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 In 1900, Henry Adams attended the Paris World Expo 
and beheld, for the first time, a new invention called the 
dynamo, which could convert mechanical energy into 
electrical energy. Later, describing the experience, he 
remarked that he felt as if his “historical neck” had been 
“broken by the sudden irruption of forces totally new.”
 It is an almost obvious fact, yet one hardly ever point-
ed out, that most of the people who try to grapple with the 
impact of modern computing and relate it to questions 
about the human experience are — with all due respect, of 
course — old. That is, they tend to view the matter from the 
sympathetic yet sometimes condescending perspective 
of those who can remember what it was like to live before 
the invasion of the smartphone. One must look no further 
than article titles to get the idea. Some highlights: Anya 
Kamenetz informed us in the New York Times that “Your 
Kid’s Phone Is Not Like a Cigarette”; in The Atlantic, Nicho-
las Carr famously mused, “Is Google Making Us Stupid?”; 
and Damon Darlin, replying to Carr, wrote in the Times, 
“Technology Doesn’t Dumb Us Down. It Frees Our Minds.”
 Of course, we do not mean to suggest that all of what 
has been written by our elders on the subject should be 
consigned to the flames; clearly, admirable examples 
abound. But it’s imperative to listen to the perspective of 
the first generation that has grown up with this “revolu-
tion” — that knows no different — because we have a pe-
culiar perspective to offer. Think of the expertise of the 
five-year old who can intuitively use a new device given 
to her, while her perplexed grandfather must head for the 
nearest Genius Bar. Or, on the other hand, think of the 
lack of expertise of the senator who asks about emailing 
in WhatsApp.
 The reasons for our peculiar perspective are clear. 
We have been raised in a milieu in which the issues sur-
rounding modern technology permeate the discursive 
atmosphere. Yet, in our day-to-day behavior — decried as 
pernicious “addictions” by some — we also face the con-
crete reality that these issues inhabit, allowing us to both 
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engage with the intellectual discussion and compare it 
our lived experience. We are thus better equipped to dis-
pel some of the hyperbole, hysteria, and resistance that 
tend to dominate the discussion.
 It is no exaggeration to say that the Internet has be-
come a world of its own. And accordingly, our lives online 
occupy a liminal space between the public and the pri-
vate, the real and the virtual, the transient and the perma-
nent. The difficult work of delineating this space demands 
contributions from our generation’s unique expertise; it 
demands precisely the expertise that we’ve gleaned from 
those endless, aimless, and supposedly wasted hours 
scrolling through Facebook.
 So, in publishing this inaugural issue of the Gadfly’s 
revival, we have attempted to showcase this perspective, 
a decision that accords with our broader goals for the 
magazine: to show the people in our community what 
we — that is, not just professors, published authors, pub-
lic intellectuals — are thinking about; to inspire further 
reflection in the community, outside the confines of the 
academic setting; and to publish material that allows for a 
kind of engagement perhaps not otherwise attainable in 
our classes.
 Finally, we wanted to recognize how much the com-
munity has assisted and guided us in our efforts to revive 
this publication. Aside from our contributors to the issue, 
we thank, in particular, the Columbia philosophy depart-
ment for their generous support in funding our print issue. 
We are especially grateful for the help from Stacey Quar-
taro and Clayton Rains.
 We close with the words of Cornel West, who told us 
in an interview last year:

To be Socratic is, in fact, to be like a gadfly. What does a gadfly 
do? It injects people with perplexity and curiosity. No one of us 
has definitive answers; it’s an endless search for truth and knowl-
edge. And that cuts across politics, ideology, race, gender, nation-
al boundaries, sexual orientation, and anything else.  Now that’s 
the ideal, and whether we always pull it off is an open question.
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The Reincarnation of Saint ORLAN

By Emilie Biggs
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The camera opens to a bloat-
ed face. Viewers watch, 
in a mixture of horror and 

intrigue, as a hand in a blood-
soaked glove holding a purple 
pen decorates the woman’s swol-
len lips and cheeks with more 
dashes and circles. There is a pro-
nounced, raised mass of skin to 
the side of her chin that appears, 
from the blood and swelling, to 
be the newest addition. Most 
striking: she is wearing mascara. 
This is a woman who woke up in 
the morning and, before head-
ing into the neon-green operat-
ing room, with surgeons in ba-
roque costumes to have her flesh 
peeled open, and silicon inserts 
shoved inside, remembered to 
add a layer of mascara to her 
eyelashes. ORLAN, briefly, seems 
human again.
 It is this, the humanity (and 
what has been interpreted as 
a subsequent movement away 
from it) that is so striking about 
the procedure. French artist 
ORLAN’s art is grounded in the 
flesh. Deeming her art style “car-
nal art,” she uses her own body 
as her medium, appropriating 
surgical traditions and medical 
technologies to create a new 
form for herself. The surgeries, 
part of an art piece labeled The 
Reincarnation of Saint ORLAN, 
are gruesome and captivating, 
both a celebration of the body 
and a celebration of its destruc-
tion. Before each procedure, she 
recites, “Skin is deceiving... in life, 
one only has one’s skin ... there is 
a bad exchange in human rela-
tions because one never is what 

one has … I never have the skin 
of what I am.” The disembodied 
bloody hand injects a needle into 
her upper lip, and I have to look 
away.
 If ORLAN’s body is the me-
dium, the author of the art being 
produced seems to be, to some 
extent, the technology acting 
upon it — both the immediate 
medical procedures taking place, 
and the omnipresent communi-
cation apparatus documenting 
and supplementing the affair. In 
a review of one performance, the 
New York Times described the 
room in which it took place as the 
following:

The show also includes a photo-
graphic record, accumulating at 
the rate of one picture a day, of 
the artist in recovery, her head 
bandaged, her face puffy, her 
eyes blackened. These images 
are contrasted with none-too-
seamless computer photographs 
of her face fused with one or an-
other of the five mythic women.
 

Everything is being recorded. 
ORLAN presents us with a circus 
of technologies. Through camera 
technology, surgery becomes 
spectacle. The surgeries, in part 
a response to cosmetic surgeries 
already available to women, are 
made possible and necessary 
by the medical technology avail-
able. And yet, technology’s pur-
pose here is subverted. That is to 
say, it has no real purpose.
 Technicism as a philosoph-
ical tradition argues that tech-
nology is valuable in that it is, 
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as a whole, useful. It serves to 
complete tasks, solve problems, 
and even create. Egbert Schuur-
man describes it as “an ethos, the 
fundamental attitude we have 
introjected in our knowledge of 
and dealings with science and 
technology [that] promises to 
solve all global problems and to 
assure progress through technol-
ogy and scientific-technological 
control.” While this is a more ex-
treme approach, Schuurman is 
able to articulate the basic goal of 
technicism: improvement. Partak-
ing in the meliorist idea that the 
world can be bettered by human 
action, technicism pinpoints tech-
nology specifically as a resource 
in catalyzing this betterment: 
technology — as machinery, as 
skill, as methods of organization 
— should, and will, make things 
better.
 This idea, that there is a ‘bet-
ter’ toward which technicism be-
lieves technology to aim, is clar-
ified by Schuurman: according 
to him, technicism operates ac-
cording to “an extremely utilitar-
ian worldview … denying things 
quality.” Under technicism, then, 
a technology’s value is nothing 
more than the quantity of good-
ness it produces. A standard is 
established according to which 
a technology’s value can be 
judged. “Things are functional-
ized.” Technology is made moral.
 The idea of a moral direc-
tion to technology is key to the 
development of medical technol-
ogy, where utility is most valued. 
The root of medicine, mederi, 
originally meant “to know the 

best course for,” and then, “to 
heal.” The idea of improvement 
is contained within the concept 
of medicine itself, and it is this 
goal of improvement that stands 
behind innovations in medical 
technology. The tools employed 
in ORLAN’s art — the scalpel, the 
suture, the local anesthetic she 
uses in order to remain con-
scious during the surgery, the 
technique of the surgeons them-
selves — participate in a moral tra-
dition. Indeed, it seems absurd 
to claim that medicine could not 
be goal-oriented. And yet, a key 
point of ORLAN’s Carnal Art man-
ifesto is as such:
 

CARNAL ART IS NOT INTEREST-
ED IN THE PLASTIC-SURGERY RE-
SULT, BUT IN THE PROCESS OF 
SURGERY, THE SPECTACLE AND 
DISCOURSE OF THE MODIFIED 
BODY WHICH HAS BECOME THE 
PLACE OF A PUBLIC DEBATE
 

“Not interested in the plastic-sur-
gery result” — this is a philoso-
phy that ignores the ends of its 
actions. ORLAN’s treatment of 
technology is in this way funda-
mentally unteleological. Instead, 
she works with, and creates art 
with, the process of surgery itself: 
technology is no longer valued in 
what it produces. As such, ORLAN 
destabilizes the current mode of 
valuing technology. She creates 
a newer body not to improve the 
biological one, but in order to 
transform it. This transformation 
is not directed at a better form, 
but a different one — there is no 
moral value assumption behind 
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her decision.
 In the rejection of a utilitar-
ian technology, ORLAN, in using 
technology-as-art — because, as 
the manifesto emphasizes, the 
entire performance, and not just 
its end results, is the art piece — 
introduces a new value for tech-
nology: the aesthetic. She creates 
the technologized body for per-
formance alone.
 But what is this disrupt-
ing force — this ‘technologized 
body’? ORLAN’s surgeries have 
ranged from docile lip injections 
to blueish implants on the sides 
of her forehead. Stuart Jeffries 
writes of them in an interview with 
her: critics called them 'demon 
horns,' but they are more like na-
scent antlers. Today as we chat, I 
notice she has decorated them 
with glitter eyeliner to accentu-
ate their presence.” This image, 
of the sparkling, horned woman, 
calls upon ideas of alienness or 
even hybridity, a common fea-
ture of the grotesque — and in-
deed, the emotions elicited by 
ORLAN’s post-op photos seem to 
match the power of the aestheti-
cally grotesque. ORLAN is, quite 
visibly, human: the entire world 
has been exposed to the insides 
of her human flesh and the con-
tents of her human body. And 
yet, as she becomes the art piece 
of technologies, at least this ap-
pearance of humanity seems to 
diminish. She is human, but there 
are non-human parts in her (and 
sticking out of her forehead). Her 
glittering antlers remind me more 
than anything else of the project-
ed form of the human in the fu-

ture: ORLAN seems to be the first 
transhuman.
 ORLAN writes, “my work is 
a struggle against the innate, the 
inexorable, the programmed, 
Nature, DNA (which is our direct 
rival as far as artists of represen-
tation are concerned).” A second 
point of her manifesto is as fol-
lows:
 

[CARNAL ART] SWINGS BE-
TWEEN DEFIGURATION AND RE-
FIGURATION. ITS INSCRIPTION 
IN THE FLESH IS A FUNCTION 
OF OUR AGE. THE BODY HAS 
BECOME A “MODIFIED READY-
MADE”
 

There is in this way an idea pres-
ent in ORLAN’s artistic rationale 
that the relationship between 
identity and body is, in some way, 
flexible. She is able to "swing be-
tween defiguration and refigura-
tion," because, as the manifesto 
later states, “the voice of ORLAN 
remains the same.” She is inim-
ical to DNA because she pos-
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sesses some sort of fundamental 
quality that is not merely genet-
ic. In the Bowdoin Journal of Art, 
Samantha Siegler writes that 
ORLAN’s surgeries “embraced 
postmodern abilities for corpo-
real malleability,” and indeed this 
very sentiment, that the body is 
changeable, also stands at the 
center of transhumanism.
 The basis of the transhu-
manist philosophy is that the hu-
man body in its current iteration 
is not necessary to the preserva-
tion of a human essence: there is 
some fundamental, albeit seem-
ingly inarticulable, human quality 
that exists independent of the 
human form. Of the movement, 
Max More wrote that it seeks “the 
continuation and acceleration 
of the evolution of intelligent 
life beyond its currently human 
form and human limitations by 
means of science and technolo-
gy.” There is an interesting simi-
larity between More’s treatment 
of the human form as something 
arguably insignificant and a line 
sewn into the gown of one of OR-
LAN’s surgeons: “the body is but 
a costume.” ORLAN may be more 
theatrical in her delivery, but the 
message remains the same: the 
body does not necessarily need 
to be what it is right now.
 And yet, even the transhu-
manist movement seems to have 
inherited the technicist burden 
to justify itself morally. Human-
ity+, a transhumanist organiza-
tion, writes that transhumanism 
“affirms the possibility and desir-
ability of fundamentally improv-
ing the human condition through 

applied reason, especially by 
developing and making widely 
available technologies.” Its main 
proponents seem to view it as di-
rected by the same utilitarianism 
that motivates technicism. Much 
like the technology behind it, un-
der this idea the transhumanist, 
technologized body becomes 
moral property.
 And yet this assumption 
about the value of the transhu-
manism as lying in what it could 
do for humanity, while not incor-
rect, seems to ignore the material 
reality of the transhuman body. 
What defines being transhuman 
is the body itself: with the philos-
ophy’s established quasi-dualism 
maintaining that the self remains 
the same even when the body is 
changed, the only definitive crite-
rion for being transhuman must 
be the status of the body itself. 
This is a body that will necessarily 
have a physical appearance, one 
which incites reactions and emo-
tions in other bodies. The trans-
human form, as ORLAN’s pro-
to-transhumanism shows, must 
have some aesthetic value.
 The difference between 
ORLAN’s treatment of technolo-
gy and the dominating technicist 
ideology is also, then, what dis-
tinguishes her own project from 
that of transhumanism. She re-
jects the utility value upon which 
transhumanism insists, and  she 
approaches the transhuman-like 
form for the appearance of that 
form alone. She seeks the trans-
humanist principle to “remove 
the evolved limits of our biolog-
ical and collective inheritance,” 
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and yet she does so not to bet-
ter humanity, but to change it. 
She is a living testament to the 
idea that the contingency of our 
specific human forms does not 
make the body a hindrance to 
humanity but rather something 
to be played with. And, in doing 
so, she makes a case for what a 
transhumanist philosophy could 
be. The transhuman body does 
not need to be useful — it can just 
be, in some unsettling and even 
grotesque sense, beautiful.
 This is not to deny that 
transhumanism can "improve the 
human condition through ap-
plied reason," but to argue that 
it doesn’t have to. There is an on-
going research project conduct-
ed by Aarhus University called 
“Posthuman Aesthetics” which 
has as one of its main points of re-
search “creativity with suspended 
purpose.” The research outline 
elbaborates on this: “although 
both technology and avant-gar-
de aim at interfering in actual 
life, art transcends the dominant 
ultra-utilitarian notion of technol-
ogy, thereby approaching visions 
for a more open and adaptable 
posthuman life world.” While the 
posthuman focus of this proj-
ect is slightly different from the 
transhumanist movement, the 
idea brought forward by OR-
LAN — that there is a value to the 
modified human body and the 
technology creating it beyond its 
utility — is clearly already being 
investigated by philosophers.
 ORLAN in this way presents 
us with a method of reimagining 
of the transhumanist body, along 

with a reevaluation of what tech-
nology needs to do. She states: “I 
have given my body to Art. After 
my death it will not therefore be 
given to science, but to a muse-
um” — acknowledging the ap-
parent division between what is 
valuable scientifically and what 
is valuable artistically, and offer-
ing a synthesis through her own 
body. She can be both a marvel 
of technology and a marvel aes-
thetically. Technology does not 
only have to make leaps ahead 
for humanity — it can make art, 
as well. What is required, then, 
is not a rejection of technicism, 
but an expansion of its under-
standing of the aims of technol-
ogy. ORLAN demonstrates what 
else technology can do. She has 
shown us the post-utilitarian fu-
ture, and it is filled with art.
 As her chin is cut into and its 
skin peeled back, ORLAN is an-
swering questions on the phone. 
The first: “what will the body be 
in the future?” She answers, “the 
body is now obsolete.” And yet, 
it is not, completely. In fact, the 
body is central both to her proj-
ect and the transhumanist one. 
She is simply creating a space for 
it to become something new.
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By Nicholas Andes

Notes on Automation
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I can still remember the first time 
I saw a “self-checkout” machine 
at our local grocery store. As a 

kid, I would always look forward 
to the end of each grocery shop-
ping trip, when my father and I 
would wait to be called up to a 
checkout aisle. The fun, of course, 
would lie in trying to guess which 
of the eight aisle numbers lit up 
first to beckon us forward. As 
dozens of these trips came and 
went, I came to possess a fair-
ly thorough understanding of 
the layout of the checkout area. 
Hence my alarm when, one day, 
I saw that aisles seven and eight 
had simply vanished. In their 
place stood unmanned kiosks, 
complete with plastic bags and 
flickering red scanners.
 Rather than increasing my 
odds of guessing correctly, this 
development eliminated my little 
game altogether. For some time 
thereafter, my father usually opt-
ed to check out our items himself. 
It’s hard to begrudge his choice; 
the new kiosks were simply fast-
er than the traditional checkout 
aisles. Yet there was a certain 
hollowness to the self-checkout 
process that no gains in efficien-
cy could entirely remedy. My fa-
ther and I came to that grocery 
store often enough to recognize 
the employees, or, in this case, to 
recognize their absence. One’s 
interaction with a human cashier 
— no matter how obligatory, how 
superficial — was a fundamental 
part of the consumptive ritual, a 
comforting trace of the idea that 
commercial activity represents, 
or even creates, an underly-

ing system of social bonds. The 
self-checkout kiosk seemed to 
epitomize (almost comically, with 
its robotic voice and stark beige 
paint job) commercial society’s 
opposing tendency towards at-
omization and depersonaliza-
tion.
 Yet I suspect that this sense 
of alienation wasn’t the primary 
source of our unease. More ba-
sically, we must have felt guilty 
about benefiting from a machine 
that had eliminated someone’s 
job. Our guilt was likely com-
pounded by a narrative that has 
gained a great deal of traction 
in recent years, particularly since 
the 2008 financial crisis. This nar-
rative says that the self-checkout 
kiosk is not an isolated phenom-
enon, but rather a particularly 
visible example of a more gen-
eral and potentially catastrophic 
trend towards “automation.” As 
the story goes, technological ad-
vancements in fields like robotics 
and artificial intelligence are en-
abling machines to perform com-
plex tasks more efficiently than 
their human counterparts. Such 
innovations reduce the number 
of employees necessary to pro-
duce certain goods and services 
and, in cases like the self-check-
out kiosk, can even obviate en-
tire lines of work. Some studies 
seem to support an apocalyptic 
interpretation of the automa-
tion thesis. A 2017 report by the 
McKinsey Global Institute, for 
instance, estimated that automa-
tion could eliminate 73 million 
jobs in the United States by 2030, 
rendering over a third of the US 
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workforce unemployed. In the 
face of such numbers, the doom-
sayers claim, we may be forced 
to accept a reality in which there 
simply aren’t enough jobs to go 
around.
 Other economists are more 
circumspect. Today’s fears about 
automation, they say, are really 
no different from the many tech-
nophobic ideologies and move-
ments that have arisen since the 
Industrial Revolution. While the 
Luddites are surely the most infa-
mous technophobes of modern 
European history (and, perhaps, 
the most ridiculed), we would 
be mistaken to think of techno-
phobia as a fringe tendency; 
on the contrary, some of most 
esteemed political economists 
of the 18th and 19th centuries 
were similarly concerned about 
the ramifications of technologi-
cal progress. David Ricardo, for 
one, worried that the widespread 
“substitution of machinery for hu-
man labor” could easily “render 
the population redundant,” while 
Karl Marx predicted that techno-
logically-induced “overproduc-
tion” would lead to widespread 
unemployment and cyclical eco-
nomic crises. The automation 
soothsayers claim, however, that 
such fears have been shown time 
and time again to be unfounded. 
Although technological innova-
tion may lead to unemployment 
in the short term, such progress 
tends to create as many jobs as 
it destroys. Solving unemploy-
ment, then, is simply a matter of 
retraining workers to meet the 
needs of a changing economy. 

 My concern is not to ad-
judicate between the two sides 
of this debate, which ultimately 
hinges on empirical questions of 
economics that I am unqualified 
to discuss. I would like to sug-
gest, rather, that the debate as it 
is now framed misses a more fun-
damental issue, which we might 
get at with reference to what 
John Maynard Keynes called the 
“economic problem.” Keynes 
defined the economic problem 
as the “struggle for subsistence” 
under conditions of scarcity. With 
this concept, Keynes is simply 
articulating the fact that human 
beings need certain things to sur-
vive and prosper, that acquiring 
these things requires substantial 
effort, and that there is a limit-
ed amount of such things to go 
around. Keynes thought of the 
economic problem as a funda-
mental condition of human exis-
tence — according to Keynes, the 
simple fact of scarcity, of needing 
to labor to survive, had profound-
ly shaped the consciousness, so-
cial arrangements, and modes of 
life of all human beings. 
 Keynes invokes the eco-
nomic problem in his 1930 essay 
“Economic Possibilities for our 
Grandchildren,” written at the 
outset of the Great Depression. 
Keynes begins the essay by refut-
ing the argument that declining 
productivity is to blame for wide-
spread unemployment. The real 
problem, he writes, is that tech-
nology is advancing too quickly, 
that “our discovery of means of 
economising the use of labour 
[is] outrunning the pace at which 
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we can find new uses for labour.” 
Keynes’s argument sounds mark-
edly similar to today’s accounts 
of the dangers of automation. Yet 
this comparison is misleading, 
since Keynes parts company with 
the automation doomsayers in 
one crucial respect: for Keynes, 
the possibility of widespread and 
persistent “technological unem-
ployment” heralded liberation 
rather than catastrophe. Such a 
development would indicate that 
some portion of society’s labor 
is superfluous — that is, that so-
ciety could work less, potentially 
much less, and still satisfy all of 
its needs and wants. This hypo-
thetical society could overcome 
the economic problem and lead 
humanity back to a kind of Eden 
— albeit an Eden in which man’s 
own mechanical creations, rather 
than his creator, sustain his world 
of leisure and plenty. In keeping 

with this vision, Keynes famous-
ly predicted that technological 
progress would enable people 
of our generation to work a mere 
15 hours each week. For the re-
mainder of the week, people 
would be free to pursue activi-
ties that are not directed towards 
maintaining the basic conditions 
of life. (Politics, sport, arts and 
crafts, learning, and invention all 
come to mind.) 
 Obviously, Keynes’s uto-
pian vision of a machine-driven 
leisure society has not come to 
pass. Contemporary citizens of 
the United States work about as 
much as their grandparents did. 
Why did Keynes get this question 
so wrong? Many would follow 
the automation soothsayers and 
argue that Keynes’s pronounce-
ments about technological un-
employment were too bold. 
“Have no fear,” they would say. 
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“Each time technology satisfies 
some human desire and obvi-
ates some corresponding line of 
work, the very same technology 
creates new wants and new job 
opportunities. After all, no one 
needed a social media coordina-
tor before the invention of Face-
book!” This line of thinking is at 
once pernicious and revealing. 
For what is presented as an em-
pirical explanation for the per-
sistence of good jobs is really a 
moral justification of labor. If it is 
true that technological innova-
tions create new wants as quick-
ly as they obviate old ones, and 
if work is justified as a means of 
satisfying human wants, then it is 
impossible to argue that techno-
logical progress should result in 
a shorter work week. 
 The problem with this rea-
soning, from a moral perspective, 
lies in its initial premise. It may 

be true that technological inno-
vations create needs and wants 
of quantitatively equal worth to 
those they satisfy — people seem 
to purchase the new goods and 
services produced or made pos-
sible by new technologies just 
as enthusiastically as they did 
older goods and services. Yet 
when one compares the needs 
served by labor two or three gen-
erations ago with the so-called 
“needs” served by labor today 
in qualitative terms, a stark con-
trast emerges. In our grandpar-
ents’ day, the social necessity of 
most work was beyond doubt. If 
a large portion of the labor force 
had suddenly taken an extended 
vacation in 1920, when the ma-
jority of people worked in agri-
culture and manufacturing, the 
most basic conditions of human 
life would have been threatened. 
Today, by contrast, “it is not en-
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tirely clear how humanity would 
suffer were all private equity 
CEOs, lobbyists, PR researchers, 
actuaries, telemarketers, bailiffs 
or legal consultants to similarly 
vanish.” So writes anthropolo-
gist David Graeber in his wither-
ing essay “On the Phenomenon 
of Bullshit Jobs.” According to 
Graeber, jobs in agriculture and 
manufacturing were not replaced 
by jobs in the “service sector” 
(the term “service” suggests the 
satisfaction of some legitimate 
need) so much as by jobs in the 
“ballooning […] administrative 
sector,” which seem to serve little 
purpose at all — at least, that is, 
outside of the internal logics of 
finance capitalism and political 
horse-trading. 
 The 40-hour work week 
seems justifiable when labor 
is providing people with food 
and simple household necessi-
ties. But when technology has 
allowed us to meet these funda-
mental needs with relative ease, 
and when the “needs” served by 
labor come to include the “need” 
for a perfect Facebook page, the 
“need” to efficiently design and 
market disposable consumer 
goods, or the “need” to accurate-
ly bet on the futures of national 
currencies, the endurance of the 
40-hour work week begins to 

take on the character of a social 
pathology. 
 Indeed, as technological 
progress makes labor less and 
less necessary, as evinced by the 
growth of Graeber’s “adminis-
trative sector,” we seem to cling 
to labor ever more tightly. As 
Graeber writes, “It’s as if some-
one were out there making up 
pointless jobs just for the sake of 
keeping us all working.” In other 
words, from a societal perspec-
tive, work looks increasingly like 
a choice rather than a necessity.1 
The interesting question, then, is 
not whether technological prog-
ress will give us the capability to 
overcome the economic prob-
lem and drastically shorten the 
work week. Maybe we have al-
ready reached this stage of tech-
nological development; if not, 
we certainly seem to be headed 
in the right direction. The inter-
esting question, rather, is how 
to account for our desperate will 
to work, for our stubborn refusal 
to transcend scarcity and toil, re-
gardless of whether or not such 
transcendence is within the realm 
of technological possibility. 

I would like to discuss two plau-
sible explanations for this 
drive towards labor from the 

philosophical tradition. The first Ni
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1 Again, I have no quarrel with economists who claim that technological progress will 
not necessarily result in widespread unemployment. It is entirely possible that our 
economy will continue to successfully conjure up new jobs to replace those lost to au-
tomation. My concern, rather, is with the quality of these new jobs, the seriousness of 
the “needs” served by these jobs, and what the widespread existence of such “bullshit” 
jobs says about the necessity of the 40-hour work week. 
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account, Marxian in origin, ar-
gues that the persistence of the 
40-hour work week has nothing 
to do with the “will” of laborers 
at all. Rather, structural econom-
ic forces are to blame, forces 
that operate irrespective of the 
state of technological progress 
or people’s attitudes towards 
work. This account, which found 
its canonical expression in G.A. 
Cohen’s Karl Marx’s Theory of His-
tory: A Defense, is essentially an 
interpretation of Marx’s historical 
materialism. It will, therefore, be 
useful to sketch out Marx’s phi-
losophy of history in the abstract 
in order to better understand 
the philosophical underpinnings 
of Cohen’s more specific claims 
about capitalism and work.
 If Marx has anything like a 
“first principle,” it is that human 
beings are fundamentally pro-
ducers, and that human history is 
characterized by the progressive 
development of humanity’s “pro-
ductive forces,” the technologies 
and knowledges that people use 
to make things. For Marx, histor-
ical change is the outcome of a 
dialectical interaction between 
these productive forces and soci-
ety’s “relations of production,” the 
economic and legal structures 
within which production occurs. 
A given set of relations of produc-
tion can either promote or hinder 
the development and effective 
use of humanity’s productive forc-
es. In cases of the latter variety, 
Marx holds that the existing rela-
tions of production must eventu-
ally give way to new relations that 
will allow the productive forces to 

develop further or to be utilized 
more effectively. 
 Marx cited the transition 
from feudalism to capitalism as a 
particularly consequential exam-
ple of this process. Feudal rela-
tions of production — that is, guild 
regulations, apprenticeship stat-
utes, and other forms of econom-
ic protectionism — shielded old 
techniques of production from 
competition, thereby hindering 
the development of humanity’s 
productive forces. The rise of 
capitalist relations of production 
liberated these forces for further 
growth, as strong private prop-
erty rights promoted investment 
and market competition drove 
innovation. As is well known, 
Marx holds that a further set of 
relations of production, which he 
calls “communism,” exists beyond 
capitalism as the endpoint of hu-
manity’s historical development. 
Marx’s historical materialism pre-
dicts that the transition from cap-
italism to communism will follow 
the pattern of the transition from 
feudalism to capitalism: late capi-
talism will begin to fetter human-
ity’s productive forces, necessitat-
ing a shift to new, communistic 
relations of production.
 Cohen elegantly explicates 
the nature of this contradiction. 
The problem, Cohen claims, is 
not that capitalism fails to pro-
mote technological innovation 
in the manner of feudalism. Cap-
italism fetters humanity’s produc-
tive forces in a subtly different 
manner, by preventing people 
from using the formidable tech-
nological powers already at 
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their disposal in a way that pro-
motes human well-being. Cohen 
frames the problem as follows. 
Whenever technological prog-
ress leads to gains in productivi-
ty, people must choose between 
two options: to keep labor hours 
constant and increase output, or 
to reduce labor hours and keep 
output constant (or some com-
bination of the two). It stands to 
reason that in certain situations, 
when the work week is long and 
output is already quite substan-
tial (as is the case in the present 
day), people would find a short-
er work week more desirable 

than ever greater quantities of 
consumer goods. Yet capitalism 
is systematically biased in favor 
of increasing output rather than 
shortening the work week. In 
fact, two essential characteristics 
of capitalist relations of produc-
tion — the profit motive and mar-
ket competition — all but ensure 

that firms will adopt a strategy of 
output maximization. If a firm fails 
to capitalize on technological in-
novations by expanding produc-
tion in a given market (or, when 
production in a given market can 
expand no further, by reallocat-
ing resources to more receptive 
markets) it will be outcompeted 
by other firms and cease to be a 
lucrative enterprise. Technologi-
cally-induced gains in productivi-
ty will fail to result in more leisure 
time for the average worker, then, 
so long as the profit motive and 
market competition continue to 
dictate the nature of production. 

 Cohen’s Marxist account 
of the relationship between 
capitalism and the length of the 
work week is a useful corrective 
to Keynes’s essay, which tends 
to elide the fact that significant 
economic reforms would have 
to precede any radical attenua-
tion of the work week. One need 
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not accept all the dogmas of his-
torical materialism to recognize 
that the economic deck, so to 
speak, is stacked in favor of work. 
Keynes is, however, attentive to 
a powerful subjective dimension 
of the present-day persistence of 
work that is often trivialized in or-
thodox Marxist accounts. Keynes 
writes: 

There is no country and no peo-
ple, I think, who can look for-
ward to the age of leisure and of 
abundance without a dread. For 
we have been trained too long 
to strive and not to enjoy. It is a 
fearful problem for the ordinary 
person, with no special talents, to 
occupy himself, especially if he no 
longer has roots in the soil or in 
custom or in the beloved conven-
tions of a traditional society.

Keynes’s pessimism in this pas-
sage stems from his intuition 
that work is one of the primary 
practices in the modern social 
world that imbues people’s lives 
with a sense of purpose. Keynes 
implies that work acquired this 
significance following the disso-
lution of “traditional” European 

forms of social life; in these past 
societies, the social whole com-
manded the devotions of the 
individual and provided her with 
manifold opportunities to en-
gage in meaningful activity, often 
by making sacrifices for and ex-
ecuting duties to the community 
at large. As this “traditional” soci-
ety gave way to a more atomized 
“mass” society in the 18th and 
19th centuries, Keynes suggests, 
Europeans found a new source 
of meaning and self-worth (or, 
at least, a new “occupation”) in 
work. Precisely how work came to 
possess this new status — improb-
ably, it should be noted — is a fas-
cinating story, but one which lies 
outside the scope of our present 
concerns.2 Instead, I would like 
to reconstruct one particular-
ly sophisticated account of the 
subjective significance that work 
holds for modern individuals, 
which, I think, offers profound 
insights into our contemporar-
ies’ refusal to give up on the idea 
of the career, the 40-hour work 
week, and all the other trappings 
of “work” in its modern guise. 
 This account is to be found 
in Hegel’s Elements of the Philos-

2 The idea that work was something dignified, rather than a necessary evil to be avoid-
ed whenever possible, was a novel development in Western intellectual history: the 
Greeks generally viewed manual labor as a degrading activity appropriate only for 
slaves, while early Christendom held a decidedly ambivalent attitude towards manual 
labor (which, after all, was humanity’s punishment for Adam and Eve’s disobedience 
in the Garden). An influential explanation for the shift in attitudes towards labor was 
formulated by Max Weber in his The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. Broad-
ly, Weber argues that aspects of Protestant theology, such as the Lutheran notion of 
the calling and the Calvinist doctrine of predestination, had the unintended effect of 
endowing labor in the service of capital accumulation with religious significance, and 
eventually a more general, secular ethical value. 
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ophy of Right, the definitive state-
ment of Hegel’s ethical, social, 
and political thought. Hegel’s 
goal in the famous third section 
of the text is to enumerate the pri-
mary institutions of the modern 
social world and to justify these 
institutions as potentially rational 
or good (even if they fail to live 
up to this potential in their actu-
ally existing manifestations). In 
Hegel’s view, an institution qual-
ifies as rational or good if it pro-
motes what Frederick Neuhouser 
has termed “social freedom.”3 
Social freedom is an extremely 
rich concept, more complex than 
either the “negative” freedom of 
the liberal theorists or the moral 
autonomy proposed by Kant and 
his followers. The sole aspect of 
social freedom that concerns us 
here, however, is Hegel’s claim 
that modern individuals both ac-
quire and actualize their concep-
tions of self, and thereby come to 
perceive their lives as meaning-
ful and themselves as valuable, 
by performing particular roles in 
rational social institutions. This 
formulation is, admittedly, quite 
abstract — to make Hegel’s point 
more concrete, I’ll detail the way 
in which this aspect of social 
freedom obtains in the specific 
context of “civil society,” one of 
the three institutions that consti-
tute Hegel’s notion of the rational 
social order. Fortunately for our 

broader purpose, the roles that 
individuals inhabit in civil society 
are above all professional roles; 
thus, any explanation of the way 
social freedom is realized in civ-
il society will necessarily contain 
Hegel’s account of the signifi-
cance of work.
 Hegel uses the term “civil 
society” to denote the realm of 
employment, production, and 
market exchange, something 
similar to our contemporary idea 
of the “economic sphere” of life. 
The participant in civil society 
conceives of herself as a private 
individual, largely without obli-
gations to others, whose primary 
goal is to advance her person-
al (usually pecuniary) interest 
by working in a profession and 
playing the market. According to 
Hegel, however, participation in 
civil society is not merely of instru-
mental value to social members 
as a means of acquiring money 
or goods. Rather, members of 
civil society also view their par-
ticipation as intrinsically valuable, 
for it is in this participation that 
members — to repeat the above 
formulation — both acquire and 
actualize their conceptions of 
self. 
 By an individual’s “self-con-
ception,” I am referring to the 
individual’s sense of her own 
identity, to those aspects of her 
being that she views as integral 
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3 My interpretation of Hegel in general is deeply indebted to Frederick Neuhouser’s 
Actualizing Freedom: Foundations of Hegel’s Social Theory (see especially ch. 3), as well 
as his lectures on Hegel’s social thought. 
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to her selfhood. Hegel’s basic 
thought is that modern individ-
uals derive their self-concep-
tions from the roles they adopt 
in rational social institutions. The 
socially free individual comes to 
view her social role not as a set of 
oppressive obligations (that is, as 
something alien) but rather as an 
identity that she can affirm as her 
own. Crucially, this socially-de-
rived identity in turn furnishes the 
individual with the projects and 
goals that she takes to be essen-
tial to her life’s purpose and that 
endow her life with meaning. In 
the context of civil society, the so-
cial identities Hegel has in mind 
are professions: in conceiving of 
oneself as a doctor, or a plumber, 
or a teacher of Hegelian philos-
ophy, one acquires definite ideas 
about the capacities one should 
cultivate and the type of conduct 
one should uphold as the bearer 
of this identity, which functions as 
a roadmap of sorts for the course 
of one’s life.
 For Hegel, however, work 
does not simply shape the 
self-conceptions of social mem-
bers at the abstract level of con-
sciousness; rather, work also 
offers social members the oppor-
tunity to actualize their self-con-
ceptions in the objective world 
and to achieve recognition from 
fellow members of civil soci-
ety. In the act of plumbing — or, 
rather, in the act of plumbing 
well, following a period of seri-
ous study — the plumber’s lived 
experience is unified with her 
self-conception. Further, since 
the plumber’s professional iden-

tity is socially derived, the excel-
lence with which the particular 
individual embodies the abstract 
category of “plumber” is evident 
to society at large. Through the 
competent performance of her 
chosen occupation, then, the 
plumber achieves social recog-
nition as an individual of stand-
ing or value. Crucially, it is this 
social recognition that makes the 
plumber conscious of the fact 
that she is successfully enacting 
her self-conception in the sense 
outlined above. Social mem-
bers’ consciousness of the unity 
between their self-conceptions 
and their actions is, ultimately, 
the source of their self-esteem. 
Insofar as members of civil so-
ciety define their identities in 
terms of their professional roles, 
each member’s very sense of self 
consists in the feeling that she is 
effectively performing the duties 
of her chosen occupation. Mem-
bers of civil society who lack this 
self-consciousness, conversely, 
perceive themselves — that is, 
perceive their selves — as funda-
mentally incomplete.
 If Hegel’s characterization 
of civil society is to be believed, 
then we must accept that work 
plays a tremendously important 
role in the modern social world 
as a practice through which in-
dividuals constitute their subjec-
tivities and acquire a sense of 
self-esteem. But do people today 
really derive meaningful self-con-
ceptions from their professional 
lives in the sense that Hegel de-
scribes? While Hegel’s account of 
work’s significance still appears 
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plausible in certain cases (many 
teachers, doctors, and skilled 
craftsmen, for instance, seem to 
take their professional identities 
quite seriously and derive sat-
isfaction from doing their jobs 
well), it would be hard to argue 
that the Walmart employee, the 
call center operator, or the invest-
ment banker could (or should) 
take an attitude towards her job 
of the sort detailed above. 
 Yet before we dismiss He-
gel’s discussion of work as irrele-
vant to our present social reality, 
we should remind ourselves of 
the purpose of Hegel’s project. 
Hegel did not mean to argue that 
the civil society of his day actu-
ally provided people with social 

freedom; rather, he claimed that 
the institution of civil society in 
the abstract had the potential to 
provide everyone with a mean-
ingful, self-defining job. In sim-
pler terms, Hegel believed that 
such a society could be realized 
within the framework of existing 
social institutions, and that re-
form, rather than revolution, was 
the order of the day. Our con-
temporaries are under no de-
lusions that labor in the present 
day uniformly resembles Hegel’s 
idea of what labor would look 
like in the rational social order 
(although, I would submit, He-
gel’s account is not entirely off 
the mark even as a description 
of our current situation). I think, 
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rather, that something closer to 
Hegel’s true philosophy is moti-
vating our generation’s refusal to 
give up on labor: the sense that 
even if “work” in its current form 
often consists of empty drudgery 
or shameless egoism, a society in 
which work really did possess the 
significance that Hegel imagined 
might just be achievable, waiting 
in the wings of historical possibil-
ity. 

A string of recent articles in 
publications like The Baf-
fler and The Atlantic seem 

to have taken up the project that 
Keynes began in “Economic Pos-
sibilities for our Grandchildren.” 
These pieces either assume that 
human beings have the ability to 
overcome the economic prob-
lem and insist that we abolish 
work as quickly as possible (see 
James Livingston’s “Why Work?”), 
or assume that the advent of a 
post-work society is likelier than 
not and try to envision what such 
a society might look like (see Der-
ek Thompson’s “A World Without 
Work”). I’m broadly sympathetic 
to the motivations of these au-
thors, Keynes included; if techno-
logical progress has truly placed 
human beings on the brink of 
overcoming the economic prob-
lem, then debating the possible 
implications of such a transition 
is clearly a matter of great impor-
tance. Furthermore, I share the 
optimism that a “post-work” so-
ciety could be a world of greater 
equality and human flourishing 
— a world, that is, in which each 
individual has the opportunity to 

freely develop her capacities and 
engage in truly self-determined 
and self-affirming projects.
 However, as the bulk of this 
essay has surely made clear, I 
also think that anyone who views 
a “world without work” as the in-
evitable result of technological 
progress, or who casually dis-
misses the power of the forces 
that stand opposed to the abo-
lition of work, is essentially mis-
guided. The amount of time that 
people devote to work appears 
to be unrelated to the state of 
technological development. Our 
economies have been endless-
ly creative in providing people 
with new (and increasingly su-
perfluous) opportunities to labor, 
thereby replacing the jobs lost to 
technological innovation. Mere-
ly possessing the technological 
capability to transcend scarcity 
and toil does not, therefore, en-
sure that human beings will actu-
ally succeed in doing so. Before 
Keynes’s vision of an automated 
leisure society can become a 
reality — and, perhaps more im-
portantly, a reality worth living 
in — we must both reform an eco-
nomic structure that severely hin-
ders efforts to shorten the work-
ing day and find new institutions 
or practices through which hu-
man beings can constitute their 
subjective identities and acquire 
a sense of self-esteem. These 
concerns, rather than musings 
about productivity rates and the 
pace of technological advance-
ment, should occupy all future 
programs for the realization of a 
post-work age. 
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By Aaron Friedman

The Digital Machine
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What is a machine? Or 
rather, more aptly, 
what is the machine? 

Hulking, noisy, industrial. Omi-
nous to some, utopian to others. 
More than anything, though, it is 
profoundly visible. And with this 
visibility comes its obvious use 
as a symbol. As the 19th century 
Scottish social critic Thomas Car-
lyle put it, the machine was the 
”sign of the times.” Carlyle lived 
through the tail end of the Indus-
trial Revolution and found ”the 
Machine” to be not only the most 
conspicuous emblem of moder-
nity but, in fact, a microcosm of it. 
It is hardly surprising that Carlyle 
took issue with the increasingly 
mechanized society in which he 
found himself. Indeed, it is diffi-
cult to find writers from any time 
period who whole-heartedly 
embraced the advancement of 
a set of innovations as startlingly 
new as the industrial era’s were. 
Slightly more surprising, though, 
is that to Carlyle, the succession 
of values had been perverted 
and reversed: the machine did 
not inherit the values of the so-
ciety from which it was born; in-
stead, that society now simulated 
the values of the machine, which 
appeared to have come out of 
some rupture in history rather 
than its gentle and continuous 
flow.
 Carlyle did not simply wor-
ry that workers were being treat-
ed more like the machines that 
would eventually replace them 
(although this did figure into his 
criticism). Instead, he had broad-
er concerns about how the ways 

in which humans relate to each 
other, to themselves, and to the 
world around them had changed 
and would continue to change. 
Carlyle used the metaphor of the 
machine to describe how ”not 
the external and physical alone 
[came to be] … managed by ma-
chinery, but the internal and spir-
itual also.” The physicality of the 
machine was internalized: the 
mechanical, the finite, and the 
exterior assumed a primacy over 
the invisible, the infinite, and the 
interior. For instance, according 
to Carlyle, the highly theoretical 
philosophy of mind fell out of 
fashion while the highly exper-
imental ”hard” sciences rose in 
popularity. And, of course, the 
rise of the machine predictably 
led to an increased consideration 
of efficiency in all daily tasks. The 
idea of producing something 
autonomously and by hand be-
came preposterous: Carlyle 
wrote that even ”for the simplest 
operation, some helps and ac-
companiments, some cunning 
abbreviating process [was] in 
readiness.”
 Today, the analogue of the 
machine must be the computer, 
and we might think of conducting 
a similarly Carlylian analysis on 
this new device. As a symbol for 
our current times, in what ways 
is it similar to or different from 
the machine? It is tempting to 
claim that the primary difference 
between the two is simply the 
type of work that is performed. 
Machines performed physical la-
bor, and now computers perform 
higher order operations, what 
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might be considered mental la-
bor — manipulating numbers, 
interpreting code, storing things 
in ”memory,” etc. However, this 
explanation does not quite get to 
the heart of the matter.
 For example, imagine a 
non-electronic device that could 
perform the exact same opera-
tions as a computer, but in a me-
chanical way. Gears grind, axles 
turn, wheels spin, and out pops a 
result. (As an aside, while the idea 
might initially seem ridiculous, 
such a device does not strike me 
as entirely infeasible — see, for in-
stance, the Soviet ”water integra-
tor.”) What is interesting about 
this invention is that it creates for 
me the impression of a machine 
more than that of a computer. To 
classify this imaginary invention 
as a machine implies, then, that 
the most salient difference be-
tween the machine and the com-
puter does not lie in their differing 
modes of labor but rather in the 
fact that the computer performs 
its work invisibly.1 Thus, the de-
marcation between the machine 
and the computer lives in the 
presence or absence of visible in-
ternal workings in a device. Take 
the sewing machine, for exam-
ple. It acts far more quickly than 
a human laborer can, but funda-
mentally, it can be comprehend-
ed — it performs the same action 

as its human analogue (pushing a 
threaded needle through fabric). 
The same is true of any system 
of gears, pulleys, levers, and so 
on. There is an easily understood 
mechanical logic available to the 
user if they simply follow the pat-
tern of movement with their eyes.
 A computer, on the other 
hand, works seemingly by faith 
and fiat alone. Even if the circuit-
ry were shown to the user (think 
of the iMac G3 with the translu-
cent back), it would not be clear 
exactly what is happening when 
the computer is in use. Unlike 
the machine, it is inert. This is 
especially true with respect to 
the internet. At least with a basic 
belief in the power of electricity, 

1 For a discussion on how the invisibility of this work might, in fact, be related to our 
conception of the computer as performing “intelligent” tasks and, more generally, on 
how there exists a social dimension to “intelligence” that is associated with the conceal-
ment of work, see Alexander Garnick’s excellent piece “Sleight of Mind” in this same 
issue of the Gadfly.
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one can accept that, even if the 
process is unseen, a computer 
is taking electrical signals and 
somehow manipulating them to 
produce a desired result. There 
is still a level of locality and phys-
icality to this process: in this un-
derstanding, a computer is sin-
gular and complete — it performs 
all requisite operations on its 
own, in isolation. Once the com-
puter has been connected to the 
internet, though, mysterious and 
unknown waves (under the even 
more mysterious abbreviation 
”Wi-Fi”) link the computer to oth-
ers around the world, seeming-
ly by magic.2 And we need not 
even go into ”the cloud.”
 In addition, the visible/invis-
ible divide has far reaching im-
plications. One particularly social 
implication has to do with the sys-
tems of arrangement with which 
the machine and the computer 
are associated. We might think 
of them as having separate orga-
nizational principles. On the one 
hand, the advent of the machine 
was closely followed by a corre-
sponding revolution in organiza-
tion: Ford’s assembly line and the 
creation of the factory. Suddenly, 
laborers did not work autono-
mously but as a collective, each 

performing a task that would 
be meaningless on its own. And 
bound up with the worker’s new 
role was the capitalist impulse to 
measure and equate, which re-
sulted in the workers themselves 
being treated only as units of 
some universal measure of labor. 
Ultimately then, this structure 
mimicked that of its root cause: 
in the factory, each worker acted 
as a cog in the machine — regular, 

2 It might be argued that these “waves” are really no different from the radio waves of 
old. However, I would argue that the radio has a physical presence that the internet 
does not share. Radio towers loom over cities and implicitly provide reassurance that 
the radio does indeed have a physical backing to it. Data centers, on the other hand, 
are hidden away in low population areas, on the periphery of the public’s gaze. More-
over, the radio seems to be on the whole better understood and more accepted than 
its younger kin. Many understand the basics of transmitters and receivers; few truly un-
derstand the layers of the internet that allow a two-way sharing of information to occur.
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quantifiable, and replaceable. In 
this way, the organization of the 
machine spread to the very way 
in which the machine was used in 
the first place, replicating its logic 
outwards.
 What then of the computer? 
Well, the concomitant organizing 
principle of the computer must 
be related to the newly minted 
concept of ”data.” No longer are 
people the currency in which 
contemporary capitalism deals — 
at least not people in the physical 
sense of the word. Instead, the 
worker is converted to a cloud 
of numbers that is subsequently 
used to identify, characterize, and 
organize them. These numbers 
encompass the obviously numer-
ical traits, such as one’s age or 
weight, as well as traits previous-
ly thought to be unmeasurable, 
such as one’s likes and dislikes. 
More generally, in fact, any mem-
ber of society can be quantified 
in this way and put on file for later 
use, not just those under the pur-
view of a manager. Thus, follow-

ing the example of the computer, 
which seems to operate outside 
of the physical realm, modern 
capitalism now attempts to order 
a population not by organizing 
the physical embodiments of 
its people but rather by maneu-
vering the data that stands in for 
them.
 So it is that the workers of 
the digital era for the most part 
no longer stand on an open fac-
tory floor, surveyed from above 
by a member of middle man-
agement. Instead, they work in 
cubicles, neatly arranged in the 
rows and columns of a data-
base. And, as one might expect, 
a single number in this vast data-
base matters little to the end re-
sult, the ultimate calculation. Far 
from comprising independent 
yet interrelated gears that help 
the larger machine turn, — gears 
that, while replaceable, could 
nonetheless still bring the oper-
ation of the machine as a whole 
to a grinding halt — the operative 
system is now an expansive and 
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invisible network, encompassing 
not workers but internet users. 
The function of a single node in 
this network is only as a repre-
sentative of how other nodes will 
act; each serves as a metonym 
for some subset(s) of the network 
as a whole. Thus, alone, an indi-
vidual is useless (a single node 
going offline does not a catastro-
phe make), but as an indicator of 
broader trends, they are invalu-
able. Facebook does not care 
about what you are interested in 
— it cares about what people like 
you are interested in.
 Indeed, we can never tru-
ly know what role we play in the 
larger order of things. The fac-
tory worker understands (and 
can see) that their small task of 
measuring out wire will allow for 
that wire to be straightened, cut, 
pointed, ground, and eventually 
turned into a pin: all discrete, vis-
ible operations. Moreover, they 
are considered, for all intents 
and purposes, the same as every 

other worker, each drawn from 
some standing reserve of iden-
tical laborers. Today’s internet 
user, on the other hand, has no 
conception of how they are be-
ing interpreted by and assimilat-
ed into the larger network. They 
often do not even know that they 
are being used, that their data is 
being collected at all. Further, in 
their new role, they are encour-
aged to act as different from each 
other as possible. Individuality is 
emphasized so that unique signs 
can be cached out for new mar-
kets, so that deeper and subtler 
classifications can be made in or-
der for new demographics to be 
explored and mined. I am no lon-
ger just ”male, age 18-24.” Now, I 
am ”male, age 18-24, in college, 
living in a city, interested in phi-
losophy,” and the list goes on and 
on. I can likely be placed into any 
number of subsets. Considered 
altogether, this system is oceanic, 
dynamic, and unknowable, and, 
once again, the computer’s own 
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innate structures (as a function of 
its invisibility) are multiplied and 
magnified outwards to the soci-
ety it inhabits.
 It should be noted that this 
new technological enframing is 
not necessarily worse than the 
old--just different. There are clear 
advantages to being a node in-
stead of a gear. For instance, re-
gardless of the system that one’s 
fostered individuality might inad-
vertently support, it is undeniable 
that the node has more freedom 
than the gear. One is no longer 
interchangeable with others, and 
there are real social (not to men-
tion psychological) benefits to 
being able to choose your own 
way; the archetypal worker of to-
day, for instance, is not forced to 
wear a uniform. 
 My issue, however, is that 
our understanding of these struc-
tures has not caught up with the 
reality. We continue to use the 
language of the machine to de-
scribe what is now definitively 
the world of the computer. We 
still call bureaucracy a machine 
and the worker within it a cog. 
We still speak of putting one’s 
body upon the gears and, (in the 
mid 90s at least) raging against 
the machine. Even that most trea-
sured dictate of the proletarian 
revolution to ”seize the means of 
production” relies on a concep-
tion of capitalism’s apparatuses 
as fundamentally physical and 
visible. We might ask ourselves, 
what are the digital ”means of 
production,” and how can data 
that is gathered in unfathomable 
quantities and processed at un-

fathomable speeds possible be 
”seized”?
 This mislabeling leads to 
a more general worry as well. 
Without the ability to effective-
ly describe the frameworks that 
make up and order much of our 
daily lives, we lose some of our 
capacity to interact authentical-
ly with the world around us. We 
spend hours each day online, 
participating in this grand net-
work, yet we relegate the com-
puter to the realm of experts and 
pretend it is of no concern to us 
how it works. Emerson, discuss-
ing the danger of metaphors that 
no longer have a basis in reality, 
writes in his essay ”Nature” that 
when ”new imagery ceases to be 
created, and old words are per-
verted to stand for things which 
are not … In due time the fraud is 
manifest, and words lose all pow-
er to stimulate the understanding 
or the affections.” He calls these 
perverted images ”paper curren-
cy” for when ”there is no bullion 
left in the vaults.” Perhaps today 
they are more aptly compared to 
Bitcoin.
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Interview With Meghan O'Gieblyn
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THE GADFLY: In your piece for n+1, you write that “many trans-
humanists … contend that they are carrying on the legacy of the 
Enlightenment — that theirs is a philosophy grounded in reason.” 
You also note that individuals throughout the Enlightenment have 
attempted to harness science to achieve fantastical ends. Yet, ul-
timately, you imply that transhumanists’ belief in technological 
progress comes to resemble faith. Has this faith in reason simply 
replaced traditional religion in our quest for transcendence? Do 
you think it would ever be possible to abandon these “irrational” 
desires for immortality and adopt an attitude truly grounded in 
reason, or are these desires simply part of human nature?

MEGHAN O'GIEBLYN: Yeah, transhumanists often go to great lengths 
to emphasize that their philosophy is grounded in Enlightenment ma-
terialism and has nothing to do with mysticism or the supernatural. 
Max More, for example, has argued that transhumanism is a philos-
ophy that “rejects faith, worship and the supernatural” and that fo-
cuses on “taking personal charge of creating better futures rather 
than hoping or praying for them to be brought about supernatural-
ly.” But part of what I wanted to demonstrate in my essay is that sci-
ence and Christian theology evolved in tandem and informed one 
another, even after the Enlightenment. And once you start looking at 
the lineage of ideas that led to transhumanism, the binaries between 
science and religion, or faith and reason, begin to get really blurry. 
Throughout history, there have been Christians who believed the 
prophecies in the Bible could be brought about materially, through 
science and technology. In fact, many of the figures transhumanists 
claim as intellectual predecessors, like the Russian Cosmists, or Pierre 
Teilhard de Chardin, were inspired by biblical prophecies about the 
resurrection and eternal life. Of course, contemporary transhumanists 
have basically tried to excise the religious legacy of these ideas, and 
have largely ignored the extent to which transhumanism grew out of 
Christian eschatology.

Meghan O'Gieblyn is a writer whose essays have been published in, 
among other prestigious publications, n+1, Harper's Magazine, and 
the New York Times. For this issue of the Gadfly, we interviewed her 
about her essay "Ghost in Cloud," which appeared in n+1 last spring. 
The essay explores how themes of Christian theology and eschatolo-
gy have recurred in a new guise among Silicon Valley moguls. The 
piece combines cultural criticism with personal narrative — of her own 
'transhumanist' salvation from the gloom of a recovering evangelical.
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 As to whether we can leave the desire for immortality behind—
that’s a good question. John Gray, a British political philosopher I 
admire, has written about how we have not yet fully contended with 
the existential disruption of the Enlightenment—the fact that we were 
basically booted from our pedestal at the center of the universe. Even 
though we pay lip service to reason and materialism, there’s still this 
essentially religious desire to obtain transcendence and immortality. 
And I suppose that’s what I see when I read a lot of transhumanist 
writing: an ancient spiritual impulse expressed in the language of 
modern empiricism. I do think the desire for immortality is prob-
ably part of human nature. Christians often point to that longing as 
proof that there is another reality beyond this one (C.S. Lewis writes 
in Mere Christianity: “If we find ourselves with a desire that nothing in 
this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that we were 
made for another world.”). If you don’t believe in God, of course, the 
source of that longing is more elusive. And when you consider the 
persistence of that desire across history, it begins to seem somewhat 
tragic.

Is there something specific about Christianity that lends itself to 
the transhumanist cause, or do all religions share these traits? 
What about those that focus on one’s life on Earth, like Judaism?

Sure, there are lots of resonances one could draw—and that have been 
drawn—between transhumanism and other religions. There’s a way in 
which concepts like brain uploading or digital resurrection resemble 
the cycle of reincarnation, so there are obvious parallels with Eastern 
religions. And once you get into things like the Simulation Hypothe-
sis (the idea that the world is a computer program) there are strong 
resonances with Gnosticism, particularly the idea that the world is an 
illusion, or a false world, behind which lurks the true world and the 
true God.
 I think what’s unique to Christianity is the idea that history is a cu-
mulative, teleological narrative that ends with the glorification of the 
body and the restoration of the Earth to its original, Edenic perfection. 
This is where I see very strong parallels between Christian eschatolo-
gy and transhumanism. In The Age of Spiritual Machines, for example, 
Ray Kurzweil goes all the way back to the Stone Age to demonstrate 
how technological developments across history have been gradually 
building toward the Singularity. So there’s this idea that all of history 
is leading toward a moment of radical transformation. It’s a cohesive, 
linear story, moving in one direction. Kurzweil sees Moore’s Law—the 
idea that computing power increases at an exponential rate—as the 
guiding hand that is going to make that final glorification possible, 
whereas Christians would argue that God is steering history to its final 
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culmination. This teleological view of history is what’s most interesting 
to me about transhumanism, and this is something that you don’t re-
ally see in Eastern religions, or early Judaic literature, both of which 
maintain a more cyclical view of history.  
 
There seem to be many flavors of transhumanism that differ in 
both their technological approaches and their ideas about tech-
nology. Can you talk a little bit about these differences as well as 
what unifies them under the umbrella of ‘transhumanism’?
 
Nick Bostrom calls transhumanism a “loosely defined movement,” 
so there are a lot of different schools of thought that fall under its 
umbrella. There are hedonistic transhumanists, survivalist transhu-
manists, Buddhist transhumanists. The list goes on. I suppose what 
unites them is the idea the humanity can use science and technol-
ogy to transcend its limitations — that’s probably the most general, 
nutshell definition of transhumanism. But yes, all the different factions 
disagree on all sorts of things, from the definition of transhumanism 
to the timeline of when various technologies will be realized. It would 
be impossible to delineate all those differences here, but one debate 
I find interesting, and which I wrote about in my essay, is the ongoing 
disagreements on the question of technological resurrection—partic-
ularly disagreements between transhumanists who, on one hand, be-
lieve we can transcend the body (through uploading the brain onto a 
super computer, for example) and those who believe the resurrection 
must reanimate the entire human form (through cryonics and other 
methods). What’s interesting is that this is exactly the same debate 
that divided the early church fathers back in the second and third 
centuries. One contingent of theologians believed that only the spir-
it would ascend to heaven after death, while another group—which 
eventually became the orthodox Christian position—believed that 
the entire body would be resurrected. I find it somewhat comical that 
transhumanists are now rehearsing these theological debates, seem-
ingly without any awareness that those questions are part of a much 
older Christian tradition.

To what extent do you think the figures who label themselves 
‘transhumanists’ truly believe in the cause? Or do they treat it 
more as idle speculation? Does the monetary interest drive the 
ideology (similar, perhaps, to the benefits of participating in the 
Church), or does an antecedent transhumanist doctrine lead to 
the creation of technologies that just happen to be profitable?
 
As in the church, I think there are transhumanists who are true believ-
ers and are actively working to bring about the world to come. And 

M
eg

ha
n O

'G
ieb

lyn
In

te
rv

iew



41

then there is a more casual sort of adherent who is interested in the 
theories mostly as speculation. Transhumanists don’t have member-
ship jackets or secret handshakes or anything (at least to my knowl-
edge), so it seems like anyone who’s basically an enthusiast can iden-
tify by that label, and that enthusiasm can take a lot of different forms.
 As far as the money question: It’s somewhat unsettling to me 
that a lot of these advanced technologies are being developed in the 
profit-driven sector, at places like Google, Tesla, Apple, and SpaceX. 
The technologies under development increasingly raise difficult ethi-
cal questions, but they are being pursued in environments where the 
conversation is primarily about profit. There were rumors back in 2014 
that Google was going to establish an ethics board after it acquired a 
startup that specialized in machine-learning algorithms. The fear was 
that the technology could evolve into self-replication, which is basical-
ly an AI nightmare scenario. But it turned out the ethics board was just 
a PR stunt.
 Another question on the economic side of things is: who is go-
ing to have access to these technologies and whom are they going to 
benefit? And yeah, there are probably some parallels here with Chris-
tian theology, which depends on the idea of an “elect.” Not everyone 
gets to go to heaven. Not everyone lives to see the promised land. 
As kids, we used to watch these movies at church about the Rapture, 
where all the Christians are suddenly zapped up to heaven, leaving 
their clothes behind, and all these sad people who weren’t saved 
have to stick it out on earth. If technology did reach the point where 
people could become posthuman, it would basically add an existen-
tial component to our existing inequality, such that the wealthy and 
powerful would evolve into another species, leaving everyone else 
behind. 

You write that “the contemporary iteration of the [transhumanist] 
movement arose … among a band of tech-industry people with a 
libertarian streak.” Do these political views manifest themselves 
in the movement’s aims, and are there other, non-libertarian 
forms of transhumanist politics?

Transhumanists in the 1980s and 1990s were mostly libertarian, back 
when they were still calling themselves “Extropians.” It seems like a lot 
of transhumanists today are still of that political persuasion, though 
I’m not really sure why. It may have something to do the undercurrent 
of social Darwinism in both ideologies, or the fact that transhuman-
ists see government regulation as an obstacle to developing some of 
their more radical ideas. Some high-profile transhumanists like Zoltan 
Istvan have explicitly argued that transhumanism is an expression of 
libertarian ideals. On the other hand, there was a piece earlier this 
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year in The American Conservative arguing that transhumanism was 
“an abomination” of libertarian principles. So it doesn’t seem to cut 
both ways.
 I think transhumanism, like a lot of ideologies, has become more 
politically diverse as it's become more popular as a movement. There 
are transhumanists today who are liberal democrats, some of whom 
call themselves “technoprogressives.” Some of these progressives, on 
the more extreme end of things, want a one-world government con-
trolled by intelligent machines. Then there are anarcho-transhuman-
ists who want to abolish the state entirely. 

Both Christianity and transhumanism seek to conquer death. For 
transhumanists, though, is immortality the end of humanity’s 
struggle or the beginning of a new one? Will technology bring 
about a living paradise, or is there a problem so central to the 
human condition that technology cannot solve it?

One thing transhumanists hate is when people accuse them of seek-
ing “perfection.” This is something Nick Bostrom has written about, as 
well as Max More. Both of them insist that transhumanism is an ide-
ology of “perpetual progress.” Presumably, once we conquer death 
and achieve immortality, there will still be more things to optimize 
and fine-tune. I suspect they’re so averse to the idea of perfection 
because achieving it would mean the end of innovation, and also the 
end of desire. And there’s naturally a sense of dread that accompa-
nies that idea—the same dread I used to feel as a kid when people 
talked about how wonderful it will be in heaven when all our desires 
are satisfied. I think most people are horrified by the idea of the per-
fection. And there are moments when I’m reading transhumanists and 
I experience the same uneasiness I felt about heaven as a child. For 
example, here’s Nick Bostrom writing about what it will be like to be 
posthuman:

You have just celebrated your 170th birthday and you feel stronger 
than ever. Each day is a joy. You have invented entirely new art forms, 
which exploit the new kinds of cognitive capacities and sensibilities you 
have developed. You still listen to music—music that is to Mozart what 
Mozart is to bad Muzak. You are communicating with your contempo-
raries using a language that has grown out of English over the past cen-
tury and that has a vocabulary and expressive power that enables you 
to share and discuss thoughts and feelings that unaugmented humans 
could not even think or experience. You plan a certain new kind of 
game which combines VR-mediated artistic expression, dance, humor, 
interpersonal dynamics, and various novel faculties and the emergent 
phenomena they make possible, and which is more fun than anything 
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you ever did during the first hundred years of your existence. When you 
are playing this game with your friends, you feel how every fiber of your 
body and mind is stretched to its limit in the most creative and imagi-
native way, and you are creating new realms of abstract and concrete 
beauty that humans could never (conceivably) dream of….Things are 
getting better, but already each day is fantastic.

I assume Bostrom means for this to sound appealing, and you can tell 
he’s trying very hard to demonstrate that posthumanity is going to in-
volve creativity and community, that it isn’t going to be this static end-
point where we just float around contentedly. But I still feel a sense 
of dread whenever I read this passage. I’m not sure why. Something 
about every day being “a joy.” I don’t really want to live in that world.

At the end of the n+1 essay, you seem to question whether the 
religious fervor that surrounds transhumanism means we should 
not continue to pursue it anyway. In this same vein, do you think 
all projects that seek to fend off death (you even bring up exer-
cise) have a religious aspect to them? Does that make them or the 
goal of immortality less worthwhile?

I definitely feel, in my own experience, that things like exercise and 
fitness are informed by some underlying desire for transcendence—
or to put it less charitably, the delusion that I’m going to reverse the 
course of entropy. And I do sense that impulse in a lot of fitness and 
optimization movements. It’s become somewhat fashionable these 
days to point out how things like CrossFit, yoga, or the Paleo diet have 
a cultish or religious aspect to them. It seems not coincidental that this 
obsessive focus on the body has arisen at a time when many Western 
nations are becoming more secular and have stopped believing in 
immortality. Maybe physical optimization is our paltry substitute for 
the bodily glorification we once hoped for. 
 I don’t think that any idea or pursuit is less credible simply be-
cause it has religious undertones. Lots of people have already criti-
cized transhumanism on those grounds, dismissing people like Kur-
zweil or Elon Musk as “evangelists,” or “prophets,” as though the fact 
that they display a religious-like fervor or use spiritual metaphors dis-
credits their theories. To my mind, that’s not really a valid criticism. The 
point of my essay was instead to put transhumanism in a historical 
context and demonstrate how transhumanist ideas about immortality 
or the resurrection of the dead are actually part of a longer tradition. I 
do believe that once you look at that larger context and consider how 
many people across history have tried to achieve these things, you 
naturally have a more sober—and perhaps more skeptical—view of the 
objectives transhumanists believe they can achieve in their lifetimes. 
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By Alexander Garnick

Sleight of Mind
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Look around and you will not 
fail to find that intelligence 
has become one of our most 

fetishized ideas. We have a toxic 
fixation on the “prestige” of elite 
universities and a guilty-plea-
sure-like fascination with vapid 
metrics: SAT, ACT, IQ, EQ, GPA 
... Child prodigies make regular 
appearances on our talk shows 
and have become the heroes of 
our blockbuster movies. I mean, 
just think of Apple’s “Genius Bar” 
or “Think Different [sic!]” slogan. 
And, in a quasi-religious culmi-
nation of this social attitude, our 
culture’s cultish techno-dreamers 
are enraptured by the fantasies 
and doom of artificial intelli-
gence. Not all of this, of course, 
falls under the explicit guise of 
‘intelligence’. But the idea that 
this word conveys remains un-
doubtedly the common thread, 
however frayed it may be.1

 In the wake of Christianity 
and the Scientific Revolution, we 
have inherited a somewhat para-
doxical ideology of intelligence. 

Intelligence is conceived as be-
ing at once a transcendental 
power and a scientific phenome-
non composed of some socially 
isolatable cognitive structures: 
memory, creativity, foresight, 
awareness, problem solving, and 
the like. In creating such a con-
ception of intelligence, people 
of this mindset treat the word as 
though its true meaning, its real 
definition, were, comparative-
ly, quite removed from social or 
affective matters—like, say, math-
ematical objects or physical phe-
nomena. But despite the general 
acceptance of this ideology, Sci-
ence has actually been unable to 
provide us with a canonical defi-
nition of intelligence. In an ironic 
twist, reflexivity seems to blunt 
Descartes’ most precious tool...
 This definitional elusiveness 
notwithstanding, we all seem to 
have a pretty decent ability to 
recognize intelligence in a per-
son. Such a fact, of course, is, as 
words go, neither surprising nor 
problematic in itself: we simply 

The fact is, science has developed a concept of hard, sober intelligence 
that makes the old metaphysical and moral ideas of the human race 
simply intolerable, even though all it has to put in their place is the hope 
that a distant day will come when a race of intellectual conquerors will 
descend into the valleys of spiritual fruitfulness.

— Robert Musil, The Man Without Qualities

1 Nevertheless, given all our historical baggage, this current state of affairs is not really 
much of a surprise. The notion of genius, for instance, runs deep in our liberal tradition. 
Central to John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty are those most individual of individuals, the 
geniuses — hence, according to Mill, society’s corresponding duty to “preserve the soil” 
in which this fragile, eccentric elite can blossom. 
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know how to employ the word 
‘intelligent’ in different contexts. 
The trouble lies in the scientistic 
privileging of this structural con-
ception of intelligence. The trou-
ble lies where these Scientists 
— some consciously and fanati-
cally, others subtly and unthink-
ingly—allow this conception of 
intelligence to account for others 
which are in fact only tenuously 
connected. And so this asocial 
(or, purportedly, supra-social), 
structural intelligence — which, 
by construction, ignores most of 
our intuitions about human intel-
ligence — attempts to hegemon-
ize our various understandings of 
the phenomenon by explaining 
all the rest in its own terms. 
 Naturally, then, many of us 
accept as self-evident the aso-
ciality of intelligence’s causal 
mechanisms. But here we are 
falling prey to mystification. Our 
failure to examine critically the 
various ways we use the word ‘in-

telligent’, I believe, is unaccept-
able. For in this impoverished 
view of intelligence, we wrongly 
leave out the social interactions 
and dynamic that comprise an 
essential dimension of the word’s 
meaning. As I hinted at above, 
it is this social aspect of intelli-
gence’s original use—invariably 
involving judgments of other 
people: how they appear to and 
engage with us, the behaviors 
that they exhibit in certain set-
tings—that I am emphasizing. For 
at the core of human intelligence 
lies an illusion—or more precisely, 
an inequality of understanding, 
between the person deemed 
‘intelligent’ and the person car-
rying out this speech act, which 
begets an illusion. And this illu-
sion is a very telling one, indeed. 
For our desires here are clouding 
our judgment, commanding our 
perception. What we wish to be 
meaning behind this mystery is 
merely illusion. What we see is 
nothing more than fog. This may 
not, of course, be a bad thing in 
itself — but why would we want a 
quantitative, scientific theory of 
fog? Moreover, the categories 
and analogies we use to under-
stand our own minds unavoid-
ably affect the ways in which we 
behave and think. If we think of 
ourselves as mere computers, is 
it really that surprising if we start 
to act and think like them, too? 
 So it is my goal in what fol-
lows to undermine our deeply 
entrenched divinization of intel-
ligence by expounding this so-
cial-performative dimension as 
well as its corresponding notion 
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of the specialist genius. I do so 
not because I have some positive 
or useful theory of intelligence 
to offer but rather because I 
think examining intelligence in 
this way will provide a suitable 
antidote to our culture’s current 
conception of intelligence—and 
to its intellectualist dogma, which 
many of us continue to cling to 
so dearly. Finally, we will see how 
the burden falls upon us, in the 
very language we use and narra-
tives we espouse, to upend the 
sacred throne of intelligence. 
  

We often observe some-
one so advanced in a 
particular domain of 

intellectual activity that we judge 
them to be ‘clever,’ ‘intelligent,’ 
or, in extraordinary cases, ‘ge-
nius.’ (I am glossing over the triv-
ial distinctions between these 
words to focus on some common 
sentiment conveyed by them all, 
which should be clearer below.) 
It is invariably a domain that we 
value: some academic discipline, 
an art form, a profession, conver-
sation, or games like chess. But 
often their advancement, which 
to us (i.e., those not quite as ex-
perienced in this particular do-
main as the person in question) 
seems so instinctual, so effortless, 
so inexplicable, that we want to 
conclude it is indicative of a ‘nat-
ural gift’—some fluke of nature 
that cannot possibly be account-
ed for by experience alone. For, 
after all, our experience cannot 
attest to that. Such judgments 
of intelligence, it seems, bear an 
aprioristic connotation, a certain 

sense of innateness, as if the ad-
vancement itself, or some kernel 
of it, lie dormant in the individual 
as a pre-realized pre-adult. Intelli-
gence here is thus viewed as be-
ing less performative than other 
attributes which might emerge 
out of, or be ascribed to, the so-
cial roles people play. In addition 
to the innateness there is a sense 
of interiority in this conception: 
intelligence here is some intrinsic 
thing which only unravels public-
ly, as opposed to being the pub-
lic display itself.
 Now, of course, in many (if 
not all) of us there may lie certain 
predispositions (that, too, a load-
ed word) which contribute to the 
dogged pursuit of self-improve-
ment in some particular domain. 
For example, someone who has 
‘absolute pitch’ may find more 
immediate rewards in learning a 
musical instrument than some-
one who does not have this gift. 
In fact, some recent (and some 
not so recent) scientific research 
in learning argues that there 
are peculiar kinds rewards for 
making progress in learning like 
there are for, say, having sex, and 
that people choose to learn and 
explore domains in which they 
can make the greatest ‘learning 
progress.’ Predispositions, then, 
can and do contribute in this way 
to the development of proficien-
cy in a domain, and in domains 
where progress toward mastery 
is perhaps more clearly defined, 
improvement is even more pal-
pable. Think chess, math, music — 
anything with rather explicit levels 
of achievement — in contrast to, 
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say, applied ethics, which clearly 
cannot be mastered as quickly as, 
say, the bebop idiom.   
 I’m guessing that you may 
already have some objections 
to this line of thinking. “Is there 
not a sense in which intelligence 
is general—i.e., domain-indepen-
dent? And isn’t that precisely 
what we mean by the word?” Yes, 
that does seem to be the sug-
gestion. But here we are wishing 
some generalized abstract entity 
into existence without, perhaps, 
due reason. And, as a result, we 
assign an almost mystical power 
to it. For “general intelligence” 
could simply be someone who 
has displayed their proficiency in 
several domains. Their skill-levels 
in these various domains, though 
perhaps somehow connected to 
one another (like everything else 
in the brain), does not mean that 
they possess some special, more 
general ‘gift.’ The reasons, then, 
compelling us to do so must lie 
elsewhere — and such reasons 
are precisely what I’d like to extir-
pate in writing this essay.
 Now this notion of gener-
al intelligence that I’m attacking 
is not the same as the fact that 
we make judgments of human 
intelligence holistically. Take, for 
instance, the contention that a 
computer may one day be able 
to write a Great American Nov-
el. I believe that we would not 
be able to build a computer that 
could just write a Great American 
Novel. We would have to build 
a whole person, one that could 
live in, absorb, and interact with 
American society. Only then 

could it produce the kind of book 
that has the potential to move so 
many people. But this does not 
mean that we should speak of 
all the writers of Great American 
Novels as possessing some pe-
culiar metaphysical power, some 
genius, or some kind of intelli-
gence. This may be part of the 
social role they play in the soci-
ety, but it is mystification to speak 
of innate talent or genius. 
 The psychologist Howard 
Gardner has proposed a theo-
ry of “multiple intelligences” in 
which there is no general intelli-
gence but only domain-specific 
ones, and it seems to sound a lot 
like what I’m saying above. But 
this is only superficially true, for 
Gardner is simply pluralizing the 
notion of intelligence, while still 
taking it to mean some kind of 
asocial, inner aptitude. As such, 
he does not actually overcome 
this misunderstanding but, rath-
er, reinforces it. So do the other 
“theories,” like Spearman’s g fac-
tor, which measures the positive 
correlations between a subject’s 
performance on different cogni-
tive tasks, supposedly an indica-
tion of some underlying general 
intelligence. But it seems to me 
that it’s rather an indication of 
the underlying similarity and nar-
rowness of the tasks themselves. 
While this is something that 
seems like it could be empirical-
ly verified (certain tasks are more 
similar to others and so should 
have higher correlations), this is 
not necessarily the case. Perhaps 
subjects simply have different 
levels of experience (or skills that 
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would allow for success) in cer-
tain tasks with trends that are not 
discernible to the experimenter.
 Now I’ll show my hand. I 
want to claim that what we mean 
by calling someone intelligent in 
the ‘original’ social context is not 
simply, among other putative im-
plications, that they have incred-
ible passion or motivation or in-
tensity, as John Stuart Mill might 
say. Although these qualities, and 
related ones, may very well be 
necessary causes of someone’s 
appearance to us as intelligent, 
none is sufficient to explain this 
phenomenon. Motivation in itself 
won’t get us intelligence; what 
matters more is precisely what 
the motivation is directed at. 
 I don’t pretend to offer 
some fixed set of necessary and 
sufficient conditions for our judg-
ing someone to be intelligent. In 
fact, I’d be skeptical of anyone 
who attempts such a quixotic 
project, and even more so of any-
one who claims to have solved it—
skeptical of both what they have 
to say and their motives for doing 
so. But I do have another nec-
essary condition to offer: what 
happens when we call someone 
a genius is that the person who 
receives this loaded judgment 
(and often dangerous compli-
ment) is in a sense masking the 
development, the hard work and 
focused attention, which their 
apparent effortlessness belies. 
This concealment may be delib-
erate (if one is trying to impress) 
or it may not be. But, either way, 
something crucial is hidden from 
the judge — not everything is 

hidden, of course, which is why 
a computer can pass the Turing 
test and yet we still might not 
want to call it truly intelligent — 
but something crucial is hidden, 
or left mysterious to the judge, 
and that makes all the difference. 
Consider how once one spells 
out the process whereby some 
product has emerged—a product 
worthy enough for us to deem its 
producer ‘intelligent’—invariably 
the ‘genius’ or ‘intelligent’ label 
is mollified, and sometimes ex-
posed as mistaken, like when a 
magician reveals the secrets to 
his illusion...
 Take, for instance, the the-
atrics, deception, and overall 
mystery of Sherlock Holmes as 
well as the depictions of other 
‘genius’-types in literature. In-
variably, certain (usually banal) 
aspects of these characters are 
left out, creating incomplete, 
flawless personae, whom we, in 
our dumbfounded ignorance, 
judge to be superior to the or-
dinary person. But all we know 
about these kinds of characters 
are contrived pictures of their 
personality and behavior— con-
trived to accord with our precon-
ceptions. Though we are certain 
of his genius, we know nothing 
of Sherlock Holmes’s IQ and SAT 
scores—although we would love 
to know them, wouldn’t we? And, 
even more, wouldn’t these writ-
ers just love to give these char-
acters absurdly high IQ and SAT 
scores so as to fit their personali-
ties neatly into that most precious 
box which all their viewers/read-
ers are just waiting to fill? What 
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we have here, ladies and gentle-
men, is a self-creating, self-per-
petuating stereotype—and a my-
thology to boot. But for what?
 Think of some of character-
istics of this stereotype. Think of 
how many of them are symptoms 
of Asperger’s syndrome. What 
does this fact reflect about our 
society’s values? In other words, 
what does our society have to 
be like, what does it have to pri-
oritize, for us to hold as the ideal 
of human greatness and genius 
the possessor of certain cogni-
tive abilities? What impoverished 
imagination! It’s almost as though 
our ideal for intelligent com-
puters (automated, specialized, 
asocial, deeply non-human in a 
sense) has become our ideal for 
human genius as well. But what 
ever happened to the generalist 
genius — the polymathic human-
ism of Goethe, da Vinci, Galileo, 
Leibniz, etc., or the Romantic ge-
nius of Beethoven — and why was 
it replaced by this ideal of the 
worker-bee specialist genius?

So what I’m reacting to is 
something wrong, deeply 
wrong, that I find in the typi-

cal language we use to conceive 
of intelligence, genius, and the 
like. The fact that human intelli-
gence can only occur in a whole 
person, who is embedded in 
countless social structures, has 
been completely forgotten or 
dismissed as irrelevant; there, 
what matters are just the inter-
nal cognitive and organizational 
structures. But the social struc-
tures, for example, are absolutely 

essential to any understanding 
of human intelligence. For many 
of the words used to define in-
telligence in scientific circles are 
themselves utterly inextricable 
from social considerations. This 
is a fact which many research-
ers pretend to ignore in order 
to make mathematical models, 
general theories, and the like—in 
short, to do science in the style 
of mathematical physics, which is 
all well and good. But, much like 
the egoistic homo economicus 
of classical economic theory, this 
intelligence is an abstraction that 
both presupposes and shapes 
certain social attitudes which we 
have very good reason to chal-
lenge. That is, this conception of 
intelligence seems to be a rath-
er pernicious receptacle for a 
whole cluster of outdated -isms. 
All this is not to say that the so-
cial-performative dimension is 
intelligence’s sole meaning, but 
rather that to remove the social 
dimension in explanation is to 
neglect an essential aspect of the 
meaning. 
 Think back to what Witt-
genstein says about words as 
tools—even words about mental 
content. We need to see ‘intelli-
gence’ in these different contexts 
as a verbal tool for communicat-
ing judgments of, and express-
ing sentiments about, others. 
I’ll put on my Nietzschean cap 
for a moment: ‘intelligence’ first 
served as a mainly social tool in 
describing human behaviors or 
appearance in various domains, 
but it then took on another, less 
human, more ethereal meaning. 
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The scientific mindset, in its in-
satiable lust for abstraction, has 
attempted to replace this origi-
nal concept of intelligence with a 
new one so general, so abstract, 
that it is free from human quali-
ties. Apart from being simply nar-
row-minded, this view itself has 
some rather abhorrent social re-
percussions, perpetuating many 
insidious superstitions. I think a 
large portion of these social ram-
ifications can be explained as fol-
lows. Because these judgments 
invariably express some kind of 
wonderment at this concealment 
and the person performing it 
(whether they conceal it unwit-
tingly or not), it immediately es-
tablishes a hierarchy: the subject 
of the wonderment is ineluctably 
put in a position of subordination 
to the object of the wonderment.2 
It is not hard to see how this kind 
of hierarchy can lead to danger-
ous, misguided questions about 
race and IQ, to wrongheaded 
educational policies, and even 
the completely preposterous but 
pervasive belief that the sheer 

complexity of what we mean by 
‘intelligence’ could be somehow 
captured by a single (!) number, 
IQ, or g, or what have you.3 It is 
thus on account of the hierar-
chical inevitability of this narrow 
conception of intelligence that I 
think we ought to decisively put 
the kibosh on it and to recognize 
the inequality which underlies it.

But—but hold on for just one 
second here,” you might be 
saying to yourself.

“Intelligence, broadly conceived, 
is not just a bag of tricks, even 
though its social origin may be. 
And, regardless, are you saying 
that because some kind of illu-
sion is at the core of intelligence, 
we will want to think that we have 
intelligent computers only inso-
far as they continue to fool us in 
some capacity?”
     
 To the first point, I’ll agree. 
In fact, I’d add that the word 
has come to take on a plurality 
of meanings— though some of 

2 Tangentially, I speculate that this social view of intelligence explains why certain high-
ly accomplished or precocious people often suffer from ‘impostor syndrome,’ or the 
feeling that they are a fraud and are merely ‘fooling people.’ Because judgments of 
intelligence are founded upon an asymmetry in perspective—i.e., the one deemed ‘in-
telligent’ often knows explicitly the banal processes, or magic-spoiling secrets, of the 
trick—they feel that what others find amazing is in fact not so special. The supposed 
‘genius,’ unable to convey this fact properly to people who have not themselves expe-
rienced such steps toward self-improvement but who instead revere the genius from a 
distance, feels deceptive, because she is conscious of something which her admirers 
are not.

3 It is worth repeating here the well-known fact that when IQ tests were first developed, 
women scored on average higher than men. The male psychologists devising the test, 
finding this result absurd, changed the exam so that the men performed on average at 
least as well as the women.

“
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them are not very well-defined. 
Outside of the haughty scientif-
ic context, this fact, of course, is 
hardly a problem for the term—
and I, personally, couldn’t care 
less. But think of the astounding 
difference between this social 
account I just offered of the label 
‘intelligent’ and the transcendent 
meaning of intelligence that is 
contended by those in the AI 
community, a distinction which I 
hinted at in the first section. It re-
mains self-evident that all these 
loftier meanings have emerged 
from some kind of loose resem-
blance to this original social judg-
ment. And things start to become 
worrisome when one view of the 
word (i.e., the scientific intellectu-
alist one here) hegemonizes all 
the others. 
 As for the second point, it’s 
close, but not quite. It won’t be 
surprising that we will have intel-
ligent computers, if we have an 
automaton conception of intelli-
gence. What could be so surpris-
ing about having computers that 
have been designed or trained 
to perform highly specialized 
tasks — and only those tasks? My 
point is that we should get rid 
of all this talk of “true” or “pure” 
intelligence—that is, a notion of 
intelligence so general that it 
captures the principles which un-
derlie both human intelligence 
and computer intelligence. You 
know, the kind of thing that crit-
ics of AI appeal to when they dis-
miss Deep Blue’s chess-playing 
as a mere computational trick 
and not a “genuine” capacity for 
chess-thought. This is all to say: 

there will simply never be some 
single turning point (viz., Sin-
gularity) in the development of 
intelligence; there will never be 
some single program that we all 
agree displays “true” intelligence 
— because this is a fantastical no-
tion that we’ve unduly abstracted 
from the complexities of human 
intelligence. The actual, human 
usage of the word ‘intelligence’ 
lives in, and was created by, a cer-
tain dialectical tension between 
(a) ‘knowing the trick’ (i.e., the 
causal mechanism), which results 
in our reluctance to ascribe true 
intelligence, and (b) being the 
witness of seemingly miraculous 
feats that we can barely grasp in 
real time, and which consequent-
ly become deified as the mani-
festation of true intelligence. This 
is simply not the case with com-
puters, which humans have built 
for whatever purposes, and not 
necessarily in their own image.
 In light of this, take the ex-
ample that Ryle gives in Concept 
of Mind of judging whether a 
soldier’s bulls-eye shot was a 
demonstration of his skill or just 
pure luck. Ryle says that to decide 
this “we should take into account 
his subsequent shots, his past re-
cord, his explanations or excuses, 
the advice he gave to his neigh-
bor and a host of other clues of 
various sorts.” This example is 
meant as an analogy for how 
we judge whether someone’s 
actions exhibit intelligence. The 
point that I take from this is that 
such judgments are made holis-
tically, synthesizing innumerable 
factors. There can be no single 
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deciding factor and, so, no un-
derlying principle as a sufficient 
cause.4 This is all because human 
intelligence is fundamentally a 
social phenomenon. It may be 
partially explained by biology or 
with computer models, but these 
will never fully explain human in-
telligence.
 Since this holism is part and 
parcel of our judgments, we can 
see that the Turing test is rath-
er simplistic. It is attempting to 
apply our judgments of human 
intelligence to how we ought to 
judge the intelligence of com-
puters. But while such primitive 
functionalism might have been 
useful early on in the develop-
ment of AI, it is clear that com-
puter and human intelligence 
diverge too greatly for us to 
sensibly continue this analogy.5 
Human intelligence, thought, 
mental life, etc., are not just 
about producing sentences or 
performing certain operations. 
Every little thing — from the way 
one blinks during a conversation, 
to the barely perceptible intona-
tions in one’s voice — matters. In 
short, the whole person matters. 
(And so does the ‘beyond,’ the 
interior life, that these apparent 
behaviors represent.) But this is 
just not the case with comput-

ers. There is simply no reason — 
aside from some fanatical a priori 
commitments to behaviorism or 
functionalism or what-have-you, 
which fly in the face of the unde-
niable facts of our experience — 
to believe that computers, simply 
because they can perform some 
similar intellectual tasks or oper-
ations as us, have a comparable 
interior life.
 Relatedly, we can see that 
it isn’t so remarkable that we 
will have intelligent machines, 
because in many respects we 
already do. While Turing’s contri-
butions in this regard are invalu-
able, it is about time that we sep-
arate our notion and evaluation 
of computer intelligence from 
those of human intelligence: the 
meanings have just diverged 
too greatly. In his Principles of 
Psychology, William James pro-
vides a famous criterion for the 
presence of intelligence in some 
phenomenon: “the pursuance 
of future ends and the choice 
of means for their attainment.” 
This is a rather astute operation-
al definition — for his purposes. 
But, if this is all there is to ‘intelli-
gence,’ why would it, by itself, be 
so special, so supremely interest-
ing to our society? Isn’t it a rather 
banal thing to be obsessed with? 

4 Compare judgments of intelligence to judgments of beauty. The beautiful whole is, so 
to speak, greater than the sum of its parts. (Or at least ought to be.)

5 Consider, as merely one example, the difference between how psycholinguists un-
derstand human language processing and the completely divergent natural language 
processing computer programs that have been developed, with the use of “deep 
learning” and “deep neural networks.” The chasm is just too great, and it’s only getting 
wider, proving the Turings and Hoftstadters of yore to be naively simplistic on this point.
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In other words, if James’s barren, 
value-empty definition were real-
ly all we meant by ‘intelligence,’ 
then I wouldn’t even have to be 
writing this essay.
 I am asking us to look be-
hind the curtain — to interrogate 
ourselves and our own values 
here. (What has compelled you, 
O curious reader, to read thus 
far?) What should be more con-
cerning in the development of 
technologies is precisely what we 

keep developing the technolo-
gies for—what the values reflect-
ed are—because that will make all 
the difference as to what sense(s) 
of ‘intelligence’ these computers 
will come to embody. ‘Superin-
telligence,’ of course, is not in-
herently a threat because there 
is nothing inherently threatening 
in this hyper-specialized autom-
aton conception of intelligence. 
(There are, indeed, genuine tech-
nical concerns about building 
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more autonomous computers — 
but none of these is inherent to 
the structural understanding of 
‘intelligence’; they are all specific 
to the particular ways such com-
puters are constructed — what 
they are built to do.) As I already 
said, intelligence’s pernicious hi-
erarchizing aspect is inherent to 
our judgments of human intelli-
gence, with all its social baggage, 
but not necessarily to computer 
intelligence. And this social bag-
gage has almost nothing to do 
with how we conceive and eval-
uate computer intelligence. 
 If we are to keep using ‘in-
telligence’ responsibly, we need 
to stop thinking of it as some 
concept so special, so divine, 
that it is removed in its meaning 
from such “banal” considerations 
as social interactions and human 
objectives. As Wittgenstein re-
minds us, ‘intelligence,’ the word 
itself, is a tool. Here I have been 
attempting to draw out some 
particular, overlooked uses for 
this word-tool. In particular, I 
have been attempting to make 
you conscious of this subliminal, 
hierarchizing phenomenon for 
the purpose of overcoming it. 
Thus my aim here has not been 
accuracy but provocation. I surely 
overstated, misstated, and con-
tradicted, but do know that this 
damnable erring was all in the 
service of your revelation.
 Perhaps it would be best 
to get rid of this confounded 
notion of intelligence altogeth-
er — to stop asking ourselves 
whether we will have intelligent 
computers and simply focus on 

better-posed questions about 
these technologies, questions 
that use less loaded vocabular-
ies. We might ask ourselves, in-
stead, in concrete terms, What 
do we want computers to do for 
us? Or, Why in the first place do 
we want ultra-proficient compu-
tational agents — perhaps ones 
that are versatile, too, proficient 
in various domains? For what ex-
act purpose? Whatever it is, if the 
technologists choose to contin-
ue using this word ‘intelligence,’ 
they, by means of their AIs, in-
eluctably imbue it with a new, 
divergent meaning, washing 
away the old one in favor of an 
‘intelligence’ that is thoroughly 
stripped of flesh and blood, fear 
and ambition, pathos and beauty. 
Intelligence here is no longer hu-
man but becomes post-human. 
And, as with any innovation, this 
leaves open a hopeful possibility: 
that one day, upon realizing the 
deeply unheroic, unmysterious, 
wholly utilitarian value of intelli-
gent machines, we will do away 
with this divinization of intelli-
gence once and for all.
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By Ethan Feiber

In Defense of the Baseless
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In 1968, Georges Perec imag-
ined that every word in a work 
of writing was replaced by its 

dictionary definition, and then 
every word in that new work was 
replaced, and so on and so on. 
He hypothesized that there was 
a finite number of times this pro-
cess could be performed on two 
works until they would overlap 
and begin to resemble each oth-
er. The technology to test this hy-
pothesis did not exist at the time; 
Perec attempted it by hand, but 
gave up soon after. He later went 
on to create a radio play in Ger-
man, entitled “The Machine,” that 
was simply a version of Goethe's 
Rambler's Lullaby II with an in-
creasingly jumbled word order, 
creating new and amusing sen-
tences. Again, Perec envisioned 
that a machine (hence “The Ma-
chine”) would eventually do this 
jumbling for him, but he created 
the play with no existing technol-
ogy advanced enough to aid him. 
I begin with these two examples 
because they demonstrate the 
importance of thinking beyond 
technology — that is, the value of 
not just theorizing futuristic ver-
sions of current paradigms but 
of instead imagining entirely new 
paradigms altogether.
         There is nothing inherent-
ly problematic in speculating 
about futuristic versions of ex-
isting technologies or in imag-
ining later iterations of current 
normative cultural ideologies, à 
la The Jetsons. The problem aris-
es when these speculations be-
gin to define the limits of imag-
ination itself, when they saturate 

the intellectual field to such an 
extent that the purely original is 
drowned out. For example, with-
in the genre of science fiction 
writing, numerous critics take 
issue with the way that techno-
logical innovation seems to not 
only supersede social innovation 
but indeed seems to be the only 
concern for its authors. Lyta Gold, 
in an essay for Current Affairs 
Magazine entitled “Sci-Fi, Fanta-
sy, and the Status Quo,” in which 
she explores the presence of au-
thoritarianism and monarchy in 
science-fiction, puts it thusly: “If 
there are no possibilities, then 
there’s nothing to negate, and 
nothing to rebel against. A fan-
tasy novel that simply replicates 
real-life political discontents — 
without bothering to envision 
how they might be solved — is a 
negative zero, an airless void, not 
an open playground in which to 
explore alternative modes of be-
ing.”
         This is not to say that you are 
wrong if you want to read about 
an elf monarchy that controls the 
human population through mag-
ic. However, at its core, that piece 
of writing is less imaginative than 
one that imagines a magic-wield-
ing elf population that creates an 
ethical and stable form of social 
organization in which humans are 
treated equitably. The same idea 
holds true for the presence of 
sexism, racism, and other types 
of oppression in science fiction: 
imagining an alternative reality in 
which these forms of discrimina-
tion exist and are enacted in new 
ways is simply less imaginative 
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than imagining a reality in which 
they do not exist at all. But now 
that a dichotomy has been posed 
between less and more imagina-
tive, the question, Why is imagi-
nation important at all? must be 
answered.
         Alberto Perez-Gomez, a 
professor of architecture at Mc-
Gill University, in an essay on 
the architecture of John Hejduk, 
makes the following statement: 
“Theory must provide the words 
that allow us to ground our ar-
chitectural work in the totality of 
our existence, here and now… 
we need to retrieve a new and 
more radical experience of be-
ing.” Theory is merely a form of 
imagination — the distinction Pe-
rez-Gomez is making is between 
a theory produced by reality and 
a theory that produces reality. 
The former, as evidenced by a 
dearth of science fiction writing, 
is a limp reflection of the domi-
nant discourse of the culture in 
which it was produced; the latter 
can not only transcend its pro-
ductive context but also inform 
the production of a different con-
text altogether. When Perec envi-
sioned a machine that would be 
able to concatenate and divide 
strings of words, he did so with a 
firm ignorance of any technology 
that could actually do so. The re-
sult? A theory composed in 1968 
accurately envisioned entirely 
new technologies not available 
for decades. Ultimately, theories 
“rooted in reality” can be trapped 
by those same roots; there is 
value to theorizing and imagin-
ing beyond existing cultural and 

technological paradigms.
 You cannot know you are 
speaking a specific language un-
til you encounter a different one; 
just so, you cannot know what 
ideologies surround you until 
you encounter different ones. 
Imagination, in any of its copi-
ous manifestations, is an analysis 
of the present as much as it is a 
production of something other 
than the present — in creating the 
latter we are forced to confront 
and investigate the former, and it 
is difficult to refute the claim that 
there is no value to self-analysis. 
Imagination is never spurious: as 
much as we act within our reality 
we should imagine acting out-
side of it. In doing so, we fulfill 
one of the Delphic maxims and 
the point of this essay: “know 
thyself.” Socrates famously said, 
“The unexamined life is not worth 
living.” I might propose my own 
version: “The unexamined future 
is not worth living.”
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By Bruce Young

About Face
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I. The Concept of Faciality

Here, I consider Peter Sloterdijk’s 
theorizing of faciality as present-
ed in his essay ”Between Faces: 
On the Appearance of the Interfa-
cial Sphere” (from his book Bub-
bles, the first part of his Spheres 
trilogy). Faciality is what makes a 
face a face, rather than simply a 
part of a head. There are plenty 
of beings that have heads, but 
are not typically seen as having 
faces. Faces, Sloterdijk argues, 
are for subjects. This is not to say 
that humans have always had fac-
es in the same way that we have 
them today—Sloterdijk points out 
that Stone Age drawings do not 
depict human faces, ”as if, for ear-
ly humans, not only their own fac-
es were invisible, but also those 
of their fellow men and women.” 
Sloterdijk traces out a history of 
faciality, part of which consists of 
historical speculation about how 
sexual selection literally shaped 
the front of human heads into 
faces:

In this case, Darwin’s theorem 
must be modified into a law of the 
survival of the more attractive. In-
creasing the attractiveness of hu-
mans for humans, however, is the 
opposite of environmental adap-

tation in the sense of improving 
fitness: it shows the early tenden-
cy of evolution toward free flower 
formation in the erotic-aesthetic 
hothouse of humanization.

The human relation to faces is 
born, according to Sloterdijk, 
during the early experience of 
postnatal, face-to-face bonding 
between the mother and child. 
While the evolutionary process 
of facial-sculpting enabled by the 
postnatal facial relation produces 
and selects for particular facial 
features, the postnatal facial rela-
tion does not involve attention to 
particular facial features. Rather, 
this postnatal relation revolves 
more generally around commu-
nication of nearness and joy in 
the face-to-face encounter of 
mother and child. Sloterdijk de-
scribes these facial phenomena 
as non-representational. The face 
is neither screen nor substrate for 
joy and nearness—it is already in 
itself near and joyous (Sloterdijk 
tends to emphasize the transmis-
sion of joy, or ”facial brightening” 
more than nearness, which pre-
sumably enables presentation of 
joy).
 Sloterdijk contrasts faces 
that express joy with faces that 
express meaning. The joy-face 

Analyst: You are taking me for someone else, I’m not the person you think. 
Analysand: But the other in the originary relation was, precisely, not the 
person I thought. So I’m perfectly right to take you for someone else.

— Jean Laplanche, Essays on Otherness
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is a face that is non-representa-
tional, since it already presents 
on the face itself all that there 
is to grasp. The meaning-face 
is something that represents a 
”beyond” for which the face is 
merely a screen. The non-repre-
sentational, ”intimate joy shar-
ing” of the first notion of the face 
does not refer to a beyond that 
requires grasping. To further ex-
plain this difference, consider the 
difference that Sloterdijk posits 
between the face of Jesus Christ 
and the face of Buddha:

Unlike the face of Christ, which 
aims either for final suffering or 
the representation of transcen-
dence, Buddha’s face shows the 
pure potential of an absolutely 
immanent touchability by whatev-
er comes before it.

Like the postnatal faces, Buddha’s 
face, for Sloterdijk, does not go 
beyond itself in sharing joy. Nor 
are particular features especially 
important, since a face is simply 
a face. The historical absence 
of particular features of faces in 
Stone Age art, then, reflects the 
primacy of the face in an individ-
ual’s developmental history as a 
simple surface for intimate rela-
tions with others. An infant is not 
yet in the business of recognizing 
and differentiating others based 
on their particular facial features—
it is for this reason that Sloterdijk 
ties the historical advent of con-
cern with facial particulars to the 
emergence of populations large 
enough to require frequent dif-
ferentiation among individuals.

 There is much to question 
here. Why do faces become the 
sites of intimate interaction? It 
cannot be because of the met-
aphorical qualities of the face, 
whereby eyes remind us of visu-
al experience, ears of hearing, 
mouth of taste, etc.—these meta-
phors would make the face rep-
resentational. Why, then, do fac-
es matter more than feet, arms, 
chests, etc.? These questions 
suggest an ambiguity in Sloter-
dijk’s text about what exactly rep-
resentation is. We know that it is 
excluded from facial relations—
but what does this mean? Fur-
thermore, Sloterdijk thinks that 
an initially non-representational 
facial relationship is what some-
how clears the way for faciality 
to become representational, 
something that has meaning, but 
how does this work? Sloterdijk 
later claims that transference is 
involved somehow. For the sake 
of brevity, transference in Sloter-
dijk’s text is used similarly to but 
in a much looser sense than the 
traditional psychoanalytic usage, 
given by Laplanche and Pontalis 
in The Language of Psychoanaly-
sis as the phenomenon whereby 
”infantile prototypes reemerge 
and are experienced with a 
strong sense of immediacy.” But 
how is the prototype established 
in the first place according to 
Sloterdijk? And why isn’t repre-
sentation possible without a pri-
mary prototype of non-represen-
tational faciality?
 Most of these questions 
seem to be dead ends for Sloter-
dijk. However, Sloterdijk’s gripes 
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with what he scornfully calls ”the 
dominant real fiction” of modern 
faciality shed some light on what 
he thinks is at work in postnatal 
faciality. In short, Sloterdijk ar-
gues that modern faciality sub-
stitutes a ”real other” for the mir-
ror image. He writes:

The separate actors in the indi-
vidualistic regime become isolat-
ed subjects under the dominion 
of the mirror, that is to say of the 
reflecting, self-completing func-
tion. They increasingly organize 
their lives under the appearance 
that they could now play both 
parts in the game of the bipolar 
relationship sphere alone, with-
out a real other; this appearance 
becomes stronger throughout 
the European history of media 
and mentalities, culminating at 
the point where the individuals 
decide once and for all that they 
themselves are the substantial 
first part, and their relationships 
with others the accidental sec-
ond part.
 

Sloterdijk here mourns the loss 
of the real other and my rela-
tionship to it. What is this rela-
tionship like?

In the initial bipolar interfacial 
game, the gazes are distributed 
among partners in such a way 
that each, for the time being, 
learns enough about himself by 
looking into the face of the other 
who is looking at him.
 

Contrast this authentic faciality 
with ”nascent individualism” in 

which ”the individuals, as living 
observers — as inner witness-
es of their own lives, one could 
say — adopt the perspective of 
an outside view on themselves,” 
thereby ”enter[ing] into a pseu-
do-interfacial relation to another 
that is not an other.”
 Understanding what Sloter-
dijk means by ”mirror” is crucial 
to understanding the above dif-
ferences in types of faciality. His 
rebuke of ”Lacan’s tragically pre-
sumptuous theorem” is based on 
an understanding of mirrors as lit-
eral, reflective surfaces that have 
only become common house-
hold objects in the last two-hun-
dred years—Narcissus was, on 
Sloterdijk’s reading, not enam-
ored with his own image so much 
as what he took (owing to a lack 
of acquaintance with his image) 
to be the face of another. Sloterdi-
jk’s critique of mirrors, then, is not 
a general critique of mirroring. 
Rather, it is a critique of how mir-
ror technology has whisked away 
the real other, who in fact does 
teach us about ourselves in a mir-
ror-like but fundamentally more 
real fashion. And, in keeping with 
earlier remarks, this is somehow 
supposed to be non-representa-
tional, presumably because the 
face of the other is the origin of 
my notion of my own face. It is 
not the case that I understand the 
face of the other through under-
standing its relationship to my 
face—I get my sense of my face, 
and, more generally, my notion of 
myself as an individual, from the 
direct presentation of the (not yet 
other?) face.
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 Modern faciality would, on 
Sloterdijk’s view, ”lose its attrac-
tion” were it not serving the end 
of ”the sublime fiction of inde-
pendence.” The loss of the real 
other, the declaration of others 
as secondary and myself as ”the 
substantial first part”—all these 
distinctly modern sins against 
the interfacial microsphere are 
motivated by an individualism 
that Sloterdijk traces from the 
ancient philosophical imperative 
to ”know thyself,” to what ”Hegel 
triumphantly called impenetra-
bility,” to psychoanalytic theories 
of narcissism, to the contempo-
rary variants of individualism. 
Notably, Lacan, one of Sloterdi-
jk’s main targets, is not so easily 
lumped into the triumphant in-
dividualist camp. Indeed, Sloter-
dijk berates ”psychoanalysis à la 
parisienne” for abandoning ”its 
attention to mental suffering and 
the need for help” and Lacan 
specifically for supporting the 
idea that ”we are all mother-am-
putees,” hardly a cry of individu-
alistic empowerment.
 If we were concerned with 
Bubbles as a whole text, we 
would have to wonder especially 
about why Sloterdijk pays atten-
tion strictly to the visual aspect of 
the face. Not only does Sloterdi-
jk’s restricted focus on the visual 
fail to explain current changes 
in technological thinking of the 
face, it also clashes with the six 
other ”microspheres” posited 
by Sloterdijk as the ground for 
all subsequent intimacy. Sloter-
dijk, in his characteristically hy-
perbolic polemic against what 

he takes to be psychoanalysis, 
argues that pre-visual prenatal 
experience is ”clearly predomi-
nant” in early experience of the 
other, and that visual evidence 
is ”a secondary augmentation” 
when it comes to self-sensation. 
How does the secondary and ap-
parently insignificant role of the 
visual square with primacy of the 
facial microsphere? Experienc-
ing the face is a visual phenome-
non in Sloterdijk’s analysis—even 
the ”touchability” of the face of 
Buddha is merely seen. As any-
one who has ever shared a kiss, 
scratched a face, been slapped, 
etc. could attest, seeing does 
not exhaust the sensory modal-
ities of facial experience. Sloter-
dijk excels more as an eclec-
ticism-for-eclecticism’s-sake 
philosopher-poet rather than a 
systematic or scientific theorist 
(despite his scientific specula-
tions). Because I lack the space 
to tackle the labyrinthine text 
that is Bubbles, I will focus pre-
dominantly on the essay on fa-
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ciality contained within it. But it is 
worthwhile to note that Sloterdi-
jk’s struggle—with all its Oedipal 
and ”hysteric” overtones—to pre-
empt psychoanalysis’ traditional 
postnatal focus by getting into 
the truth of womb-experience 
(and striking down Lacan along 
the way) leads him to take some 
ambivalent positions.

II. The Other Face

In this section I’ll provide a count-
er-interpretation of the face. Ob-
servation of new technological 
modes of faciality will help us 
uncover an aspect of faciality left 
unnoticed by Sloterdijk. This is 
the face’s quality of always be-
ing possibly no more than just a 
surface, devoid of its usual sub-
jective significance. If the site 
of Sloterdijk’s authentic faciality 
is where the harmonious moth-
er-infant dyad sets the course 
for all later faciality, the site of 
the face as a cold, unyielding 
surface is where such cozy famil-
iarity breaks down, pointing the 
way to a rethinking of the face 
that renews our appreciation of 
its ineluctable mystique. 
 One of the more interest-
ing parts of Sloterdijk’s genea-
logical account of faciality is his 
argument that faces were not 
used to identify individuals un-
til people started living in large 
groups. Today’s shifting sense 
of faciality is similarly tied to 
changing systems of social rela-
tions, specifically those involving 
online social media. There are 

many somewhat superficial ex-
amples of faces and technology 
intertwining that leap out here: 
Facebook, Facetime, and the 
myriad other platforms whose 
distinguishing features tend to 
involve new ways of present-
ing the face (within a different 
shape; next to/superimposed 
over biographic information; set 
to timers so that one can have 
occasion-specific temporary pic-
tures; modified by filters, whose 
novelty diminishes as we grow 
accustomed to seeing them 
used for traditional identifying 
purposes, e.g. missing posters; 
etc.). Do these media platforms 
reflect the inherently complicat-
ed dynamics of any faciality, or 
are they symptoms of our nar-
cissistic fall from facial grace? 
They make the urgency of think-
ing about faciality clear, but 
because they are intertwined 
with a number of other forms of 
self-presentation (e.g. textual), 
I’ll instead consider something 
more restricted to the face: facial 
recognition technology.
 Facial recognition technol-
ogy has a number of different 
uses, ranging from national se-
curity, to personal security, to 
”lighter” uses like the recently 
popular Google Arts and Cul-
ture App, which matches the us-
er’s face to similar faces shown in 
famous paintings. One could say 
much about the particular uses 
of facial recognition and how 
interesting it is that most peo-
ple probably do not know when 
their faces are being recognized 
(owing to its predominant use 
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for national security, especially 
in China).
 Relevant to our current 
philosophical and non-techni-
cal interest is the mode of rep-
resentation of the face in facial 
recognition, or, better put, the 
apparent absence of such rep-
resentation. Facebook, Facetime, 
Snapchat, etc. exercise due dili-
gence in their representation of 
the face, putting it in a little box 
somewhere (e.g. on your profile, 
in a corner, by a chat log) that 
you can look at if you wish. But 
facial recognition does not re-
turn to the face its image. It reads 
the face, turns it into information, 
and then that information is used 
to do something that does not 
involve showing you your face: 
a door opens, your phone is un-
locked, an algorithm fails to iden-
tify you as a known threat, etc. 
 As this process hints, rec-
ognition is here seemingly re-
moved from both an intersub-
jective and a narcissistic context, 
since the recognition is not 
done by a human, whether the 
intimate other or myself. And yet 
humans continue to understand 
the part of them that is involved 
in these contexts as being a face. 
How are we to understand the 
presentation of the face if there 
is no human to see it? I show my 
face to the machine to get into 
a building—I know it is my face I 
put forward, but I understand my 
face as something to be read in 
a certain way. What is this way? 
Sloterdijk’s thesis about the pri-
macy of microspheres would 
suggest that we transfer onto 

machines our experiences of 
other beings, i.e. we still call it 
facial recognition despite the 
lack of a human subject because 
we transfer a human sense onto 
the machine. The use of ”recog-
nition,” with all its anthropomor-
phic connotations, to describe 
the data analysis carried out by 
facial-recognition technology 
seems to bolster this case. Or 
perhaps our frequent interac-
tions with humans condition us 
to always refer to it as a face, 
on the understanding that what 
I am showing, this part of my 
head, could later be presented 
to a human.
 Facial recognition presents 
another startling possibility that 
when illuminated casts doubt 
upon the basis for these inter-
pretations. We have stumbled 
upon the task of characterizing 
the kind of reading of the face in-
volved in facial recognition. Hu-
mans are adept face readers, ca-
pable of effortlessly responding 
to the slightest of facial move-
ments and often concerned 
with trying to interpret in more 
thought-out ways the ”signs” on 
the face. But when humans are 
no longer involved, what does it 
mean to read the face? 
 If the risk is remaining all 
too human in our description of 
the non-human form of reading, 
then it might be a good time 
to consider the other common 
meaning of face: the face as a 
mere surface. The face of the 
building, the face of the cube, 
the face of the playing card—
these faces are rather simple ob-



72

jects for interpretation. In ways 
human faces do not, they show 
themselves in their entirety. The 
face of a human face, on the 
other hand, might well be mis-
leading, as when a smile masks 
indifference. Mistakes highlight 
the way that the reading of hu-
man faces is always at risk of go-
ing wrong, of drawing mistaken 
conclusions about the person 
we understand to be more than 
just a face. The meaning of faces 
that are just their surface, how-
ever, begins and ends with the 
face. No withdrawn ”beyond” 
threatens to surprise the read-
er of these faces, for the way 
one understands such faces is 
straightforward and predeter-
mined. In a card game, the face 
of the card is assigned a certain 
value. In mathematics, the face 
of a shape is defined in a certain 
way. To read the face of a clock 
one need know nothing at all 

about the mechanism behind 
the face or even the in-and-outs 
of how we agree to certain ways 
of measuring time; one simply 
needs to follow the basic rules 
about hand relations. Facial rec-
ognition deals with human faces 
in this way, recording physical 
facts about the head surfaces 
we all carry. It does not wonder 
about the psyche beyond the 
face. Like its etymological root in 
the Latin faciēs suggests, the hu-
man face is taken as a form, not 
any different in this regard from 
other possible objects of de-
tached and ostensibly objective 
consideration. And in the return 
of the face to a position in tech-
nological production, we are 
perhaps witnessing the resur-
gence of the face as something 
whose meaning is more clearly 
rooted in the Latin verb facere, 
(roughly) to make.
 Facial recognition, then, 
deals with the human face as a 
simple surface. Although that 
dealing is then itself dealt with 
in more complex ways (e.g., by 
determining that information 
will lead to a certain function 
rather than another being car-
ried out), the central issue is still 
one of appreciating the face as 
something readable in ways that 
defy subject-centered explana-
tions of what we might call facial 
legibility. Consequently, when it 
comes to understanding what 
faces have already become, the 
issue is not figuring out wheth-
er or not we human subjects will 
end up carrying out our acts of 
recognizing faces as machines 
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do. Rather, the call thrust upon 
us by our unique historical situ-
ation is to face the fact that our 
faces were never completely 
free of surfaceness. Facial recog-
nition’s ability to read our faces 
depends on our faces already 
having been (unrecognized) sur-
faces — surfaces lying in wait for 
the moment when surfaceness 
could be called attention to by 
something that brought it close 
to the social sphere in which hu-
man concern dwells. 
 But what ”something” 
could simultaneously read the 
surface as a surface and some-
how drag the surface into the 
spotlight of the social, a realm 
traditionally ridden with meta-
physical, religious, political, etc. 
pretensions to being too com-
plex, or one might say ”deep”, to 
be anything like simple surfac-
es? Functioning both as a data 
analysis system and a social tool, 
facial recognition has turned out 
to be such a techno-social syn-
thesizer, and the extent to which 
its techno-social hybridity helps 
it reveal the human face as a 
surface will only increase as its 
technical capacity grows and as 
technological modes of recog-
nition become more ingrained 
within the social sphere. In short, 
facial recognition is itself histori-
cally unique in its function as an 
interface between the surface 
face and the human face, mak-
ing possible a communion be-
tween the two. What does this 
communion reveal? 

III. Revealing the Face

Technology might reveal the 
face in its surfaceness, but per-
haps we can think about what 
it reveals in a way that does not 
unquestioningly succumb to 
technology. It would be wise 
here to remember Heidegger’s 
The Question Concerning Tech-
nology. Heidegger thinks that it 
is unavoidable that revealing has 
already largely been given over 
to us in a way that we could not 
have chosen—one cannot reveal 
revealing unless revealing is al-
ready in some way given. Prevail-
ing modern modes of revealing 
objects in a technological way 
reflect how we have been giv-
en over by revealing itself in this 
current chapter in the history of 
Being. But our already-being-
called-to-reveal constitutes ”a 
destining that in no way confines 
us to a stultified compulsion to 
push on blindly with technolo-
gy or, what comes to the same 
thing, to rebel helplessly against 
it and curse it as the work of 
the devil.” Danger springs from 
the possibility that technolo-
gy might be misunderstood as 
an obstacle to direct access to 
the face. Such direct access to 
the face is itself a technological 
fantasy that attempts to reduce 
the face to what is given on the 
surface, ignoring, among other 
things, the meaningful poten-
tial for a misreading of the face. 
Heidegger worries we will forget 
that concealment and uncon-
cealment are both integral parts 
of revealing. We find, then, a 
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suppressed affinity between the 
face as some kind of non-repre-
sentational human immanence 
of joy and nearness and the face 
as a formal presentation whose 
meaning is exhausted by its sur-
face. Both neglect to consider 
how concealment figures in our 
revealing the face.
 If we are to be free in 
Heidegger’s existential-herme-
neutic sense of being able to 
take up revealing as a possibility, 
then concealment is not to be 
repressed, but allowed to ”shim-
mer”:

Freedom is that which conceals 
in a way that opens to light, in 
whose clearing there shimmers 
that veil that covers what comes 
to presence of all truth and lets 
the veil appear as what veils. 
Freedom is the realm of the des-
tining that at any given time starts 
a revealing upon its way.

Resignation of the human face 
to being an object of data anal-
ysis might be tempting, but it 
is not our fate. Nor should the 
horror of such a possible facial-
ity lead us to forget the poten-
tial for the face to merely be a 
curved surface, a technological-
ly impenetrable mask. The effect 
of impenetrability on faciality is 
precisely what an attempt to save 
face from superficial misinter-
pretation requires understand-
ing. Failure to actively question 
how we comport ourselves to 
the possibility of taking human 
faces as mere surfaces will only 
further entrench technological 

thought, whose philosophical 
convenience for modern life 
rests in the efficiency with which 
it dispatches uncomfortable in-
quiry. 
 In questioning the ”how” 
of how we comport ourselves 
towards faces, I think Sloterdi-
jk’s view is considerably more 
amenable to our everyday un-
derstanding of the face as some-
thing for subjects. This everyday 
understanding of faciality, how-
ever, also hinges upon a forget-
ting of the fact that we can and 
do ”misinterpret” faces all the 
time. How might we remember 
this forgetting? Sloterdijk’s re-
duction of faces’ nearness to be-
ing a nearness of joy covers up 
the different ways that nearness 
of a face can be understood, 
even by an infant. We may well 
interpret nearness as indicat-
ing a threat, an inquisitive on-
looker, an intimate embrace, a 
puzzling stranger, etc. So too a 
smile might indicate the other’s 
happiness, condescension, anx-
iety, dissimulation, etc. The irre-
ducibly enigmatic nature of the 
face is a direct result of its being 
a surface, albeit one that we can-
not help but attempt to go be-
yond. These surfaces are more 
than just surfaces, more than the 
simple immanences dealt with 
by facial recognition technology 
and Sloterdijk. Besides showing 
states of mind, they also direct 
us to the existence of things: 
of psyche, soul, spirit, person-
ality, a behavioral disposition, 
etc. Take your pick, you will find 
it intimately related to the face. 
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Even if you, perhaps as an infant, 
struggle to understand what 
it is that the face means, a ba-
sic sense of ”otherness” comes 
across in relation to the face. But 
you would never confuse this 
relation as one of identity (e.g. 
the eyes are not the soul, but a 
portal to it; similarly, the surface 
of the other’s face is a part of its 
otherness but not exhaustive of 
it). Perhaps the most unsettling 
thing about taking the face as 
possessing a surface that does 

not exhaust facial meaning is 
that it suggests not only that we 
lack unmediated access to spe-
cific emotions of the person with 
the face, but that the face itself 
does not provide the immediate 
access to the much more fun-
damental humanness that we 
take for granted. Unease at the 
complication of something so 
tied to how we reflect our own 
existence back to ourselves is 
hardly surprising. How are we to 
preserve facial humanity in light 
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of the bleak surfaceness of the 
face foisted upon us by technol-
ogy and covertly reproduced in 
Sloterdijk’s thought?
 Again, the temptation to 
fall back to taking the face as an 
intersubjective immanence will 
not suffice. Sloterdijk’s originary 
face, the face as non-represen-
tational and immanent is truly a 
fantasy-face. It speaks to the un-
deniable import of the surface of 
the face to intersubjective rela-
tions but misleadingly treats this 
significance as reducible to what 
is given by the surface of the 
face and devoid of any repre-
sentative complication. Precisely 
such representative complica-
tion is needed to understand 
how that surface can enter into 
a representative relation to a 
beyond, a beyond necessary to 
explain how faces can still be 
significant if their significance is 
not exhausted by their face val-
ue. When we are not scrutinizing 
our conscious and unconscious 
readings of others’ faces, this 
fantasy-face is, for the most part, 
the face as we understand it. The 
fantasy-face manages to retain 
the appearance of the simple 
immanence of the geometric 
face, while treating the intersub-
jective human face as though it 
could be torn from complicated 
processes of representation and 
plastered onto the simple exteri-
or surface. But the human face is 
not reducible to the fantasy-face. 
Rather, the fantasy-face is itself 
an effect of the indelibly media-
tory nature of faciality. A literary 
excursus will help explain why.

 Part of the timeless horror 
of the myth of Medusa is the way 
that it presents the breakdown 
of the fantasy-face. Medusa’s 
decapitation in her sleep by a 
mirror-wielding Perseus sug-
gests that her face could only 
be accessed representational-
ly, as an image in the mirror. In 
the symbolization of the face as 
something that cannot (safely) 
be directly presented we find a 
metaphorical representation of 
the process of representation 
inherent in faciality. The lasting 
genius of the Medusa myth rests 
in its depiction of the alternative, 
looking right at the ”real” face. It 
shows us how horrible it would 
be to actually experience the 
full reality implied by the fanta-
sy-face, devoid of any corrupt-
ing representativeness. Imagine 
living your whole life believing 
that what you see on the face is 
simply what you get. If one day 
you realized that every face was 
only a carapace whose features 
you had mistaken for immanent 
expressions (e.g. of love) and 
underneath which was an alien 
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psychic reality (e.g. somehow 
showing the ambivalent con-
stitution of what was simply in-
ferred to be love on the basis of 
kisses, smiles, etc.), would you 
not freeze in terror, joining Me-
dusa’s statues in an eternal paral-
ysis brought on by the traumatic 
encounter with the full reality of 
the face? Perseus shows us that 
there is only one way to take the 
face: indirectly — even if what 
we see in the shield’s reflection 
suggests to us the possibility of 
seeing it directly. It was Medu-
sa’s cruelly given punishment to 
possess the face of the ”real oth-
er” in all its immanence, showing 
its onlookers the beyond in all its 
overwhelming immediacy.
 It would be easy to make 
a fatal misunderstanding here. 
The point of the Medusa myth 
is not that we should, or even 
could, avoid the face. Heidegger 
would remind us that it would 
still be there as something fled 
from. Medusa’s face serves as a 
metaphor for the kind of direct 

access to the face that could 
never be realized. Desire for ”di-
rect” access to the face is itself 
a product of our indirect deal-
ings with the face. The beyond 
of the human interior that we try 
to reach in our interpretation of 
the face will no longer be a be-
yond if it becomes immediately 
present. Nor will the interiority 
of the person be an interiori-
ty if it is made exterior. We can 
now clarify the relation between 
surfaceness and faciality. Surfa-
ceness does not just so happen 
to interrupt our every attempt 
to capture what we take to be 
beyond the face, the beyond 
which the fantasy-face purports 
to bear as an object of direct ac-
cess. Interruption itself makes it 
possible for faciality to sustain 
the beyondness of the beyond. 
No interruption, no beyond; 
no beyond, no fantasy of over-
coming beyondness by making 
beyondness present without in-
terruption. (But might things flip 
again?)
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 Perseus’s reflective shield, 
then, is both a shield that shields 
and a shield that exposes. It 
shields us from ever having the 
impossible experience of direct-
ly seeing the fantasy-face. And 
in this shielding, it exposes us 
to faces, allowing us to live with 
the fantasy-face as a reflection 
whose fantastical origin can nev-
er be experienced outside of 
representation. The fantasy-face 
is not something to be eliminat-
ed as a misunderstanding so 
much as it is something to be 
understood as that impossible 
object produced by the inher-
ently representational nature of 
faciality. What our clarification 
of facial recognition shows us, 
then, is how the process of rep-
resenting the face leads one to 
posit a real face (such as Sloter-
dijk’s real other) that one might 
face in fantasy. Sloterdijk comes 
close to recognizing this when 
he impugns modern faciality as 
”the dominant real fiction,” but 
his reluctance to characterize 
non-representational faciality as 
a similarly real fiction prevents 
him realizing the full import of an 
idea like real fiction. With an un-
derstanding of the constitutive 
role played by the beyond as 
beyond, we can recognize and 
respond to the reductive treat-
ments of the face given both 
by Sloterdijk and technological 
thought more generally. If we 
keep the Heideggerian distinc-
tion between technology and 
the technological, then it seems 
that Perseus’ shield might offer 
an example of how technology 

could enter into systems of facial 
representation that do not, in a 
technological way, lose sight of 
the irreducibly representational 
nature of faciality. Representa-
tion must be inscribed on some 
medium.
 We have departed sig-
nificantly from Heidegger’s ap-
proach to the ”shimmering veil” 
in the clearing. This is motivat-
ed in large part by the sugges-
tion from Bubbles itself to take 
the lack of immediate access to 
meaning as something that is 
taken over on a historical basis 
determined by hegemonic so-
cial conditions, and not a larger 
metaphysical framework. Regur-
gitation of fantasy risks veiling 
how faciality always possesses a 
specific historical context that is 
irreducible to its fantastical char-
acter. In this respect, Sloterdijk’s 
disdain for modernity’s faciality 
belies his Foucauldian approach 
to cultural criticism, which seeks 
to understand phenomena as 
situated within and determined 
by particular historical contexts 
rather than immanent, meta-
physical structures like Lan-
guage or Being, structures that 
Heidegger struggled to shake 
off despite his turn to ”thinking” 
rather than ”philosophizing.” The 
latter tendency comes through 
in Sloterdijk’s acerbic treatment 
of modernity and his clinging to 
the ”real other.” We have, then, 
a confrontation between Heide-
ggerian History and Foucauldian 
history. The former understands 
history, and with it truth, as hav-
ing all along been a ”destining 
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of revealing,” one whose inter-
play of concealment and uncon-
cealment is itself an ahistorical 
feature of revealing, albeit one 
that plays out historically in the 
different ways that concealment 
and unconcealment are taken 
(e.g. technologically, as a forget-
ting of revealing). The Foucauld-
ian understanding of history is 
concerned with how the partic-
ularities of history lead to the 
creation of discourses that pro-
vide — in a way not determined 
by some ahistorical constant 
like destining — the ground for 
understanding truth. It would 
quickly scrutinize the idea of an 
authentic faciality. Isn’t this Fou-
cauldian understanding what 
shines through when Sloterdijk 
reminds us that the psychoana-
lytic understanding of mirroring 
as an ahistorical feature of sub-
ject-constitution falls once we 
discover that mirrors became 
common household objects 
only relatively recently?
 So too this paper has vac-
illated between metaphysical 
yearnings and a desire to reckon 
with the specificities of particular 
historical contexts. A much larg-
er discussion is about to breach 
about how meaning in general is 
structured in the context of his-
torical contingency, too grand in 
scope to be covered here. The 
psychoanalytic dimension of this 
debate has already been hinted 
at by the epigraph. The real oth-
er, and with it its face, was never 
real, although we took it to be. 
Do we understand this constitu-
tive misunderstanding and what 

follows as determined by some-
thing essential about subjectivi-
ty or rather as part of a process 
more open to historical contin-
gency? Both? The importance 
of representation to faciality 
has perhaps been the strongest 
point of emphasis in this essay, 
and yet representation itself 
has been largely glossed over. 
This is in part why I caution that 
things might ”flip” again: the sur-
face may return. In filling out the 
account given here, we are for-
tunate that the face is not merely 
something that can don inter-
pretations like gaudy, throwaway 
masks. Faces themselves serve 
as sources of rich inspiration. If it 
is the error of philosophy to priv-
ilege submitting face to thought 
rather than thought to face, then 
perhaps it is time for an about 
face.
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