arise from the care for the Holy Scriptures and care for the ‘law of life’ that is the essence of the political. David, as a dutiful king, recognized the preservation of God’s law as his ultimate responsibility; and so his pursuit of war and administration of the law was tempered by his nocturnal readings of the Talmud. The State of Caesar, on the other hand, is without such restraint. The pantheon of Roman gods are anthropomorphic powers that can be influenced by the bribery of men and the seductions of women; their venality reflects an innately corruptible state in which political position is secured by money or the subtle use of violence. The authority of this state rests not on the law of God, but on idolatry: it is the bewitching of the passions by a love of power that corrupts the soul of the people, and creates a ruling caste that present themselves as demigods. As Levinas puts it:


The State of Caesar separates humanity from its deliverance by developing without hindrance and reaching its plenitude (or hypertrophy – natural, as it were) of the form it received from the Graeco-Roman world, the pagan state, jealous of its sovereignty, the state in search of hegemony, the conquering, imperialist, totalitarian, oppressive state, attached to realist egoism. Incapable of being without self-adoration, it is idolatry itself.

(2007: 178)



In other words, in the State of Caesar, the political schema of negotium have come adrift from the moral order of God; every individual must show himself or herself to be a productive power, a force to be reckoned with, or else be consigned to the living death of the ‘beautiful soul’ in a pitiless world (ibid.: 177).

In a later essay, Useless Suffering, Levinas set out the political consequences of the break of secular life with the height of God’s law. He argues that the wars that arose from the totalitarian period of European history, the genocidal determination of Nazism, and the conflicts that have ensued following the formation of the State of Israel, appear to show that the political schema of the Caesarean state have brought about a history that is without hope of redemption. The victory of the Allies, according to this reading, would be no more than a police action that restored order to the chaos of the European economy. Levinas’s contention, however, is that history is punctuated by events that can only be explained by the originary relationship between the finitude of human beings and the infinite demand of God’s law. And so, for example, the visit of the Egyptian President, Anwar Sadat, to Israel in 1977 attests to a sovereign responsibility that exceeds the hegemonic organization of religion into sectarian beliefs and commitments. By extension, we could also see the inclusion of Germany in the Marshall Plan to regenerate the European economy after the Second World War, and the Committee for Peace and Reconciliation set up in post-apartheid South Africa, as events that qualify as messianic revelations of the moral law. Therefore, the political schema that have precipitated the crisis of modernity are also the condition for an eschatology that belongs to the divine ordination of humanity: they open the possibility of a state of earthly grace, an ‘inter-human order’, which is the redemption of suffering and the revelation of the law beyond the hegemony of the state (Levinas, 2007: 180–181, 2006: 64–65). There is, of course, a ‘Caesarean’ response to this, which would maintain that the perfection of the market, and the forms of negotium to which it has given rise, is what has led to global economic growth and the end of totalitarianism in its classical European forms (Hayek, 1945; Friedman, 1962; Fukuyama, 2000). Clearly, this is not Stiegler’s position. In the end, his engagement with eschatological history is conditioned by the originary technicity thesis: for while it is true that Levinas’s account of the Caesarean state discloses something profoundly disturbing about the power of idolatry to degrade the worldly existence of human beings, so too does it fail to recognize that ‘political schema’ have always been expressions of the technological evolution of human social life and individual consciousness. And so the idolatrous perversion of modern life, which Levinas conceives as coming from a rupture in the relationship between the necessary evil of the state and the absolute demands made by God’s law, is really the outcome of an increasingly complex integration of the aesthetic, informatic and virtual systems which have become the constitutive milieux of human experience (Stiegler, 2009a: 92–96).

So, what would remain of eschatological history ‘after Stiegler’? And what hope would there be for a cosmopolitan order of humanity in which sacrifice, hospitality and love would counterbalance the expansion of technoscientific capitalism? As we saw at the start of this chapter, Stiegler regards the process of globalization as ‘before anything else globalization of the industrial system, “democratic” or otherwise’ (2011b: 10). In order that this process should take place, it is necessary for the system of rational-technological production to generate a regime of social and political motivations, that is, a symbolic order of ‘desirable desiring’ through which each individual acts out his or her role in the totality. However, as the virtual-aesthetic programmes of industrial society have perfected their representational codes, so this process of individuation has been appropriated by the technological systems that form the milieux of human action. In other words the organon of the body is hardwired into a complex that, first, intensifies visual, haptic and aural stimuli; second, ruptures the relationship between sensibility and intellect; and finally, institutes a spontaneous history that pre-empts the critical inheritance of culture that Stiegler refers to as otium. The grammatization of human subjectivity in hyperindustrial society evolves therefore as a matrix of connection between the biological drives and the acts of consumption through which the capitalization of life sustains its dynamism. This process, for Stiegler, is the counterpart of a fatal degradation of political culture; insofar as the noetic provocation between the mind and its ideal objects (law, state, justice, art) has become external to the immediate satisfactions of consumption, human beings, for all practical purposes, have lost their capacity for political engagement with the life of the republic (ibid.: 69–71). From this perspective, the spiritual crisis of modernity defies social and political exemplification; it cannot be encapsulated in the totalitarian idolatry that Levinas identifies as the hypertrophy of the pagan state, and is rather the potential loss of all political life through the technological attrition of desire. Such an existence is almost unendurable, as the pleasures of consumption and the fleeting self-assurance that they provide are no substitute for the autonomous inheritance of political culture. It is this loss of collective engagement that gives rise to pathological behaviours that have become endemic in hyperindustrial society: the high school massacres, serial killings, recreational murders, parricides and filicides which, if we do not recognize their relationship to the pathologies of remorseless competitive consumption, can only be consigned to a radical evil that has always afflicted the soul of humanity (ibid., 2013a: 53–54).

This brings us back to the fate of the nation state. As we have seen, the liquid modernity thesis maintains that the ability of states to regulate the conditions of work, economic exchange and symbolic identity, has been fatally compromised by the migration of capital into a sphere of virtual assets that orbit the geopolitical order. The constitution of this extraterritorial sphere is essentially technological; its existence depends on virtual systems that constantly recalculate the notional values of loans, debts, futures, and speculative investments, so that corporations are able to adjust their economic strategies in the least possible time (Stiegler, 2011c: 104–108; Bauman, 1998: 18–26). This has led to a destabilization of all states, as the global economy is driven by rules of accumulation that, in the final analysis, will always lead corporations to pursue their real-time business in locations that offer the lowest wage costs, taxation and economic tariffs. The neoliberal regime that has shaped the process of globalization has therefore given rise to a very specific kind of realpolitik among Western democracies. Stiegler maintains that the processes of cultural individuation which take place in particular states have been appropriated by virtual, aesthetic, informatic and biotechnological programmes, whose operational codes seek to maximize human performativity and perfect the orbital dissemination of money, information and libidinal energy. In practice, this has meant that the state in hyperindustrial society has been hollowed out: its economic functionality, insofar as this is prescribed by criteria that belong to technoscientific production (ratio), has less and less to do with the ethnic character of work, satisfaction and desire. Thus, in the absence of any substantive connection between the political life of the state (which is now restricted to minor inflections of administrative philosophy) and the constitutive desire of the populace, a politics of simulation begins to emerge in which political parties present themselves as the true guardians of traditional values, the Western way of life and the cause of freedom (Stiegler, 2013a: 47–50). The essence of this politics, according to Stiegler, is a profound stupidity. Insofar as the state is a spiritual form whose authority derives from its recognition as an organic totality (the republic), its representation as an objective-coercive power is the counterpart of a society that has ceased to demand noetic reflection from its citizens. Each of us, in other words, is absorbed into a cycle that moves between the volatility of proletarianized consumption and the remobilization of ‘tradition’ that constitutes the affective power of neoliberal politics (ibid.: 66–68).

The unstable development of this process has been managed, on the one hand, by subtle processes of technological innovation and marketing and, on the other, by channelling cognitive disaffection into a neoconservative politics that has transformed the significance of religious, cultural and ethnic difference. On this basis, one can be a pro-Christian, pro-technological, pro-market neoliberal, and maintain that the benefits to humanity that arise from this conjunction are such that they can appeal to the rational core of any belief system. It is just a question of finding the right approach to those who have yet to be convinced. The problem here, as Stiegler has repeatedly pointed out, is that this way of representing the world is precisely what is implicated in the attrition of spirit, the intensification of consumption and the ‘parasuicidal’ behaviours that have become endemic in Western democracies. Unsurprisingly, therefore, finding the right approach to those developing economies that form the hinterland of Western expansion has usually meant spinning coercive trade agreements, usurous loans and the destruction of indigenous culture and religion, as the means to a fairer and more equal world. If we follow Stiegler’s line of argument, the actual conditions that have produced the clash of East and West, Christianity and Islam, are global-techno-economic: they are the outcome of a particular relationship between capitalism and technological innovation that has taken shape in the West, and which has encountered a volatile alterity that it can neither absorb nor destroy (2011a: 137–141). This alterity is the obverse of Western technoscientific hegemony; it is the reassertion of God as a literal presence in the body of the state, the letter of the law, and the text of the Holy Book. As such it is a form of what Derrida called auto-indemnification; an absolute origin that returns to bind the community of the faithful and to orchestrate revenge on those who threaten the integrity of the Word (2002: 82). Thus, if we are to reimagine the nation state as a noetic space, we must examine carefully what is at stake in the conflict between Western technoscientific hegemony and the symbolic forms of memory and sacrifice that are at the core of religious fundamentalism.

The return of religion

Let me begin by returning to a quotation from Stiegler’s essay ‘How I Became a Philosopher’, in which he defines the idea of spirit that runs through his work:


I cannot say that today I am a materialist in the [Marxist] sense, but I must say that I remain a materialist, in the sense of a materialism that does not deny the spirit, but which poses that the spirit, while not reducible to matter, is always conditioned by it. “Not reducible to matter” signifies that there is a process, produced in matter but irreducible to physical laws, or even biological ones: there is a play of mnemonic layers that are at the same time biological, psychic and hypomnesic, and which require formalizations for which the resources of the natural sciences remain irreducibly insufficient.

(2009b: 32)



So, what is this ‘process produced in matter’ that, for Stiegler, is irreducible to physical or biological laws? We know that the originary technicity thesis maintains that the relationship between self-consciousness and the world it inhabits is originally mediated by the tool: ‘matter’ is always encountered through the deployment of instruments that have ‘organized’ its primordial character. The origin of self-consciousness, therefore, is simultaneous with an event of technological abstraction that Stiegler calls the ‘default of essence’; technological Dasein exists at a distance from itself and from the world it inhabits. This being-without-essence is the origin of epiphylogenetic memory; it is the condition of an acting out, or mimesis, that begins to accumulate in cultural forms whose modes of inscription are the grammatological milieux of both memory and inheritance. These forms of inscription are ‘programmatic’ in the sense that they belong to the technological tendency of human society. And yet their re-spacing and retiming of the ensemble of social relations is an effect that takes place through a process of inheritance that cannot be reduced either to the biological evolution of human beings, or to the functionality of social groups. This then is the process of acting out which defies reduction to physical or biological laws: it is a reciprocal solicitation between intellect, sensibility and technological integration that is always uncertain in its effects. Stiegler calls this process ‘spirit’; it is the protensive form of inheritance that haunts the technological milieux of society, and which gives each of us the chance of differentiating our existence into something like a soul (2011b: 101–103, 2013c).

This opens up the question of religion, or rather, the question of religiosity. As we saw in the previous section, the absence of a reflexive relationship between the state and its citizens has degraded the public sphere to the point where it is incapable of mediating the drive-based consumerism of the economy. An important part of this process is the loss of religiosity that has occurred in Western industrial society. In the second volume of Disbelief and Discredit, Stiegler argues that the essence of Judeo-Christian monotheism is not the hope of a literal immortality of the soul, but rather the ecstatic experience that comes through following the exemplary life of Christ, or the Books of Moses in the Torah, and bringing their teachings to bear on the violence of the secular world (2013b: 110–112). This, for Stiegler, is the essence of religiosity as a formative element within the state, that is, the power of the scriptures to guide the soul, as he conceives it, towards a way of life that is orientated towards love and the ideality of collective existence. However, and this is a point Derrida has made with great subtlety in his essay ‘Faith and Knowledge’, the essence of religion (religio) is made up of two indivisible elements: the ‘binding’ of the soul to the ‘one true God’ that is denoted by the word religare, and the ‘gathering’ of the faithful through the teaching of the scriptures implied in the term religere (2002: 71). Obviously, it is the latter that Stiegler conceives as an essential part of the life of the state: religere, as the scriptural expression of the law, is essentially noetic; and so its relationship to the eternal is expressed in modes of acting out which aim at re-engaging the faithful with the ethics of practical religiosity. However, and this is something that is taken up in the third volume of Disbelief and Discredit, the form of religiosity in Western society has evolved organologically through the transformation in economic life that led to the demise of the feudal system. Max Weber’s Protestant Ethic narrates the shift from the Catholic demand for ‘poverty, chastity and obedience’ to the Protestant doctrine of personal responsibility before God, as a retiming of the moral life of the soul: the relationship between salvation and earthly activity becomes such that the accumulation of wealth is conceived as a sign of divine election, and assiduous work becomes the means by which the bourgeoisie sustain their moral orientation in the world. This progressive mediation of the secular modalities of capital accumulation (trade, manufacture, banking) and the religious individualism of the Protestant sects that established themselves in Western Europe is, for Stiegler, crucial to the development of the technoscientific regime that has come to dominate the social and economic relations of capitalist society (2014a: 6–9).

This process, from its inception, is one of disenchantment. The community of the Medieval Church may have arisen from the Unhappy Consciousness of feudal serfdom, but at least the holy calendar that marked the passage of earthly time, and the divine ordination of the nobility, gave a sense of moral orientation in the world. And yet, as Hegel made clear, the economy of work and desire that is sustained under feudal absolutism is a profound degradation of spirit: everything that is done by the peasantry is done for the benefit of the Lord, and the remains of life that continue after the extraction of the tribute are given over to the worship of God (1967a: 229–240). In Hegel’s Phenomenology of Mind, it is this constant degradation of worldly activity that is the underlying condition of the French Revolution. The resistance of the feudal aristocracy to bourgeois demands to give up their exclusive rights to landed estates, clerical and political offices, and noble professions, is what gave rise to the revolutionary fervour that overturned the ancien régime. From a Stieglerian perspective, what is interesting about Hegel’s analysis of the Terror that followed the revolution is his account of the economy of desire that took possession of the state. Hegel argued that the French Enlightenment had a distinctively anti-clerical orientation, and the philosophes developed a radical materialism that, first, gave impetus to the utilitarian ambitions of the bourgeoisie, and second, set out to destroy the practical religiosity that had been sustained by the Church. The result, as Hegel famously put it, was a regime that lacked any practical sense of the spiritual differentiation of human existence and, as such, turned into a machine that could dispose of human life like ‘cutting the head off a cabbage’ (ibid.: 160–167). Following the violence of the Terror, a new civil religiosity emerged which drew together the ethic of personal responsibility to God that came from Protestantism and the principles of rational autonomy that came from German idealist philosophy. From Hegel’s point of view, this recuperation of civil society was the result of a process of disenchantment that stands as an example of radical evil: the pure self-mutilation of humanity that resulted from the loss of ethical life as the expression of spirit. From Stiegler’s point of view, however, this movement towards the rational orientation of public life marks the emergence of an economy that is essentially technoscientific: the radical disenchantment exemplified by the Terror gave rise to the bourgeois soul, whose conscientiousness is governed by the temporality of the machine and its impending transformation of the whole of social and economic life (2014a: 26–30).

There is a close relationship between Stiegler’s genealogy of machinic desire, and Foucault’s account of the emergence of the carceral techniques through which industrial modernity came into being. Foucault’s work on the social analytics of madness, sexuality, health and penality presents a ‘becoming technological’ of the institutional and architectural dispostifs through which the state sought to rationalize the work and desire of its citizens (1979: 231–256). The constitution of ‘psycho’ and ‘bio’ power as reference points of a state authority that emerged during the revolutionary period in European history is, in essence, a prefiguration of the control society that Foucault conceived as the contemporary phase of social disciplinarity. The stakes of this development are clearly signposted in Foucault’s genealogies: they are the formalization of the relationship between the discursive resources of philosophy, the practical reformation of the human soul, and its engagement with the social, economic and political institutions of the modern state. Western modernity, in other words, has evolved through processes of secularization, capitalization and grammatization that began during Classical antiquity, and are the template for the technoscientific episteme that has revolutionized social reproduction (Foucault, 1991: 51–75). So, we can see that, for Stiegler, the reconstitution of the state that followed the French Revolution marked the emergence of a peculiarly Western trajectory in the history of spirit. The development of a bourgeois-capitalist economy at the end of the eighteenth century, as Weber pointed out, was dependent on a transformation of human culture in which secular activity became sanctified as a sign of divine election. This mediation of the sacred and the profane, however, is a contingent stabilization of the logic of the commodity form: its engagement of the soul in the process of capitalization is premised on a certain stage in the development of machine technology, whose temporality sustains the liberal vision of formal-legal democracy. Thus, the bourgeois construction of the individual as a calculative being whose experience can be expressed in the formulae of economic utility, marks the beginning of a process of desacralization whose technological parameters will far exceed the Foucauldian logic of sovereignty and control (2011b: 40–43).

The neoliberal interpretation of individual rights is, in essence, an extension of the idea of the individual’s absolute sovereignty over his or her self-regarding actions, which is the central tenet of classical liberalism. So, for example, Robert Nozick argues in Anarchy, State and Utopia, that Locke’s careful balancing of natural rights with the divine inscription of human nature ends up placing an unnecessarily high expectation of governance on the state. The Lockean individual, in other words, retains a theological apprehension of selfhood that places certain moral limits on personal autonomy and the free expansion of the market (Nozick, 1974: 57). Nozick’s position, however, is that the ‘moral space’ that Locke places around the individual is almost entirely dispensable: its presence in the legal-contractual structure of civil society is a limitation to what he calls ‘experimental living’, which consists of risking everything, including life itself, in the pursuit of innovative work that will revitalize the economic life of society (ibid.: 331–333). This shift is conceptualized by Stiegler as the transition from societies of belief to societies of calculative trust: a trust that is devoid of feelings of religiosity, and which is complicit with life strategies that see others only as a means to the achievement of egoistic ends (2011b: 15–19). It is this surrender of belief in the organological existence of the soul that has produced the toxic conjunction of transhumanism, neoliberalism and political cynicism that has taken hold in hyperindustrial society. As we saw in chapter 4, Stiegler’s account of the relationship between technology and capitalization presents a mutual solicitation between the two that is, at least in theory, infinitely perfectible. The more sophisticated artificial intelligence, cybernetic and biotechnological programmes become, the more effectively the somatic and psychical powers of human beings are integrated into the connectivity of the arche-programme. The transhumanist take on this convergence is that it will eventually give rise to new forms of exchange in which organic life, as an atavistic form, is fully integrated into the evolution of technological society. For Stiegler, the predictions of futurologists such as Kurzweil are the extreme point of a transhumanist tendency that has established itself as the worldview of the hyperindustrial epoch. The neoliberal determination to regard the psychical and somatic powers of human beings as quantifiable elements, in a market that seeks to maximize growth by all possible means, has mutated into a ideology in which the soul becomes unbearably attached to the technological means of its own suffering (Stiegler, 2013b: 22–24).

It is this functional attachment of the soul to the media-technoscientific systems of the arche-programme that has driven both the outward expansion of hyperindustrial capitalism, and the violent clash between Islam and Christianity that this has produced. One of the central themes of Stiegler’s What Makes Life Worth Living is the idea that the Western soul is bewitched by the process of its own liquidation: we are increasingly unable to imagine a life that does not proceed from one evanescent hit of pleasure to the next, or an economy that would recognize works of cultural, religious or aesthetic creativity as essential to the continued existence of humanity. He argues that:


In the form of technical life proper to noetic souls, pathos – or what is referred to as philia, eros, agape or fraternity, names referring to the patho-logical condition of social life – passes in an original and essential way through the pharmakon that is intrinsically pathogenic: anthropogenesis must be understood as pathogenesis to the strict extent that it is technogenesis.

(2013b: 27–28; emphasis in the original)



The ‘adaptive’ element that is part of the orthographic schema that constitute the symbolic-affective life of human beings, has always carried the threat of a media-technological appropriation of culture. According to Stiegler, the globalization of this mode of existence has caused the return of religion as religare, the binding of the faithful to the traditions of the ‘one true faith’. East and West confront one another as different economies of life: one symbolic-religious; the other secular-prosthetic. This relationship always carries the potential for violence. For the constant mutation of libidinal energy into the drive-based expressions of sex that are the basis of addictive consumption, is presented as the absolute other of the traditional forms of symbolic-sacrificial life to which fundamentalist groups claim exclusive rights of interpretation. The turn to fundamentalism, in the sense of a radical rejection of modernity that is premised on privileged access to a mythological past, is not something that is confined to Islamic theocracies and terrorist groups. As Hardt and Negri pointed out in Empire, this ‘postmodern’ reinvention of the past as a golden age of belief and obedience to God is something that also happens in Western hyperindustrial society. Christian fundamentalist groups in the USA, radically opposed to the threats posed by technoscience and permissive neoliberalism, continue to fight for a return to the puritan values of the Founding Fathers. What binds Christian and Islamic fundamentalisms together, therefore, is their pathogenesis: each offers a pastiche of a mythic past that can only be regained through violent opposition to all that has emerged through the technoscientific development of human society (Hardt and Negri, 2000: 148–150; Stiegler, 2013a: 107–110).

In the end, however, the fundamentalisms that have taken shape in Islamic theocracies and terrorist groups have emerged as the ideological form in which the questions of religious devotion, hospitality, love and law creating violence have been reopened for Western democracies. As we have seen, the process of globalization is marked by the West’s exportation of a virulent form of individualism, in which the spiritual-religious significance of the body has been stripped away, and the evolution of prosthetic life is driven by the dynamics of capitalization. From the perspective of the radical version of Islam specified above, this process appears as nothing other than the disintegration of the symbolic order of existence: the fundamental truths of religious identity are threatened by a system of reproduction that no longer respects the integrity of man and the created world. Samuel Huntington’s account of the clash of Oriental and Occidental civilizations fails to recognize that the theological differences between Christianity, Judaism and Islam are not the fixed points of immutable traditions (Huntingdon, 2002). Rather, they are restaged through the technological programmes that create the ideological milieux of globalization. The representations of identity and difference, secularism and theocracy, pornography and seduction, freedom and servitude through which the clash of East and West takes place, are constantly redistributed through media-technological systems that both exacerbate and transform the antagonism that has formed within the global totality of prosthetic life. Considered in this way, the question of the political economy of globalization is radically altered. For while it is beyond doubt that the beheadings carried out by the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIS) are an affront to human civilization, and those who perpetrate them constantly put themselves beyond the reach of the secular redemption that Stiegler identifies as the essence of spirit, it is also the case that such acts are related to the ramping up of the politics of stupidity that is inseparable from the War on Terror. The clash between neoliberal secularism and fundamentalist religiosity to which this has given rise, marks the emergence of an exchange whose intensity threatens to destabilize the economy of proletarianized production-consumption that has become the paradigm of Western industrial civilization. Insofar as it is the ‘we’ of Western modernity that is at stake in the clash of civilizations (that is, the attempt to hold together the ethical, symbolic and instrumental elements of social life), the return of religion to the dynamics of global exchange is what gives rise to a transvaluation of the modes of work, satisfaction and desire that have developed within the pharmakon on technoscientific society (Stiegler, 2013b: 34–36). And so in the final section, I will examine the nature of this transvaluation as it is understood in Stiegler’s political economy of spirit.

Cosmopolitan ecology (of spirit)

The ethico-political horizon of Stiegler’s philosophy is what he conceives as a ‘planetary ecology of spirit’ (2013b: 82–98). This, we can deduce from his writing on culture and the economy of contribution, is a kind of regulative idea that inhabits the connectivity of the technoscientific paradigm as a trace, or spectre (ibid., 2010c). The preceding sections have shown how this spectrality has been affected by the evolution of the technological networks of global capitalism. In particular, we have looked at (1) the degradation of the sovereign state that has taken place within the deterritorializing flows of global capital; (2) the role of Hollywood and the American cinematic imaginary in globalizing the neoliberal vision of happiness, productivity and consumption; and (3) the clash of secular excess, religious fundamentalism and neoconservatism that has become the de facto state of international relations. Each of these sections has set out the evolving power of virtual, informatic and digital systems to rupture the symbolic order of the nation, and to pre-empt the chance of religious, aesthetic and political reflection it sustains. It is this process of global-technological expansion that, for Stiegler, has crystallized into the War on Terror and the Clash of Civilizations: each functions to ontologize the difference between East and West, and thus to conceal the technological genesis of the antagonism between ‘symbolic’ and ‘consumerist’ societies. So far I have tried to show how the global expansion of neoliberalism, in its most aggressively transhumanist forms, has produced a clash of cultures whose violence is the progenitor of what Stiegler conceives as a planetary crisis of spirit. Insofar as neither the turn to fundamentalist orthodoxy, nor the surrender to drive-based consumerism, can achieve anything other than profound psychological suffering, the networks of global-technological exchange constitute the terrain of pharmacological experience that exceeds the logic pure cultural antagonism. So, in this final section, I will attempt to show how the dynamics of reflexive inheritance are sustained across the global programmes that have come to control the processes of cognitive and aesthetic individuation.

In Uncontrollable Societies of Disaffected Individuals, the second volume of Disbelief and Discredit, Stiegler presents this interrelationship of spirit, memory and technological innovation through what he calls the ‘Antigone complex’. Remarking on the forced integration of the geophysical system of the Earth with the industrial, technical and cultural networks of the arche-programme, he argues that we are already encountering the limits of this relationship in the effects of hyperexploitation, disorientation and environmental destruction that have resulted from the unlimited development of technoscience:


Now, reaching such limits, combined with the voraciousness of global financial capitalism – which tries to constitute a hyper-powerful oligarchy, producing a reign of terror in order to maintain this hyper-powerful industrial system that is nevertheless becoming obsolete because it is incompatible with rational existence, that is, an existence that would be desirable in that it produces motives for living – results in unprecedented geopolitical distortions, that is, literally intolerable injustices, in the eyes of anyone endowed with what is generally called moral sense, but which I prefer to call shame, the ‘shame of being human’.

(2013a: 48–49; emphasis in the original)



In other words the salvation of the world during the Anthropocene period depends on the re-engagement of human beings with the symbolic order of human existence (state, religion, art and the law). Today, however, the dominant form of social attachment is proletarianized desire; labile object attachments stand in for the established orthographic forms of social engagement, which has led to a state of moral stupidity, libidinal exhaustion and endemic unhappiness among the citizens of hyperindustrial society. This regime of proletarianized desire has arisen from the demands of technoscientific production, and it is the counterpart of a system whose encoding of the real is oriented towards the complete integration of the ‘outside’ into the networks of the arche-programme (Stiegler, 2011a: 103–130). Therefore, the East-West encounter is acted out through simulacra of the symbolic attachments of religious life and the freedoms of neoliberal economy, and as such produces an escalatory logic in which each becomes the radical obverse of the other. It is this mutual solicitation of ‘spirit’, in the sense of a conflictual re-enactment of particular traditions of cultural identity, which is the core of Stiegler’s idea of the Antigone complex.

Antigone stands as ‘a figure of transgression as well as a figure of fidelity to the most ancient … divinity of laws older than those of humanity’ (Stiegler, 2013a: 47–46). Sophocles’ play presents Antigone as resisting the authoritarianism of the law, what we might, following Derrida, call the stupidity (bêtise) of its sovereign enunciation (Derrida, 2011: 149). Antigone’s determination that her brother, Polynices, should receive the proper funerary rites, and her defiance of Creon’s edict that his corpse should be left unburied on the battlefield, leads to a situation in which the sovereign’s arbitrary enunciation of the law is exposed for its own stupidity. Creon transgresses the divine origin of the law, and his perversity exposes him to the hatred of his son Haemon after Antigone is entombed alive as punishment for her defiance. Antigone is freed but then chooses to take her own life alongside Haemon, thus becoming a ‘figure of interpretation’: she links the violence of the law to its original formulation as the symbolic authority that mediates the violence of our fallen existence. As we have seen in the preceding sections, the economy of effects through which sovereignty has been understood until now has not been rendered obsolete by the developments that have produced the global-technological economy. Rather, these developments have given rise to a transformation of this economy that can be traced in the dynamics of the War on Terror. The figuration of power relations between East and West is the simultaneity of four related effects. First, it is a war made by hyperindustrial democracies on sacred-religious attachments that the regime of technoscientific production has systematically degraded. Second, it is a provocation of religious retrenchment in theocratic states, and of suicidal martyrdom among fundamentalist groups. Third, the War on Terror is a transformation of the traditional dynamics of conflict, as the evolution of drone technologies has reversed the polarity of von Clausewitz’s dictum that ‘politics is the continuation of war by other means’ (1984). It is now the case that ‘war’, as remote retaliation for terrorist attacks, is becoming a default position that constantly forestalls the possibility of negotiation or exchange. Fourth, the conjunction of these factors produces a cycle of hyper-conservatism: in Western democracies the War on Terror is a substitution for the constitutive values of ethical and religious life, while the violence of Western intervention is that which provokes the hardening of Islamic theocracy and the proliferation of fundamentalist groups. So, to return to Antigone, the War on Terror has produced a situation in which the inclusive spirit of religion and the law seem to have been irretrievably alienated: each side of the schism appears to the other as an evil that is sui generis. And yet, for Stiegler, it is the violence that comes from this antagonism that opens the possibility of cross-border attestations of community and sacrifice (2013a: 49–50).

The localized works of spirit that are provoked by the expansion of the global economy are implicitly cosmopolitan; they offer the chance of a poetic exchange-translation that is a gesture of unreserved fidelity to the origin of the law. Such works, for Stiegler, constitute the possibility of Dasein’s re-engagement with its religious, aesthetic and ethical sensibilities and, as such, the chance of political movements whose orientation is towards cosmopolitan works of memory and inheritance (2013b: 54–56). From this perspective, the criteria by which we ought to judge emergent political movements are the works of noesis they demand from their adherents. As we have seen, Stiegler shares Derrida’s idea of religion as the simultaneous binding of the faithful to the sacred authority of the Church (religare), and to ethical principles that are concerned with rightful conduct towards all human beings (religiere). And so the reformist movements that call to account those who commit violence in the name of ‘true’ Christianity, or Judaism, or Islam, are political in the sense of their seeking to maintain the scriptural significance of holy writ. Clearly, this gives rise to its own spiritual problematic; that is, overcoming the powerful appeal of religion as an unquestioned orthodoxy in the time of global disorientation, and the labour of engagement with the most extreme fundamentalist factions. Such a responsibility cannot be avoided, no matter how difficult or abhorrent. For to set aside the possibility of negotiation in favour of perpetual military intervention, means that the War on Terror will remain a process of automated technological retaliation whose stakes are always strategic rather than cosmopolitical (ibid., 2011b: 50–53).

This ‘return of religion’ is essential to understanding the chance of cosmopolitical politics that is configured in Stiegler’s work. For without the quasi-religious transformation of planetary life that has emerged from persistent global conflict, the possibility of a substantive reorientation of international law towards the goals of equality, conservation and human rights would be no more than an abstract possibility. Thus, in the case of environmental politics, the chance of binding international agreements depends on the formation of political movements within the ethnic traditions of nation states, whose orientation is towards, first, the articulation of the universality of human desire, and second, the relationship of that desire to the constitutive power of nature as physis. The original meaning of this term is significant in the sense that, for Stiegler, it refers to the principle of organic growth that in Classical Greek philosophy constitutes the essence of all natural entities (1998: 185–187). Thus, the politics of nature that forms within the spiritual-religious conflicts that traverse the planet is, originally, bound up with the destructive effects of the capitalization of life. Without this articulation of the idea of nature as unity, harmony and fragility, the politics of ecology lack an ethico-aesthetic core, and is fated to repeat the cycle of opt-outs, trade-offs and non-binding agreements that have characterized its history. The cosmopolitical economy of spirit that is envisaged by Stiegler moves within the figurations of epiphylogenetic memory that are provoked, and re-provoked, by the effects of hyper-consumption and proletarianization. And so it is true to say that the political gesture of his work depends on a certain negative theological faith in the capacity of the logos to retain its transformative ambiguity in all the forms it is capable of taking: the religious, the aesthetic, the political and the economic. It also requires us to have a faith that the rate at which techno-capitalization is propelling the human species towards destruction, will be slower than that at which the politics of spirit can head off the impending catastrophes of libidinal exhaustion and hyper-exploitation. This, as we have seen, is the Epimethean fate of humanity; the fact that we cannot avoid the catastrophic consequences of technoscientific innovation, and that this is the origin of the hope for political cooperation among the nation states (ibid.: 198–200).

So, where does this version of cosmopolitanism locate Stiegler’s work politically? Or, more precisely, how are we to conceive his relationship to Marx’s political economy, whose account of overcapitalization he claims to inherit? From what I have said in the preceding section, it should be clear that Stiegler’s account of originary technicity commits him to a position in which the different modalities of spirit (religion, art, politics and philosophy) have a level of orthographic-grammatological reality that constitute the proper milieux of Dasein’s expressive life. The problematic that Stiegler inherits from Marx’s critique of political economy therefore arises from the power of bourgeois culture to fetishize the pursuit of commodities, or, more specifically, the technological intensification of the sphere of representation through which individuals participate in the work and collective desire of capitalist societies. For Marx, of course, the problem of fetishization is historically contingent as the bourgeois figurations of religion, aesthetics, morality and law arise directly from the process of commodification. Stiegler’s position, however, is that these modalities of spirit belong to the ‘thrownness’ of technological Dasein, that is, to the developing co-implication of capitalization and the virtual-aesthetic systems through which memory and self-identity are constituted. So, the task of specifying the relationship between Stiegler’s concept of spirit, and the phenomenology of misrepresentation that underlies Marx’s critique of bourgeois ideology (Marx, 1977a: 39–95), requires us to consider the totality of the effects Stiegler attributes to the general organology of capital. Here we must include the following: (1) the constitutive absence of being that afflicts technological Dasein; (2) the originary wounding of the ‘who’ (of self-consciousness) in the prosthetic organization of life; (3) the volatility of the relationship between memory, representation and truth to which Dasein is fated; (4) the originary involvement of the commodity form with the trajectories of hyperindustrialization; (5) the rupturing of the symbolic relations of orthographic culture and the becoming technological of epiphylogenetic memory; (6) the revitalization of politics through the transitional object of technology (that is, the preservation of the agonism between the ethnic ‘who’ and the ‘what’ of the global arche-programme); (7) the return of Classical ideals of balance, restraint and social contribution through the chronic anomie of hyperindustrial capital; and (8) the emergence of an implicitly cosmopolitan space in which nation states can become foci of a planetary ecology of sacrifice and responsibility.

What differentiates Stiegler’s critique of political economy from Marx’s, therefore, is his contention that capitalization is a technological effect that precedes the fetishized relations of bourgeois society, and that, as such, its social, cultural and political modalities constitute a messianic inheritance that is held within the techno-prosthetic economy of life. In other words the forms of epiphylogenetic memory are the universality of the human species; they make up a spiritual inheritance that constantly solicits the labour of becoming (otium) within the systems of the arche-programme. Thus, from a Stieglerian perspective, the limit Marx set on the evolution of capitalism reflects the inertial relationship between heavy industrial technologies and the integration of production and consumption. In other words overproduction and underconsumption should not be regarded as a fatal tendency that threatens the global turnover of surplus value altogether. Rather, their dialectical relationship should be understood as causing a mutation in the technological infrastructures of capital: heavy industry begins to cede place to a model that integrates the mass coordination of desire with the objective economic necessities of constantly expanded production and consumption. Stiegler’s ‘new critique’ of political economy therefore works within this global economy; it is an attempt to solicit acts of political noesis within the very technological networks that have virtualized the being of nature and the symbolic order of social life. And so, as an inheritor of Marxism, Stiegler attempts to trace the chance of a cosmopolitan ecology of creative self-expression, or spirit, through the systems of expanded productivity that threaten the end of the world (2013c: 113–117).

Ultimately, the cosmopolitical demand that emerges from Stiegler’s philosophy is the point at which its elements (the concept of originary technicity, the return to the symbolic economy of social life, the reformation of Aristotle’s concept of noesis, and the rereading of Freud’s social psychology) are gathered into something approaching a political agenda. The task of specifying this agenda is difficult, as the essence of Stiegler’s critique makes it clear that the trajectories of technological capitalism are multiply determined and inter-connected. However, it is obvious that the political objectives of his philosophy are concerned with the revitalization of certain noetic modalities of social existence that are being appropriated by systems of cognitive and affective integration. And so his demand for a ‘massive investment in culture’ in Western industrial democracies, and the free provision of computer technologies to all citizens, is not simply the return of the liberal-bourgeois longing for the improvement of the labouring (and non-labouring) classes (Stiegler, 2012b). Rather, his concern is for what he conceives as the soul of organological humanity, that is, the defining power of human beings to recreate their environment as a place of affective engagement and creative self-expression. Without this possibility, which is always at stake in the technological evolution of human society, the life of human beings becomes intolerable: for once the means of self-expression have evolved into instruments of the drive-based economy of consumption, the possibility of engagement with others as objects of poiesis or philosophy shrinks away to almost nothing (ibid., 2014a: 42–55).

The historical unfolding of this process is, of course, extremely uneven: the rate at which innovations in the networks of memory, exchange and virtual-aesthetic encoding occur in different economies, is the determining factor in the evolution of mondialization as a neo-colonialist strategy (Stiegler, 2011b: 10–11). Therefore, the dramaturgy of the Clash of Civilizations is crucially important to Stiegler’s planetary pharmacology, as it is in the violence of the antagonism between ultra-orthodox religion, and the hyper-egoism of consumerist societies that the politics of spirit is played out in the sphere of international relations. The two elements of the relation precipitate a spectacle of violence and counter-violence whose aesthetics is the sign of a catastrophic degradation of human existence. And yet there is something in this spectacle that reveals the persistence of spirit. Insofar as both polarities stand as unendurable modes of life, their antagonism provokes a new commitment to human existence as noesis or, more precisely, the preservation of an inheritance that might resist the reduction of everything to technoscientific principles of exchange. If we take Stiegler’s originary technicity thesis seriously, this possibility does not arise out of a simple restatement of Marx’s theory of estranged labour. The universality of experience that is configured in the human-technological relationship is one of perpetual disorientation: the entire species, by its participation in the virtual-geopolitical networks of capital, is subject to physical, psychological and social effects whose distribution exceeds the totalizing potential of Marx’s idea of alienation. In Stiegler’s work, the degradation to which post-colonial economies have been subjected by the hyperindustrialization of the West constitutes something like an ethico-political absolute. However, and this is perhaps the crux of his attempt to reformulate a socialist agenda, the technological attrition of Western culture and the experience of unhappiness that has accompanied it, is part of a logic of proletarianization that has come to determine every aspect of human existence. This, then, is the chance of a planetary ecology of spirit, in the sense of a poiesis that moves between the absolute and relative forms of loss that are produced by the technoscientific capitalization of life (Stiegler, 2011a: 125–130; Jameson, 1995: 376–418).
There is a sense in which Marxism has already encountered the problem of libidinal economy, for the histories of the USSR and the People’s Republic of China present a graphic account of the difficulties that a strict interpretation of dialectical materialism has with the re-engagement of everyday life with the spirit of the Revolution.1 From Stiegler’s perspective, this difficulty arises from the fact that both the USSR and the People’s Republic took the revolution to be the definitive solution to the catastrophic tendency of technological innovation: once the machines were placed under the control of the Worker’s State, they would increase productivity to the point where social leisure time would perfect the practical and intellectual abilities of the human species. According to Stiegler’s originary technicity thesis, however, such an arrangement of the social, economic and cultural life of human beings is caught in an infinitely complex restaging of the event of the revolution; insofar as the figurations of proletarian justice spring from the antagonisms of industrialization and the symbolic order of work and desire, the political culture of Marxism will always seek to re-energize the aesthetics of suffering that produced the original moment of revolutionary violence. As such, Marxism has tended to enact a political trajectory in which the history of capitalized desire concludes with the democratic organization of the (heavy industrial) means of production (Stiegler, 2015a: 123–130). Stiegler, however, maintains that the entire order of work, satisfaction and desire is at stake in the technological trajectory of human civilization: as a process, capitalization is not limited to the regime of commodity production whose dynamics Marx described, and so a critical inheritance of his work demands that we consider the libidinal economy that has been formed through the global excesses of speculative investment and consumer-led growth (ibid., 2011c: 77–78).

The most pressing question that emerges here concerns the possibility of the cross-border exchanges that, for Stiegler, are the essence of a cosmopolitan politics of spirit. And this in turn raises familiar issues concerning the relationships between capitalism, sovereignty and technology that have taken shape in the postcolonial world. Postcolonial theorists have been rightly suspicious of the logics of secession that have driven the emergence of the global neoliberal economy; states that have been formed through the decolonization process have tended to intensify the regime of economic performativity that has developed since the imperialist phase of capitalism. Indeed, the claim is made that the utilitarian-materialist rationality that emerged from the Enlightenment is a self-authorizing discourse that has functioned consistently to reduce ethnic diversity to monological principles of sovereignty, economy, knowledge and desire (Said, 1995: 1–15; Spivak in Nelson and Grossberg, 1988: 280–291). Part of this process of self-authorization is the idea that the West is an inherently technological civilization, and that its deployment of reason as technoscientific method is what led to the phase-shift in human civilization that occurred with the Industrial Revolution. It is, of course, legitimate to contend that Stiegler’s account of the ‘technological tendency’ of human civilization is just one more version of this Eurocentric history. Insofar as his idea of cosmopolitanism arises out of a crisis in Western culture and economics, it should arouse suspicion among those in the ‘developing world’ who are worst affected by that crisis. The relationship that has developed between decolonized nations and the institutions through which global capitalism is administered, therefore, marks the crucial point in the evolution of the global-technological pharmakon. For unless it is possible to meet the objection that the history of spirit and epiphylogenetic memory that Stiegler puts into play, is simply the repetition of an old Eurocentric logic, it would seem that his philosophy is unable to form the basis of a radical cosmopolitan agenda.

My response to this line of argument, which is in the spirit of Stiegler’s philosophy of technology, is not an attempt at refutation of the postcolonial position. Rather, it is an attempt to show how his ideas of spirit, economy of contribution and internation might be developed in the direction of a radical cosmopolitan justice. In the first volume of Technics and Time Stiegler remarks that:


There is no “genus of peoples” at the origin of the phenomenon [of technological evolution]: there are facts that, inserting themselves into ethnic milieus, take on their concrete aspects as technological objects; but their emergence always results in a more profound determinism, beyond ethnic characteristics, which alone can account for clear cut cases of universal technological tendencies.

(1998: 48–49)



The claim that Stiegler is making is that the originary technicity thesis applies to the entire human species: there is no culture that is strictly symbolic in the sense of having no formative relationship to the technological milieux of subsistence. Thus, the evolutionary dynamics of human history, that is, the unfolding of the movement towards the domination of biotechnological capitalism is the determining cause of the economic and cultural imperialisms that were the precursors of mondialization. If this is the case, then, the Stieglerian argument goes, the loss of the symbolic forms of sociality that has become acute in Western industrial democracies, and which has resulted in the devastation of the cultural and material life of the ‘developing world’, should be seen as a planetary crisis which has been suffered by the human species as a whole. This clearly requires belief in a certain level of technological determinism, which could be interpreted as the erasure of moral responsibility from the imperialist and colonialist strategies pursued by Western powers in the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries. However, it could also be interpreted as the basis of an emerging economy of contribution whose reference point is the universal well-being of the human species, and whose demands should be conceived as extending across time in a way that is denied by conventional approaches to historical reparations. Thus, the political conjunction of nature, technology and ethnic culture that has been formed through climate change negotiations since the early 1990s, would be radicalized by the adoption of a temporal framework that acknowledges (1) the historical contingency of the techno-industrial domination achieved by Western powers during the Anthropocene period; (2) the civilization risks that are entailed in the continued expansion of the hyperindustrial mode of production; (3) the time frame of such risks is dictated by the degree of engagement of Western industrial democracies with the biological existence of those worst affected by climate change; (4) that this entails a radical modification of the techno-utopianism that has informed debates about climate change; and (5) that such a transformation demands massive investment in the social and technological infrastructures of those nations that are most at risk, as well as a transformation of Western strategies of globalization.

So, the defining questions that are raised by Stiegler’s ecology of spirit concern the provisional nature of such a procedural framework, and the possibility of a cosmopolitan body that would recognize the damages represented by ethnic pressure groups, such as the Wretched of the Earth bloc,2 without reducing them to the logic of side-constraints that has come to dominate international institutions. This possibility, according to Stiegler, can only be realized through the dissemination of philosophical, aesthetic, ethical and religious modes of expression across the networks of the global pharmakon, and through the preservation of universities as foci of democratic, interdisciplinary exchanges across the world (2010c). And so I will conclude by looking at his remarks about ‘academic internation’ in his most recent works on the cosmopolitan ecology of spirit.

Notes

1    Jean-Francois Lyotard has made this point in his account of the ‘Desire Named Marx’ in Libidinal Economy. In the end, the infinite flexibility of capital’s relationship to human life means that Marxist states have tended to become ‘strategic organisms of power’ that seek to arrest every transformative modulation of desire, sensibility and representation (1993: 96).

2    The Wretched of the Earth bloc maintain that the major non-governmental organizations (Friends of the Earth, the World in Action (Avaaz), etc.), who seek to limit global climate change to between 1.5 and 2.0 degrees Celsius, fail to recognize that to set levels this high is to sanction ‘climate genocide’ among the black and brown communities worst affected by global warming. The only way to respond to the current round of climate agreements, therefore, is to organize political action against the logic of consumption, production and ownership that has driven the up the acceptable level of death that can be tolerated in at the margins of human civilization (see http://earthfirstjournal.org/newswire/2015/12/02/wretched-of-the-earth-bloc-at-uk-march-darkening-the-white-heart-of-the-climate-movement/).





Conclusion

The internation and the university



As I said at the end of the last chapter, the question of the autonomy of the university, and of the professional freedom of academics, as it is posed by Stiegler, concerns the relationship of the academy to the pharmacological conditions of exchange that constitute its ‘outside’. How, in other words, can the university, as an autonomous place of reflection, transform the logic of techno-economic reproduction that has colonized the work, satisfaction and desire of human beings? This question is highly political; the future of higher education in advanced industrial democracies is, as a matter of fact, being turned over to the principles of efficiency, employability, flexibility and capitalization that have come to dominate both the technological organization of production and the consumerist ideology of the public sphere. Across Europe and in the USA, universities have been forced to adopt an economic model which emphasizes the transferability of scientific knowledge into the development of new technological programmes, the utility of social scientific research for statist programmes of policing and control, the reduction of degree courses to marketable commodities, and the proletarianization of academic labour. In the UK, the marketization of the university has expanded through the introduction of variable student fees, an increasing reliance on part-time teaching contracts, and the forthcoming Teaching Excellence Framework that will allow those departments whose teaching is most successful in satisfying student expectations to charge higher tuition fees. This gives rise to two fundamental issues. First, there is the question of what function the university is supposed to perform in the public sphere of democratic society. And second, there is the related issue of the freedom universities should have from the regime of technological capitalization. These questions, as we will see, are central to Stiegler’s account of the relationship between the university, as the place of a particular kind of noetic reflection, and the reformation of the nation state in the time of global-technoscientific capitalism.

The origin of Stiegler’s account of the relationship between the university and the sphere of technoscientific exchange lies in Derrida’s essay, ‘The University without Condition’. As we have seen throughout this book, Stiegler’s relationship to Derrida is exegetical rather than confrontational: he attempts to show that the categories through which Derrida expounds the performative relationships between ‘culture’ and ‘subjectivity’ (gift, hospitality, trace, spectrality), are the effects of an originally technological organization of human life and self-consciousness. So, we need to begin by taking a look at Derrida’s account of the university and its place in the economy of public life. Derrida’s reflection on the university is an account of the relationship between the formal organization of knowledge within the academy, the professional responsibilities of academics, and the evolution of ‘the world’ into the global-technological disposition of work, satisfaction and desire that has become the planetary condition of human life. According to Derrida, the modern university evolved out of the development of the Humanities, which were a response to the religious, political, economic, technological and scientific discourses that came to differentiate the social world into discrete spheres of knowledge and performativity. In other words the Humanities became necessary because they enabled a performative mediation between the different spheres of life: their poetic, aesthetic and literary forms were the condition of a philosophical critique which, briefly and contingently, expresses the ethical demands of the historical present. As Derrida puts it, ‘the university is thought and represented from the privileged place of the philosophical within and outside the Humanities’ (2000: 229). From this perspective, the institutional differentiation of the university into disciplinary specialisms derives from the original engagement of human reason with the grammatological economy of the social: for there is no system of functional, economic and technological necessity that does not give rise to unforeseen events of différence which transform both the experience of life and its epistemic expression as discursive knowledge. The autonomy of the university and its various departments is defined in relation to a heteronomous ‘outside’ that constantly transforms the conditions and responsibilities of its reflexivity. Thus, in the contemporary world, the freedom of the academy is important only insofar as, first, it acknowledges an ethical responsibility for the events of damage, silencing and exclusion that have accompanied the technological speeding up of mondialization; and second, that this responsibility is translated into a constant reorientation of academic departments towards each other, such that the disciplinary domains of the sciences and the Humanities are brought into a properly critical exchange (ibid.: 230).

Derrida’s account of ‘the university without conditions’ takes the form of a manifesto: it is a demand for a responsible academic freedom that is engaged with questions that have arisen from the media-technoscientific evolution of global capital. Thus, he maintains that ‘[i]t would be necessary to dissociate a certain unconditional independence of thought, of deconstruction, of justice, of the Humanities, of the university, and so forth from the phantasm of indivisible sovereignty and of sovereign mastery’ (Derrida, 2000: 235).

The demand that is postulated here clearly relates to the universal right to philosophy that is articulated throughout Derrida’s political writings: the idea that the public sphere can function as a democratic space only insofar as the populace have sufficient cultural and intellectual resources to address the social, technological, scientific, religious and political questions that arise from the evolution of capitalist modernity. The university therefore has a responsibility not to become an ivory tower in which the arts and Humanities simply recapitulate the terms of their respective disciplinary divisions. The ‘Humanities to come’ that Derrida envisages in his essay will be defined by their engagement with the epistemic regimes of the physical, biological and medical sciences that have taken shape in the university, and with the transformation of knowledge that has come from the techno-economic reorganization of civil society. The chance for this provocative relationship to develop among academic disciplines, and between the university and the public sphere is, for Derrida, dependent on the work of self-expression that is practised by academics. In other words within the context of the academy the professor has a responsibility to put into suspension both his or her own professional status and the sovereignty of his or her discipline: for it is only by risking a thoroughly critical relationship to the sovereignty of all academic disciplines (and especially one’s own), that it is possible to receive the ‘external’ events of dissonance and contingency that disrupt the programmatic organization of knowledge. Derrida argues that this radical academic freedom should be focused on disrupting the relationship between the constative assumptions of disciplinary knowledge (which have taken the form of aesthetic mythologies of human mastery over the animal, male sovereignty over the feminine, white mythologies of race) and the implicit demands they have placed on the performative autonomy of academics (2000: 233).

The idea of the university, as Derrida conceives it, is a conceptual space that is oriented to the arrival of what or who comes without warning or precedent; it is ‘the place where the always necessary context of performative operation … can no longer be saturated, limited or fully determined’ (2000: 236). So, for example, the relationship between biomedical and genetic research and the philosophical consideration of life as reflection, desire and self-expression, are brought into an unstable proximity: each is confronted by a body of knowledge that destabilizes its canonical assumptions, and which forces a re-examination of its research agendas, ethical responsibilities and relations to the market economy. The university is therefore a place of non-messianic revelation; its solicitation of events that cannot be integrated into conventional disciplinary programmes, is the counterpart of the acts of hospitality and sacrifice that haunt the media-techno-economic organization of human life in the public sphere. As Derrida puts it:


One thinks in the Humanities that one cannot and must not let oneself be enclosed within the inside of the Humanities. To think this is not an academic, speculative or theoretical operation. Nor a neutral utopia. No more than saying it is a simple enunciation. It is at this always divisible limit that what arrives arrives. It is this limit that is affected by the arriving and that changes. It is this limit that, because it is divisible, has a history. This limit of the impossible, the “perhaps,” and the “if,” this is the place where the divided university is exposed to reality, to the forces from without (be they cultural, ideological, political, economic, or other). It is there that the university is in the world it is trying to think.

(Ibid.; emphasis in the original)



The Humanities ‘thinking themselves’ as constative conditions that programme the arrival of every possible event is what opens, or rather constantly reopens, the question of the autonomy of the university. This question cannot be institutionally stabilized and remains the subject of a contestation between the political, ideological, economic and cultural forces that have come to dominate the public sphere on the one hand, and the professional responsibility of academics to the question of truth, as it is revealed in the disciplinary relationships that form the noetic space of the university, on the other. Derrida maintains that the status of this idea of academic autonomy always remains to be determined: it is about the solicitation of new academic, artistic and literary practices inside and outside of the university, and the formation of political movements that constantly move beyond their national and ethnic particularities (2000: 237).

The account of ‘The University with Conditions’ that Stiegler presents in the final section of States of Shock owes a considerable debt to Derrida’s work on the concept of academic freedom. As we will see, the idea of a porous relationship between the outside and inside of the academy is crucial to his understanding of the political potential of the university, as is the concept of a ‘mieutic’ relationship between knowledge communities in the public sphere and the disciplinary specialisms of professional academics. However, before moving on to Stiegler’s account of these relationships, I will return, as always, to the originary technicity thesis. As we have seen, Stiegler’s relationship to deconstruction is, in essence, a rearticulation of the idea of grammatology through the history of technological supplementation. In other words the economy of the trace is coeval with technological programmes whose development transforms the inorganic body of nature, the utilitarian regime of production, and the tertiary supports through which memory is reproduced in the temporal economy of social life. This hypothesis, as I have tried to show throughout the book, marks an important transformation of the deconstructive project. Insofar as the orthographic economy of the letter is part of a history of techno-grammatization that has already transformed the distribution of thought, subjectivity, desire and recognition that is characteristic of the printed word, we must now seek to register the pharmacological effects of the technoscientific programmes that have colonized the public sphere. Therefore, the aim of Stiegler’s version of deconstructive critique is to trace the effects that have arisen from our present state of cultural dislocation, and to seek new forms of aesthetic and noetic labour that can provide the basis of an economy of universal contribution (2015a: 167–172)., Stiegler’s engagement with Derrida’s hypothesis of a ‘non-sovereign’ autonomy of the university therefore attempts to articulate the porosity of the relationship between its internal differentiation into disciplinary knowledges and the technological networks of the public sphere. In other words the impurity of the interdisciplinary reflection that takes place within the academy is also the possibility of its effectiveness as a social therapeutic, for it is able to express the implicit possibilities of communication, invention and transvaluation that arise from the evolving technological milieux of human society (ibid.: 195–202).

In order to understand Stiegler’s account of the ethico-political sphere that is constituted within the university, we need to revisit his idea of the technological pharmakon and its relationship to the evolution of global capitalism. According to Stiegler, the development of the technological milieux of human life takes place through epochal shifts that transform the ways in which knowledge is transmitted, work performed and libidinal energy channelled. So, for example, the ‘print nativity’ that occurred with Gutenberg’s invention of the mechanical press in 1440 transformed the communication of knowledge and gave rise to radical shifts in the constitution of traditional authority structures, religious authority and economic domination. Indeed, it was this cultural shift that cleared the way for the bourgeois revolutions that, in Europe, preceded the emergence of industrial capitalism. Marx, of course, maintained that the relationship between the intellectual culture of bourgeois society, its art, philosophy and literature, did no more than conceal the truth of the exploitative conjunction of technology and capital that had crystallized in the M-C-M relationship. Stiegler’s contention, however, is that Marx’s ideology thesis failed to recognize the transformation of the conditions of cultural transmission and social individuation that was taking place in the first phase of capitalist industrialization. The tertiary supports through which cultural memory is sustained underwent a radical transformation (new photographic techniques, industrial-scale printing, mass dissemination of images) that culminated in the first moving pictures at the end of the nineteenth century. It was this ‘analogue nativity’ that, for Stiegler, marked the beginning of a new phase in the organization of the social: the symbolic order of work, satisfaction and desire was transformed by image technologies that encoded the world through the metrics of exchange value. And so the significance of the Frankfurt School critique of industrial culture lies in its account of the evolving relationship between image technologies, commodification, and the culture of mass consumption. What is absent, even from Benjamin’s account of the new grammatology of image, however, is a sense of the pharmacological significance of the analogue. For the idea of a techno-aesthetic transformation of desire that is explored in The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction is informed by the dialectic of material need that Benjamin inherited from Marx’s theory of class conflict. Despite his or her experience of the technological sublime, Benjamin’s ‘distracted critic’ lacks the means to transform the evolving relationship between capital, aesthetics and the proletarianization of social life.

The appearance of the analogical image within the symbolic field of the social is hugely important, as the economy of presence-absence that is configured in film, radio and television marks the development of a new conductivity of desire within the orthographic relations that constitute ‘the people’. The image becomes a spectral form that insinuates itself into every mode of social life; it is, as Adorno puts it, ‘the sheen which commercial advertising lends to the commodities’, and which transforms human society into an abstract projection of fractured, commodified desire (1991: 61). The technological apparatus of the culture industry has therefore begun to stage the relationship between the cognitive and aesthetic faculties of the subject, and the objects that are mass-produced by the automated systems of industrial capitalism. So, to put it in Stiegler’s terms, the relationship between analogue technologies and the constitution of Dasein is such that the experience of being-in-the-world has been re-timed through the schematic reproducibility of the image. Social memory, which has been passed down through the affective and noetic forms of orthographic culture, is displaced by the labile temporality of the image: each of us becomes a consumer whose identity is constantly knocked off centre by the power of the image to re-engage our biological drives in the service of commodification. The temporality of the analogical field therefore ceases to be properly historical; we are caught in a repetitive cycle that will not permit the individual to act out his or her experience of the present as damaged life. It is this cycle, however, that is the condition of the digital nativity: insofar as the structure of the experience produced by film and television is monological, the psychic and technical demands that come into being with the analogical programme converge on the reciprocal networks that are characteristic of digital communication. As Stiegler puts it:


What has now become accessible is not just data but functions: in previous times these were reserved for the exclusive use of clerics, whether religious or secular, but for the past century they have been kept in the hands of professionals working in the information industries (information and documentation technologies) and communication industries (audiovisular technologies). Today, in the epoch of digital networks, these functions are being passed into the hands of the public themselves.

(2015a: 193–194; emphasis in the original)



The digital nativity marks the emergence of a new possibility of Dasein: it is the point at which the grammatological process of inscription takes place within a milieu whose technical functions exceed the formal and ideological determination of the image as a simple analogue of the commodification process. Thus, for Stiegler, the development of media and communications technologies that allow expression of the psychical and social dynamics of postmodern capitalism (its constant reintegration of the schizoid self into the system of object attachments) is that which constitutes the promise of the digitized public sphere (2015a: 195, 2013c).

So, what is this promise and how is it related to the institutional life of the university? The first thing to recognize is that the digital nativity, whose social and political effects Stiegler traces throughout his later work on the degradation of democracy in hyperindustrial society, is a phase-shift that comes out of the reified conjunction of capital and technology that is analysed by Horkheimer and Adorno. The image, in other words, becomes the carrier of an economic code that, in the words of Edward Bernays, is about ‘the selling of [business] and of all those things it stands for in the public mind’ (2005: 83). It is unsurprising, therefore, that the development of digital communications (and here we should include informatic and virtual-aesthetic programmes) has taken place within the economic model that was established during the hegemony of analogue technologies. In other words the corporations that developed the Internet have tended to limit its potential as a connective medium, and to confine its dissemination of knowledge to search engines that are linked directly to commercial interests. This is the conjunction of technological development and economic interest that, for Stiegler, has exhausted the libidinal energy of human beings in industrialized society, and made life all but unbearable. However, and this is really the crux of Stiegler’s argument, the communicative functionality to which the Internet has given rise is pharmacological: the power to re-record, reconfigure and post-produce the data and images that are disseminated through the World Wide Web no longer belongs exclusively to the programming industries, and so a new possibility of noetic practice, or spirit, has entered into the repetitive cycle of the commodity form. It is the spontaneous redeployment of this functionality within the public sphere that gives birth to new forms of art, philosophy and poiesis: communities of amateurs are formed whose praxis is essentially related to the technological programmes that support their social and individual existence. These disparate forms of acting out are essentially modes of spiritual consistence that seek to outplay the economy of capitalized desire. Yet on their own they remain largely unformed and subject to processes of factionalization that limit their effectiveness as political foci. The role of the university in hyperindustrial society, therefore, is to bring the disparate knowledges that have arisen in the technological networks of the public sphere under the rubric of the law, to formulate them as processes of individuation that have a spiritual validity beyond that of the commodity form, and to formalize their value as part of an economy of contribution that is to come (Stiegler, 2010c). Thus, if ‘the professoriate’ fails to take on the responsibility of re-expressing, recognizing and retransmitting the noetic potential of the public sphere, their freedom, even if it is sustained by resisting the power of the market, has no societal value (ibid., 2015a: 197).

As we saw at the beginning of the previous chapter, Stiegler maintains that ‘digitization is a mutation of the global technical system – and globalization is before anything else globalization of the global industrial system, “democratic” or otherwise’ (2011b: 10). This, of course, entails that the virtual and informatic programmes through which globalization takes place are (1) carriers of the economic code through which the world has been capitalized; (2) pervasive of the ethnic cultures which constitute the particularity of the nation state; and (3) conductors of unforeseen events of noetic exchange among local groups, nation states and international institutions. Therefore, globalization is essentially pharmacological: it proceeds through a techno-economic paradigm that is imperialist, in the sense expounded in Hardt and Negri’s Empire, as well as cosmopolitical, in the sense of Marcel Mauss’s ‘internation’, which is the interconnection of the personal-psychical experiences through which ethnic cultures are differentiated.1 Hardt and Negri’s argument is that the global imperium that has been evolving since the end of World War Two has a ‘triple imperative’: inclusivity, differentiation and management. The system functions by treating ethnic, cultural and religious differences as formally equal, which allows the process of globalization to proceed as the incorporation of all heterogeneous life into the constantly expanding sphere of techno-economic exchange (Hardt and Negri, 2000: 186–190). The abstract space of this new imperium is managed by quasi-cosmopolitan institutions that are responsible for the smooth functioning of global exchange, and the continued pursuit of fiscal growth among all participating economies. These institutions, which include NATO, the IMF, the World Bank, the Group of Eight (G8), the EU and the United Nations, perpetuate a highly exploitative form of cosmopolitanism, in which developing nations are required to give access to land, resources and labour in return for participation in the wealth-producing apparatus of the global economy. The technical and ideological mechanisms that are programmed to perfect this smooth juridical space however simultaneously intensify the libidinal economy of the locality. The constant retransmission of its work and desire into the international economy begins to transform ‘the nation’, whose formal sovereignty remains part of the logic of global competition, into the internation, which for Stiegler, is implicitly constituted through the expressions of dissent, resistance and sacrifice that arise within the virtual disindividuation of ethnic cultures (2015a: 178–181).

The evolution of Stiegler’s philosophy, I would suggest, follows a Classical trajectory: he begins by specifying an ontological position (even if the originary technicity thesis is actually a sustained critique of Western essentialism), proceeds to condemn the ethical constitution of the polis, and ends with a series of recommendations about the freedom of the academy and the transmission of knowledge to the young. In the final chapter of States of Shock, Stiegler links the political function of the university to what he calls the ‘doubly epochal redoubling’ of the industrial pharmakon (2015a: 206). What he is referring to here is a potential shift in the distribution of libidinal energy that is implicit in the proletarianization of desire: for the fact that the self/ego has become hardwired into the programmes of industrialised transmission is also the chance of its transforming the experience of banality, repetition and disengagement that haunts the digital-mnemo-technological systems of the global economy. The process of ‘redoubling’ to which Stiegler refers, therefore, is a political enactment of the noetic potential of the industrial pharmakon; it is, in essence, the realization of a potential for spiritual autonomy that comes into being with the digital, virtual and prosthetic systems that are the instruments of global proletarianization. It is in his discussion of the relationship of the university to this potential redoubling of spirit that Stiegler’s commitment to a particular account of democracy, as democracy to come, is given an institutional trajectory. As we have seen, he conceives the university as a conditionally autonomous space in which academics are able to consider the ‘aims and finalities’ that arise from technoscientific innovation. And so the relationship between the sciences and the Humanities should take the form of a heuristic interaction in which their respective domains of authority are constantly put into question. To use Derrida’s example, the development of new genetic and biotechnologies gives rise to philosophical questions that cannot be properly addressed from within the research agendas of the biological sciences. The synthetic reprogramming of genetic material and the fundamental reorganization of human and animal life that this has made possible is something that has to be considered in an environment that is free from the influence of corporate affiliation. And so, for Stiegler, the ideal form of the university allows autonomous exchange between the philosophy of spirit, whose ‘objects’ maintain libidinal energy and the expansion of noetic culture, and the science of life, whose powers of technological transformation tend to outstrip the normative frameworks that are established within its disciplinary organization (Derrida, 2000: 230; Stiegler, 2015a: 207).

The ultimate end of this free ‘conflict of the faculties’ that takes place within the university is, for Stiegler, the constitution of a cosmopolitan ideal that he calls the academic internation (2015a: 214). The hyperindustrial pharmakon, as we have seen, produces a virtual regime that is unique in the history of human culture: its grammatization of the mind-spirit-subjectivity relationship is such that it solicits new forms of acting out within the extremely short period of exchange between the reproduction of the image and the capitalization of desire. To put things slightly more historically, the distribution of libidinal energy that has emerged from the digital reordering of the experience of time, has given rise to therapeutic forms of expression, or ‘metadata’, whose speed of transmission radically outstrips that of the print and analogue systems which preceded it. Thus, the relationship between the academy as a place of free reflection, and the mnemo-technological staging of everyday experience, is such that the latter has become the focus of the three epochal questions to which Stiegler’s work is dedicated (ibid.: 209–210). The first of these questions concerns the way in which the university, as an implicitly cosmopolitical institution, is to become engaged with the inchoate public knowledge that has emerged from the performative systems of the global economy. This is clearly related to the political dynamics of the internation that Stiegler sets out in States of Shock, and to the idea of a global economy of contribution, both of which I return to in a moment. The second question concerns the transformation of the disciplinary relationships that have developed within the university, and the emergence of a new mode of vigilance that is sensitive to the destructive possibilities of unrestrained innovation (or what Stiegler, in the first volume of Technics and Time, referred to as the Epimethean tendency of technological systems). Finally, there is the question of the inheritance of the normative traditions through which the self, as super-ego, is formed. How, in other words, is the transmission of the symbolic order of the social from one generation to the next to be achieved, when one of the primary effects of instantaneous communication networks is the destruction of knowledge as savoir faire? Taken together, these questions are what configure the ethico-political gesture of Stiegler’s philosophy, and so I will conclude by specifying as precisely as I can the convergences, aporias and imperatives through which this gesture is sustained in his work.

Let us begin with the question of the relationship between ‘the university with conditions’ and the knowledge that is constituted in the media-technoscientific environment of public sphere. What is at stake here, it seems to me, is the politics of spirit or, more accurately, the chance of a poetic-aesthetic transformation of political reason and the conventional modes of authority that belong to it. One of the genealogical lines through which Hardt and Negri’s work is linked to the political project of Marxism, is their insistence that ‘the multitude’, as the body of practically and intellectually skilled labour that has evolved within the systems of biopolitical production,


[c]an be expressed as self-valorization of the human (the equal right of citizenship for all over the entire sphere of the world market); as cooperation (the right to communicate and construct languages, and control communications networks); and as political power, or really as the constitution of a society in which basis of power is defined by the expression of the needs of all.

(2000: 410)



What is interesting here is Hardt and Negri’s contention that the multitude constitutes its own telos: the relationship between human labour and the technological systems through which it is virtualized, intensified, dispersed and reconnected is such that the negative effects of capitalization are experienced as an emergent possibility. In other words the subjection of ‘Marxist living labour’ to the increasingly homogeneous relationship between science, technology and economy has the dual effect of provoking spontaneous lines of flight from the repetitive systems of capitalization, and of determining the conditions under which the cooperative power of the social body and the expansion of knowledge could reciprocally enhance one another. Thus, for Hardt and Negri, Marx’s idea of living labour constitutes the first stage of a techno-economic transformation of Spinozan desire: it reveals the ‘ontological demands’ that are implicit in the evolution of the capitalist mode of production, that is, the possibility of a developing body of knowledge whose orientation towards the virtual-technological redistribution of the collective resources of life, is also the basis of the political form (‘the posse’) in which the multitude attains sovereignty over itself (2000: 183–186). So, if we were to risk a somewhat analytical distinction between this account of the multitude and Stiegler’s idea of the formative necessity of the university we should, I think, emphasize the Epimethean effects of technology and their relationship to the history and politics of spirit.

According to Stiegler’s definition, spirit is that which is at stake in the cultural therapeutics of all human society: it is what emerges from the responsibility of inheriting the traditional forms of ethical life within a constantly developing system of technological prostheses (2009b: 31–32). This inheritance takes place under conditions that have always induced states of crisis in the systems of individual and social identity. However, the acceleration of the processes of informatic exchange and virtualization that has taken place in hyperindustrial society has tended to rupture the symbolic order that gives significance of human life. And so, for Stiegler, the chance of there being philosophical, aesthetic and literary recuperations of the work of spirit (otium), is sustained through an experience of the negative that belongs, originally and essentially, to the Epimethean constitution of the pharmakon. Thus, the possibility of the good life, as a process of cultural identification that takes place within the technological milieux of society, cannot be properly understood through recuperative necessities that originate in the discourse of ontology. From a Stieglerian perspective, Hardt and Negri’s account of the development of the multitude into a self-coordinating body depends on the position Negri sets out in Time for Revolution; that love is the originary counterpart of the poverty that haunts human civilization, and that technological instruments are, in the end, the means through which that love is expressed as a desire to meet the needs of all. It is this practical formation of humanity that, for Negri, is ‘the establishment of the foundation of the biopolitical’: it is the possibility of the networks through which human society becomes a prosthetic space for the perfection of the common life of the species (2003: 213). The concept of Epimethia that is developed in Technics and Time however, arises from a trace of violence that haunts the evolution of technological systems from the beginning: it is the absolute unpredictability of what may come from the subjection of human life to an increasingly self-coordinated regime of techno-capitalization. The becoming of the unforeseen modalities of work, reflection and desire that have arisen from the trauma of this regime is, for Stiegler, the rearticulation of spirit: insofar as these forms of acting out can only become properly transformative through their being formalized in the reflective environment of the university, they entail a cosmopolitan horizon whose political expression (as sovereignty, hegemony, nation) is always threatened by the return of Epimethean trauma to the technological capitalization of the world (Stiegler, 2016: 61–64; 2015a: 78–81).

Without wishing to be too schematic, it is possible, I believe, to map the economy of necessity and contingency, or necessary contingency, which Stiegler conceives as implicit in the process of globalization. So, to return to the first of the three questions Stiegler posed in States of Shock, the modes of acting out that are provoked within the global pharmakon are implicitly cosmopolitan, in the sense of their responding to the crises of community, faith, love and identity that have arisen from the technological capitalization of life. This process is always contradictory: the system of global economic exchange has given rise, on the one hand, to fundamentalisms and hyper-nationalisms that demand a return to the pre-technological revelation of truth (what we might call ontological sovereignties), and on the other hand, to spiritual, aesthetic and philosophical modes of expression that are oriented towards a new economy of cross-border exchange (otium). This brings us to the second question Stiegler poses in his account of the university, which concerns the regulative power of academic institutions in relation to the heterogeneous modes of knowledge and desire that have emerged in the system of technological capitalization. According to Stiegler’s account of the reflective space of the university, the heuristic relationships that obtain among different faculties enable the emergence of a science that is critical of its own effects on the symbolic and psychical economies of human society. Thus, the ‘academic internation’ is the revival of a certain cosmopolitan republicanism, that is, the idea that the independence of states can only be realized as law if there is recognition among them of a common humanity or, more precisely, a common inheritance of spirit through the evolution of technological systems (2015a: 176–178).

The autonomy of the university therefore is crucial to the reformation of the politics of sovereignty, that is, to the emergence of (1) new alliances whose orientation is towards a globally inclusive economy of contribution; (2) revitalized states (poleis) whose political and aesthetic practices are oriented to the therapeutic expansion of human culture; and (3) spirit as an activity whose traversal of the global-technological economy is the intermittent form of noetic community within the short-circuits of repetitive desire. This brings us to the question of inheritance that is essential to human individuation within the technological pharmakon. And so it is with Stiegler’s remarks on Taking Care of Youth and the Generations that I will conclude.

The central hypothesis of Taking Care of Youth and the Generations is that, over the past twenty years or so, the social and individual development of human beings has been transformed by the emergence of ‘spiritual technologies’ (virtual, mnemo-technological and informatic devices) that have radically altered the relationship between the central nervous system, cognitive attention and the tertiary supports through which knowledge is schematized for ‘us’ as a species. As we have seen, Stiegler conceives the evolution of this relationship organologically. The print regime, in which the dissemination of the text is achieved through the mechanical fabrication of books, gives rise to a regime of attention that founds the disciplinary specialisms and public education projects that are the basis of Western education programmes. And so for both Derrida and Stiegler, the institutional history of the Humanities is that of the relationship between the grammatological structures of the text as they have been inscribed in the orthographic regime of the book, and the organization of reflexive culture both in academic institutions and the social and economic relationships of civil society. The possibility of a rational community that is the core of Enlightenment philosophies of education and politics presupposes the temporality of this form of orthographic culture: each person/citizen is individuated by their inheritance of a culture that requires a certain extension of the self towards the spiritual relations of art, literature, philosophy and the law. This is the basis of Habermas’s account of the ‘structural transformation’ of the public sphere, that is, the emergence of a culture, whose formation of the reflexive capacities of each individual, constitutes the basis of a communicative democracy that is founded on the development of public education (1992: 27–56). Stiegler, however, maintains that another transformation has superseded the one presented by Habermas. It is now the market that has come to control the process of psychical individuation through technologies that have displaced the textual economy of orthographic culture. As individuals, our synaptic responses have been re-timed by media-technological systems that solicit states of ‘hyper’ rather than ‘deep’ attention: each of us becomes part of a regime whose technological networks bypass the long-circuits of cultural attention, and channel our biological drives directly into the process of consumption-commodification (Stiegler, 2010a: 72–80). Therefore, the question that Stiegler addresses in Taking Care of Youth and the Generations concerns, first, the transmission of knowledge to a generation whose synaptic responses have been formed largely under the influence of digital media; and second, the chance of a new form of digital attention whose practice would be the invention of new forms of acting out (art, poiesis, philosophy, literature) (ibid.: 87).

In the final chapter of Taking Care of Youth and the Generations of Youth Stiegler remarks that:


Today, the consequences of the conflict between programming institutions and programming industries is blindingly clear: teaching institutions are crumbling, and a systematic symbolic misery reigns instead and in the place of culture, despite the fact that these institutions and this culture exist precisely in order to form a new generation of non-inhuman beings. The result is a psychological and social disaster whose overriding consequence is the liquidation of the cognitive faculty itself, and its replacement by informational dexterity.

(2010: 183)



The point here is that a certain contempt has arisen between the generations which is based on the dislocation of two forms of knowledge: the media-technological proficiency of those who have grown up within the systems of virtual-informatic exchange, and the orthographic-historical culture of those whose cultural memory has been formed by the analogical programme (primarily film and television). The problem is that in order for the long-circuits of culture to exert any influence over the regime of digital hyper-attention, it has to be translated into new forms of expression that preserve the spiritual-noetic experience of symbolic identification. This can only be done through processes of reciprocal learning-transmission that, as we have seen, are the basis of the heuristic relations that sustain the critical autonomy of the university. So, to put things rather too abstractly, the space of the academy is more than just its institutional organization; it is promised to the sense of care (sorge) that differentiates the being of Dasein, and which constantly calls into question the disciplinary boundaries through which the sciences and the Humanities are kept radically separate. Ideally, the university is a place of generational exchange, and as such, the teaching that takes place in different faculties ought to provoke a sense of the contingency of knowledge in relation to the mortality of the species (Stiegler, 2010: 163–164). Both faculty and students ought to recognize the obligation that each places on the other; the former should extend themselves towards the technological milieux of memory, cognition and exchange, and the latter should seek to understand the modes of revelation that are configured in the archive of orthographic culture. Thus, if the spiritual work of this exchange is abandoned, and the university becomes a finishing school, a vocational training centre and a voracious consumer of academic labour, then it cannot form the experience of generational responsibility that comes through Dasein’s engagement with itself as the subject of psychopower (ibid.: 95–202).

I think it is fair to say that Stiegler’s account of the university, and the economy of contribution which he opposes to the structural wastefulness of global capitalism, are complementary ideas. Essentially, Stiegler’s economy contribution is concerned with revitalizing the activity of spirit within the technological networks of hyperindustrial society. This process of revitalization is necessary not merely from an ethical, aesthetic, or psychoanalytic point of view (although Stiegler maintains that its necessity can be generated from each of these discourses), but also from an economic perspective that would seek to preserve the life, culture and libidinal energy of all human beings who participate in the global economy. The techno-utilitarian logic that underlies the neoliberal regime may be the form that reveals the impossibility of its own infinite expansion; it may be the case that the fate of humanity, as organological beings who are responsible for the collective viability of their work, satisfaction and desire, is disclosed through the false utopia that is promised by constant re-formulation of the relationship between capitalism and technoscientific innovation. The economy of contribution towards which Steigler’s critique is oriented therefore requires a massive reorganization of the spiritual output of humanity. The public education system would have to be comprehensively redesigned so that, at the very beginning, there would be a counteractive force capable of resisting the ‘synaptogenic’ influence of programming industries on children, and at the end, there would be a space for the development of critical faculties that is focused on the question of human community in the time of technoscientific reproduction. The result of this expansion, which would require a worldwide redistribution of economic resources, would be a phase-shift in the organization of work: the idea of ‘contribution’ would come to encompass the forms of literary, philosophical and artistic output that have been made possible by a truly universal education (Stiegler, 2010c). This, of course, would not mean the end of the relationship between economic exchange and the technoscientific paradigm; indeed, Stiegler maintains that this connection has a history that predates capitalism itself, and that its total transformation is way beyond the political horizon of his critique. What it does entail, however, is the beginning of a change in the libidinal economy of technological life: for insofar as the modes of self-expression that have opened the possibility of the academic internation have a cathectic value for human beings that cannot be conceived in purely utilitarian terms, the global form of the relationship between otium, as spiritual-noetic work, and negotium, as the register of economic exchange, has to be rethought (ibid., 2010: 190). This, as we have seen, requires a primarily experimental transformation of the modes of sovereignty, globalization, psychopower, and colonialism through which neoliberalism has (all but) destroyed the organological relationship between human beings and their socio-technological environment.

Let us give the last word to Epimetheus the idiot. We know that, for Stiegler, Prometheus’s less gifted brother represents the hubris that accompanies every advance in the technological capacity of human beings. He is the figure of an endemic stupidity that believes in the power of technology to solve all of humanity’s problems, including those that have arisen from the technoscientific regime itself. This stupidity is a refusal to admit that human beings are organological creatures whose capacities for rational thought, aesthetic self-expression and symbolic desire, cannot be appropriated by technological systems without the proliferation of social and individual forms of trauma. Thus, the idiotic contention that Stiegler’s philosophy is no more than ‘an avuncular warning to slow down’, misses the point: he is not defending ‘slow science’ and the right of the Humanities simply as a way of returning to the truth of Hegelian Geist or Aristotelian Nous; rather, the purpose of his critique is to show that a return to the discursive resources of the philosophy of spirit is prompted by the actual loss of the experience of community and belonging that has resulted from the process of hyperindustrialization. His politics is a ‘noopolitics’2 that is concerned with the revitalization of spirit as a necessity that belongs to the essence-less being of Dasein, rather than a version of soft power that might be subtly effective in hyperindustrial society (Stiegler, 2010: 174–177). The avuncular concern attributed to Stiegler from the perspective of accelerationist philosophies of both the left and the right, therefore, fails to address his account of the effect of the media-technoscientific programme on the noetic life of human beings. Ultimately, the political demand that is articulated throughout Stiegler’s work addresses the need to transform certain tendencies in the world economy that threaten to destroy both the natural environment and the spiritual and symbolic resources of the human species. To suggest that the best way to do this is to assume that human beings are part of a arche-programme that ultimately will perfect its relationship to the totality of its associated environment, is radically irresponsible; for in the end, we cannot possibly know if the modes of technological innovation through which the system expands its powers of capitalization can support the spiritual and material needs of the human species as a whole. It is this existential doubt that lies at the core of Stiegler’s philosophy of technology. For while it is true that his originary technicity thesis constitutes a welcome to humanity’s technological fate, this is maintained through Dasein’s primordial sense that the elevation of life and its impending extinction come from the same prosthetic systems, and that this composition is the one hope (elpis) for the human species during the Anthropocene epoch.

Notes

1    Stiegler quotes Mauss’s use of this term to designate the cosmopolitan exchange of ethnic forms of symbolic life, from an untranslated source (see Marcel Mauss (1969) Oeuvres, Paris: Minuit: p. 630; Stiegler, 2015a: 263n).

2    Noopolitik, as Stiegler uses the term, refers to Arquilla and Rondeldt’s idea of a politics that has emerged from the spontaneous interactions that have been made possible through global communications networks. This constitutes a transformation of the economy of state power that is assumed by realist accounts of global politics. For insofar as the conventional dynamics of war and negotiation (realpolitik) have been complicated by dissenting voices that criss-cross the globe, a new sphere of interaction and resistance has emerged that demands both theoretical and political elaboration.
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