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CHAPTER ONE

Technic’s world

Crisis of reality

To this day, when evening falls, the clanging of tin armour still echoes through a few open windows in the ancient
historic centres of Sicilian cities. The Saracen army is besieging Paris, where King Charlemagne awaits the return of
the envoys he sent out to seek help for his desperate resistance. Meanwhile, drunk with a love filter, Rinaldo is chasing
Angelica through forests and valleys, although she, under the effect of an opposite filter, hates nobody more than him.
High above them, above the clouds, Astolfo is riding Elijah’s flaming chariot over the white surface of the moon,
looking for Orlando’s wits, which he lost to his unlucky love. Voices rise in roars, as the clashing of paper-thin swords
sets the rhythm to the duels, and warriors’ heads fall rumbling on the wooden floor. Children and adults stare in silence
or burst out in laughter, punctuating the opening and closing of the stage curtains with rounds of applause.

Since the nineteenth century, the traditional puppet theatre Opera dei Pupi ! has brought to generations of Sicilians

stories from the reinterpretation of the Carolingian Cycle by Renaissance poets Ariosto and Boiardo.? Each puppet is a
unique piece of artisanal mastery, as the puppeteer carefully selects the perfect cloth, wood, tin and paints to recreate
the dramatic versions of the characters in the saga. As the story unfolds, Angelica, Rinaldo, Orlando and their
legendary companions travel through lands known and unknown, perhaps imaginary, perhaps as real as anything that is
spared by disbelief. Their travelling, however, always takes place in secret. At the end of each act, the puppeteer closes
the curtains and his assistants rush to remove the painted background of the previous scene to replace it with a new
one, picturing a new land. As the curtains reopen, magnificent walled cities arise, only to sink again behind the red
velvet, returning as empty beaches or mountain peaks, floating castles or lonely sea rocks, until the curtains close one

last time and the lights go off for the night. In the Opera dei Pupi, certain things are allowed to move in plain sight,
while others can do so only discreetly; characters can enter and leave the stage at will, but the vanishing and
reappearance of the world behind them, stuck to the wooden frame that holds its painted fabric, must take place in
secret.

The mix of fluidity and stillness, publicness and secrecy of Sicilian puppet theatre, returns in our experience of the
way cultural values and reality-systems change throughout history. Like characters on the stage, specific notions of
beauty, morality or justice seem to dance at the rhythm of history’s unfolding through the centuries, engaging in duels
or chasing one another, suddenly entering or vanishing from the scene. Behind them, stuck to the frame of what we
call ‘reality’, the image of the world stands still, offering a necessary background to their adventures. As one act moves
into the next, however, there is no puppeteer to manage the curtains and spare us the vision of the catastrophe. To
everybody’s witness, the background is removed and a glimpse of the dark void behind it adds to the shock of a sudden
shift in our understanding of what constitutes reality and the world — until a new background comes, mercifully, to
allow a new act to start afresh. Yet, that brief moment has revealed to us something important: that the background too,

like a static puppet, is just another character in the story. That nothing truly stands still as a datum, as an unshakeable
matter of fact. Reality itself is as fragile and fleeting as any cultural value, and its cyclical collapse and rebirth is the

archetypal catastrophe, the kata-strophein, ‘stepping down’> of what we thought was the stuff of the world, followed
by its descent into the darkness of chaos — as we wait expectantly for the void to be filled, once again, by a new cosmic
order, a new reality.

As reality changes, the world also changes dramatically. While cultural values define our way of reading and
judging specific things in the world, reality as such refers to our general understanding of what kind of entities the
world is and isn’t made of. Changes in the status of reality bring about a mutation in the fundamental composition of
the world, and thus also in terms of the possibilities of existence, action and imagination within it. Over the course of
time, humanity has repeatedly witnessed such catastrophic changes of reality: from an animistic world teeming with
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the endless proliferation of divine life, to the distant Platonic universe of pure ideas; from the banishment of gods and
spirits away from matter, to their substitution by an invisible world of microorganisms and so on. In most cases,
however, as the old background starts to crumble, a new one is ready behind it to take its place. The moment of
passage between them is always disconcerting, but the shock that accompanies it, has usually more to do with the
difficult adjustments that we must make to the characters, rather than with the glimpse at the empty backstage behind
them. But what would happen, if such emptiness was to become a more permanent state? What if, along the chain of
catastrophes leading from one form of reality to the next, at some point the substitution was frozen at its most
disconcerting moment, in full view? How could the characters keep acting, and what in the world could save them

from paralysis, if the world (and not just their world) had disintegrated?
The Italian anthropologist Ernesto de Martino devoted an important part of his work to exploring the consequences

of such abyssal disintegrations of reality, within so-called primitive and archaic societies.? To societies that don’t share
a belief in the narrative unfolding of history, there is no guarantee that a catastrophe will be automatically followed by
the emergence of a new, solid background to life in the world. Without an intervention of some sort to rescue reality

and to c yclically regenerate it, it might just putrefy into endless chaos. As de Martino theorized in his 1948 book Il

Mondo Magico, archaic societies employ magic as a crucial tool both to defend themselves from the risk of a
catastrophe-without-end, and to reconstruct reality as a whole. Magic can intervene on the microcosmic reality of a
single individual in peril of personal disintegration (what we catalogue today as a form of psychopathology), or on the
all-encompassing reality of the macrocosm. In de Martino’s words:

Necessarily connected to the magic risk of losing one’s soul, is the other magic risk of losing the world. ... When a certain
sensible horizon enters a crisis, the main risk is constituted by the crumbling of each and every limit: everything can
become everything, that is to say: nothingness emerges. But magic ... intervenes to put a stop to the emerging chaos, and to
resolve it into an order. Thus, from this angle, magic becomes a tool to restore horizons that have entered a crisis. And with

the demiurgery that characterises it, it recuperates for the humans the very world that they were about to lose.”

As observed by de Martino, the disintegration of reality has to do with the dissolution of its limits, that is, of the
internal bonds that constitute, not one specific reality, but reality as such. Variations in the arrangement of such bonds
allow for the formation of different kinds of reality, but their altogether dissolution leads reality itself to disintegration.

Later in this book,6 we shall discuss at length what the indissoluble elements are that, together, allow for reality’s
emersion from chaos. For now, suffice it to say that ‘reality’ is the name that we assign to a state in which the

dimension of essence (what something is) and the dimension of existence (that something is) are inextricably bound to

each other, without merging into one another.” As different forms of essence and of existence alternate, and as their
relationship varies over time, we witness the passage between successive forms of reality. But whenever one of the two
overtakes the other, or denies its legitimacy, or severs the ties that connect them, or, even worse, when both of them
vanish, then reality as such also effectively vanishes. Reality is a weave made of essence and existence, like warp and
weft, and the event of its undoing requires a weaver (for de Martino, a ‘magician’) that is capable of interlacing the
two back together, regardless of the specific forms and colours that each of them can take.

The feeling of an undoing of the fabric of reality is far from alien to our current experience of the world. Whether
we interiorize it as psychopathology, or whether we attempt to detect its symptoms within contemporary culture, a
ghostly presence haunts the age in which we live. It is no longer the old ‘uncanny guest’, the most familiar form of
nihilism, that uproots and destroys specific cultural values referring to beauty or morality. Its sphere of action is no
longer the stage, and its victims are not just the frail puppets of wood and cloth that traverse it. This is the age of

metaphysical nihilism:® the nihilism that sets the background on fire and undoes the very fabric of reality. Under its
attack, ‘everything can become everything, that is to say: nothingness emerges’. The growing nothingness of things,

and their equivalence, emerges as two facets of the same phenomenon.9 The combined annihilation of things’ full and
autonomous existence, and their total transformation into sets of equivalent serial units, is at the heart of the
contemporary process of transfiguration of the world into an impalpable cloud of equivalent financial units, digital
data, chains of information, items of identification. Yet, it would still be insufficient to describe the effects of
metaphysical nihilism as the substitution of a world of things with a world of empty names. Indeed, it is not just the
case that ‘of the rose of old nothing remains but the name’, since names themselves have become translucent in their
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emptiness and equivalence: through them only shines the all-encompassing force of grammar. Once left unbound,
grammar separates essences from existence, reduces the former to mere positioning within a syntactic series, and
annuls the latter as unnecessary and spurious. What are ‘things’ nowadays, apart from signposts of the position they
occupy within the productive syntax of technology, economics or societal norms? Like a novel reduced to pure
grammar, the present age has shunned the question of meaning as a sign of superstition and nostalgia, while relegating
reality to the status of an obsolete concept which is to be overcome if we wish to fully unleash our productive potential.

The crisis of reality that we witness today shouldn’t be interpreted as the disquieting but fleeting passage between
two different ages or reality-systems. On the contrary, it is in itself the symptom of an age that has come to stay, and
that has made of the collapse of the background onto the stage the mark of its reign. Its metaphysical nihilism is the
direct consequence of its specific cosmology, according to which the linear seriality of producti on, and not the
paradoxical complexity of reality, is the necessary condition for the world to ‘take place’.

If the status of reality is what defines a specific historical age, then we can interpret the disintegration of reality, and
the epidemic paralysis of action and imagination that necessarily follow it, as the symptom of the ‘form’ of our time.
Thus, it is at the level of the form of the present age that we have to lead the next step of our investigation.

Technic

To proceed with our investigation of the roots of our current crisis of reality, let us remain a little longer in southern
Italy, travelling upwards from Sicily towards Rome. We shall briefly follow in the footsteps of Johann Wolfgang von
Goethe’s famous journey, paying particular attention to one strand of his kaleidoscopic research. Goethe’s quest, to
grasp the primeval ‘form’ of plants, will help us develop a clearer sense of what we can understand as a ‘form’ — with a
view to adopt this notion in our analysis of the structure of the current reality-system.

Seeing such a variety of new and renewed forms, my old fancy suddenly came back to mind: among this multitude might I
not discover the Primal Plant [Urpflanze]? There certainly must be one. Otherwise, how could I recognize that this or that

form was a plant if all were not built on the same basic model?!” (Botanical Gardens, Palermo, 17 April 1787)

The Primal Plant is going to be the strangest creature in the world, which Nature herself shall envy me. With this model
and the key to it, it will be possible to go on forever inventing plants and know that their existence is logical; that is to say,
if they do not actually exist, they could, for they are not the shadow phantoms of vain imagination, but possess an inner
necessity and truth. ™! (Naples, 17 May 1787)

While walking in the Public Gardens of Palermo, it came to me in a flash that in the organ of the plant which we are
accustomed to call the leaf lies the true Proteus who can hide or reveal himself in vegetal forms. From first to last, the plant

is nothing but leaf, which is so inseparable from the future germ that one cannot think of one without the other. ' (Rome, 31
July 1787)

These three brief entries from Goethe’s diaries, offer us a glimpse into the crucial stages of development of the

morphological/botanical theory that would later constitute his booklet The Metamorphosis of Plants.™ According to
Goethe, in a fashion that betrays his Hellenic influences, it is possible to define a certain category of things, on the
basis of their formal consistency. It is as if all the many different entities that are part of a certain category, were
variations of a common archetype, like variations on the same melody. This archetype, like a Proteus, is capable of
morphing into a range of different particulars, while always remaining true to itself. Thus, in the case of plants, Goethe

suggests that we can consider the leaf as the original archetype out of which all different kinds of plant emerge, as its
variations, each adapted to the potential and necessity of their respective situation. Yet, such an archetypal leaf —

unlike the mythical Urpflanze that he sought at first, and then abandoned — is nowhere to be found; it doesn’t quite
exist in the same way that historical ancestors or Platonic ideas are supposed to do. Although it provides, so to say, the
melodic centre around which a certain kind of entities orbit, it is itself irreducible to any specific, existing entity.

We can consider this kind of analysis to be morphological, in that it takes as the defining quality of a thing or of an
aggregate of things, their participation to a particular ‘form’, of which the archetype constitutes the fundamental and
original theme. As long as the variations on the archetype remain faithful to the range of possibilities inscribed in its
theme, we encounter a representative of a certain type of entity — while as soon as the variations exceeds the internal
limits of the archetype, thus betraying the form, then we must admit that we are facing another type of entity
altogether. The morphological approach, despite its shortcomings, provides a method to create an order (and thus a
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name) out of extremely complex phenomena, while at the same time respecting their complexity and avoiding
reducing them to mere products of such an order or name. It is at once a metaphysical and an aesthetic approach, in
that it grounds the definition of the type of entities that exist, on the intuition and expansion of the harmonic
sympathies between them. Its application to the various objects of analysis often echoes a biological outlook, possibly
because an organism, with its paradoxical patterns of life and matter, is itself the archetype of what a coherent yet
irreducibly complex ‘form’ is.

In fact, it was on the basis of a biological interpretation, that the German philosopher of history Oswald Spengler

applied Goethe’s morphological method to the analysis of human civilizations. In his magnum opus, The Decline of

the West,14 first published in 1918, Spengler rejects the traditional idea of a linear history unfolding through different
ages over the course of time. In its place, he suggests the vision of a mosaic of distinct civilizations that, like living
entities, go through phases of youth, maturity, senility and eventual collapse. Each civilization, like a unique species in
its own right, is centred around a fundamental archetype or ‘prime symbol’, whose form it actualizes in its social,
economic, cultural, political and scientific endeavours. Thus, according to Spengler, we can understand Western
history so far, as essentially reducible to the ‘lives’ of two different civilizations or ‘high cultures’: the Apollonian,
whose prime symbol is the ‘body’, between 900 BCE and 100 CE; and the Faustian, whose prime symbol is ‘infinity’,
from 1000 CE to roughly 2000 CE, as per Spengler’s predictions. Likewise, we can understand the Magian civilization
of the Arabic Middle East between 100 CE and 900 CE as centred around the archetype of the ‘magic cave’, the
civilization of ancient Egypt as centred around the archetype of the ‘path’ connecting life and the afterlife, and so on.
Each prime symbol defines the range of possibilities of a certain civilization, and influences the way in which it
operates on the world; while the Apollonians structured their thought and action around the ‘point-present’ concern of
the ‘nearby’, the Faustians devoted their energies to a ‘ceilingless’ chase of infinity in all its forms, from mathematics
to technology, from politics to music.

In some of his most disquieting pages, revealing his strong fascination with the underlying ideology of Nazism, and

particularly in his 1931 pamphlet Man and Technics,15 Spengler recognizes Technik as the peculiar (though not
exclusive) product of the Faustian civilization, and connects it with its thirst for infinite power. Understanding the
essence of Technic as related to the instinct for violent appropriation and domination of the ‘beast of prey’ (which,
coherently with his misinterpretation of Nietzsche, he deems as ‘noble’), Spengler unveils both the fundamental
connection between Technic and Western modernity, and the former’s essential tendency to uproot and rewrite reality.

Both these aspects of Technic, and particularly its violence, were witnessed first-hand by one of the most eclectic
German authors of the twentieth century, Ernst Jiinger. A volunteer in the ranks of the assault Shock Troops, Jiinger
barely survived the ‘storms of steel’ of the First World War. In the trenches on the Western Front, he had a chance to
experience the cataclysmic power with which Technic can literally uproot the reality of the world, unleashing its power
like an ‘elemental force’ capable of rewriting what humans believe to be the unchangeable substance of the world. As
it was immediately clear to the then young author, the First World War was the dawn not just of a new kind of ‘warfare
of materials’, but of an altogether new kind of reality. From the murderous flood that had buried the reality of old, a
new cosmic order was about to emerge — and the experience of this passage left Jiinger at once utterly paralysed and
strangely exhilarated.

Here, and really only here, I was to observe that there is a quality of dread that feels as unfamiliar as a foreign country. In
moments when I felt it, T experienced no fear as such but a kind of exalted, almost demoniacal lightness. ... The ability to
think logically and the feeling of gravity, both seemed to have been removed. We had the sensation of the ineluctable and

the unconditionally necessary, as if we were facing an elemental force.'®

During the interwar period, such ‘demoniacal lightness’ didn’t abandon Jiinger, as he attempted to distil his early

intuitions of the new spirit of the age in his 1932 book Der Arbeiter (The Worker)17 . In its pages, Jiinger developed an
exalted, apocalyptic vision of a new world reborn as a product of Technic, and centred around the totalizing principle
of Work. This was no mere ‘work’ as we commonly understand it, but Work as a fundamental principle to which every
social form and structure was to be adapted. As Technic would vanquish any previous form of reality and all remnants
of the old and feeble values, Work would transform the innermost aspects of all things, and particularly of humans, as
if by rewriting their whole genetic code. The actualization of the prime symbol of Work would then amount to a
thorough mutation of the existent, that would be at once metaphysical, ethical and aesthetic.
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One of the features of a fundamental creative energy is the ability to petrify symbols into an infinite repetition which
resembles the process of nature, as in the acanthus leave, the phallus, the lingam, the scarab, the cobra, the sun circle, the
resting Buddha. In worlds so constituted a foreigner doesn’t feel awe but fear, and still today it is not possible to face the
great pyramid at night, or the solitary temple of Segesta, sunk in the sunlight, without being scared. Evidently the human
type which represents the form of the Worker is moving towards such a kind of world, clear and closed upon itself like a

magic ring; and as it grows closer to it, the individual increasingly turns into the type.18

It will take the rise of Nazism, the death of his son in battle, the collapse of Germany and, most importantly to Jiinger,
the invention of the atomic bomb, to swerve him off the path of a heroic embrace of Technic’s coming reign. We shall
return to this fascinating turn in Jiinger’s thought towards an esoteric form of individualist anarchism, in the last part of

this book.'® For now, let us continue exploring the question of the essence of Technic from a less lyrical and more
rigorously philosophical angle. Here, we should begin by taking into account the examination of Technic proposed by
another controversial adherent to the Conservative Revolutionary Movement of the early twentieth century: Martin

Heidegger. In his 1954 essay The Question Concerning Technology,20 Heidegger develops a number of themes
previously sketched by Jiinger and other interwar authors, to define exactly what we can understand as the essence of

technology. He articulated his answer between the notions of Gestell (enframing) and of instrumentality. Anything that

appears to us as a ‘true’ element of the world (that is, anything whose truthfulness, aletheia, consists in the removal of
the veil that hid it from us, and its emergence as an object of our experience), does so within a certain frame.
Enframing is thus a necessary process for us to be able to experience the world, as it allows us to understand things as
clear and distinct entities. The essence of technology consists in a specific way of enframing the world, which unveils
it as a ‘stock-pile of standing-reserve’, that is as nothing but the accumulated instrumental value of everything and
anything. A forest is no longer a forest, but a stockpile of timber ready to be sent to production; a waterfall is no longer
a waterfall, but a stockpile of hydro-electrical units ready to be extracted; a person is no longer a person, but a
stockpile of labour read y to be employed; and so on. Thus, Heidegger points out, the essence of technology is nothing
technological in itself, but ‘the gathering together of that setting-upon which sets upon man, i.e., challenges him forth,

to reveal the real, in the mode of ordering, as standing—reserve’.21 Following Heidegger’s hypothesis, if we understand
reality as the frame within which the existent presents itself to our experience, we can observe how Technic consists
primarily in a specific reality-system, and thus, in a specific way things emerge in the world. According to Heidegger,
Technic’s method of ‘unveiling’ consists fundamentally in presenting every thing as entirely reducible to its
instrumental value in view of its mobilization within the productive apparatus — where such apparatus itself is in turn
just another standing-reserve ready to be employed in the service of its own expansion, and so on ad infinitum, along
the endless spiral that constitutes Technic’s cosmological structure.

Although Heidegger focused on the question of the essence of technology, he didn’t do so from a completely
ahistorical perspective. On the contrary, in line with his general philosophical outlook, he understood Technic as the
specific form of ‘unveiling’ that characterizes a certain age of the world — most dramatically, the age in which he
found himself to live. This historical approach to a philosophical analysis of the form of Technic returns in the work of

the Italian philosopher Emanuele Severino, whose book on II Destino della Tecnica 22 (The Destiny of Technic) first

appeared in 1998 as a summary of some important aspects of his decades-long research.”> According to Emanuele
Severino, we can understand the nature of Technic by looking at its role within the contemporary world. Over the
course of recent history, all the different political/economic/religious systems competing against each other for global
supremacy, invariably invested in the expansion of their technological apparatus as their main competitive edge.
Consumed by the agonistic imperative to win, they promoted such expansion to the point that this eventually became
their sole (and thus, paradoxically, shared) goal. The limitless expansion of the ability to put the world to productive
work took over the world as its new destiny and, in so doing, erased all other ideological differences. What else is
Technic as the essence of technology, but the spirit of absolute instrumentality, according to which everything is
merely a means to an end — where the only ultimate end is, once again, the limitless expansion of the accumulated
productive ability?

Differently from economic, political, ethical and religious forces — each of which aims at the production of a specific telos,
to the exclusion of all other goals and forces — Technic, which they would like to use as a means, tends to constituting itself
as a planetary apparatus that is increasingly free from the conflictual fractioning to which such forces attempt to reduce it;
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that is, Technic aims not to a specific and exclusive goal, but to the limitless increase in the ability to pursue goals, which is
also the limitless ability to satisfy needs. It is thus inevitable that, in the conflictual situation in which those forces find
themselves — that is, the situation where these are guided by the will to prevail on their adversaries through the
strengthening of the instruments at their disposal, whose efficacy is determined by their technological and rational-scientific
character — it is inevitable that such forces eventually renounce to their specific goals, exactly to avoid slowing down,
limiting and weakening the limitless strengthening of their instrument — the scientific-technologic apparatus through which

they intend to pursue their goal.24

In Spengler we saw Technic as the Faustian drive towards infinite uprooting and predation, in Jiinger it was the force
capable of mutating humans into the universal ‘type’ of the Worker, in Heidegger we observed it as the enframing that
reveals the world as a stockpiling of standing-reserve ready to be mobilized for production and finally in Severino we
encountered Technic also as a ‘destiny’ of the world and of everything that populates it. In other words, we began to
see Technic as a powerful cosmogonic force, capable of taking over the very status of reality, and transform it
according to its own principles.

Yet, this conception of Technic is far from being the only one available. At the polar opposite to the intellectual
approaches discussed so far, we find for example thinkers in the lineage of French philosopher Gilbert Simondon,
whose understanding of the essence of technology fundamentally challenges the distinction between ‘matter’ and

‘form’. In his texts Du mode d’existence des objets techniques 25 and L’individuation psychique et collective,26
Simondon presents technology essentially as a function lying at the core of what he calls the process of ‘individuation’.
According to Simondon, a thing (any thing, from a crystal to a single person to large social groups) is never stably
individuated as ‘that’ thing, but it is in a continuous process of actualization of its original, overflowing potential. As
the process of individuation unfolds, we witness the procession of a long series of ‘individuals’, each defined by the
specific limits of its interaction with what constitute its surrounding at that particular stage. Beyond the actualized
series of individuals, however, a boundless wealth of potentiality always lies unrealized. Within this system,
technology functions essentially as the mediator between an individual and its surroundings: it is the very process
through which an individual negotiates its own limits, and thus its own form, in the context of a mutual relation with th
e world around it. As such, technology is both a network of relations, and the very process of defining individuals. On
the basis of this notion of technology and of individuation, Simondon claims that we should overcome the traditional
opposition between culture and technology (as exemplified for example by Heidegger), in favour of a more holistic
conception of the two fields as fundamentally interdependent. This position also goes to influence our interpretation of
the present age, where we find technology in a state of alienation which is due only to culture’s reactionary rejection of
its ‘true’ promiscuity with it. The monstrosities produced by industrial technology — for example in terms of human
exploitation, total warfare and environmental devastation — are, for Simondon, just the consequence of our stubborn
application of pre-industrial logics to this new, fully industrial environment. If only we were to develop our
understanding of technology in accordance to Simondon’s reinterpretation of it, the present situation would supposedly
be overcome in favour of a reintegration of technology within culture, and of culture within technology. After all, if
any individual is both its own technology and its own product, perhaps our real mistake lies in the very notion of
technology as an autonomous field.

Simondon’s vision thus privileges a complete reinvention of our conception of technology, over an analysis of any
intrinsic specificity to the present time — which he discards as the unfortunate product of an incorrect hermeneutics of
technology. In this sense, his distance from the analyses presented so far (as well as to the one proposed by this book)
is even greater than it might appear at first. Simondon’s perspective suggests a blurring of all formal lines towards a
field of open-ended ‘becoming’, thus resembling a truly Faustian impetus unleashed at a metaphysical level.
Everything endlessly ‘becomes’ different instances of itself, in a way that embodies infinite growth at its most
profound. We might be forgiven, if we consider this notion as itself consubstantial to Technic’s reality-system (or
more exactly, Technic’s system of unreality), particularly in terms of its cosmogony as it will be presented in the next
chapter. Simondon’s project of merging technology and individuality, reveals a notion of existence which amounts to
an endless production of ‘grammatical positions’, where existence itself is ultimately obliterated. In the second chapter
of this book we shall discuss at length the implications of this notion. For now, our next step will depart precisely from
what we can understand as a ‘grammatical position’, and in what way we can see it as a fundamental element in the
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construction of Technic’s system. Firstly, we shall look at the notion of measure, tracing back the roots of its
contemporary use to a particular notion of causality. Then, we shall expand on the linguistic foundations of this
conception of causality, all the way to its relationship with the imperative of infinity.

Measure and infinity

The years when the debate on Technic started to develop, were the same of the rise and affirmation of techniques of
modular architecture across the globe. The first prefabricated, precast, panelled apartment blocks were built in
Liverpool at the beginning of the twentieth century, and by 1940 the Sears Roebuck company had sold over 500,000
prefabricated homes. Modular architecture catered to the needs of a growing population and, after the Second World
War, to the demand for a fast and efficient reconstruction of the houses destroyed by aerial bombings. At the same
time, it fit perfectly the potential for serial industrial production of the ever-expanding industrial apparatus, of which it
became the material embodiment and a crucial symbol. Modular architecture understands the structure of a building as
a series of different architectural positions, which can be fulfilled by infinitely replicable industrial units. These units,
from the single slab of concrete to a whole prefabricated roof, are designed to fit the measure of the position which
they are supposed to occupy, while at the same time constituting the very incarnation of such measure. If until that
point the architectural project of a building functioned as a complete narrative, readable but not reducible to its
syntactic elements, then with the triumph of modular architecture the very essence of a building was reduced to an
assemblage of grammatical positions. This shift of perspective saw the transformation of the relationship between
human and building, from one based on meaning, to one based on a grammar of functionality. Perhaps unwittingly, the
proponents of modular architecture had translated on the metaphorical level of construction, the same cosmological
transformation that Technic, as the form of the age, was enforcing on the whole of reality.

We could describe the ontology that underlies modular architecture as an ontology of positions rather than of things.
This ontological paradigm is the same that is at work within the regime of Technic. In both cases, the notion of
measure functions as a crucial tool to produce a certain kind of world, or more exactly a certain kind of form through
which a world emerges. If we consider Technic under this light, that is as a cosmogonic force imposing its own form
over reality and the world, then we can appreciate the role played by measure within its inner architecture. Like every
form, that imposed by Technic is determined by the structure of its inner geometry. As in the case of modular
architecture, this geometry is composed by two fundamental and seemingly contradictory elements: the notions of
measure and infinity. Considered as the geometric centre and the outer shape, respectively, of Technic, these two
concepts can provide a useful point of reference to understand the potential reach and type of action that characterizes
its reality-system.

Let us begin by looking at measure — but since this notion is so deeply embedded within Technic’s geometry, we
will have to trace its steps as if backwards. We shall start with the aspect of Technic that is most immediately apparent
to our everyday experience — its focus on production and instrumentality — and from there we shall move backwards,
all the way until we find Technic’s notion of measure lying as a foundation or a kernel; from production and
instrumentality to causality, then to language and finally to measure. It is important to point out immediately that we
shall observe these notions not in themselves, but rather in their particular version which is at work within Technic’s
world-making form.

As we discussed in the previous pages, Technic’s rewriting of reality can be summed up, at least superficially, to its
positing instrumentality as the only legitimate ontological stance: nothing legitimately exists otherwise than as an
instrument, ready to be employed in the limitless process of production of other instruments, ad infinitum. Yet, the
concept of instrumentality isn’t completely self-sufficient; in order to stand, it needs to rely on other, more
fundamental concepts. At the heart of instrumentality, and necessarily implied by it, we find the notion of causality.
The close relationship between instrumentality and causality is quite straightforward; there can be such a thing as an
instrument, only if that instrument is capable of producing something else as the direct effect of its activity. For
production to take place, the activity of the instrument must be the direct cause of that specific effect (material or
immaterial) that constitutes its product. In other words, there could be no instruments, if we didn’t already have a more
general concept of cause—effect relationships. Yet, the concept of causality is not as plain and unproblematic as it
might appear at first. As theorized by David Hume, the idea that something can be the cause of something else is not a
matter of fact, which we can easily find in our immediate experience of the world. Conversely, argues Hume, what we
witness is simply the sequential order in which the activity of what we call the cause precedes the activity of what we
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call the effect: a flame touches a piece of paper, and then the paper takes fire. The force of causality is not a natural
force, but merely something that we project over the succession of events in nature. Drawing on Hume’s intuition,
Kant took the problematic character of any notion of causality, and developed it further within its own philosophical
system.

It is impossible ever to comprehend through reason how something could be a cause or have a force, rather these relations
must be taken solely from experience. For the rule of our reason extends only to comparison in accordance with identity and
contradiction. But, in so far as something is a cause, then, through something, something else is posited, and there is thus no
connection in virtue of agreement to be found — just as no contradiction will ever arise if I wish to view the former not as a
cause, because there is no contradiction [in the supposition that] if something is posited, something else is cancelled.
Therefore, if they are not derived from experience, the fundamental concepts of things as causes, of forces and activities,

are completely arbitrary and can neither be proved nor refuted.?’

Causality is an arbitrary notion, yet we seem to be unable to do without it. Indeed, causality reveals more how we
understand the existent, or how the existent unveils itself to us, than anything about how the existent is structured in
itself. Thus, Kant inserts causality within his system of ‘categories’ — those pure concepts of the understanding that
define the way in which the existent necessarily reveals itself to our experience. According to Kant, causality, as a
category belonging to the class of relation, acts as one of the filters that we must unavoidably adopt as we open
ourselves to any kind of experience.

However, our experience of the world is filtered not only by our ‘naturally’ inbuilt categories, but also by the

specific reality-system that is hegemonic during each historical age, and through which the world emerges to us as one
particular world. While it might be true that Kantian categories apply indistinctly to all human experience, it is equally
true that such categories are themselves shaped by the various cosmogonic forces that appear throughout history. That
is to say, inbuilt categories like space, time and causation, are not always the same for all individuals since the dawn of
time, but they are in turn affected by the reality-settings that each cosmogonic force imposes over the historical age in
which it is hegemonic. Thus, in the age of Technic, even the most fundamental categories through which we humans
experience the world are themselves transformed by the norms of instrumentality and by the imperative to endlessly
expand the productive apparatus. When we talk about the notion of causality today, we must consider it not only as an
element within Technic’s conceptual architecture of production, but also as itself a product of this very architecture
and as subjected to its norms and imperatives. This means, for example, that causality can no longer be applied to that
form of unrepeatable and unique creation that is traditionally assigned to God’s miraculous intervention on the world.
Instead, causality must refer to production rather than to creation, and its specific function is that of providing solid
ground for the process of infinite instrumental production to unfold.

So far, in our movement towards the geometric centre of Technic, we have seen how Technic’s reduction of the
world to an instrument of production, in turn relies on a particular understanding of causality. Yet, we are still one step
away from reaching the central notion of measure. If we consider it within Technic’s perspective, causality requires a
further conceptual structure to lie upon. If we are to adapt our concept of causality to the requirements of limitless
production, then we must assume the presence of an underlying conceptual architecture that guarantees a perfectly
predictable and orderly connection between ‘cause’ and ‘effect’. Sustaining Technic’s notion of causality in such a
way, and acting as its conceptual foundation, we find the principle of language. Once again, we are considering
language though Technic’s eyes, that is in terms of its ability to realize Technic’s form in the world. As filtered by
Technic’s normative form, language reveals itself as a method of production; it is the fundamental method through
which it is possible to produce serial chains of units that, in turn, can entertain a productive relationship with each
other. This aspect of language reveals the particular understanding of ontology that characterizes Technic’s world: no
longer an ontology of ‘things’, but an ontology of ‘positions’. This passage to a ‘positional ontology’ is a crucial
requirement to the creation of a world that is devoted to — indeed, that is nothing but — endless instrumental production.
Let us see in more detail how language reveals this kind of ontology, and in what way it relates to Technic’s
imposition of its own form over the world. If we consider the grammatical aspect of language (that is, its internal mode
of operation and production, rather than its representational relationship with non-linguistic entities), we observe a
serial system, in which a set of available positions are fulfilled by a potentially infinite number of equivalent units of
signification. To fulfil the position of a noun or a verb, for example, any semantic candidate is essentially indifferent
and equivalent to each other — although, of course, in the practical use, some more than others are traditionally
associated with a certain position. Within language, primary existence is assigned to grammatical positions, rather than
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to the equivalent semantic units that can indifferently fulfil them. Within language’s ontology of positions (which is
also Technic’s underlying ontology), the only kind of existence to which semantic units can aspire, is the participation
to the full existence of the positions that they are called to fulfil. Equally, the only ontological difference or uniqueness
that they can claim to themselves depends entirely on their participation in the difference and uniqueness that belongs
to the various available grammatical positions. In this sense, we can consider language as the fundamental series-
system: its ontology assigns existence primarily to the positions in its series, and only secondarily to the otherwise
empty and equivalent semantic units that are called to activate those positions. The serial character of language allows
its positions to proliferate and replicate themselves indefinitely, by mobilizing and calling to themselves the limitless
supply of otherwise indifferent and equivalent semantic units. By doing so, language’s series-system provides the
original example of a chain of production, where the shared ontology of the positions within the series and their
ontological primacy over the units that activate them, allows for the infinite productive expansion of the series itself.
As such, language acts as the fundamental method of production and of ‘action’ tout court in the age of Technic, since
its ontology of seriality is capable of sustaining that predictable and infinitely expandable notion of causality which, in
turn, constitutes the underlying support of the notion of instrumentality.

Here we finally reach the geometric centre of Technic’s world-making form that we have been seeking. Having
considered language’s role within the architecture of Technic’s production, we can observe how language itself relies
on one final, fundamental concept: measure. While an ontology of things relies on the notion of substance, an ontology
of positions rests on the notion of measure. Measure is the necessary principle that allows the positions and serial units
of the grammar of production, to emerge from the homogenous chaos of the existent. Each position acts as a secondary
measure that shapes and defines the units that activate it, while in turn relying on the primary measure which is
enforced by the overarching grammatical series. As a fundamental productive method, language provides the primary
measure that shapes and defines the positions that are available within it — while such positions act as secondary
measures in relation to the units that are called to fulfil them. As the foundation of Technic’s language, and thus of its
system of serial production, the notion of measure consists in the original act of ‘cutting up’ the world, in a manner

that makes it available to be infinitely recombined. Or, more precisely, measure is the act of creating the world as a
catalogue of cuts — while before measure’s ‘cutting’ no such thing as a world, or indeed anything at all, actually
existed. The process of measuring, that is of ‘creating-by-cutting’, is infinitely replicable — in the same way that serial
production in Technic’s world can expand ad infinitum. We can at this point appreciate the fundamental importance of
the notion of measure as the geometrical centre of Technic. Measure allows language to operate productively as a
series-system, and in doing so it provides the ontological ground on which the notion of causality can sustain the
principle of instrumentality. In this sense, measure can be considered as the geometric centre of the form that Technic

imposes over the world — so that the world, becomes its world.

Let us now move to the second element defining the geometry of Technic’s form: infinity. If the notion of measure
qualifies Technic’s method of ‘enframing’ the existent, then that of infinity delimits the scope and reach of this
process. Measure refers to the internal rhythm of this cosmogonic force, while infinity to the rule of its expansion and
proliferation. The combination of measure and infinity might at first seem contradictory; how can measure, that is a
form of setting limits, operate limitlessly? Yet, these two geometric principles are combined — as if retrospectively — by
the very force that they contribute to shape. Within Technic, as we saw, measure is assumed as a basic ontological
principle, according to which it is possible to move from an ontology of unique and irreducible ‘things’, to an ontology
of positions in a series. Through this process, ‘things’ are reduced to equivalent units, which are present in the world
only inasmuch as they are able to activate such grammatical positions. Conversely, infinity refers to the limitless
quality of a series: a new position can always be added to a series, and so on ad infinitum, in a way that reinforces the
very principle of seriality. Within an ontology of positions, limits are no longer defined by the scarce supply of ‘things’
and by the range of their possible recombinations; rather, they are set by the inexhaustible potential for expansion of
positions within a series, and of series themselves understood as positions within larger series and ultimately within the
very principle of seriality. The ontological emptiness of serial positions allows for their unbounded reproduction.
Indeed, it is exactly the infinity of their proliferation that defines its external shape.

On top of this geometrical role played by infinity within Technic’s form, we can also consider Technic’s
relationship with infinity in terms of the historical conditions from which Technic emerged as a hegemonic,
cosmogonic force. Borrowing from Spengler’s intuition, we can interpret the importance of the notion of infinity
within Technic’s reality-system, as the manifestation of its historical desire. Spengler traced this desire for infinity to
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the story of Faust, which he took as a symbol of our age: a man, dissatisfied with his life, exchanges his soul for
infinite knowledge and hedonism. The story of Faust with his accent on infinite knowledge, functions well also as an
allegory of the expansion of power through knowledge, and knowledge as domination, which we also encountered in
Heidegger. Yet, such desire for infinity is connected today not only with infinite knowledge and material pleasure, but

also with infinite life. In a fascinating section of his 1948 book Patterns in Comparative Religion,28 the Romanian

historian of religion Mircea Eliade points out an important distinction in terms of the ultimate desiderata, between
what he calls ‘Semitic cultures’ (spanning in fact from the Babylonians to Christianity, to Islam), and the cultures of
Greece and India. On the one hand, we find a desire for the limitless expansion of a person’s lifespan: immortality.

When, according to the legend, King Solomon asked the Queen of Sheba to give him immortality, she spoke to him of a
plant to be found growing amongst rocks. Solomon met a ‘white-haired” man, an old man walking with the herb in his

hand, and gave it to Solomon gladly, for as long as he kept he could not die. For the herb gave immortality alone, not youth.
29

On the other, there is a desire for a youth that continues until the end of a long (though not infinite) life.

[The] ideal of the Indian: not immortality but rejuvenation. ... An Indian who welcomed existence and loved life did not
want to keep it indefinitely, but only have a very long youth. Immortality was not the sort of thing to tempt sages or mystics
— they longed for liberation, not a permanent continuation of existence. ... We find the same with the Greeks; they did not
long for immortality, but for youth and long life. In most of the legend relating to Alexander the Great, he is astonished that

anyone should seek irnrnortality.30

The difference between these two approaches to mortality, leads us to a final aspect of the notion of infinity, which
goes to define the sphere of action and desire in Technic’s world. While a long youth merely wishes to postpone
decrepitude and suffering, the wish for immortality aims at an endless suspension of death. Immortality is not eternity,

but merely the absolute form of presence: both in the sense that presence in the world is no longer bound (ab-solutus,
unbound) to the constraints imposed upon it by death, and as a signal that nothing external to it is allowed to exist.
Immortality thus ceases to be a dimension of life, inasmuch as life is connected with death, while not reaching the
status of a dimension of existence, since existence exceeds the very notion of time; on the contrary, it becomes a form
of limitless presence. If we compare this with Technic’s ontology of positions, we can see how it coincides with an
approach that seeks a perpetual continuation of ‘presence’ (because positions don’t technically exist or are alive, but
rather they are forms of presence), since it is exactly presence, rather than life or existence, that provides that
dimension onto which notions of instrumentality and productivity can take place. As infinity proclaims the
abolishment of anything external to it (how could anything be external to its limitless proliferation, if there are no
limits beyond which this outside could lie?), so Technic proposed its own ontology and its call for the total
mobilization of the existent, as devoid of any possible ‘outside’.

In the following pages, we shall continue from these latter aspects of Technic’s world: namely, its lack of an
‘outside’, and its eradication of existence in favour of a policed form of presence. As it will be discussed in detail in
the next chapter, the banishment of existence plays a crucial role in Technic’s cosmogonic project. There, we will
observe it through a metaphysical lens. Here, in this chapter dedicated to the impact of Technic’s regime on daily life
in the world, we shall continue considering the consequences of this movement from existence to (policed) presence,
in terms of the existential cost that it inflicts on those who are subjected to Technic’s rule.

No outside

On 26 February 2008, the Svalbard Global Seed Vault officially began its activity. Built 120 metres deep inside a
sandstone mountain on Spitsbergen island, in the Arctic Svalbard Archipelago, roughly 1,300 kilometres from the
North Pole, the Vault currently stores the seeds of over 4,000 plants from all over the world. While only one of the
hundreds of seed banks worldwide, the Vault aims to function as the centralized backup of the entire planetary floral
biodiversity. Its safe and remote location, its robust architecture, the latest technological machinery employed and the
sophisticated security systems in place make it the ideal option to become the ultimate safe box from which it will be
possible to retrieve any seeds that natural events or political crises have led to extinction. If the Millennium Seed Bank,
the largest seed bank in the world, were ever to be destroyed by a sudden calamity or a cut in funding, the Vault would
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ideally be able to act as the last guardian of the preservation of the treasures of terrestrial biodiversity. Combined with
the development of gene banks in general and of ever-expanding biological databases, projects like that of the Vault
plan to fight the looming threat of extinction, by archiving and storing enough genetic information on each species, to
allow scientists to replicate them at will. The creation of the Vault is only one of the latest responses to the apocalyptic
fear that pervades much of the conscious and unconscious dreamscape of the contemporary world. Like any cultural
form, millenarian anxieties have a history of their own, spanning through centuries and adapting to the peculiarities of
each age. During the decades of the Cold War, the most prominent vision of the apocalypse revolved around the
scenario of a complete and sudden nuclear annihilation. In more recent years, it has found its centre in the prospect of a
progressive extinction of the various life forms present on Earth.

At a superficial reading, our fear of extinction might appear merely as the product of the imbalances and
unsustainability of the system of production and consumption that is in place at present. But in fact, the spread and grip
of the fear of extinction over our collective minds, reveals a profound conceptual continuity with the very reality-
system enforced by Technic. To appreciate the intrinsic connection between this form of apocalyptic anxiety, and the
inner structure of Technic, we should observe the peculiarity of extinction as compared to a more ‘traditional’ type of
disappearance: death. While seemingly referring to the same event of vanishing and collapse, death and extinction
differ from each other on the basis of their respective subjects. Death befalls a living individual, whether understood
directly (‘a person dies’) or metaphorically (‘an ancient language dies’): death implies something ceasing to exist as
that specific, individual, living thing. Extinction befalls an abstract category, typically an animal or plant species. An
individual human, horse or oak tree can die, but they cannot go extinct. Inversely, the species Homo Sapiens, Equus

Ferus Caballus and Quercus Robur, can go extinct, but they cannot die. Death applies to unique ‘things’; extinction to
positions in a series of linguistic classifications. While from the perspective of a struggle against death, only the actual
living existence of a specific individual can be considered a success, within the logic of a struggle against extinction,
what counts is the preservation of the possibility to activate a certain position. Once pandas have been fully genetically
mapped, the actual disappearance of all currently living, individual pandas would not constitute an effective case of
extinction: as long as the genetic position ‘panda’ will be still available to be reactivated (that is, potentially actualized
through the creation of a living example), extinction will have been kept at bay. Even if an actual panda was never to
be created again, the potential reactivation of its position would still suffice. Consistently with Technic’s cosmogony,
the logic of extinction (both as an object of fear and as a problem to solve), rests upon the ontological primacy of the
position over the thing, where the position allows the thing to part-take to its own existence only as its potential
fulfiller or activator. In this sense, the phobic hegemony of extinction reflects the silent consensus over a reality-
system that sees serial positions such as species, as more ‘real’, and thus worthier of protection, than individual living
things. If we were to draw this logic to its extreme conclusions, we would discover that true existence can be
predicated only of positions that have potential to be activated, while ‘things’ themselves amount merely to the (not
strictly necessary) event of their activation. Potential presence takes the place of actual existence.

Such far-reaching restructuring of the categories of existence, as they shape and apply to our current understanding
of the world, is only the latest stage in a much longer process of translation of the world of things into a world of
positions. As it was pointed out by early critics of Technic, a crucial stage of this process took place under the reign of
its Industrial form, parti cularly between the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century. When
Heidegger was referring to the impact of Technic’s instrumental principle on the surrounding world, his main concrete
reference for the enactment of Technic in the world had to do with the industrial form of his time. The enormous
machinery, the avalanches of incandescent coal and steam, the infernos of workers exploited to the bone, so vividly

described by Louis-Ferdinand Celine in the section on Chicago of his Journey to the End of the Night,31 amounted to
one gargantuan translation apparatus. Its main duty, within the broader perspective of Technic’s developing
cosmogony, was to enact the preliminary work of translating the world of things (trees, waterfalls, humans), into a
world of positions, immediately understandable as standing-reserves within the industrial series of production (timber,
hydroelectric units, labour). The age of Industrial Technic had to face a world that still attempted to resist it, at least in
the most basic sense of continuing to exist autonomously. Any potential object of translation must be endowed with a
basic level of autonomous existence that sets it apart from the new system into which it has to be translated. Jiinger
correctly pointed out that the bourgeois idea of the individual was soon to capitulate to the ‘type of the worker’; yet,
something different from the type still existed, at least just enough to be able to be subjugated and overcome by
Technic.
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This early stage in the affirmation of Technic as a hegemonic cosmogonic force proceeded triumphantly until the
end of the 1970s. The close of that decade, around the same time of the death of the poet of industrial desperation,
Charlie Chaplin, witnessed a decisive turn in the development of Technic. It was the beginning of what is currently
known as ‘post-Fordism’, as opposed to the ‘Fordist’ approach that characterized the maturity of the previous age of
Industrial Technic. As examined by a growing number of authors in recent years — especially by ‘post-operaisti’

thinkers of the Italian tradition such as Franco Berardi Bifo°> and Christian Marazzi>> — the arrival of post-Fordism
coincided with dramatic shifts in the mode of capitalist production. From an economy largely based on hard material
production and the exploitation of an organized labour force, to a ‘liquid’ and ‘recombinant’ form of production,
largely focused on information and services and embedded into the very lives of the disintegrated working multitude.
However, from the perspective of the current discussion on Technic’s impact on the form of the world, such specific
socio-economic changes are of lesser importance. What truly stands out as the paradigm shift between Fordism and
post-Fordism, is the closure of the cycle of translation and the beginning of an age of total language. Indeed, our
previous characterization of Industrial Technic as a gigantic process of translation wasn’t merely metaphorical; as
discussed earlier, the geometrical centre of Technic lies in the notion of measure, which informs that of instrumentality
via the system of language. In order to subjugate the world of things to its own cosmos of positions, Industrial Technic
proceeded by turning things into their linguistic equivalents within its own series-systems. Things weren’t just

generally reduced to their name; specifically, they were translated into their technical names. Yet, such work of
translation remained possible only as long as there was something (or anything) that still survived as an autonomous
entity outside of the grid of Technic’s language. Once Technic’s language had affirmed its role as the sole gatekeeper
to the status of legitimate existence, thus effectively taking over the entirety of the existent, the work of translation
could no longer rely on the basic alterity that acted as its foundation. With the disappearance of things outside of
Technic’s language, the industrial age of Technic also came to a close. The passage to post-Fordism inaugurated a new
stage of Technic’s cosmogony, and the dawn of an age of total language.

Once the work of translation had exhausted its main aim, and nothing remained of the human and the forest and the
waterfall but the linguistic sign of their value as standing-reserves (indeed, nothing of the world remained but the
linguistic sign of its instrumental value), then arose Technic’s cosmos in its perfection: the whole of the existent and of
the possible, reduced to a closed sphere of language, absolute in the absence of any ‘outside’ to it. This is the moment
that we described, at the beginning of this chapter, as the collapse of the background onto the stage, or the peak of a
crisis of reality. Once an exclusive principle takes over the whole, and denies the legitimacy of anything outside its
own architecture, then reality is in peril. In this instance, once the principle of essence annihilated that of existence (as
we shall see later in the book), to the point of denying any legitimacy whatsoever to whatever is not a position in a
linguistic series, then reality is finally shattered and disintegrated. Reality, as that frame which allows the world to
emerge, requires a basic, silent understanding of an ontological distance between the frame and what emerges within it
as a world. A condition of enframing that is so absolute as to deny any legitimacy to whatever isn’t the frame itself,
denies any possibility of reality. The complete closure of Technic’s language onto itself, leads to such a condition, thus
unleashing a crisis of reality of cataclysmic proportions.

The age of total language, rigidly selects ab origine what can or cannot claim any form of legitimate presence in the
world. Its selection is based on the candidate’s compliance with the reduction of all its dimensions to the linguistic
dimension of seriality, and specifically, case by case, to one or the other historical series. We can witness this process
at work today, in a number of social, political, economic and scientific fields. For example, at the basis of the
contemporary obsessions with so-called ‘Big Data’ lies the double ontological assumption that: (1) the language of
information technology is capable of grasping the whole of the existent; (2) more extremely, the whole of the existent
coincides with the reach of the language of information technology. The record-shattering investments in Big-Data
systems and technology rest on the belief that there can’t possibly be anything ontologically relevant that couldn’t, at
least potentially, be reduced (and reduced truthfully) to the serial units of the language of data. Similarly, through
substituting the terms ‘information technology’ with ‘finance’, we can understand the contemporary role played by
financial capitalism, not merely as a translator of the world into its own linguistic structure, but as the creator of a
world that coincides exactly with such structure. Financial capital does not apply value to preexisting things, let alone
mere ly translating them into its own linguistic system of evaluation; conversely, it is the world (or whatever is left of
it, tolerated only in its most larval state) that is expected to mobilize itself according to the grid of finance, if it wishes
to be allowed within the gates of presence that finance so closely guards. And again, we find the same process at work
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if we observe a number of hegemonic strands of contemporary science, particularly in its ‘practical’ articulations such
as those belonging to the field of neuroscience. Neuroscientific language presents itself as valid and trustworthy,
because: (1) it can at least potentially grasp in an exhaustive fashion the whole of the object of its research; (2) more
extremely, there is no emotion, feeling, thought-process and so on, apart from those that are already contained,
however potentially, within the linguistic system of neuroscience itself. Functioning as a form of scientific
sentimentalism, neuroscientific metaphysics claims that mental processes that can’t even potentially fit within its
language are nothing but mere fantasies or superstitions. Equally, this same process applies to the ontological discourse
of citizenship: in the current post/anti-humanist age, citizenship isn’t predicated of a person, but rather personhood
becomes an implicit benefit of citizenship status. Following Technic’s rejection of the very notions of life and death, as
discussed above, the already abysmal ‘bare life’ that used to apply to stateless people, now resolves into a vanishing of
presence towards absolute ontological nothingness. As the recent debate on migration and asylum amply demonstrates,
whatever falls out of citizenship’s linguistic series falls entirely out of the world. And again, the same is true of
identity more generally, as suggested by the recent, obsessive proliferation of categories of identity, most noticeably in
the fields of gender and sexuality. Whatever aspect of a living person refuses or is unable to be totally reduced to a set
of serial units of language (a case of ontological refusal), or into the specific linguistic series that are at work in a
particular society (a case of historical refusal), is instantly stripped of any legitimate claim to presence in the world.
While absolute existence lies beyond the grasp of any form of societal control, presence in the world in the age of
Technic becomes the prime object of production and of policing.

This small variety of examples, which could be expanded by several others, displays the workings of one same
principle across the horizon of contemporary cultural forms. According to it, there is no possible presence outside the
infinite horizon of serial language, as there is no legitimate presence outside the specific linguistic series that act as the
historical gatekeepers of an ontology of positions. Such strict policing of the borders of presence, and the ultimate
punishment inflicted onto anything that still holds on to its irreducibility to absolute serial language, accounts for the
devastating consequences that such a regime has on the lives of those hundreds of millions who currently live under
Technic’s direct domain. Alongside the suffering and devastation produced by the system of exploitation that
characterizes capitalism, the total closure of language onto itself as a border fencing off existence, has caused in recent
years a true epidemic of psychopathologies, including anxiety, depression, panic and increased suicide rates and cases
of mass murders. In the course of his long career, and particularly since the early 1990s, the Italian philosopher Franco
‘Bifo’ Berardi has relentlessly described the existential toll exacted by Technic’s hegemony, both as a cosmogonic

force and as a regulatory principle of daily life on most of the planet. In books like The Soul at Work 3 and Heroes,35

Berardi paints an accurately crude depiction of the current state of disintegration of mental health, investigating its
origin in the structure of contemporary society and, more profoundly, in its reality-system. Although never directly
mentioning Technic, and preferring instead to employ more traditional Marxist categories, Berardi sees the roots of our
present predicament springing out of a number of the same conceptual structures that we have analysed so far, with
particular reference to the role played by absolute language. Interestingly, he has recently pointed to this connection in
one of the early chapters of his book dedicated to the phenomenon of mass murder and suicide:

The fact that human beings learn more vocabulary from a machine than from their mothers is undeniably leading to the
development of a new kind of sensibility. The new forms of mass psychopathology of our time cannot be investigated
without due consideration of the effects of this new environment, in particular the new process of language learning. Two
main developments demand consideration: the first is the dissociation of language learning from the bodily affective

experience; the second is the virtualization of the experience of the other.3®
For Berardi, as for Severino and many other critics of Technic’s regime, the ontological and epistemological
foundations of our contemporary experience of the world have a direct relationship with the unleashing of annihilating
violence at all levels. In reference to the experience of human life under the present conditions, we can detect a parallel
between the surge in a psychopathological desire of violent annihilation, and the general risk run by everybody to be
ontologically annihilated and to be altogether expelled from the world, becoming extinct before their physical death.
When the stakes are so high, and any failure to comply with the demands of the historical linguistic series is punished
with ‘death by extinction’, violent forms of acting-out on a mass scale become an unavoidable feature of the landscape
of the world. Yet, an even more frequent and much more widespread tendency is that of a mass conformism, trumping
by comparison those sought by the totalitarian regimes of the past century. As Pier Paolo Pasolini repeatedly pointed
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out in the last years of his life, 37 traditional totalitarian regimes never managed to produce that ‘anthropological
mutation’ that seems to be the near destiny of our age. Traditional political repression demands obedience, both that
which is publicly displayed and, as much as possible, even that which is performed in private out of fear of being
found out. Conversely, Technic demands no obedience — indeed, it doesn’t demand anything. Technic’s cosmology
sets a filter that allows access to a status of legitimate presence in the world, only to those who have undergone a
fundamental mutation in their ontological structure, and thus also in their position as ethical subjects. In this sense, the
metaphysical policing enacted by Technic is always a form of border control, enforcing the mos t profound kind of
discrimination.

In the following pages, we shall look in particular at this aspect, considering how different conceptions of the shape
and borders of a world lead to entirely different existential experiences within it. What is more, we shall observe how
indisputable notions of contemporary geography, such as the roundedness of the Earth, can also be seen as metaphors
hiding within themselves deep-seated, unmentionable convictions of the contrary.

Crisis of action, crisis of imagination

Everybody knows the story of Cristoforo Colombo; against the universally held belief that the Earth was flat, this
brave Genoese sailor dared to prove that our planet was in fact a sphere. The year 1492 CE, so the story goes, marks a
fundamental threshold between the age of ignorant superstition and that of enlightened, scientific modernity. This
version of Columbus’ story enjoys today widespread acceptance among the less educated and the educated alike, to the
point of featuring in most school books from primary to secondary education. Yet, as numerous scholars have
repeatedly attempted to point out, this story is inaccurate to say the least. Ever since the dawn of classical antiquity,
philosophers like Pythagoras, Parmenides, Plato and Aristotle not only held a belief in the sphericity of the Earth, but
assumed in their writings that their readers shared their same knowledge. Already in the third century BCE, the Libyan
polymath Eratosthenes calculated with a minimum range of error the exact circumference of the Earth, relying on the
assumed notion of its sphericity. Even during the twilight of late antiquity and the growing darkness of the high
Middle Ages, the large majority of scholars, religious and secular alike, understood our planet as a spherical object.
While arguing against the existence of the Antichtones (people inhabiting the antipodes, on the opposite side the

Earth), both in his book De Civitate Dei 38 and in his biblical commentary De Genesis ad Literam,39 Saint Augustine

assumes the Earth to be a ‘globe’. Likewise, Saint Thomas Aquinas, at the opening of his Summa Theologiae,40

employs the notion of a spherical Earth (which he takes as widely accepted among his readers) to explain how the
various branches of knowledge can differ in their specific approach to one same fact or notion. Illustrious Doctors of

the Church like Isidore of Seville (sixth/seventh century, particularly in his De Natura Rerum 4 ) and Venerable Bede
(seventh/eighth century, especially in his De Temporum Ratione 42 ), held the same belief, as did the beatified

polymath Hermann of Reichenau™ (eleventh century), who was the first Christian scholar to recalculate the
circumference of the Earth using Erathostenes’s method. As demonstrated for example by Ioannis de Sacro Bosco’s

influential 1230 compendium of astronomic knowledge De Sphaera Mundi a4 (‘On the Sphere of the World’), no
respectable scholar in the Middle Ages took the theory of a Flat Earth as worthy of any serious attention.

How is it possible, then, that today’s popular understanding of pre-modern science is so distant from the truth? As
historian Jeffrey B. Russell points out:

The question is where the illusion — “The Flat Error’ — came from and why educated people continue to believe it. The Error

is not the alleged medieval belief that the earth was flat, but rather the modern error that such a belief ever prevailed.45

According to Russell, it is possible to trace the origin of the ‘flat error’, to Washington Irving’s fanciful reconstruction

of medieval science in his 1828 best-selling book A History of the Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus.*® Tn
this text, Irving presents Columbus as that pioneer of modern scientific knowledge, whom children today still learn to
appreciate. Despite its demonstrable falsity, Irving’s literary reconstruction still enjoys broad recognition, for reasons
that possibly have little to do with problems of historical accuracy. Following the thesis suggested by Anthony Kemp

in his provocative 1991 book The Estrangement of the Past,47 we could attribute this stubborn misinterpretation of an
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uncontroversial historical fact, to ideological rather than historiographical motivations. Ever since the time of the
Reformation, argues Kemp, the perception of a strong discontinuity with the past has been the object of a relentless
work of cultural propaganda. Following its break with Rome, the Reformation had to challenge the unitary conception
of time that had characterized antiquity and the Middle Ages. In its place, a new model of history-as-progress was
proposed as the general framework within which to understand changes in attitude and belief across the ages. In this
sense, the currently held opinion on the alleged medieval belief in a flat Earth, and the consequent role of Columbus as
a pioneer of modern science, effectively reinforces the picture of the pre-modern past as constitutively different, and
obviously worse than the time of modernity.

Yet, an alternative interpretation of this phenomenon could be provided by a symbolic understanding of a flat Earth,
as opposed to a spherical Earth. As famously pictured in the so-called Flammarion Engraving, where a traveller who
has reached the edge of a flat Earth stretches his head through the firmament to contemplate the outer heavens, the idea
of the inhabitable world as a li mited, flat disc offers rich symbolic material to understand the peculiarity of the human
condition in the universe. Understood symbolically, the image of a flat Earth points to two intuitive objects of human
experience: that the inhabitable world of each of us is at once shaped and enhanced by its limits, and that beyond these
limits lies, not ‘nothing’ but something at once altogether different and yet contiguous. Conversely, the symbol of a
spherical Earth hints at a different ontological vision, according to which the world stretches without boundaries,
seamlessly closed onto itself, while outside of its smooth surface it is possible to find either nothing at all, or other
equivalent spheres, that is repetitions of the same form of existence. It is not just coincidence that the sphere was

adopted by Parmenides”® as an immediate symbol of its vision of existence as at once boundless, unitary, seamless and
also safe from the impending presence of anything radically different from it.

On this basis, we can interpret the contemporary fantasy of a world of antiquity stuck in the belief of a Flat Earth, as
the case of a ‘subject supposed to believe’, Slavoj ZiZek’s own reinterpretation and expansion of Lacan’s concept of a
‘subject supposed to know’.

There are some beliefs, the most fundamental ones, which are from the very outset ‘decentered’ beliefs of the Other; the
phenomenon of the ‘subject supposed to believe’ is thus universal and structurally necessary. From the very outset, the
speaking subject displaces his or her belief onto the big Other qua the order of pure semblance, so that the subject never
‘really believed in it’; from the very beginning, the subject refers to some decentered other to whom he or she imputes this

belief.*

Our contemporaries attribute the belief in a flat Earth to pre-modern ignoramuses, because we all believe, hope and

indeed know very well that the Earth is flat. The symbol of a flat Earth, that is, of a world that is at once shaped and
enhanced by its limits, and which is not surrounded merely by nothingness or sameness but that also allows radical
alterity, speaks more profoundly and truthfully to our experience than that of a spherical Earth. Whatever in us still
resists Technic’s call for absolute ontological conformity, for a ‘final solution’ into nothingness of anything that isn’t
reducible to serial language, whatever in us still resists this knows, hopes and believes in an alternative cosmology to
the claustrophobic sphere of Technic. Yet, such dangerous hope and knowledge shouldn’t be displayed too publicly;
better to attribute it to somebody else, somebody distant enough to be unable to find us out — like the ancients.

Our enduring attachment to a flat Earth mentality, via its attribution to ‘subjects supposed to believe’, and
consequently our refusal of the totalitarianism of a ‘spherical’ ontology, reflects our immediate and everyday
experience of the existential consequences of moving, symbolically, from a disc to a sphere. The former type of
ontology allows for a plurality of types and levels of existence, while recognizing the specificity of each one within
their constitutive limits. Not only does the ontology symbolized by a disc-world allow for each thing to exist in its own
place, in a mosaic of myriad ontological alterities, it also understands that a thing can be expected to exist and to act
only on the basis of its particular accesses to the levels of existence, and of its own particular form and limits.
Conversely, the ontology symbolized by a spherical world, which is typical of Technic’s cosmology, denies any
ontological plurality both within its own cosmos (all positions are ontologically equivalent to each other, as sections of
the same all-encompassing series-system), and also between its cosmos and anything outside of it (since no existence
or presence is envisaged outside of the series-system itself, then no fundamental ontological alterity is possible). An
existential adherence to Technic’s cosmology, as symbolized by a totalizing sphere, would imply us renouncing both
to the possibility of anything being constitutively different from anything else, and also to any claim to our own
uniqueness and autonomous existence. To truly believe in a world that is a sphere, is the mark of one who has lost any
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perception of an irreducible existence animating the world from within. Yet, every time we look around ourselves and
see things, mysterious in their uniqueness and wonderful in their difference, majestic just in their ‘being there’, and
any time that we look at them and somehow fall in love with them — we realize that the disc of our world is itself an
archipelago made of myriad discs. A world open to a radical ‘elsewhere’ both within and without. A world that we
know in our heart of hearts, yet are told by Technic’s regime to be impossible and mere superstition.

Thus, the structure of Technic’s cosmology has serious consequences that go well beyond the realm of pure
metaphysics. As we mentioned at the beginning of this text, the regime that it imposes over the world produces not
only an abstract collapse of the notion of reality, but a very concrete experience of the annihilation of our ability to act
and to imagine. We can trace this particular catastrophe, to the crisis undergone by the notions of subject and subject
under Technic’s paradigm. Let us observe how it unfolds, and on what grounds. Central to the notion of a subject,
however one wishes to interpret it, are the basic elements of uniqueness and discernment. A subject, any subject as
such, has to enjoy a certain degree of uniqueness and ontological autonomy that allows it to exist as itself, that is, as
coincident with itself and constitutively different from what isn’t itself. At the same time, a subject’s mode of
relationship with its surroundings is always, necessarily, based on its ability (at least potentially) to discern between
different entities that do not coincide with it. In order to be able to act upon an object, say, or to select among possible
alternative courses of action, a subject needs what isn’t coincident with itself to have, in turn, at least a basic degree of
uniqueness and autonomy of its own. If all external entities were equivalent to each other, the subject wouldn’t have
any possible range of action or decision, since any form of interaction would ultimately amount to the same
interaction, as any possible choice would ultimately be the same choice. In the absence of external, discernibly
different and ontologically unique objects, subjectivity is reduced merely to the event of a ‘yes-no’ to action/inaction
against a completely homogeneous background. In fact, Technic’s cosmology doesn’t only produce a disintegration of
the objects, but of the subject itself. Within an ontology of positions, no uniqueness or autonomous existence is ever
allowed. On the one hand, things are reduced to mere activators of positions, thus becoming entirely equivalent to each
other in their fundamental ontological emptiness. On the other, all positions are little more than guardians to the
ultimate principle of the series-system itself: each position is ontologically equivalent to any other position and, thus, it
is equally devoid of any autonomous existence. Within Technic, what is truly present is only the series-system itself,
and, through participation to it, the specific series through which it actualizes itself; positions only act as gatekeepers to
the series, and specific units activating those positions are, even more remotely from existence, simply mere
occurrences. Such a system does not allow for any of the necessary, basic conditions that would allow subjects or
objects to exist, and thus, to unfold their existence in the world through action of any kind. It is on this basis that the
crisis of reality, unleashed by Technic, ultimately translates into a crisis of action and imagination.

The crumbling of subjectivity under Technic is accompanied by the emergence of a new existential figure: the
abstract general entity (AGE). This new arrival on the scene of the world should be understood here, more as a
description of our contemporary human experience than as an ontological category in itself. Once a human is stripped
of any unique and autonomous existence of their own, while also being robbed of an autonomously existing world to
which they can relate — this human finds him/herself in the position of an ‘abstract general entity’. Despite Technic’s
stern denial of any claims to legitimate individual existence, a contemporary human is still endowed with the direct
experience of their own existence. A person still knows, hopes and believes to be ‘something’ rather than ‘nothing’.
But such awareness has to face a reality-system (or better a system of unreality) in which autonomous existence as a
subject is no longer possible. How can a human individual understand and place themselves within this double-bind?

The AGE is a new existential figure that emerges like a monster (a ‘warning’, from the Latin monere), from the clash
of these contradictory phenomena. To the eye of the AGE, like to those of a distant god, the world presents itself in its
indiscernibly homogeneous ontology. Not only do all things appear equivalent to each other and equally empty, but
also all possible courses of action reveal themselves as ultimately indifferent. Such equivalence between all
possibilities is both ontological (they are indeed identical, not just equal to each other), and ethical (they have the same
value both in themselves and in reference to the AGE). This state of ethical equivalence of all possibilities, which in
turn produces and justifies a crisis of action and imagination, has little to do with the supposed ‘crisis of values’ that is
usually ascribed to ‘cultural nihilism’. Rather, it is just the necessary conclusion that we must reach if we, as humans,
adopt the viewpoint of the AGE and identify with it. Indeed, we couldn’t even properly talk about a state of crisis of
reality, action and imagination; the disintegration of the first and the paralysis of the latter two are in fact just their
normal state under Technic. Like an idle god, the AGE is not compelled to choose one way or the other by any
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pressure due to scarcity or internal urgency. Since it is not properly existing, the AGE has no needs of its own — and in
any case, there is no autonomously existing object with which it could satisfy any needs. Indeed, the AGE is
‘operative’ while not being ‘alive’. And consequently, it is subject to extinction rather than to death. Lacking any
specific internal drive or compulsion, the AGE can find guidance to its operating, only in the innermost structure of the
serial reality-system in which it is included. Its only motivation and direction, coincides with the structural imperative
of Technic’s form to infinitely expand the instrumental apparatus that constitutes Technic’s implementation in the
world.

The figure of the AGE includes some of the most dramatic aspects of a human existential experience today.
Ultimately, it is the result of the mutation that humans are expected to undergo, if they wish to claim any (however
feeble) presence in the world created by Technic’s cosmogony. The contemporary epidemics of psychopathology, both
in its catatonic and manic declinations (as symbolized in a unitary way by the self-resolving acting-out of cases of
suicide-murder), simply reflects the friction that still takes place between an as-yet imperfectly mutated humanity, and
its expected form. Together with the perception of a crisis of reality, of action and of imagination, the
psychopathological epidemics is the symptom of our enduring perception that Technic’s recoding of reality is a mortal
threat; specifically, the threat of losing both one’s own presence in the world and the presence of the world itself.
Likewise, the problematic relationship with power that characterizes our present time — as personal and political
powerlessness is complemented by the resurgence of fascist tendencies among a large strata of the population, and by
popular calls to order and violent repression — signals to a confused resistance to surrendering entirely to Technic’s
ontology. It is not just a question of attempting to narrow again the global horizon, as re-territorialization follows de-
territorialization. By clinging desperately to power, even in its most abhorrent and self-defeating forms, humans
attempt to resist their seemingly unstoppable mutation into AGEs. Yet, as long as their attempt doesn’t challenge the
metaphysical architecture of Technic’s (un)reality, the hope of a successful ‘revolution’ or of an ‘emancipation’ from
Technic is certainly none.

What until recently was uncontroversially characterized as psychopathology, is now presented as a normal condition
for a large part of contemporary humanity. This normalization of psychic distress and mental illness reflects the
parallel strengthening of Technic’s pathogenic grip over reality and the world. As we read Ernesto de Martino’s early
work on magic, for example, we can’t avoid noting frequent signals of the increased hegemony achieved by Technic
over the course of the past few decades. In 1948, to clarify the different condition of the archaic/magic world and the
world of his age, de Martino could still write (as if from a world far distant from ours today):

In a society such as ours, in which the definition of one’s own self and of the world are no longer a dominant and
characterising cultural problem, we are given to ourselves without any substantial risk, and things and events in the world
present themselves to our empirical consciousness as a ‘given’ that is removed from the drama of human production. ...
Our ‘presence in the world’ and ‘the world as presence’ are constituted as a defined and guaranteed duality. Conversely,
within a magic [i.e. archaic] mentality, this very experience is still questioned, in the sense that the duality presence-world
constitutes a dominant and characterising problem. Within magic, ‘presence’ is still busy gathering itself as a unity in a
relationship with the world, holding and limiting itself, and correlatively the world is not yet removed from presence,

thrown in front of it and received as independent.50

de Martino’s world was the industrial world, in which existence and reality still survived, though already hopelessly
defeated. The process of translation was inexorably proceeding, but the last courses of its banquets still lay on the
table. Yet, even from his place in time, de Martino could already catch glimpses of the world to come. In those same
pages, in a footnote, he presciently added:

[Yet,] also in our civilisation there are still ‘marginal’ situations in which such magic forms are maintained. ... For
example: the magic traditions that are still alive among our rural populations, the magic of spiritist circles, and that which is
connected to specific states of psychopathology, such as psychasthenia, schizophrenia and paranoia. In all such cases, there
is a persistence and reproduction, in a more or less authentic form, of the modes of magic reality and of its correlative
existential drama, whose model is found in the magic age. After all, also a ‘normal’ and educated person [today] can be
more or less temporarily touched, in their daily life, by this archaic reality. The possible reproduction of a magic reality also
for an educated Westerner, indicates that a defined and guaranteed presence is a historical achievement and, as such, it is
revocable under certain conditions. Everything, in the life of the spirit, can be questioned, also those conquests that

appeared to be safe from all risks, and thus also the fundamental conquest of being in world.”!
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Facing the disintegration of reality produced by Technic, its destruction of any possibility of autonomous presence, its
reduction of world and self, subject and object, to an empty and paralysed whole — facing all this, a contemporary
person finds him/herself in a position that uncannily resembles that which was common to archaic/primitive people of
magic societies. Both their realities, their worlds and their presences are under constant threat of merging into one
same nothingness. Both a person living today under the regime of Technic, and one living in an archaic magic society,
have to fight to reconstruct a reality and a presence for themselves and for the world. Their recognition of their own
suffering as an illness (magical or psychopathological as it may be), is a symptom of their resistance, and of their

desire to seek a state of ‘health’ that has more to do with the cosmos (as the world that emerges out of chaos) than with
the statistical balance of their clinical indicators. Yet, while for an archaic person the survival of a widespread magic
and esoteric tradition provided figures like that of the shaman or medicine-man as guides into this work of cosmic
reconstruction, for a contemporary human it is necessary to start the whole process afresh from the very beginning. To
start, they will have to understand what the fundamental structure of the reality-system is in which they are confined,
what is the kind of architecture of their productive prison. Then, complementing their inquiring and critical spirit with
the energy of world-makers, they will have to engage in the reconstruction of the architecture of reality. The next
chapter will deal with the first task, and the following two, with the latter.
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