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In an interview tellingly titled ‘From Here to Dystopia’, the British science-fiction author J. G. Ballard said:
‘‘I’m somebody who stands by the side of the road with a sign saying, Dangerous Bends Ahead – Slow Down.’ He pauses. ‘Although it is true that I sometimes seem to be saying Dangerous Bends Ahead – Speed Up.’’1
In response to the risks of the future it appears we are faced with a choice: to ‘slow down’ and so resist new technological possibilities for danger, or to ‘speed up’ and welcome or even exacerbate such risks. Yet, as Ballard’s own comment suggests it might actually be hard to tell the difference. Resistance and exacerbation may blur or meld and so questions of resistance, disconnection, and dystopia become harder to answer than we imagine.
                Ballard’s equivocation or paradox is, I want to argue, a vital starting point for considering dangers and resistance of technology and digital culture. Ballard, for whom ‘Sex X Technology = The Future’, which he says is ‘[a] disquieting equation, but one we have to face’,2 is a figure who does seem to stand by the side of this particular road towards the future.3 While Ballard can be read as a moralist and as a critic of technology and digital culture, avant la lettre, especially if we consider his fragmentary ‘condensed novel’ The Atrocity Exhibition (1970), Ballard’s writing remains oddly poised. Ballard’s writings are not simply dystopian projections, and I think Jean Baudrillard is right, when discussing Ballard’s novel Crash, to suggest that it is a work of ‘radical functionalism that reaches its paradoxical limits and burns them’.4 ‘Neither good or bad: ambivalent’.5 Crash reaches a ‘dull splendour’,6 according to Baudrillard, beyond criticism and dystopia.
                To explore these issues I want to turn to philosophy and to considering technology and not simply ‘digital culture’. I think this broadening will give us some chance to assess strange continuities in debates that converge in the present. It is Martin Heidegger who has done most to consider a thinking of technology as a thinking of danger. Although we will see, again, how equivocal that danger is. Then I want to turn to Heidegger’s friend and fellow thinker Ernst Jünger, who reflects on the intimate relation between technology and war as a site of danger. These are reactionary thinkers and my exploration here is not an endorsement of these views. In fact, I want to displace them by considering what is at stake in these warnings of danger and the possibilities of what Heidegger calls ‘saving’. I want to conclude by re-focusing these past engagements with technology through the contemporary debate about accelerationism. This is a critical coinage of my own to refer to those currents of thinking and practice which suggest the need to accelerate forces and forms of technology and abstraction to punch through the limits of our moment and into a new post-capitalist future.7 While accelerationism claims to resolve the dangers of technology I want to consider how it remains within the difficulties and problems of danger and saving.
 
The Supreme Danger
It is Heidegger who, in his post-war essay ‘The Question Concerning Technology’ (1954),8 relentlessly connects technology to danger, to ‘supreme danger’ and even to ‘danger as such’ (26). If you will forgive me for summarising an essay you are familiar with I want to explore this conjunction of technology and danger. This is also important as it is easy, and even invited by the text, to read Heidegger’s essay as anti-technological. It is easy to assume that danger just is technology and technology just is danger. This would be the reading of Heidegger as traditionalist, or even primitivist. We can think of the Heidegger who, in this essay contrasts the hydroelectric plant on the Rhine with a sawmill secluded in a valley of the Black Forest (5).9 The Heidegger who later contrasts the same hydroelectric plant, which puts the Rhine at the service of generating power, with ‘the old wooden bridge that joined bank with bank for hundreds of years’ (16). Finally, the Heidegger who contrasts the Rhine dammed up into the power works with the Rhine uttered out of the art work (Hölderlin’s hymn ‘The Ister’).10 The Rhine has gone from being spoken out poetically to ‘an object on call for inspection by a tour group ordered there by the vacation industry’ (16). As an unabashed tourist who takes package tours and even goes on organised trips I find such moments, which range widely amongst thinkers and philosophers, amusing.
                Heidegger’s account of the danger of technology is more complex than this opposition. Heidegger is committed to displacing our usual, limited, understanding of technology. Technology is not just a particular means to achieve an aim and a particular form of human activity. Instead, if we are to pursue the essence of technology then, for Heidegger, we must go beyond technology. The essence of technology is not, according to Heidegger, anything technological (4).11 Instead, technology goes beyond tools and means, beyond instrumentality, to become a particular way of revealing the world and Being (with a capital ‘B’). Technology is a mode of revealing, a form of philosophy, and a kind of regime of seeing and understanding. It belongs to the history of Western metaphysics, which is a history of various ways of revealing and understanding Being. For Heidegger, this history is also one of the forgetting and misunderstanding of Being. We have fallen further and further from understanding Being and, we could say, furthest of all with technology. Technology is the reign of a particular mode of revealing that is the limit of revealing Being.
                What then is the essence of technology? ‘The essence of technology lies in ‘Enframing’’ (Ge-stell) (26) (or ‘In-stallment’), according to Heidegger. It ‘frames’ or ‘en-frames’ the world and Being in a particular way. What technology reveals to us is a world in which everyting is a ‘standing-reserve’, ready for potential use. Again, enframing is not itself technological, but enframing orders and produces the world as standing-reserve. This is also not simply a human activity. It is not simply something we do to the world by subjecting it to instrumental treatment. While it might seem technology places humans as ‘lord of the earth’, in fact we become another standing-reserve and subjected to enframing as a mode of revealing. It is this that places technology, whose essence is enframing, as a form of danger (26). The danger is we cannot grasp this revealing as we become standing-reserve and so we lose all relationship to revealing. The world simply is what we take it for – a stock of potential resources. Even if we conceive of these resources as finite or endangered we remain within seeing them as a set of resources.
                So far then you might consider this to be another lament on the forces of technology instrumentalising the world, even if one given a particular metaphysical or cosmic hue. Certainly this is not an incorrect way of reading Heidegger. This technological enframing seems contrasted with the moments of resistance to be found in poetry. It is poetry as a mode of revealing, as it is practised by Hölderlin and others, which could shift us away from enframing into a new mode of dwelling on the earth. I have no particular interest in saving Heidegger from these charges, but it is worth noting that it is in this extreme and supreme danger that Heidegger detects the possibility of saving. It is for this reason he quotes Hölderlin: ‘But where danger is, grows / The saving power also.’ (28) This ‘saving’ involves the traversal of technology. It is the fact, if we like, that technology is so ‘bad’, such a danger, that it starkly offers the possibility of reversal into saving. In Heidegger’s words, ‘The closer we come to the danger, the more brightly do the ways into the saving power begin to shine and the more questioning we become.’ (35)
                Of course, this saving is left quite vague or even messianic, as ‘only a God can save us’, according to Heidegger in a later interview.12 Earlier, in the 1930s, he had, of course, turned to Nazism.13 The turn to the poetic seems designed to be another anti-technology of founding or making beyond the calculable. Hence, unlike Ballard, we would be right, it seems, to regard Heidegger as the figure of the anti-technological. Yet, and this is not a defence of Heidegger, we should recognise that this notion of modes of revealing of Being of which technology is the most extreme or ‘last’, does imply other modes and other ways of thinking technics. In a seemingly highly unlikely way we could say that Heidegger is an accelerationist. This is in a precise sense, of the traversal of technology that accelerates through it to find another mode of ‘making’ or ‘technics’. Danger and saving are melded together and the danger is the condition of the saving. It is our saturation by technology that makes it available to questioning and so opens the opportunity of another ‘saying’ or ‘making’.
 
Insect War
I now want to turn to Ernst Jünger, the German writer and thinker whose work was important to Heidegger for his thinking of nihilism, especially Jünger’s book The Worker (1932). Jünger’s speculations on the planetary future as one dominated by the figure of the worker were obviously influential on Heidegger’s understanding of planetary technology as the fulfilment of nihilism (one volume of Heidegger’s writing consists on notes and work on Jünger, especially The Worker).14 Heidegger also, it should be noted, took a distance from Jünger, regarding Jünger as a symptom of the technological nihilism he diagnosed.15 I want to consider some remarks by Jünger from his wartime diaries on technology, which further flesh out the dangers of technology. During the war years Jünger’s brother, Friedrich-Georg Jünger, was writing a book The Failure of Technology: Perfection with Purpose (published in 1949). Therefore, in his diaries, Jünger was already in dialogue with this work and the question of technology.
                Jünger’s analysis of technology is bound up with war. Jünger is probably best-known for his First World War memoir Storm of Steel (1920), and Jünger’s writing on the worker has already predicted the transformation of the warrior into the worker. Therefore, war is the focus of Jünger’s speculations on technology.16 This is what Jünger reports about the images he sees, in 1941, of the German Blitzkrieg:
During the newsreel, the room remained illuminated to prevent any demonstrations. Our offensives in Africa, Serbia, and Greece were shown. The mere glimpse of weapons of annihilation produced screams of fear. Their automated nature, the way the steel plates of the tanks glide, the way the ammunition belts with their bright projectiles are swallowed as they fire. The rings, hinges, armor, observation slits, sections of the tank, the arsenal of life-forms that harden like crustaceans, toads, crocodiles, and insects – Hieronymus Bosch had already envisioned them.17
Jünger was a proficient amateur naturalist and entomologist and this cold observant gaze on nature and the destruction wrought by war is something that runs through the diaries and his other writings. This cold gaze has become a critical commonplace of writing on Jünger.18 Here the technology of war is prefigured by an art that re-inscribes the fusion of technology and nature in what Jünger calls, in The Worker, an ‘organic construction’.19
                Jünger’s other intermittent comments on technology often record the notion that human beings are now submitting to technology. The implication is a war driven by technology. This is something suggested, in a different way, by Thomas Pynchon’s novel Gravity’s Rainbow (1973).
It means this War was never political at all, the politics was all theatre, all just to keep the people distracted . . . secretly, it was being dictated instead by the needs of technology . . . by a conspiracy between human beings and techniques, by something that needed the energy-burst of war.20
Jünger, for example, reflects on the role of the German generals in 1942:
I am driving around with the generals and observing their metamorphosis into workers. One has to abandon the hope that any traits of a Sulla or Napoleon might develop from this class. They are specialists in the area of command technology and as interchangeable and expendable as the next best worker at a machine. (142-3)
The thesis of the worker suggests that the general becomes another worker or technician, a mere cog in the machine. It should be noted that the diaries do not extend this analysis to Hitler, who remains a malign figure driving the Germans to catastrophe (Jünger refers to Hitler as Kniebolo in the diaries).21
                Jünger is similarly equivocal about technology, which is both absolute danger and the reality that we confront. For Jünger we cannot escape technology:
Technology has now been so profoundly implemented that even after the domination of the technicians and their major premises has been broken, we are going to have to deal with the remnants. The terrible fate of its victims is built into this system. (87)
Including Jünger’s post-war writing, especially the novel The Glass Bees (1957), we can see another meditation on the dangers of technology that also sees the passage through technology as the only way in which we can be saved. In the case of that novel it is the miniaturisation of technology, in the form of the robotic ‘glass bees’, which is now the site of reflection. In the 1930s Jünger had written of ‘Total Mobilisation’ and its ‘extension to the deepest marrow, life’s finest nerve’.22 Now technology takes a miniature and ‘natural form’. In either case, it is the traversal of technology that is the task we have to engage in. It is also the vision of technology as the fusion with the human in a new construction that mimics nature that is defining of Jünger’s vision (hence ‘the glass bees’, and the strange sympathy of Jünger’s writing with the forms of sci-fi that would later be known as cyberpunk23). To Heidegger’s ‘saving’ Jünger adds a ‘saving’ through a fusion of technology and nature, or the vision of a planetary ‘techno-nature’.
 
Accelerationism, today
The reason why I have traced our ways through the dangers of technology in this fashion is, no doubt, obvious to you. The convergence of these themes and attitudes is brought together in the various currents and forms of accelerationism. Heidegger’s melding of danger and saving and Jünger’s melding of technology and nature suggest the dynamics of accelerationism as an integration with the machine. Certainly, as I have repeatedly argued, accelerationism is heterogeneous and a term that often lacks historical specificity or weight. The term has been inflated, adopted, contested and, often, abandoned since then. I merely want to now use it as a clarifying optic for the stake of the dangers of technology and resisting technology in the present moment.
                The inflation of the term accelerationism reaches its apogee when it is used to refer to simply liking or accepting technology, or as the necessary consequence of such liking or acceptance: If you have X technological device then you must be or accept accelerationism. Here the alternative is to be a primitivist, to desire a return to a pre-technological, pre-agricultural, or even pre-language society.24 The other alternative is to be a Luddite, with none of the awareness of the rich history of that particular way of resisting technology. Those under the banner of Ludd opposed ‘all Machinery hurtful to Commonality’.25 They also grasped a different mode of working and of ‘task-scapes’ to that imposed by the new forms of agricultural machinery.26 It is perhaps a sign of the further forgetting of the Luddites is that they do not even appear as a negative reference in these debates. All this is what accelerationists call ‘folk politics’.27
                More precisely, however, accelerationism has in general been used to refer to the engagement with technology and forms of abstraction to create or invent a future that is post-capitalist. It is usual to distinguish left and right forms of accelerationism.28 The left accelerationists desire to move away from ‘local’ and small-scale struggles, and engage with re-purposing capitalist platforms and technological forms to new communist or at least post-capitalist ends. In its right or reactionary forms what is accelerated is capitalism itself, to shred through the forms of human solidarity and create an inhuman or post-human world of ‘cyber’ subversion without limits or boundaries. In the case of reactionary versions this includes the embrace of racism and racial hierarchy in the name of ‘realism’ and science against ‘liberal’ good will.
                That is a very rapid survey of a range of currents that emerge and recede across the current social and cultural landscape, especially in social media, the ‘natural’ ecology for accelerationism (which after all took the hash tag form of #accelerationism). In terms of engagement and debate with dangers and resistance the results have, so far, not been particularly impressive. In one sense accelerationism is, of course, anti-resistance to technology, so Heidegger becomes the philosophical enemy (although a limited reading of Heidegger, as we have seen). Charges include: Heidegger adopts a fatalistic attitude to technology,29 Heidegger retreats into authenticity as he cannot cope with the mutations of capitalist modernity,30 or Heidegger’s critique of metaphysical voluntarism disables a Promethean engagement with technology.31 The irony, as I have already suggested, is that what is embraced by accelerationists is a form of Heidegger’s danger/saving model in regard to technology, but with different conclusions. Instead of poetry, ‘letting be’, or intimations of other modes of thinking Being, the saving is to be found in the re-purposing or selection (and then acceleration) to achieve the desired ends. For all the in-, anti- and post-humanism of these currents, they remain within an infusion of human will into technology to dictate its ends. Also, while Heidegger claims to reject a politics of will his messianic moment of saving becomes a site of ‘decision’ and acceleration into another mode of Being. Hence, Heidegger might legitimately be seen as accelerationist.
                To conclude, accelerationism might have served a useful purpose in focusing the terms of the debate but its claims to novelty obscure underlying continuities. My critical suggestion is that the warning of the dangers of technology is not necessarily opposed to the affirmation of technology. Resistance to technology is more complex than that. In addition, this affirmation involves an acceptance and thinking of technology that posits it as an obscure global forms of total calculability. In this sense, accelerationism is on the right track in regard to claims of re-purposing as at least these open again the critical space of engagement with technology. The difficulty is that the melding of danger and saving, nature and technology, and acceleration to technology disable resistance to technology by reifying technology. I see and would suggest accelerationism still remains in the lineage of these problematic meldings rather than offering the global solution that it promises. This, I think, is how the critical space needs to be re-opened and possibilities of resistance engaged with that do not fall into reactionary patterns that do not only reject technology but also celebrate it. In this sense, resistance is a problem before us in which we need to rethink the danger of technology.
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