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Epilogue to the English Edition
I’m so sick and tired of it! The hoary old complaints about how spoiled the younger generation is today. The decline of culture. Moral decadence. The alienation of human beings. The technological takeover of communication. Narcissistic flaunting of the self. Restlessness combined with apathy. Arthritis of the thumb and neck. Yet, in many cases, it was the complainers who started all this!
What was it like, twenty or thirty years ago, when they were sitting in the streetcar or the waiting room, buried in their books, in another world, as if the one around them didn’t exist? Those fanatical time managers who read even standing up. Sometimes even while they were walking. Like the student in a French film about university life who is walking down the street engrossed in a book and sinks up to his knees in a pond. That was amusing. For it inspired sympathy when students, in trying to understand the world, completely forgot the world around them.
In real life, all that readerly zeal felt more like a kind of pressure. As if it would be a waste of time to be looking around at one’s surroundings in the bus station, or spending hours staring out the train window and chatting with the passenger in the next seat, or being open, at the café, to whatever might come next. They, then, were always holding their book between themselves and the world, always had something to do, as if they didn’t have a minute to lose. And today those same individuals complain that young people don’t see the world around them!
Yes, admittedly, it can be uncanny to see everyone around us lost in their devices. You could pick your nose, make hideous faces, or murder someone in full public view without anyone noticing. On the other hand, how lost one could feel, staring straight ahead on the bus. How depressing, listening to the idle talk of colleagues over lunch. How menacing, the silence of the married couple in the restaurant. Instead of curvature of the spine, we should be talking about the happy faces that the smartphone is producing every day, eyes that are shining all over the world and among all generations—the impatient preschooler on an iPad in the waiting room, the elation of the eight-year-old sending a selfie to his friend on his mother’s cell phone, the happiness of the taxi driver getting a WhatsApp message in a traffic jam. Even the elderly wax enthusiastic when their grandchildren appear on Skype. And what is more beautiful than a young woman looking contentedly at her smartphone? The sex appeal of a person who knows what she wants and doesn’t have a moment to lose? How much more compelling than a student up to his knees in a pond!
Why, then, the outcry, given all the success? Why precisely from the people who started it all in the first place? How small-minded, to insist that there be at least one book on the device, not just Facebook or Candy Crush. How dishonest, to allow excitement only when it comes from focused reading of “worthwhile” texts? In this way, the fear of technology is paired with cultural conceit—unconsciously coupled with the mad hope that after you die life will have lost all its attractiveness anyhow. And it is not even clear why the serious book should still be preferred to distraction. All the criticism of the way young people respond to new media is based on an understanding of the world that was already outdated decades ago. That still places its bets on critique and the future instead of praising the present as it exists. Let them complain all they want about spoiled young people and cultural decline; let them mutually confirm that their era was a better era; let them assure us as convincingly as they can that now everything is going to the dogs—I cannot and will not hear any more of it.
Meanwhile, loudspeaker announcements on escalators warn us not to look at our mobile phones. Meanwhile, the police post warning videos showing texting pedestrians being brutally struck down by automobiles.1 Meanwhile, it is a daily occurrence: passersby who stare into their cell phone the way the student once stared at his book. Resistance—defiantly (head back, eyes rolled heavenward) blocking the path of pedestrians who think they can make it across crowded intersections using only “ambient attention”—seems helplessly aggressive. They simply avoid you, without looking up. The only possible way to comment on this is to turn it into an image of the future (the anti-isolation cooking pot with built-in smartphone cradle) or a kind of game: Who will be the first to find an unbroken row of ten hunched-over, phone-absorbed passengers in the subway car? A better plan is secretly (in the waiting room or the pub) to use the new technology for old-time purposes: with Kant, not Facebook, on the screen. The smartphone as Trojan horse for academics—the current era is undoubtedly a fascinating one.
What is it that bothers us (if it does bother us) when we see people all around us immersed in their devices? What do we lack when they ignore us? Are we disappointed that they so brutally avoid the encounter with us? Are we concerned that they are running away from themselves? Why do we think differently about the student in the pond than we do about the smartphoners in the street? Is the value we ascribe to the obsession with media dependent on the number of people who succumb to it? On the type of medium and its contents? On the social model of its marketers? Historians of media know that almost every new medium was met with skepticism and disapproval from the older generation. The complaint about the cultural decline of the young goes back before the Christian era. Yet everyone who has ever given a smartphone to a parent also knows how enthusiastically it is possible, even as a skeptic, to talk about the new technology. The situation is anything but clear.
Thus, when it comes to new media, the more educated among its detractors try to resist the impulse to condemn it too quickly. There are plenty of criticisms: capitalizing on emotions, commercializing communication, self-marketing and self-surveillance, schooling in narcissism and banality, time wasting.… It is not as if these criticisms were wrong, in principle. But we need to reflect on the arguments that support them. The reproach of time wasting, for example, only makes sense if there is a normative concept of time utilization, as there was at the height of the Enlightenment, when it was written: “Reading merely to pass the time is immoral, for every minute of our lives is filled up with duties that we may not neglect without besmirching ourselves.”2 What sorts of duties fill up our lives today? Is there still a sociopolitical goal for which we ought to be putting ourselves on the line every day and every hour? Does the Enlightenment’s famous Sapere aude! still call us to continuous self-perfection? Is political and ideological communication really better than the banal and commercial kind?
The value ascribed to the cultural forms that come along with new media is inevitably politically determined, but it is also determined by a person’s philosophy of history and—no less important—is generationally specific. Teenagers talk about Facebook differently than retirees, just as they think about consumer culture differently than critical theorists. When we look at the present, we find a decreasing willingness to feel unhappy under circumstances that, from the perspective of critical theory, are catastrophic: a culture of consumerism, loss of the private sphere, alienation of the subject, environmental destruction, social ills, world-political tensions.… The trend toward acquiescence receives philosophical support from calls for positive thinking, affirmative emotions, and a childlike embrace of the world. That embrace may generally occur without orgiastic excess, but even restrained pleasure is enough to neutralize the impulse to negate the status quo, as critical theory aims to do. Society is more popular than its critics like, and the new media are, too.3
One of the main points of contact for all the smartphone users who people our urban landscapes is Facebook. Here, too, the values assigned to such problematic areas as advertising, privacy, and banality are indicative of an individual’s attitude toward society as a whole. Here, as well, a too hasty rejection only obstructs the view of deeper problems. Why, despite the weighty objections, does Facebook continue to attract ever more users? Because most humans can be seduced? Because the lock-in effect breaks down all resistance? The first response is arrogant; the second leads straight to the next question: How is Facebook achieving a critical mass, from which hardly anyone manages to escape? This book starts from the assumption that, more than a decade after the founding of Facebook, it is time to ask questions that are not satisfied by all the right answers.
For Charles Taylor, the philosopher and political scientist, a given culture, no matter how odd its views and practices may seem to observers who hold different values, is legitimated by the simple fact of its existence over a long period of time.4 The cultural values represented by Facebook (self-representation, transparency, interaction) are relatively young, but they undoubtedly enjoy broad acceptance. It may be too early to accord Facebook the legitimacy of long duration, which in light of the rapidity of digital development would be a contradiction in terms. But it is surely also too late to dismiss Facebook as an error or a fraud. The question is not by what dishonest means, for which impure purposes Facebook persuades its users to publicize their private lives. The question is: In what does the charm of this disclosure consist? What is the cultural basis for the lock-in? Why do so many people, so hopefully, still become Facebookers?
The short answer is: Facebook is cool, and it’s fun. Beyond this, one generally hears the following reasons: Facebook gives people the exciting feeling of being a public person, with a history, a series of photographs, an audience, and fan letters; Facebook allows individuals to look into the lives of others, as a kind of “television” (remote seeing), with figures from their own biography as the characters; “friending” oneself effectively makes it possible to find the inputs and discussions that are of interest to a person: gossip, news, tips about events, political activism, cultural critique, academic links; Facebook allows communication at an extremely low interaction cost; you send to everyone and you receive from everyone, without the bother of having to address and confirm the receipt of messages; Facebook makes it possible to engage with different groups, on different themes, and it also conveys the feeling of being part of a community.
All these reasons are correct, yet they remain superficial. To understand Facebook, it is necessary to look beyond Facebook. Beyond the obvious, we need to understand Facebook as the answer to a problem that perturbs the (post)modern subject more or less consciously. It must be understood as the symptom of a cultural evolution that should be thought through the lens of a philosophy of history and should not be too quickly reduced to scenarios of political oppression or economic exploitation. The political-economic consequences of the Facebook system lie deeper. For one thing, through the accumulation and analysis of personal data Facebook generates knowledge as a tool of domination; in this way, it advances the process of commercialization. For another thing, through its invitation to a kind of experience of the self that is reflexively impoverished, it produces the very subjects who are no longer dismayed by this process. This locates it within the trend of affirmative social relations, which it simultaneously promotes. Facebook is as popular as it is because it makes it possible to love the society we have.
The more weight Facebook assumes as a symptom and motor of cultural development, the more appropriate it seems to speak of a Facebook society: a society whose forms of communication and cultural techniques are significantly determined by the practices of self-representation and world perception on Facebook. This concept of society is not restricted to those individuals who are actual members of Facebook, just as one does not have to own an automobile to be part of a car culture and feel its impact every day. At the same time, the concept of Facebook society is only acceptable if Facebook is understood metonymically: as a placeholder for comparable social networks that use similar technical and social dispositifs to teach society a specific way of thinking, feeling, and acting.5 The central characteristics of Facebook society, in an overarching sense that exceeds any specific Facebook community, are all outcomes of these social networks: the disappearance of the present and the loss of reflective perception of both the world and oneself. Since both phenomena are advanced above all by Facebook, whose corporate leadership is, moreover, explicit about its ambitions to change society, this network is the most appropriate candidate for both conceptualizing and investigating these phenomena in detail.6
There are many buzzwords, mostly English or American in origin, that can be used to convey the essence of Facebook: hyperattention, multitasking, transparency, Big Data, immanence, interaction, immediacy, sharing, tagging, ranking, quantification, update, refresh, selfie, like, crowd, now. An essential phenomenon of the Facebook society, implied in many of these buzzwords, is the lack of contemporaneousness (Zeitgenossenschaft). This lack of a common temporality results from the paradoxical relationship of Facebook society to the present: It destroys the present by making it permanent. This sounds self-contradictory and counterintuitive; after all, the sharing culture that is practiced on Facebook (and other social networks) creates a situation in which more and more people document and present one another with virtually everything they experience. But precisely this compulsion to communicate prevents them from actually experiencing the present. The more or less reflexive, more or less unreflecting documentation of the lived moment replaces its real experience. By archiving the present—to anticipate one of this book’s theses—we simultaneously negate, ignore, annul it; basically, we fall out of time precisely because we are permanently capturing it. This may recall Hegel’s concept of “sublation” (Aufhebung), but in the dialectic of negation, preservation, and valorization on Facebook the third element has gone missing. The present is not raised epistemologically to a higher level but reduced to a lower one. For it is only the distanced proximity of reflection that allows us to understand the present: its complexity, its potential, its dark sides, and the alternatives that it forecloses. True contemporaneousness, according to the Italian philosopher Georgio Agamben, is precisely not possible in the mode of absolute immediacy. But Facebook society is a society of immediacy, of impatience and immersion.7
Distance, reflection, and immunity to the blinding glare of the present are what social networks such as Facebook overcome and prevent. They accomplish this through their use of spontaneous, visual, and automatized communications and potentially through the introduction of immersive augmented-reality technology. The future, Mark Zuckerberg declared in July 2015, lies in the immediate sharing of experience: “We will have AR and other devices that we can wear almost all the time in order to improve our experience and our communication.” What Zuckerberg means by improving experience and communication is the end of language as a means of communication, as it is already practiced to some degree when, for example, via Snapchat, experiences are no longer grasped in words but preserved as an image. Facebook, and with it the entire “affective-computing” industry, thus appears as the twenty-first-century response to the crisis of representation, a crisis that was growing ever more acute in the twentieth. A cure for the unreliability of language is now available in the form of nonverbal documentation. Since language is the medium of reflection through which we assume a distanced stance to the world—distance that allows us to cognize it—every attempt to move beyond language is also a loss of contemporaneousness. This loss is magnified by the advance of “mathematecized thinking,” which, as a further form of linguistic silencing, operates in thrall to numbers and in the form of algorithms. It is part and parcel of cybernetic concepts of futurity that, while they point far beyond Facebook society, essentially build on the latter’s characteristics, especially its increasing datafication and simultaneous devaluation of reflection.8
The collective self-experience of Facebook society takes place in the framework of social networks that increasingly transcend cultural memory or grand narratives. This frees them from the claims of the past and the future on the present. People get connected, without regard to any coincidence of weltanschauung or ideological commitment, in the ritual of the technical. This bracketing of the rational and ideological makes possible a semblance of community that transgresses old boundaries and that is celebrated in social theories of the intuitive and of “erotic logic.”9 But does this already ensure the capacity to tolerate, suffer, and respect the other when she gets closer to us than a status update by a Facebook friend? How well armed is the lightness of being offered by social networks, unburdened by any serious debate, against new prophets who have simple answers to complex questions and are never at loss for a “truth”? The aggression that is increasingly evident when differing positions finally meet up suggests that on this level, too, the operating mode of Facebook society fails to develop the kind of contemporaneousness that enables us, in the era of globalization and mass immigration, to develop the capacities that make for a tolerant community of difference.
Against the background of this methodological consideration and theoretical perspective, the present book devotes particular attention to psychological, narrative, and political issues and outlooks. Three theses serve as guidelines: First, behind the narcissism of restless Facebook users is the fear of their own experience, which is delegated to the network community through communication of the given moment. Second, Facebook more or less automatically, before narrative reflection, generates an episodic “autobiography” whose actual narrator is the network and its algorithms. Finally, within the framework of their superficial communication, social networks do create a cosmopolitan society that transcends political and cultural differences, but in the process they do not develop a model of tolerance that protects against the return of totalitarian narratives.
While Facebook provides the starting point for this discussion, the book’s larger purpose and goal are to understand Facebook society. In this context, it makes sense not only, occasionally, to look beyond Facebook but also to make excursions into neighboring fields and themes and to revisit earlier eras in the history of culture—philosophers and writers of past centuries and theorists of past decades. These excursions will offer insights that also follow from Agamben’s understanding of contemporaneousness through distance. One certainly could write about Facebook society without mentioning Blaise Pascal, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Jean Paul, Schopenhauer, Sǿren Kierkegaard, Walter Benjamin, Siegfried Kracauer, Theodor Adorno, Paul Ricœur, Jean Baudrillard, Roland Barthes, Zygmunt Bauman, Pierre Nora, Gianni Vattimo, Jean-Luc Nancy, and Judith Butler. But looking at the phenomenon of Facebook together with these thinkers opens up perspectives that point beyond the usual lines of argument. By adopting this perspective, Facebook Society opens up thought spaces that, even if they cannot be explored with all the patience they deserve, may inspire further consideration and future empirical studies.
If ever I plead with the passing moment,
Linger awhile, oh how lovely you are!
Then shut me up in close confinement,
I’ll gladly breathe the air no more
—Goethe, Faust, 1808
The character of an era is shown by its jokes. When I entered university, the shortest joke in the world was: “Two students pass by a pub.” Today the opposite would be a candidate for first place. It is not that students no longer sit in front of beers, but in the era of mobile media and social networks, togetherness happens less often, or differently. And there is always the potential presence of the absent “friends,” with their claims on those who are present. Spatial proximity is no longer a guarantee of intimacy when smartphones are lying on the table like pistols, ready at the next ringtone to transport the others into a communicative beyond. English has a neologism for this: “Phubbing”—a mashup of phone and snubbing. The term is already almost applicable in reverse. Is it not impolite to appear at a bar without a smartphone and in doing so to levy an implied accusation against the others when they turn to their internet business? However one interprets the situation, the shortest joke of the current era is probably “A person is looking around at his surroundings.” And indeed, why should it be better, when you are waiting for the bus, to look at strangers instead of the updates on your social networks or news portals?
The friendship starts with Mark Zuckerberg, whose friend everyone is and whom no one can escape. Mark is the friend with the unlimited right to access all the pages of his two billion friends, including whatever they have long since deleted. He is the fomenter of friendships, who sends worried reminders if you haven’t been heard from in three weeks: “Dear Roberto, You were not on Facebook recently. Here are a few people you might know on Facebook. Get connected with friends, family, classmates, and colleagues to view their recent news, pictures, and more.” Mark is not unintrusive—“Your profile is 55% complete”—and not without his concerns—“thank you for stopping by again! We hope you will be back soon.” Two months after your divorce, he manages, in his algorithmic networking logic, to suggest befriending the new partner of your ex-wife. You probably have to take him as he is, for it is not possible to “unfriend” him. He is as inescapable as family, more brother than friend, in other words, actual Big Brother.
“The Tyranny of Intimacy,” the subtitle given to the German translation of a book by Richard Sennett that first appeared in 1974,1 consists in leaving the other person no latitude to behave otherwise than he is expected to. Individual freedom results from social distance; its cultural-historical emergence came about in big cities, where people elude the social control of acquaintances and relatives. The internet, where originally you were only what you typed, initially seemed like an extension of the big city by virtual means, an “identity workshop” where you could playfully try on other identities. The most popular symptom, at the beginning of the century, was Second Life, where you could meet strange figures who might want to hear something from you but didn’t know much about you.2
Subsequently, Facebook superseded Second Life and enriched the internet with the phenomenon of “ambient intimacy,” namely, access to everyday details about individuals who are not actually known to those with whom their details are being shared. The two platforms embody very different communicative cultures, and precisely the contrasting types of self-perception they practice provide an important point of comparison. On Second Life, users saw themselves living via an avatar that conformed to the identity-theoretical concept of the 1990s, which was geared to experiment, flexibility, and play. On Facebook, users see themselves as living within a clearly structured and specified context. In place of the avatar in a fantasized costume, here are people with real names and photo IDs, framed by a design that is the same for everyone, without exception. This order, this “culture of real identity,” was one of Facebook’s advantages over Second Life and MySpace.3
Naturally, you can portray your life on Facebook as being more interesting, exciting, and mysterious than it is. People who are shy in communicative situations that don’t involve technology can turn courageous when their selves are virtualized. But the frame doesn’t leave much room for experiment. The friends, who are mostly also offline acquaintances, are witnesses to our selves who are hard to get around. The chronology ensures that the past remains present and threatens to reveal any contradictory descriptions of the self. The speed with which people typically bear witness to their lives hardly leaves time to manipulate postings, and both the entries by friends and the algorithms on a person’s homepage expropriate authorship. Theater, if it still happens on social networks, plays out under conditions of strict observation, in an interactive communication process with responses (comments, likes, views) that serve as more or less subtle forms of social discipline.
There is something to be said for the assumption that Facebook is doing exactly what Zuckerberg has in mind when he criticizes the postmodern play of identities—even based just on business considerations: “Having two identities for your self is an example of a lack of integrity.” Yes, the possibility to tag things as private—as shareable with “close friends,” “friends except acquaintances,” or “public”—still does make it possible, to a certain extent, to represent yourself differently to different people. But this is the extent of the latitude that users have wrung from Zuckerberg, who would prefer to stick to the basic setting “public” for all postings. The person who ignores you on a big-city street is Facebook’s nightmare; the village on a global scale, its paradise. Everyone, at least potentially, knows one another too well to pass by anonymously. That Second Life, nowadays, doesn’t even ring a bell for many people shows how much the internet has changed. Apart from oases of anonymity with questionable contents, like World of Warcraft or 4chan, ID is required. There is no second life in the first one. The “avatar” on Facebook has the same name, age, appearance, and profession as the person behind it. When teenagers list their age as “69” (as a symbol for double oral sex) and their place of residence as Afghanistan or Zimbabwe,4 they are not pretending to a false identity but making insider jokes that even outsiders can see through.
Life on Facebook is by no means as wild as the pioneers of the 1990s imagined the internet of the future would be. From their perspective, the success of ordinary life in Facebook’s restrictive format is capitulation a billion times over—the betrayal of a life that should be special by one that is especially controlled.5 But why, then, is Facebook able to captivate millions of new users every day? Because it provides the technical answer to a cultural problem? Because it vanquishes postmodern uncertainty—which Second Life playfully stages—and replaces it with reliable transparency? Because it is the perfect storeroom where the restless, homeless individuals of our era, who no longer find a firm foundation in the things they encounter, can dispose of what happens to them? Facebook, unlike Second Life, is not a place where a person can have adventures; it is a place where a person can narrate his life as an adventure. Facebook is the perfect therapy for horror vacui in times of incessant experiences.
FRIENDSHIP IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
The nature of the human brain is such that an individual cannot handle more than 150 social relationships. This was the result of a study carried out in the 1980s by the British anthropologist Robin Dunbar. Ever since Facebook has been in existence, there has been controversy over who is wrong, Dunbar or the relationship concept on Facebook. Zuckerberg is of the opinion that Facebook broadens the “social capacity” for “empathetic relationships” far beyond Dunbar’s limit.6 But anyone who lavishes his critical energy on a critique of the phenomenon of friend collecting on Facebook or seriously thinks a thirteen-year-old girl is hopelessly swamped by her 450 Facebook friendships runs the risk of being laughed at, and not only by teenagers.
Naturally, people in many countries, no matter what language they speak, know that on the world’s largest social network, the word “friends” is a “false friend,” as foreign-language teachers call the foreign words that only sound like what they appear to mean—like German brav, which does not at all mean “brave”; Gift, which means poison, not “gift”; or other similarly misleading examples. The difference was more clear when it was still acceptable to use artificial terms like “Friendster.” On Facebook, the word is “friend,” again. Usually it does not mean more than “acquaintance,” and often much less. Sociology, meanwhile, has come up with paradoxical expressions like “intimate strangers,” “anonymous friendships,” or “weak ties.”
His gaze has grown so tired from passing through
A thousand messages, it now holds nothing more.
There seem to be a thousand friends on view
And after a thousand friends no world at all.
This is how Rilke’s poem “The Panther” sounds in the twenty-first century, as the template for a critique of “friendship society.”7 In the flood of updates, the subject wearies; its friends are keeping it from the world. Could it be that the friends on Facebook are not so much foreclosing the world as promising to save us from it?
The flattening out of relationships is one of Facebook’s foundational ideas. It was invented, after all, as a protest against the exclusivity of Harvard University’s clubs, which had refused entry to Zuckerberg, the offspring of ordinary parents. The less “friendship” on Facebook focuses on content, the more it is determined by numbers, the more inclusive it can be. This openness also distinguishes Facebook from MySpace, which targets Generation Y, mainly in the realm of pop music. Facebook’s declared mission, to connect the world and thus secure world peace, is ensured above all—this is its deeper meaning—precisely by the superficial nature of its relationships. The very lack of substance and more ambitious claims that characterize friendships on Facebook help create links that transcend shared values, interests, or ideologies. The identity of differences on a thirteen-year-old girl’s friends list is pluralism in action. The strength of “weak” relationships consists in the fact that their subjects are linked by nothing other than these relationships—relationships for their own sake, a disinterested delight8 in communicating.
This is not only true online. Facebook’s imperative to connect has long since changed the way we relate to one another outside of digital media. Who, ten or fifteen years ago, would have given his telephone number to the casually encountered acquaintance of an acquaintance as freely as people, nowadays, “friend” someone after exchanging a couple of sentences on Facebook? But once you are connected, you are also exposed to the other person, to her photographs, updates, and opinions. The receptivity to new relationships is supplemented by a continuing openness to old ones. When Facebook urges someone to connect with former classmates, it is treating friendship like a family relationship: Individuals are linked to one another not because they share the same opinions but because of a common origin—in this case, a shared past rather than shared blood. The time that was once spent together bridges temporal gaps, geographic boundaries, and intellectual, cultural, or political differences. It generates a current bond that would not exist without the technical and social dispositif of Facebook.9
This quick glance at history suggests that the friendship model on Facebook acts as a corrective to a nineteenth-century development that led to the decline of previous models of collective sociality. Friedrich Schleiermacher, in his 1799 “Essay on a Theory of Social Behavior,” describes the problem as a result of the specialization that the social life of modern humans necessarily entails. “A profession restricts the activity of the mind to a narrow compass. However noble and admirable it may be, it always holds the impact on the world and the views of the world to a single standpoint; thus, the highest, most complicated profession engenders the same one-sidedness and narrowness as the simplest and most humble.”10 The solution to this problem, for Schleiermacher, lay in the social circle, as a form that could temporarily suspend the “constraints of domestic and civil relationships” by intersecting a person’s sphere “with the spheres of others, as variously as possible …, so that all the phenomena of humanity gradually become known to him and he can become friendly and neighborly, as it were, with even the most foreign hearts and relationships.”
What Schleiermacher hoped for at the end of the eighteenth century was no longer to be expected in the first half of the twentieth. Society had become so differentiated that its representatives could hardly be thematically unified any more. The only thing that appeared as a “universal human element, … what they all have in common,” wrote Robert Musil, is “stupidity, money, or, at the most, some leftover memory of religion.”11 Seventy years later, social networks offer a fourth possibility of “generally human” characteristics that transcend specialized professions and particular interests. The urge to communicate, often quickly dismissed as a mixture of narcissism and voyeurism, creates a sociality of differences, which since the Enlightenment has been an object of modernity’s wishful thinking.
This use of new technology to solve an old problem is not without its contradictions. For Facebook, too, has its thematically specific groups, and the statistical logic of its algorithms leads it to create a “filter bubble” that orients communicative relationships in ways that tend to confirm and strengthen existing interests.12 But this does not alter the in principle possible and in reality often quite accidental mixture of Facebook friends. Even if Facebook cannot prevent the continued existence of like-minded communities, its logic of maximal friending points beyond the traditional model of the creation of exclusive groups. Nowadays, you are exposed to the contrary opinions of a former schoolmate because Facebook suggested a relationship that would otherwise not exist—regardless of whether this person’s opinions have meanwhile evolved in directions fundamentally different from your own. The ever-present internal filter of our communicative decision making has become porous; the technical dispositif of Facebook (the “filter bubble” of its algorithms) is corrected by its social dispositif (the imperative of having a large number of “friends”). Representatives of all the periods in a person’s life (schoolmates, college friends, ex-partners), of all the self’s social spaces (colleagues at work, sports team members, relatives) come together in an “individual melting pot” that, as empirical studies show, does quite well without political agreement among those who are connected in this way.13
The ease of “friending” in the relationship model of social networks is often viewed as negative on account of the lack of commitment that comes with its immediacy. In Germany, before the success of social networks in the 2.0 era of the World Wide Web, critics of virtual communities saw their often-emphasized benefits—the equal chance for participation by those who would otherwise be disadvantaged—as a loss. For example, say the detractors, if the phenomenon of disability is covered up during communication, there is no need to develop an appropriate response. The conclusion that “in the virtual world, social difficulties are eliminated without there being any necessity to develop [corresponding] social capabilities” is followed by the culturally pessimistic prognosis of a worrisome spiral: “Capabilities that are not used wither away. As a result, real life becomes even more difficult. This, in turn, increases the attractiveness of virtual reality.”14
This perspective persists today when the conversation turns to relationships that are not associated with any cost, friction, or risk. The distance created by the screen, critics aver, allows a control of the communicative situation that would be unthinkable in real physical proximity, including the possibility of turning the other person off at any moment. The challenge that normal social relationships bring with them—so the argument goes—is passed over; there is no need to engage others and allow them to call you into question. An interpretation that goes even further argues that the wish never to be alone yet always to be in charge is already preparing the way for life with a robot, which promises precisely this low-maintenance relationship.15
Talk of the decline of friendship, even when it comes from the trap of “false friends,” is in fact quite justified. The modern relationship model is operatively based on noncommitment, and communication broadcast to a disparate and widely dispersed group of friends, with no specific address, is less personal than the advertisements the recipients consume along with it. And even when a personal salutation is included, atypically, it often goes out through a metaphorical megaphone. At the same time, we can give the situation a positive spin if we wish. For one thing, public endearments like “Miss you” do not necessarily have an unpleasant ring in the ears of their recipients. For another, the lack of commitment can be seen not as a flight from responsibility but instead as a posture of openness to options, as a triumph of space over time, the shift from a syntagmatic to a paradigmatic model of life. When changes in life circumstances bring new friendships with them, the time and attention that the traditional friendship model demands can require radical breaks. Facebook, on the other hand, makes it possible to remain in low-level contact with friends from earlier periods in a person’s life. The chronological logic of the syntagma gives way to the paradigmatic abundance of candidates for the category “friend.” Chronological change does not require spatial change: no moving on without keeping on. The social network becomes an archive of social relationships that can be more or less reactivated and intensified at any time and that often come to mind again only when the system announces the other’s birthday—which is why a frequent “birthday present,” brutal but consequential, is the message ending a Facebook friendship.
This open stance corresponds to the “liquid” identity concept of the postmodern subject, which liberates itself from petrified relationships as it also maintains its distance from commitments. For the preferred “easy-to-enter and easy-to-exit” relationships, the social networks of the Web 2.0 provide the appropriate technology, which in turn—as the reification of social facts—cements this relationship model.16 With this, society has moved as far as can be imagined from the Romantic model of friendship, whose unconditional variant was offered by Friedrich Schiller in his Hollywood-style ballad during the heyday of German classicism (long before Hollywood’s 2003 animation Sinbad: Legend of the Seven Seas): “The Hostage.”17 The friend of an unsuccessful tyrannicide offers himself as a hostage so the guilty man can marry the friend’s sister before he is executed. If he doesn’t return within three days, the friend must die, but the conviction will be lifted. The return is threatened by flood, highwaymen, and exhaustion. But the guilty man gives his all and returns to the scaffold on time, whereupon the tyrant, deeply moved by such friendship, asks to be accepted as the third member of the band.
Naturally, dying for your friend was not part of the standard model of friendship in either ancient Greece or German classicism. But that true friendship proves itself in adversity was a platitude even before Aristotle, along with the notion that friendship is exclusive and limited, as Schiller noted in his poem “Friendship”: “Joy! Joy! I have found you, embraced you among millions, and among millions, you are mine.” This minimalism is the result of a realistic weighing of resources, according to which the richness of a single relationship demands a poverty of relationships overall. The laws of attention economy apply to friendship, too.
It is not without paradox that the information society, in which attention is such a scarce and valuable good, aims to maximize the number of friends. The result is a model of friendship whose investment strategy defies all Romanticism. Whether it’s WhatsApp in the subway or Facebook in the elevator, something is always possible. Experts can easily post twenty likes between one stop and the next. That an original comment by an introverted, occasional poster has fewer chances than the visual banalities of a popular “liker” will astonish only the nostalgic. The business of liking is opportunism under time pressure; we disburse likes not for quality but for likes—assuming it doesn’t take too long. Critics hope that by overcoming quantification we will see the return of the listener, if not of the friend.18 But as long as there are still numbers on Facebook, there will also be friendships for sale and enterprises with brazen names like Socialyup.com to provide the desired commodity. People who turn to inexpensive variants will only wind up with the friendship of bots, which dispense likes with telltale heartlessness: five hundred for $30, three thousand for $130. Attention and comments from living persons are more costly. Could a “false friend” of this kind ultimately turn out to be the most loyal companion? Let us imagine the following:
A student in Vladivostok—let’s call her Natalia—takes a job, via an advertising agency, as a Facebook friend of Jenny Doe. Her job: not just to post likes on Jenny’s page but to add clever commentaries (beyond “great,” “cool,” or “love it”) on almost everything Jenny writes (update, life event, comment), reads (weblogs, news sites), and sees (YouTube, Vimeo, Instagram). Natalia is expensive; like Jenny, she has a PhD in literature. Natalia follows Jenny to every site on the internet. She does it gladly, for she likes Jenny’s taste. Thus, late in the evening, when her friends are already sitting over vodka, Natalia can often be found in front of her screen, still on Jenny’s trail, in Jenny’s world. Deep into the night, she searches for formulations that could please Jenny. She wants to earn her keep; she wants to make Jenny proud to have a friend like her. When Jenny posts a comment in response to Natalia’s comment, the smile still lingers on Natalia’s lips as she sits with the others over vodka. Is there anyone who can’t predict how this the story ends? When Jenny stops paying, after a couple of weeks, Natalia asks to remain friends even without payment, happy to have found, among millions, the one person with whom she feels an elective affinity. Jenny is touched, but more confused than touched, and immediately breaks off all contact with Natalia.
What potential for real friendship! What material for the long-overdue Facebook novel, The Friend You Bought Yourself: Pleasure Her to Possess Her. This stranger-cum-Facebook-friend would preserve the model of romantic friendship for the twenty-first century: on Facebook against Facebook.
SELF-REPRESENTATION AS CONSCIOUS CONTROL
When YouTube, in 2006, replaced the self-description on its welcome page, “Your Digital Repository,” with the command to “Broadcast Yourself,” it joined the self-realization slogan of the 1980s, “Experience your life,” with the self-exploration maxim of the 1990s, “Narrate yourself.”19 Facebook does something like this when it invites us to share our own life with others, day after day, by posting not just biographical transitions but all events, significant or insignificant. Social networks are both biotope and stress test for “Generation Me,” for whom the compulsion to have something to tell makes hedonism more or less a duty. The person who has no attractive events to report feels socially disqualified. What previously went unnoticed now creates a noticeable gap. Surely, it was to be expected that one consequence of the self-representation imperative would be manipulated reporting—and that the results would include depression (when your life pales in comparison with the brilliance of others) and self-deception (when you later remember false claims as having really happened).20
Since language is never neutral, it comes as no surprise that the managers of social networks operate with terms like “transparency,” which has a positive connotation, and in this way suggest that the obsessive publication of one’s life should be understood as a social gain. Zuckerberg’s famous mantra that more transparency means a better world is also, he claims, the reason why the desks in Facebook’s main office are located in a huge, open hall; even the conference room is only separated off by a wall of glass. The not always ironically used rhyme on the dogma of transparency is “sharing is caring.” The antithesis necessarily follows, with its critique of reticence as asocial behavior: “privacy is theft.”21
The conceptual upgrade of transparency is opposed by a corresponding conceptual downgrade, for example when an exaggerated drive to communicate is discredited as exhibitionistic and narcissistic. Sweeping generalizations of this kind ignore the historical roots of the concept of transparency in art and social utopias. In the context of the “glass culture” of the early twentieth century, both communist ideology and avant-garde art introduced “glass man” as an avant-garde, alternative identity concept that could be wielded as a weapon against bourgeois culture. In the latter half of the twentieth century, the culture industry may have appropriated the concept of public privacy, but it resurfaced, at the turn of the twenty-first, in the form of individual experiments on the internet that were directed against mainstream culture—before this new round of “subversive exhibitionism” could also be taken over by the social networks and turned into a tame, mass phenomenon they could exploit.22
Narcissism also has a subversive prehistory. In the late 1940s, psychoanalytic theory already understood it not simply as the revolt of the id against the ego but also as the revolt of the ego against an alienated world. It was Wilhelm Reich versus Sigmund and Anna Freud; the orgasm versus neuroses. The opening toward the id was made in the name of a richer and more mature ego that could successfully escape coercion by the old order. By the 1970s, at the latest, narcissism had become a positive component of the self, which ultimately provided the basis for diverse emancipation movements: youth, women, homosexuals, the New Left. To dismiss the demise of modesty, as symbolized by excessive self-representation on social networks, with Andy Warhol’s sentence about fifteen minutes of fame would thus be to miss the cultural-historical tragedy of the historical event that transpired here. The liberating blow of self-expression, as the alternative to unsuccessful political activism, was finally integrated into the process of capitalist exploitation as a nonconforming, lifestyle-specific form of consumption. The Enlightenment imperative of coming of age wore itself out in the self-expression of consumers. Within the framework of the social networks, self-representation now even stands under a triple sign of consumer culture: as a badge of the capacity to consume, as the basis for personalized marketing of consumer goods, and as psychological conditioning for the acceptance of this very social constellation.
If narcissism is the source of exhibitionism, voyeurism is its possible consequence. What is exhibited can be observed. Making private things public is naturally inseparably intertwined with the debates about surveillance, which, in turn, are supported by two central arguments: relativism and reciprocity. Privacy, the representatives of the postprivacy perspective assert, is not a universal and timeless value but a social construction of Western culture since the eighteenth century.23 The argument that it hasn’t been around that long is somewhat absurd if one considers the other achievements of Western civilization, whose relevance is by no means in doubt on account of their relatively brief duration: democracy, freedom of opinion, women’s suffrage, and many very recent rights for minorities. But the loss of privacy was already something people could support before September 11, 2001, if it promised an increase in justice. Already in the 1980s, the ability, via the mass media, to look into the private lives of public figures, including their moral failings, such as tax fraud and adultery, was presented as an act of enlightenment that exposed the “ ‘ordinariness’ of everyone.” The accompanying warnings were not about the loss of privacy but about the asymmetry of the loss if those who were doing the observing could not, themselves, be observed.24
This very danger of unequal observation is growing today, after society, in the form of social media, has created a space for itself in which everybody can be ordinary in public. The danger comes from unequal opportunities for access to knowledge as it is available and subject to analytic focus online. The new digital divide lends new pertinence to the concepts of the Panopticon and Big Brother, which had seemed inapplicable thanks to the reciprocity of transparency and surveillance first in the mass media and then on the internet. If, today, Facebook serves as the staging ground for new forms of surveillance—this is where the software for facial recognition or personal identification based on posture is being developed and tested, with the help of playful tagging by friends—then it may be true that, in the first instance, everyone who moves within this network is affected. But if the back end of the interface, the “other” side of the website, which is blocked for “normal” users, makes distinctions in users’ capacity to acquire data based on rights of access, data-collection resources, or analytic competencies, then it no longer makes sense to talk about an equal observation of everyone by everyone else.25
Critical and Marxist-inspired theory, for this reason, quite justifiably regard the social web as the most important source of data “for the creation of knowledge to be used for governance and control.” This includes knowledge for commercial domination, as personal interests are analyzed with the aim of effective advertising. The debate over the political and economic capitalization of data circulation is carried on under rubrics like dataveillance, biopolitics, and governmentality, as well as free labor, self-branding, and gamification.26 A central theme, at a higher level of abstraction, is the shift from discursive to algorithmic control of social processes: to “cybernetic” or “algorithmic governmentality.” Just as, in the theory of governmentality developed by Michel Foucault, social control is imposed not by making a topic taboo but by locating it within a specific “discursive regime,” the strategy of governance via certain narratives is giving way, with the digital media, to a governance strategy in the numerical mode. The reason for this is to be found not only in the nature of the computer, which is a logic of databanks and computation, but also in the nature of the internet, whose pluralism of opinions and tangle of voices undermine the status of governmental institutions—agencies, schools, mass media—as central platforms for official statements. “Pastoral power,” the name Foucault gives to techniques of discursive control (including structures outside the church), loses its listeners in the latter’s uncontrollable, networked communication; the increased production of knowledge available for control compensates for the decrease in control over knowledge.
At the same time, under the cybernetic regulatory regime, open, ambiguous, and undecidable communication is being replaced by “mathematized communication,” which operates according to a logic of decision making that is also “discretized” and “binarized.” Administration theory might characterize the replacement of politics by mathematics as “statistical democracy” and might even welcome it, especially in light of the difficulty of keeping order in globalized mass societies. “Statistical democracy” could denote a society in which normativity (think of adultery or homosexuality) is determined by the statistical existence of a given issue and not by its ideological or moral status. But from the perspective of political theory (and not only political theory), the replacement of narration by numerical representation, of argument and conversation by numbers, of a culture of discussion by the immutable decisionary logic of algorithms is highly problematic—quite apart from the accompanying move away from the offensive indoctrination (“in-formation”) of the population and toward specific interventions in discrete contexts and actions. While cybernetic governmentality is not the theme of this book, the aspects of Facebook that are addressed here must ultimately be understood within this broader political context. The loss of reflective perception of the world and the self, at the front end of the interface, is only a different form of what is taking place at its back end, in the form of the cybernetic formalization of reflective processes as algorithmic analyses and rules. In each case, what is occurring is a reduction of communication, in which the elements of the discursive, the narrative, and the linguistic are lost. The frequently cited shift from narration to the model of the database as the predominant paradigm for meaning making is taking place in many different forms. What will be discussed below, in the context of reflection on social networks, is ultimately also a contribution, drawing on current practice, to the theory of a future cybernetic governmentality.27
The familiar objection that Facebook is nothing but a waste of time that clogs the public realm with individual banalities is basically a rehearsal of the central claim of the theory of the culture industry: stultification through mass culture. According to this theory, distraction and amusement are tools for securing political control. Adorno is convinced that to be amused is also to be in agreement. “The liberation that amusement promises is that of thinking as negation.” Critical theory held the culture industry, which it claimed had been able to implant a false need in the masses, responsible for the fact that most people have no wish to negate the social status quo. From this perspective, the masses, with their poverty of reflection and their addiction to pleasure, are blind. They can’t tell the difference between appearance and reality; they are “sick people, whose sickness consists in the fact that they don’t realize they are sick.” Since reception theory and cultural studies have since described the relation between the public and (pop-)cultural artifacts as substantially more complex, as well as more resistant to manipulation, it is no longer possible to speak this way about the audience for products of the culture industry. Is it possible to talk this way about Facebook?28
The answer is neither a simple yes nor a simple no. It must begin by clarifying a different question: Is Facebook merely the implementer of a cultural trend, or its actual driver? Zuckerberg’s statement that he is only providing the technological means to implement new social norms is initially only a defensive claim. It is part of the rhetoric of tech companies to describe the internet as the motor “driving one of the most exciting social, cultural, and political transformations in history,” which will raise “fundamental questions about identity, relationships, and even our own security.” At the same time, however, the firms prefer to identify the users of their technology, not the company or its products, as the driving force behind this process.29 In concrete terms, the thesis that Facebook only provides the technical realization of new social norms is not defensible, considering that Facebook has repeatedly imposed or attempted to impose innovations without any need on the part of its users, and partially against their will—think of Newsfeed, Beacon, or Timeline. The company was criticized repeatedly by its users for this and has had to apologize and reverse some decisions. All of which changes nothing in its tactic of taking two steps forward and one step back. Zuckerberg is much too convinced of his own role as a visionary to be satisfied with meeting needs; he is someone who anticipates and creates them.
And yet: At the same time, Facebook did emerge from a historic need, a need for the very cultural values that the new technologies (help) create. Would Facebook be as successful as it is if it were merely attempting to persuade people of something they didn’t need? The usual reference to the “lock-in effect,” with its claim that Facebook is too powerful for anyone to escape it, is as unsatisfying as Adorno’s argument that the need for the products of the culture industry is already an expression of the latter’s successful manipulation. Bogeymen like these are self-serving simplifications that serve only to invite the consoling idea that a better world would be possible if only we could successfully remove the source of the problem. Without the culture industry, so this argument runs, human emancipation and social democratization would be better off. Similar formulas are being repeated nowadays in regard to Facebook, whose model of society is said to betray the emancipatory and democratic potential of social networks in favor of the profit interests of the company’s owners. The upshot of this critique is, then, frequently a demand for alternative social media that operate without commercial objectives and in line with strict data protections.30
To avoid giving a wrong impression: It is true that a for-profit network like Facebook is setting the parameters for an “advertising and economic surveillance machine” and that the parameters it sets for understanding the self and the world are aimed at the commercialization of social communication rather than the emancipation of human beings. Facebook’s business model contains the “original sin” of every social network. From it, there necessarily follow decisions that are not centered on the interests of its users. Facebookers are products of Facebook in a dual sense: as organized attention that is sold to advertisers and as subjects formed by Facebook’s technical and social dispositif. In the terms of the Marxist design of critical theory, the economic being of the social network determines the consciousness of its users. This constellation is impossible to ignore. It follows that the accusation of distraction and manipulation is also understandable. Critical theory had turned Kant’s theory of knowledge into a social theory by deriving the structure of experience and consciousness not only from the concepts that were available but also from the real social constellation. In the era of cybernetics, the categories of knowledge must also be brought up to date with reference to the technological dispositifs of social life. This occurs in those software studies that focus on the underlying programming. A media theory that is interested in cultural theory must inquire, first of all, into the form of self-knowledge that the photographic and algorithmic method of self-representation makes possible on social networks.
At the same time, it is also important for the inquiry to go beyond the political-economic perspective, with its sweeping account of deception and manipulation, and to dig down to the anthropological core of the problem. It is, even then, still possible to understand Facebook as the expediting symptom of the publication of private life and the flattening out of communication and to understand it only as a symptom, with the motor localized in the conditio humana. At stake is the psychological situation of the modern subject, the question of the extent to which a person communicating on social networks gains a sense of the spiritual home she has lost in the process of civilization. Just as those surveillance studies that have begun to discuss surveillance strategies as a positive social practice that goes beyond the mantra of institutional misuse are doing,31 it makes sense to discuss Facebook not (only) as a huge data sweep but (also) as a “savior in adversity”—an adversity that becomes clear as soon as we move from describing the social networks to reviewing their historical and philosophical context.
COMMUNICATION AS FLIGHT FROM THE NOW
The weapon of every tourist is the camera. This is how tourists enter every church, temple, and museum, every viewing platform in a national park. Shielded by their camera, they scurry on, unseeing, as soon as the necessary minimum has been accomplished. In the service of future memories, they ruthlessly toss away the present and sacrifice the dignity of seeing to the archive. In the flashbulb storm of the visiting group, the object of visual desire loses the last little bit of aura that remained to it. Visitors who have managed to shoot a photo behind the back of the guard hasten onward with a gleefully impish expression, as if the same photo did not exist on the internet, freely available and a hundred times better quality. “Standing face to face with one of the great wonders of the world (let us say the patio de los leones of the Alhambra), the overwhelming majority of people have no wish to experience it, preferring instead that the camera should.”32 What the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben described in 1978 is true, by now, even of rock concerts, which many fans, in the expectation of a good photo for their friends on Facebook or Instagram, now follow only on the little screen of their raised smartphone. Can one not experience more without a medium? Can we still experience anything at all?
The proofs that are borne back from There and Then bear witness to the missed Here and Now. So you were there! Then you could have seen this: the smile of the Mona Lisa that has looked into thousands of eyes! The perhaps really final Rolling Stones concert. But for looking there was no time and, above all, not enough courage. Yes, courage, for the eagerness of the photographer conceals more than ignorance or the intent to provide evidence of the place we have been to. There is also the fear of the object. Of standing in front of it breathless, unmoving, contemplative (as people used to say). Of being regarded and reminded by it. “There is no place that does not see you,” wrote Rainer Maria Rilke, beseechingly, in his poem about a famous Apollo statue, leading up to the celebrated last line: “You must change your life.” What if you don’t know what to say to that? What if you feel the pressure, or the emptiness? “See Venice and die,” we are famously commanded. What an absurd saying, in our “experience society.” Whether it is Apollo, Mona Lisa, or St. Mark’s Square, the moment’s aura vanishes when confronted by passionless satisfaction and the dinner plans that follow the picture taking.
When we are unable to grasp something, we hold on to it. What we can take home as a photograph is exorcised. That there are better photos on the internet is no argument when what matters is not having the most beautiful photo but that, as Kafka suggested, “We photograph things in order to drive them out of our minds.”33 The defense would argue for the photograph as an occasion for thought, with whose help the photographer will later do what he has no time or desire to do in the experiential moment, namely, construct a personal relationship to this object, this situation. Since, however, it often does not come to this even after some time has elapsed, Kafka’s remark holds true—with the additional note that time and quantity have an impact. For it is one thing if we consider the case of the person who brings only two or three images home from vacation, buried in a roll of thirty-six-exposure film, to which on the next vacation three more photographs will be added. What a surprise, years later, when the film is developed! What an experience of recollecting—how he returned surreptitiously, each day, to this motif that had immediately struck him; how, shortly before departing, he finally took the camera along. What insight, now, as he studies the photo, into why it was so important to him then.
Without the increase in value that results from this reduction, the photo is a betrayal of the present to the future. The person who only perceives things through the camera is always acting as the advocate of a future viewing. At least, this was still true when there were still photo albums or slide evenings for examining the booty that had been seized from the past. Even this hardly amounted to a salvation of the missed moment, but at least the accompanying story made the experience somehow whole. Today, when there is a camera in every telephone and the slide show brooks no delay but instantly—minus the narrative effort—appears on the social network, the time for future recollection has gone missing. The archive of images fills up too quickly for us to have the energy it takes to return to them. The more photos we take, the less we see.34
As for being filled up, technology is once again attempting to solve the problem that technology brings with it. Apps compress the past by creating a film made up of the best second of every day (1secondeveryday.com) or remind us to be reminded, by pointing us, every day, to the photos and updates (on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, etc.) we took exactly a year ago (timehop.com). Other apps provide training in storytelling in the form of “visual stories” (photos with textual commentary), which can be shared on various platforms (storehouse.co, steller.co). Memory aids like these present themselves as the solution to an organizational problem. They ignore the fundamental motif that Kafka and Agamben identify in the urge to document the present. Agamben’s formulation should be taken seriously: We prefer to let the camera experience what we are going through. This is not about postponing perception to a time in the future but about delegating it to other authorities.
When it came to putting perceptions into storage, the camera was never that effective. Left to machines, “delegated enjoyment” runs empty.35 What is needed are addressees who have an equal capacity to perceive, which is why there was ultimately the slide show or the hope of being able to show the images to someone, sometime. One can even take refuge in children, which results in surplus pedagogical value: “Look, a rainbow”; “That’s the famous Mona Lisa”; “The Grand Canyon is more than five thousand feet deep!” Social networks like Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter make it possible to delegate enjoyment to partners of equal value, without incurring any time lag at all. The trick of digital media lies partly in the cost-free nature of the photos, which encourages more intensive use of the camera as protection from the demands of the present, and partly in the pact with the social, which lets the delegating of experience appear as communication rather than repression. Facebook is the logical consequence of the situation diagnosed here: It destroys the present by holding onto it. The next step in this coping strategy is Snapchat, which goes so far as to abandon the archive.36
The delegation of enjoyment aims at a double salvation: from the challenge of the object as Rilke conjures it up and from the lack of passion that Agamben supposes exists “face to face with one of the great wonders of the world.” Delegated enjoyment does not signify the negation of pleasure but the fear of it. This is not the fear, or wiliness, of Odysseus, who according to Homer had himself tied to the mast and stopped the ears of his crew in order to get past the Sirens without damage—a form of disciplined enjoyment whose spirit would later inform the invention of fat-free whipped cream and nonalcoholic beer—but fear of the sense of inadequacy, the void you might feel internally, to which the challenge “You must change your life” could be addressed; or the fear of the silence of the Sirens that Odysseus experiences in Kafka. We escape from this feeling through the busyness of communicating on the social network, which demonstrates our capacity to act in the moment of helplessness.
Agamben refers to Benjamin’s reflections on the loss of longer-term experience (Erfahrung) and its replacement by merely incidental lived experiences (Erlebnisse) in the essay “Experience and Poverty,”37 which will continue to occupy us in the following. For the moment, we will confine ourselves to Benjamin’s information about how the problem was being solved at that time: by the souvenir that was brought home from the scene of the event, as complement to “the defunct experience which thinks of itself, euphemistically, as lived experience.”38 The souvenir provides an “honorable” form of liberation from experience, through which people may “make such pure and decided use of their poverty—their outer poverty, and ultimately also their inner poverty—that it will lead to something respectable.”39 Photography becomes an expanded form of “respectability,” which, as something a person herself has created, can even be personal. On a social network, ultimately, collective feedback elevates this act of personal communication. It may rarely extend beyond shares, likes, and one-syllable commentaries (“cool,” super,” “wow,” “envy”), for the social network is subject to laws of the attention economy. But the communication fulfills its function all the same, by making the current moment part of the time of the social network in a threefold process: first, by taking the photograph at the original location; second, by feeding it to the network; and third, by responding to the feedback that starts as soon as the image is uploaded and subsequently by responding to the status reports of the others.40
Incessant reporting on oneself turns out to be the best defense against oneself, as we send the moment of lived experience “home” to the network. The camera is not an apparatus for seizing spoils; it is the shield we hold up to avoid taking even a moment away from the busyness of communicating. Documentation of the present takes place in the interest of getting through it, not of remembering it at some future time. Here, the concept of “present shock” must be taken as seriously as Douglas Rushkoff did, in the book of the same name, when he described present shock as the “state of constant distraction in which we can no longer distinguish what is unimportant from what is important” and went on to observe that “Instead of finding a stable foothold in the here and now, we end up reacting to the ever-present assault of simultaneous impulses and commands.”41 It is this constant barrage that sucks us dry and that we can no longer live without. The present is not only no longer enough; it is also always too much, thanks to its nonrelation to the rest of time. The “tyranny of the moment” lies in the sequence of moments that, no matter how intensive they may be, mean nothing. The lack of passion is something we experience not only when we are confronted with works of art or the forces of nature but in our everyday lives, as well, which have assumed an urgency that is continuous and at the same time completely banal. The restless apathy, the sense of being lost in a formless sea of events is salvaged by sharing this Here and Now with friends on the social network. We are catapulted out of the lived, experienced moment into the communicative parallel world of the social network: technologies of sharing as technologies of self-avoidance.42
The medial center of this flight from experience is the photograph, as that element of the social network in which the delegation of the moment to external authorities is materialized. The photo, consequently, holds a melancholy different from the one we find in Roland Barthes. For Barthes, photography was a melancholic medium because every photo is potentially a document of death: It presents a Here and Now as a more or less distant There and Then. On the social network, the photograph loses this impact because of the shortened span of time between the moment when it is taken and its viewing. The photograph becomes less a document of death than a not-becoming-alive, since it represents the moment that is captured less as something that once existed and is now lost than as something that has been refused. The “Kodak moments” that Kodak’s campaign promoted in the 1970s were moments that belong to the camera not because (as Kodak saw it) the camera is holding onto them but because (in the view expressed here) they are being abandoned to it: delegated to, “experienced” by the camera.43
This betrayal of the present no longer happens in the service of something that will become present once more at a future time. What happens, instead, is that at the moment of communication the individual finds herself simultaneously inside and outside of all three forms of time. If, in earlier periods, people wrote about the past in a Now that anticipated a future reading, now our social networks collapse all three temporalities into one. What we experience is simultaneously captured and perceived by others. All three temporalities coincide on the social networks. The permanence of lived experience (as an imperative of the experience society) assumes (under the imperative of self-representation) the permanency of a report. Life is lived in the form of sharing. From this perspective, the obsessive self-representation on social networks is an expression not of vanity but of suffering—and of solidarity, which we experience via the brief but certain attention of the others. The social network proves to be a community of need, adversity, or affliction, a “machine” for dealing with the present, in which each act of communication responds to the lived experiences of the others and—a “group cuddling” by likes—“takes care of” their experiences as a kind of labor of love. Before taking a closer look at the labor of love, however, let us take a short detour to explore the origins of the need.44
Young people today seem to have no need of being alone and cannot imagine why anyone should have such a need. Instead, they use the new technologies as a permanent defense against this danger. This is a broadly accepted finding that occasionally ends with a warning: “If we are always on, we may deny ourselves the joys of solitude.” Even if aloneness plus insight (solitude) is clearly distinguished from depressing aloneness (loneliness), its attractiveness is hard to communicate to the “digital natives.” On the contrary, the connectedness of social networks and mobile media guarantees a permanent sense of security in a virtual society, as internet theorists confirm: “We initially love them [the social networks] for their distraction from the torture of now-time. Networking sites are social drugs for those in need of the Human that is located elsewhere in time and space.” It may remain unclear in what the torture of now-time consists, but the reference is relatively easy to supply, for what we have encountered here is an old theme of modernism.45
In 1948, the Swiss cultural philosopher Max Picard, in his book The World of Silence, complained about the loss of silence. The complaint was directed at radio as a mechanism for pointless communication, one no longer concerned with content and instruction but instead purveying “pure word-sounds.” The term of art for this finding—“Radioitis”—comes from the 1920s, when essays like “The Proper Diet for the Listener” warned against the excessive consumption of radio. Picard’s primary theme was not media critique, however; it was the cultural changes that came along with the mass society of the twentieth century. His real topic, as expressed in an earlier book, was The Flight from God (1934) and the resulting loneliness of human beings, for which the radio, as the most current medium of distraction, provided an effective mass antidote. It should come as no surprise that today the very same media critique is being disseminated by no less than the pope himself, with reference to the internet and social networks.46
Picard repeats a figure of thought that derives from the French philosopher Blaise Pascal, for whom it was already clear in the middle of the seventeenth century that “all the unhappiness of men arises from one single fact, that they cannot stay quietly in their own chamber.” Left to himself in solitude, a person would presumably reflect on the hardships of life and on his mortality. Even the king, “if he be without what is called diversion … is unhappy.” Thus he would not want to have the hare he is hunting given to him as a gift, for the main thing is to kill time. The alternative to both the hunt and distraction is refuge in God, which Pascal promotes with his famous “wager.”47
If this sounds antiquated, in 1985 the French philosopher Giles Deleuze offered a version with a more critical accent on power: “It’s not a problem of getting people to express themselves but of providing little gaps of solitude and silence in which they might eventually find something to say. Repressive forces don’t stop people from expressing themselves but rather force them to express themselves.” For Deleuze, the dialectical relationship of self-representation and oppression is based in our being suffocated and “plagued by … pointless statements.”48 In this sense, Picard’s and Deleuze’s statements could also be mobilized for a critique of social networks. The patient listening (to the other and to oneself), from within which speech is meant to be composed, vanishes in a culture that exists under the primacy of participation and that scarcely still even perceives the sender and the receiver as separate positions. In such a culture, the public inevitably shrinks back when confronted by sentences like: “There is also more silence in one person than can be used in a single human life.”49 Certain perspectives also seem hopelessly outdated, for example the praise of solitude that Picard’s contemporary Saint-Exupéry pronounced: “In the gloomy light of a rainy day, I see, in some small silent town, an invalid, shut away from the world, meditatively gazing out the window. Who is she? What has someone done to her? I, for my part, judge the civilization of a small town by the density of this presence.”50
When these sentences were written, images that many people today would more likely associate with wilderness inspired hopes of a more intense experience of presence, an intensity that would result not from a permanent flow of information but from the balance between speech and silence, experience and reflection. When Saint-Exupéry, Picard, and many of their contemporaries identified immobility as a criterion for being human, they were issuing an exhortation to interiority that was implicit in a critique of culture, which had been challenging bourgeois busyness since the late eighteenth century. Friedrich Schleiermacher’s complaint about his contemporaries from 1800 may serve as an example: “People shy away from looking into themselves, and many tremble like menials when they can no longer avoid the question what they have done, what they have become, who they are. Such business is anxiety for them, and the outcome uncertain.”51
Restlessness generated by fear has its counterpart in restlessness based on conviction. Germans may think immediately of Goethe: “If ever I plead with the passing moment, / Linger awhile, oh how lovely you are! / Then shut me up in close confinement, / I’ll gladly breathe the air no more.”52 This is Goethe’s version of Faust’s pact with the devil—not a pact that promises to exchange the soul for twenty-four years of youth, riches, and pleasure but a wager that can be won if the individual strives and works hard (“strebend sich bemüht”). Goethe takes the self-confident ego from his earlier “Prometheus” poem and inserts the devil in the place of God, for just as Prometheus, challenging Zeus, declares the world to be the result of his creative power, so Faust doubts that Mephisto has the means to make him, the restless adventurer and entrepreneur, sufficiently happy to want to halt time. Both works are about the human ambition to shape the world, whereby Faust’s drive to act—“Live, life demands, if only for a moment”—already shows Prometheus’s Storm and Stress mutating into bourgeois competency and efficiency.53
Basically, Faust manages without either God or the devil. He represents the shift to a teleological model of life in which humankind no longer feels itself part of an eternal divine order but sees itself, instead, as an actor in social development. The Enlightenment speaks of the education of the human race, to which every individual must contribute.54 Improving the world starts with the individual, who, in this sense, even outside the context of religious meaning, does not need to feel like a lost mortal but can conceive his role as part of a larger historical context. Goethe’s Faust is a child of the Enlightenment who has long since arrived at nineteenth-century pragmatism. He embodies the most radical reaction to Pascal’s horror vacui: A defiant activist, he fills the “vacant” space with a social project that can do without God.
This new Faust first surpasses the old one, who has lived on in the heroes of novels like Ludwig Tieck’s William Lovell (1795). There, too, the reader encounters the complaint about the senselessness and lack of prospects of a life that no longer feels existentially bound to divine temporality: “Is the world not a great prison, in which we all sit like miserable criminals and anxiously await our death sentence?” Here, too, the answer lies in avoiding the moment that lingers. But the life of activity that Lovell opposes to the life of contemplation contains no individual project, much less a social one; instead, it exhausts itself in episodes of indulgence. “Oh, how lucky are those reprobates who can forget themselves and their fate in cards or wine, in a wench or some tedious book!”55
As a response to the existential problem of modern man, Lovell remains an exception and cautionary example until the dawn of the “experience society” of the late twentieth century. He becomes a robber and a beggar and ultimately courts death in a duel. Thus, he no longer achieves what for Augustine or Buddha was the turning point from a meaningless life of pleasure and excess to a life lived in the fullness of time. But for Tieck, this was precisely the point; he wanted to valorize the moment in time as the most intensive aspect of self-experiencing, rather than of self-enjoyment. The social utopias of the nineteenth century took a different path, offering models for integrating the individual into the context of broader events that were, in Goethe’s sense, nonreligious. What the Enlightenment called progress was now (sometimes in opposition to the actual “progress”) envisioned as a social utopia, whose realization is once again comparable to the fulfilled moment in Goethe’s Faust.56
Part of Faust’s pragmatism, disguised in Goethe’s play as the initiative of Mephisto, is the killing of Baucis and Philemon, the mythical lovers who are not prepared to sacrifice their little plot of land for Faust’s construction project. This death prefigures the millions who in the twentieth century would later “stand in the way” as social utopias, in the form of Soviet and Chinese socialism, became realpolitik. The fictional and real dead who lined the waysides of the social utopias bear witness against their potential as alternative models for the construction of meaning, and simultaneously they weaken the moral superiority of the new Faust in comparison to the old one. To this must be added, starting with the awakening of climate awareness at the end of the twentieth century, a profound skepticism toward the Faustian (and Anthropocene) paradigm of a homo faber who changes the world in ways that conform to his own image and who, in the process, as is becoming increasingly obvious, destroys the foundation of his own natural life.57
This digression into the past is more closely connected to Facebook society than it may initially appear. For when social-political alternatives have discredited themselves, and when religious projects also no longer provide a solution, the question remains: What is life for, and to what extent, if there is no satisfying answer, does communication on social networks promise salvation? If the life instinct, when Goethe’s Faust and the Enlightenment’s idea of perfectibility both appear to be done for, dissolves into mere episodes of pleasure? Does Facebook, with its offer of delegation, help channel the pressure of experience?
The second half of the twentieth century calls the unified concept of a history that could be termed progressive into question also in linguistic and discourse-theoretical terms. Insight into the relativity of the dominant value system leads to critique of the “grand narratives,” and the Enlightenment ideal of humanity is criticized as Eurocentric. When, simultaneously, in light of the failure of “real socialism,” the end of history is declared, this still occurs under the sign of the modern, Hegelian belief in progress: History ends not in a political standoff, as it seemed to do in the context of postmodernity, but with the free-market system as the sole, unchallenged victor in the battle of the social systems. But the effect is nonetheless similar. Even in the flush of victory, human beings lose the projects that have given their lives meaning and made the future seem more important than the present. The success stories that are told in each case—the end of the grand narratives as emancipation from a one-sided view of reality, or the end of history as the replacement of relativism by a universal social model—are basically a declaration of loss: the loss of a life project toward which the elements of existence could be oriented.58
This declaration of loss caps a more long-term historical framing of contemporary centrism that sees the lack of significant and meaningful projects not phylogenetically, as the absence of a social utopia, but ontogenetically, as if it is individuals’ life plans that have gone missing. The modern individual, to borrow an analogy suggested by Zygmunt Bauman, is no longer a ferryman who follows the course of the riverbed as he finds it but a seafarer who must seek his own path. If the life of a premodern individual was largely predetermined by his social context, the modern ego is self-created. The result is not independent of the social context, nor is it, any longer, simply determined by it without any resistance. The new direction appeared in the guise of liberation from traditional structures, encrusted role models, and inflexible rules. But while the life of the modern individual was still oriented toward this liberation as its goal, the postmodern person lives entirely in the present, freed from imposed life structures and obligatory rites of transition but also lacking a coherent life narrative into which experiences could be meaningfully fitted. On the one hand, according to Bauman, the postmodern subject wants not to control the future but rather to prevent it from falling into the hands of others. On the other hand, he also wants to prevent the past from having an influence on the present. Thus he cuts the present off at both ends and views time as nothing but an assemblage of random moments: a continuous present.59
The next metaphor for humans who have been disconnected from the future is, consequently, no longer the traveler but the hunter. Bauman borrows it from Pascal’s hare-hunting analogy but displaces the rationale when he presents the hunt for experiences as being driven not by the individual’s fear of being alone with himself but by his fear of social isolation.60 Here, Bauman follows the currently dominant explanatory model for the publication of intimate details on social networks, which now, since “experience your life” has been supplemented by the additional motto “narrate yourself,” is as indispensable as hunting. Within the current theoretical frame and in the practical context of attention economy, however, an important rationale is being jettisoned if the fear of solitude is covered up by the fear of being alone. The desire for recognition and acknowledgment, which explains today’s social networks, played no role in the flight into distraction for Pascal and the Romantics—or, as we shall see, for Friedrich Nietzsche and Siegfried Kracauer. Publishing personal experiences may be quite helpful in enabling this flight, and in the meantime certainly has also become a goal of its own, as we look at reality with a “Facebook eye” that seeks to determine how what we have “experienced” can be presented most favorably and with the promise of the most likes.61 But anyone who overlooks the horror vacui behind the need for social recognition is ultimately turning causality on its head and mistakenly taking social networks as the basis for obsessive photographing and communicating, while in actuality they merely offer the perfect opportunity for the hunter’s flight from melancholy. It is not, as is often claimed, the social network that separates us from social life; it is the felt lack of a real life that makes the social network so attractive as a “respectable” way out.
Bauman awards utopia status to “hunting” society because, like all utopias, it puts an end to human suffering. It does this not by answering the question of the meaning of life but by abolishing the question itself in favor of an endless series of individual lived experiences. Beyond any broader ambition to improve the world, the individual finds happiness in an unending series of nonreflective life events. The gist of this historical and philosophical perspective only comes across as truly ironic if, as Bauman does, we continue to believe in the categorical imperative of self- and world improvement.62 If, on the other hand, the life elixir of postmodern man is hedonism, pleasure in the here and now, then Tieck’s Lovell and Goethe’s Faust meet in the present in a paradoxical embrace, as both desire for and flight from the moment in time. Life in the moment is unbearable precisely because beyond the moment there is nothing for the lived experience to anchor itself to or to aim toward, nothing that might give it weight. Tarrying in the moment—this is Mephisto’s revenge—contains a profound vacuum, even in its most fast-paced form. The moments can be borne only when they are in movement; otherwise we cannot avoid the question of what we are doing and what we are, or even the admonition “You must change your life”—presumably meaning something more than self-optimization in the fitness cult. It is not only the monuments of culture or nature that create a quandary for us but also the moments we spend with ourselves, not only the reflective quiet of a rainy day that can become dangerous for us but also the vacuum we recognize in moments of pleasure. In Facebook society, the horror vacui is expressed as the shock of plenty.
It is possible to explain Facebook’s psychological relevance for late- or postmodern humanity in various ways. Faust is one variant; Bloom is another. In the latter case, the philosophical reference point is not Goethe and Tieck but Nietzsche and Heidegger. In the Tiqqun collective’s Theory of Bloom, Leopold Bloom, the main character in James Joyce’s Ulysses, is the “last man” and “rootless man,” the man of “non-participation” and “non-belonging.”63 The “fundamental tonality of being” embodied in Bloom is to be found in the subject’s “withdrawal from the world, and vice versa.” No longer wedded to earthly or heavenly goals, man “cannot take part in the world as an inner experience.” Unlike the Romantics, he also lacks “the recourse of an interior desertion”: “All attachments are replaced by that of surviving.” As with Lovell, it is the flight into distraction and spectacle, as a kind of “existential tourism,” that promises salvation. “The spectacle has relieved Bloom of the burdensome obligation to be.”64
Bloom’s salvation lies in his capacity to become more and more intoxicated by less and less. Against this withdrawal into the society of spectacle, Tiqqun calls for revolt, with a rhetoric that feels as purely justified as Saint-Just in the German playwright Georg Büchner’s play Danton’s Death (1835), when Saint-Just defends Robespierre’s revolutionary terror with high-flown words about the mission of history. Anyone who takes into account the losses of the French revolution and the following revolutions—all made in the name of improving the world—will be skeptical of future revolts and perhaps even speak of the “disaster of the promise of emancipation” that “[wakes] us from a sleep-filled life of consumption only to throw us headlong into fatal utopias of totalitarianism.”65 Herein lies the absurdity and aporia of the present: Consumer culture signifies not only distraction from the responsibility of being but also, and at the same time, liberation from cultural, national, and ideological references as differences. As Tiqqun notes, “And this Common resulting from the estrangement of the Common, and formed by it, is nothing other than the true Common, unique to men, their originary alienation: finitude, solitude, exposure. There, the most intimate merges with the most general, and the most ‘private’ is the most widely shared.”66
From a perspective less rebellious than the one expressed by Tiqqun, this communality of loneliness, beyond shared values, is not the problem but the solution. For only at the zero point of a connection with reliable beliefs are human beings so reduced to the most human attributes— “finitude, solitude,” in Tiqqun’s formulation—that a community beyond shared points of view, and hence also beyond the exclusion of “others,” becomes thinkable: the community of communication. In a formulation by the French philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy, whose concept of community without commonality will be of interest again in the following, it is a community “that refuses to set to work on its own establishment, and thus preserves the essence of an endless communication.”67
At the time when the Bloom text was written, it was still too early to reference social networks, and when the authors later turn their attention to the digital media they give their cultural critique a political turn, in order to investigate the connection between cybernetics, control, and revolt. If we apply Theory of Bloom to the current era of social networks, we find that escape is now sought less in intensified experience, or as “existential tourism,” than in the communication of the experiences. The social networks generate a society precisely out of individuals’ alienation from all reliably meaningful bonds. Tiqqun’s philosophy has no place for this type of approach, particularly not when the “salvation-bringing” medium is as vehemently committed to consumer culture as Facebook. Other people, of course, see this differently and treat the social networks, either hesitantly or with enthusiasm, as a new model of community.
For these observers, “individuals, woven into and lost in the techno-social network,” are understood as a community whose activity consists in nothing other than “the longing for the opposite number of one’s own existence and action,” for “the thou, the recognition by his gaze, even if this gaze, in its concrete realization, may be imagined.” The perhaps erroneous impression can be ignored as long as the feeling of community actually occurs; the decisive thing is the feeling of community based on a common practice of media usage rather than on shared opinions. Even if the individuals who are linked by a social network do not constitute “a societas in any traditional sense of a binding communication community,” the “connected individuals”—so the argument goes—“cannot possibly be completely random singularities, because with all its attractive user surfaces and endorsements the telematics dispositif has long since had an identity-creating function for them. Through their techno-communicative activity with each other they constitute a community to which they have a positive relationship; just how they want it.”68
If the telematics dispositif has formed the basis of the identity, then a feeling of community is being generated not by shared interests but by a shared medium. This difference can be understood with the help of the “imagined community” described by Benedict Anderson, which is created not primarily through its shared contents but by the shared use of the same language. It is the medium, not its contents, that creates the community. The members of the community communicate with it in a dual sense: as a means but also as its addressees. The social network Facebook is the (imagined) community to which we feel we belong when we communicate with the (real) community of our Facebook friends. Facebook is the “language” that creates community.
The assumption of a new model of community qua medium is also in evidence when Facebook is celebrated as “an attempt at liberation from the mechanics of purposefulness,” as “training for désinvolture,” and as a utopian space that offers and permits new forms of rapprochement and makes it possible, “in view of the complexity of social offerings, to remain lovers of the moment.”69 In this case, the “desire for a non-purposive language of the moment” cures Faust’s opposition to lingering with a dose of the “presentist fervor of Twitter and Facebook.” The result is speaking for the sake of speaking, commonly known as “small talk” or, in academic terminology, “phatic communication”: communication that aims at nothing more than the act of communicating. This mode of communication does not require prior consensus, nor does it seek to create it; instead, it simply insinuates it as an aspect of the communicative gesture. Communication no longer serves the purpose of an exchange about contents but aims solely at the creation of an external connection.70
Is Facebook, which so mercilessly defiles every individual action with advertising, suitable to serve as the bearer of social hope because it succeeds in creating a community without consensus? Is there true life on the false network? The answer ultimately touches on questions of principle that lie beyond the phenomenology of the digital media. What is it possible to hope for, if the postmodern end of the project of modernity leaves only commerce as a system of relations and if the return to ideology or religion is marked as a failure in historical-philosophical terms? Does the ruse of reason lie in technology? Could it be possible that on a social network like Facebook—beyond and despite its incriminating business model—a community is forming that is as noncommercially oriented and nonutilitarian as is being suggested here? Can Facebook be thought as the technical equivalent of the community of the alienated that Tiqqun critically identifies? In this case, in contrast to the view presented by Tiqqun, we should no longer think of the sharing of the most private things philosophically, as a common thrownness and lostness, but sociologically, as activity on the social network: as (willed) communication of the private. The “communism” of this sharing is grounded in lack, a lack common to all: finitude, loneliness, thrownness.
It is easy enough to assume positions that run counter to this starting point, particularly after the “critical turn” in internet studies that has turned the previous, disappointed enthusiasm about the potential of the internet into acerbic critique. The obvious bases for this critique are rehearsed often and extensively and may certainly not be ignored. But at this point in our reflection they must not obscure the question whether, ironically, it is not precisely the capitalization of private life that ultimately overcomes the isolation that has accompanied the all-embracing commodification of postmodern society. The attempt to open a narrow line of sight that looks beyond the usual view of Facebook as a site of commercialization and producer of authoritarian knowledge must pursue this unorthodox thesis with corresponding perseverance.
EXPERIENCE VANISHING IN THE MAELSTROM OF EXPERIENCES
One of Fernando Pessoa’s imagined figures, or heteronyms, Alberto Caeiro, is a mystic of intentional nonknowing, a worshipper of things as they are, who sees in a flower nothing more than the flower and in the sun no more than the sun. Caeiro does not interpret the world; he does not shape it into metaphors, much less into a system of structured thought. He asks questions about nothing and gives answers to no questions. He seeks no more profound meaning, and this, without a doubt, represents the more profound sense of his existence. Caeiro embodies the antimetaphysical poet who, unlike his brooding creator, Professor Pessoa, is happy.71 This is of interest here insofar as Caeiro’s stance seems to correspond to the more affective than reflective link to the present that obtains on many social networks. Moreover, it reminds us of various theoretical initiatives that, in recent decades, have propagated an aesthetic of presence and the performative that transcends any attempt to grasp reality aimed at sense and meaning. Here, it is helpful to have a look at historical precedents and current parallel developments.
Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, in opposing the Cartesian principle of interpretation, or “meaning culture,” argues for the concept of “presence culture,” which aims at “moments of intensity” that may contain “nothing edifying …, no message, nothing that we could really learn from them,” but that on the other hand are closer to, “more in sync with the things of this world.”72 This affirmative turn toward the present expressly counters the imperative of the Enlightenment and the “so-called ‘generation of ’68,’ with its by now grotesque fixation on an exclusively ‘critical’ worldview.” Presence culture—Gumbrecht refers repeatedly to this political background—represents a release from the permanent duty to be in movement “both in the sense of the never-ending ‘historical’ changes imposed upon us, on all different levels of existence, and in that of the self-imposed obligation that makes us want constantly to ‘surpass’ and transform ourselves.”73
Gumbrecht’s “presence culture” is the philosophical antithesis of critical theory, which counseled mistrust in “all letting oneself go, for it includes pliancy toward the superior might of the existent.”74 Presence culture replaces the notion of improving the world with that of embracing the world. The cultivation of intensive moments of thought-free feelings vanquishes the problem of human mortality in a unique fashion: not by participation in deeds that help shape the world but by the experience of oneness. Is Gumbrecht the secret mouthpiece of the Facebook generation? His plea for the meaning-free passion of sheer happening is undoubtedly very close to the absolute embrace of Caeiro. Does it also provide theoretical cover for phatic communication on Facebook? Could Gumbrecht’s historically and philosophically determined concept of presence culture be evidence of the fact that phatic communication on Facebook was not (solely) a result of technical development but corresponds to an already existing, already theoretically expressed need? To answer this question, we should take a look at the golden 1920s, when experience in the strong sense, as gained over time and linked to understanding, was watered down into individual lived experiences. Not by chance, Gumbrecht himself provides the point of entry for this review.
With his book titled In 1926: Living at the Edge of Time, which appeared in 1997, Gumbrecht offered an example of historiography in the mode of the culture of presence: a report on cultural, political, and academic events of the year 1926, in the form of a dictionary. An “original treatment of the problem of representing history after the end of the grand narrative,” the American historian Hayden White calls it on the back cover. White’s comments on the development of historical writing will occupy us again in chapter 2, which deals with the transition, in the late eighteenth century, from the accumulation of factual material to the creation of coherent narratives. Here, looking at 1926 and 1926, we will examine the contrast between the two forms of experience.
In the entry “Reporters,” Gumbrecht distinguishes lived experience (Erleben) from perception, on the one hand, and from substantial, longer-term experience (Erfahrung), on the other. “Erleben is situated between ‘perception’ and ‘experience.’ It adds to perception by focusing on what is being perceived, but it does not include interpretation. Erleben is more than just sensory contact with the environment—but less than the transformation of the closely regarded environment into concepts.”75 The place where the shift from the mode of Erfahrung to the mode of Erleben occurs is newspaper reporting, whose goal of objectivity is considered to require speed in writing and a merely superficial contact with the objects reported on. “Only speed can prevent the reporter from getting caught in the depths of interpretation and experience,” notes Gumbrecht. “Insofar as the reporter refrains from all interpretations and judgments, simply ‘carrying back’ impressions from his direct contact with the world, he is ‘objective.’ ”76 This calculation (superficiality + speed = objectivity) will come up again in the discussion of status updates on Facebook.
It is not surprising that “raging reporter” Egon Erwin Kisch serves as the central point of reference for Gumbrecht’s entry on the subject and is also the source of his catchwords. Kisch recommends compensating for the metaphysical lack of orientation that characterizes the present by intensive proximity to its phenomena: “Those who succeed in clinging to reality manage to survive the disappearance of ideas and values.” In Gumbrecht’s words, “The restless life of the reporter and his surface view of the world are linked with the collective—and often repressed—fear that ultimate truths are no longer available.”77
This focus on the external became an adequate way to relate to reality at a time when war and the dominance of technology seemed to have rendered depth-psychological interpretations and emphatic description inappropriate. Along with the “raging reporter” as the symbol of a society that was already sped up and losing its orientation, the “cool persona” now also became the dominant type of perception, embodying a consumer type that registers its surroundings with distance and without emotional engagement.78 It is the type of the “New Objectivity,” a trend in art, literature, photography, and architecture that shaped the aesthetics of the Weimar Republic, using a language “with no lyrical fat”: “hard, tough, trained … comparable to the body of a boxer.”79 It is no surprise that photography was invoked here as the genuine medium of this “impassiveness,” because, as they said, it registers things “outside the sphere of the emotional.”80
Photography is the “cold” medium of information capture. As Brecht noted, it is “the possibility of a reproduction that masks the context.” As Jean Baudrillard would later remark, it represents the “anti-philosophy of the object,” which “reports on the state of the world in our absence.”81 For Baudrillard, the drama of photography consisted in the “struggle between the will of the subject to impose an order, a point of view, and the will of the object to impose itself in its discontinuity and momentary quality.” What is interesting about his by no means original perspective is the external resolution of the conflict, when Baudrillard understands the use of the camera as a reaction to a specific consciousness of reality: “Perhaps the desire to photograph comes from this observation: Looked at from a general perspective, a perspective based on meaning, the world is quite disappointing. Seen in detail and caught by surprise, as it were, it is always perfectly evident.”82
Evidence instead of transcendence—this also works for moving images, as a contemporary of Kisch and Ernst Jünger observed. Béla Balász’s The Spirit of Film (1930) contains a section called “Flight from the Story.” The passage reveals much about the relation of the camera to cold observation (or the “clear gaze”), using the example of Ernest Henry Shackleton’s Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition (1914–1917), during which the ship became stuck in the ice and ultimately broke apart.83
This is a new form of human consciousness, which is given to man by the camera. As long as these men don’t lose consciousness, their eye looks through the camera’s lens and imagines the scene in the lens as present. Presence of mind becomes presence of the image. —Shackleton’s last hope, his ship, is breaking apart under the pressure of massive ice floes … he shoots … they drift onto the iceberg, and the iceberg is melting under their feet.… This is shot.… For the camera provides security. It is a form of self-consciousness. The inner process of taking account of something has been turned inside out. The “clear gaze” is mechanically fixed so it can be held longer. The self-control of consciousness formerly existed as a series of internal images; now it is loaded into the camera as film, where it functions mechanically and is also visible to others.… We don’t keep shooting as long as we are conscious, we are conscious as long as we keep shooting.
This film-shooting consciousness is symptomatic for the new model of experience—as both Erfahrung and Erlebnis. The camera becomes a site of externalized reflection; consciousness is reduced to the act of witnessing, which provides a way to hold on to what is being lost at the very moment when it is disappearing.
Another, less life-threatening but still dramatic threat of destruction looms in the form of the loss of orientation in the accelerated present of the twenty-first century. The externalization of reflection as witnessing that was observed in 1930 continues in the form of sharing on Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, etc. When Balász writes “presence of mind becomes presence of the image,” we should ask, employing Agamben’s concept of contemporaneousness through distance and reflection, whether precisely this presence of images reduces our understanding of the present. To what extent is the “inner process of taking account,” in Balász’s terms, turned outward, today as well, when everyone is the raging reporter of his own life? Don’t processes of automation in social networks and through apps extend the “cold gaze” even into such personal areas as autobiography? Before we discuss this process, a few words should be said about the social psychology that formed the basis of the paradigmatic shift that took place in the 1920s.
Walter Benjamin also remarked on the sealing off of information from experience in contemporary journalism, although his evaluation was distinctly different from that of Gumbrecht or Kisch. “If it were the intention of the press to have the reader assimilate the information it supplies as part of his own experience, it would not achieve its purpose. But its intention is just the opposite, and it is achieved: to isolate events from the realm in which they could affect the experience [Erfahrung] of the reader.” Benjamin distinguishes between “information” and “sensation,” on one hand, and “stories,” on the other, stories being the earlier form of communication in which the subjective and the personal were still present. “A story does not aim to convey an event per se, which is the purpose of information; rather, it embeds the event in the life of the storyteller in order to pass it on as experience to those listening.”84
The difference between story and information parallels the distinction, which is constitutive for Benjamin’s thought, between Erfahrung and Erlebnis. In the Arcades Project, he says: “Experience [Erfahrung] is the outcome of work; immediate experience [Erlebnis] is the phantasmagoria of the idler.”85 For Benjamin, unlike the Romantics, work and leisure are related to the mental activity of working through lived experience, which is required in any case. Here, idleness is not positively defined as contemplation but negatively, as distraction. Benjamin assumes a diametrical opposition: Erfahrung is authentic and rich in consequences, for it reaches into the present as wisdom that derives from the past; Erlebnis, on the other hand, is superficial and without consequences; as intensified perception, it remains reduced to the present moment. In the short text “Experience and Poverty,” to which both Agamben and Tiqqun refer, Benjamin confirms something that, after the given description of mass society, is hardly surprising: “Experience [Erfahrung] has fallen in value.” What is surprising is what Benjamin says next:
Poverty of experience. This should not be understood to mean that people are yearning for new experience. No, they long to free themselves from experience; they long for a world in which they can make such pure and decided use of their poverty—their outer poverty, and ultimately also their inner poverty—that it will lead to something respectable. Nor are they ignorant or inexperienced. They have “devoured” everything, both “culture and people,” and they have had such a surfeit that it has exhausted them. No one feels more caught out than they by Scheerbart’s words: “You are all so tired, just because you have failed to concentrate your thoughts on a simple but ambitious plan.”86
There is not too little experience, but too much of the kind of experience that makes people poor in hope. This experience is not only a consequence of the trauma of the First World War and the following “total absence of illusion about the age.”87 According to a very early text of Benjamin’s, it is also related to the disillusionment an adult feels following the promising period of youth. Youth is followed by the “grand ‘experience’ [Erfahrung], the years of compromise, impoverishment of ideas, and lack of energy. Such is life. That is what adults tell us, and that is what they experienced [erfuhren].” For the twenty-one-year-old Benjamin, in his aggressive response to “Philistines,” the result of this disappointment is the turn to an experience (Erleben) that is “spiritless.”
The writer of “Experience and Poverty,” at forty-one, has become more forgiving toward his fellow citizens who have grown tired of experience, although—or because—he has meanwhile raised the ontogenetic problem to the level of phylogenesis. Apathy and hopelessness are no longer the result of a midlife crisis but a product of the social status quo. Even before his late theses “On the Concept of History,” Benjamin says: “The concept of progress must be grounded in the idea of catastrophe. That things ‘go on’ is the catastrophe. The catastrophe is not what is expected to happen next, in each case, but what in each case is [already] given.”88 Benjamin’s disappointment is palpable. Fatigue and the lack of a “grand plan” are understandable in light of social development. Benjamin responds to this disappointment with the messianic responsibility to recognize the hopes and claims of the past on the future and to fulfill them. “The past,” he writes in his second “thesis” on the concept of history, “bears with it a secret index by which it is consigned to redemption.” The means of recognizing the signs of this secret index is the “dialectical image,” which Benjamin, in his epistemology, presents as an empathic solidarity with the secret side of reality and as an alternative to the objective, photographic model represented by the reporter and “cool persona.”89 In this context, Benjamin’s contrast of Erfahrung with mere Erlebnis assumes historical-philosophical dimensions and firmly retains what Gumbrecht no longer wants to take responsibility for—the “trans-epochal context of validity and responsibility” of the contemporary era vis-à-vis the past, toward the creation of a better future.90
It is worth nothing that both Agamben’s and Tiqqun’s diagnoses of the present place a central emphasis on the shrinking of experience (Erfahrung) that Benjamin described in 1933, in his essay “Experience and Poverty.” With this, a historical frame is established for Bloom’s role as a central social figure: James Joyce’s Ulysses appeared in 1922, Heidegger’s Being and Time—with which Bloom becomes “the central non-subject of philosophy”—appeared in 1927. Bloom, according to Tiqqun, becomes a mass phenomenon at the moment of the “exhaustion of metaphysics.”91 It is also the very historical moment when cinemas and country inns become sanctuaries for the mass of employees, who, as Kracauer describes the era, are “spiritually homeless … without a doctrine they can look up at or a goal they might ascertain.”92 The postmodern experience society of the end of the twentieth century carries this burden of homelessness and lack of orientation with it into the new millennium, in which mobile and social media convert the model of experience into a structure of sharing and interaction. Facebook society should also be seen as a contemporary attempt by mass society to overcome its metaphysical homelessness through participation culture.
Benjamin offers up a link between the two historical phenomena—one at the beginning of the twentieth and the other at the beginning of the twenty-first century—with his claims about media theory, which, in the context of his historico-philosophical and epistemological reflections, allow us to draw a direct link to Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and other sites of self-representation. Thus, only a few pages after the entry on progress as catastrophe, he writes: “The souvenir is the complement to ‘isolated experience’ [Erlebnis]. In it is precipitated the increasing self-estrangement of human beings, whose past is inventoried as dead effects.” Souvenirs, for Benjamin, are “secularized relics” with a new point of reference: “The souvenir comes from the defunct experience [Erfahrung] which thinks of itself, euphemistically, as lived experience [Erlebnis].”93 The souvenir provides a socially acceptable form of liberation from experience, through which people may “make such pure and decided use of their poverty—their outer poverty, and ultimately also their inner poverty—that it will lead to something respectable.”94
With the benefit of historical distance from this conclusion, we can add: Photography is respectability enhanced by an individual’s own activity, which, when directly communicated on social networks, elevates that action to interaction. It is, however, rare for the shared photo to constitute an actual exchange of experience (Erfahrung). Sharing, liking, and commenting on “souvenirs” is ultimately not much more than a brief halt in the presence of the messages, a lingering in the state of communicating. This permanent flow of short-term experiences (Erleben), given the quick pace of messaging, does not permit the very thing that holding still promises: cohesive, cumulative experience (Erfahrung).
The natural reflex in response to the acceleration of society is the call to stop moving, to switch from vita activa to vita contemplativa.95 Gumbrecht’s plea on behalf of embracing the world and for experience that abstains from interpretation can be understood as a version of this kind of awareness. His posthermeneutic concept of presence culture may contradict both Goethe’s will to shape the world and Benjamin’s responsibility toward history, but in replacing deep thinking, as the central characteristic of the culture of meaning, with deep feeling, in the sense of passion, abandon, and the removal of boundaries, it also differs from the phatic communication that is practiced on social media. Despite the evident proximity to the phatic culture of networks, the difference is impossible to overlook. Gumbrecht is closer to the absolute embrace in Caeiro than to the group snuggling on Facebook, which may have no object at all. His point of departure rebels against traditional models of ascribing meaning but is actually quite conservative in comparison with the standards of the social networks.
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, WhatsApp, and Snapchat celebrate the self, with a mixture of permanence and immediacy that goes beyond Caeiro’s profundity and obsession with objects or, as another example, Walt Whitman’s powerfully worded self-articulations. While the opening line of Whitman’s famous “Song of Myself” (“I celebrate myself”) enacts its self-justification in the performative energy of its self- and world description, on social networks self-representation is mostly delegated to the mechanism of the camera and rooted in a profound lack of self-initiative. The result of this development is a network autobiography that emerges automatically and posthumanly, simultaneously bypassing its object/subject, the act of reflection, and meaningful experience altogether.
Photography grasps what is given as a spatial (or temporal) continuum; memory-images retain what is given only insofar as it has significance.
—Siegfried Kracauer, “Photography,” 1927
Dear diary, it’s only now that I get around to writing to you again because all week I was reading a book that was so fascinating I didn’t find time to write anything down. It was Hermann Hesse’s Steppenwolf, which Christian recommended. Christian said if I want to know more about breaking free of boring, petit-bourgeois life I should read this book. He was right! The book is full of sentences I’d like to hurl at so many people! For example this one: “In reality, however, no I, even the most naïve one, is a unity, but instead it is an extremely diverse world, a little heaven full of stars, a chaos of forms, levels and states, of inheritances and possibilities.” I think this is exactly the way it is, because …
Except for the salutation, everything in this diary excerpt is authentic. It was Christian who recommended the book twenty or thirty or forty years ago, and reading it actually did keep the author from writing in his diary for a whole week, resulting in an entry that was that much longer—ten pages or more, enough to keep him busy for a whole evening. There are some crossed-out passages and a lot of exclamation points, and afterward the writer was able to quote the mentioned passages repeatedly over the years, if not always word for word. Those were the days, when along with the things people had experienced they also wrote down their feelings and ideas! When things that had happened were endowed with meaning at the special moment when they were being written down—thoughts that came to completion in the act of writing. Insights that helped a person grow. Does anyone, anymore, on a Sunday evening, try to reflect on the week that has just passed? Are there still people who keep diaries?
If you are conscious of the fact that diaries, unlike poetry albums, were never a mainstream phenomenon, and if you think you can count words as you do numbers, you might conclude that the twenty-first century is the dawn of a new era of self-knowledge, for never has there been so much writing as there is now.1 But if you judge the situation less quantitatively, you will also want to know what kinds of words are being uttered, in what circumstances, and what form they take. In principle, it is clear that when you are writing on social media like Facebook you express things differently than you would in a diary and that a hundred status updates don’t add up to a deeply felt and thoughtful comment. The more the communication form formerly expressed in the diary is occupied (that is, displaced or redefined) by social networks, the less we can look forward to the kind of self-reflection the diary can offer. When autographical writing is hailed as the “master form of the 21st century,”2 we should therefore ask how self-representation and self-knowledge are related to each another in the context of the technical and social frameworks that now shape our social communication.
A first answer to this question is that social networks are not only used for conscious self-branding; they also prompt their users to engage in unconscious self-revelation. The self-revelation occurs more implicitly than explicitly, depending on the network—naturally, it is more carefully designed on a network for business contacts like LinkedIn than on Facebook. Showing replaces saying (or writing), as photos bear witness to more or less spontaneously experienced moments, and likes more or less spontaneously express personal preferences.3 Even textual updates and comments, when they happen as part of spontaneous communication, are no guarantee that the act of making something visible to others also promotes self-knowledge. Yes, precisely those comments that are less controlled can be harbingers of potential self-knowledge because they lack any subjective communicative intent and are therefore free of unconsciously imposed rules for the construct of the self. Users are free, after some time has passed, to sift through the photos, likes, and comments on their pages in search of themselves. The question, however, is: How many people take the time for this self-encounter, and does it go beyond mere wall cleaning and the removal of old postings that have become embarrassing?
Along with spontaneous showing, there is also an automatic showing, which takes place when the mechanism that inserts specific actions by internet users—visits, likes, shares, or comments—directly into their timeline is activated.4 When this happens, individuals no longer describe themselves more or less implicitly, through their actions, but instead it is the actions that describe the individuals. The subject’s “internal automatism” is replaced by the external automatism of the system the subject has become a part of. A popular example of this automatism is self-tracking, which promises self-knowledge through numbers instead of words. Here, the self’s body produces data that is independent of the person’s own consciousness (even though she initially agreed to it) and that makes statements about the person independently of her self-understanding and the values that have been internalized in her self-construct. This is generally true even when the data must be entered by hand into the relevant app. For as long as it is not a matter of describing one’s own mood but of factual indicators (physical movement, foodstuffs consumed, sleep behaviors), there is little incentive for reflection.
Facebook’s interest in acquiring as much data as possible for statistical computations and its creation of individual profiles in the interest of effective advertising are well known, and while occasional revelations about the extent of secret data mining may be shocking, they don’t come as a surprise.5 The fact that self-representation on social networks like Facebook produces economically and socially exploitable knowledge about the social body is not what is decisive here. More important is the question of what effects the context of this self-representation has on the subject’s own self-perception and self-knowledge. Here, it is important also to take account of the outright avant-gardist aesthetics that this context creates: the paradoxical phenomenon of a simultaneously actionist and postactive, automatized autobiography, one more lived than narrated by its subject and “author.”
From a media-theoretical perspective, social media, as a new genre of autobiography, mean a shift from writing to photography. This is not because there are more images than text on Facebook but because the reporting takes place in the mode of mechanical reproduction typical of photography. Activities on the internet are reproduced on Facebook exactly as they occur. From a historiographical perspective, storytelling on Facebook turns back to domination by numbers. This suggests that we should turn our attention to a source of history writing for which the simple fact of events was more important than their narrative coherence.
PHOTOGRAPHIC TEXTS
In the beginning was the number. This characterization of the history of historiography would be permissible if we skip over Homer, Herodotus, and Tacitus and start with the medieval annals, which order history not by events but by years. “Hard winter. Duke Gottfried died” is an example from the Annals of St. Gall, part of the Monumenta Germaniae Historica for the year 709. Two events without any context or narrative setting. And when it states, for the year 710, “Hard year and deficient in crops,” there is no explanation of the causes of the poor harvest.6 What mattered were not events and the relations among them—not at all. Famine and war were not the actual event but merely witnesses to the passage of time in “the fulnes [sic] of the ‘years of the Lord.’ ” The passage of time was news enough, for it enacted the connection between the beginning (the birth of Christ) and the end (the Last Judgment). Time was thought cosmologically; the years, in their numerological uniqueness, were its phenomenological element. And because time came from God, the latter was the real hero of the events. This, not war and hunger, was what history was meant to proclaim. Thus it is quite natural when the Annals of St. Gall also include the years in which nothing happened and finally conclude with an abbreviated listing: “1057. 1058. 1059. 1060. 1061. 1062. 1063. 1064. 1065. 1066. 1067. 1068. 1069. 1070. 1071. 1072.”
From ascribing value to the dates of the years themselves, it was a long way to writing history without naming any years at all. In between came the chronicles, as a method of recording events that were both contemporary and part of a history—of a city, a royal family, a business, an individual. Narrative history, by contrast, offers a finalized, retrospectively recounted and coherent assemblage of events that, as a kind of “historical law of the conservation of energy,” are anchored in a solid network of causes and effects. During the eighteenth century, the accumulation of facts without perspective became the object of critique, and the history of isolated events gave way to the universal history of coherently connected happenings, a history that, in the end, was quite logically conceived as a “history without years and names.”7
Historiography became narrative at the very time—the end of the eighteenth century—when it was proclaiming itself a science by projecting the narrative forward, from the level of reception, where the connection between a hard winter and the failure of the harvest was always potentially available, to the level of production. Chains of causality were now part of the business of historiography. To offer “only what actually happened,” the era was convinced, “would be to sacrifice the actual inner truth, well-founded within the causal nexus, for an outward, literal, and seeming truth.”8 Once “inner” truth became the crux, as a way to view the past from the perspective of the present, a paradoxical equation emerged: “The historian is one who prevents history from being merely history.”9 This shift in the methodology of writing history raises the question of how dense it is possible for description to be without it becoming narrative and how porous it has to be to avoid the risk of unraveling the chosen narrative. The German historian Johann Christoph Gatterer gave an astonishingly honest answer to this conundrum in his programmatic text from the year 1767, Vom historischen Plan und der darauf sich gründenden Zusammenfügung der Erzählungen (On the historical plan and the connection of the narratives based on it): “Events that do not belong to the system are now, for the writer of history, so to speak, non-events.”10
The disappearance of actual events from the spirit of a narrative, along with a preference for “real” truth in lieu of the “literal” kind, are themes that would return a century later, at a time when both painting and literature were being defended against the new medium of photography. In the mid–nineteenth century, literary realism was judged to have “daguerrotypical similarity” to the representation of reality; people accused it of “idolatry of the raw material.” Literature, in effect, can never be as objectivist as photography, and photography, in effect, is less a comment-free representation of reality than the representation of a personal relationship to reality, as expressed in the choice of motif and the moment when it is captured, as well as the perspective used and focal length employed, not to mention the choice of camera and type of film. Nonetheless, painting and photography represent two essentially different methods of producing an image. The distinction is therefore justified and ultimately applies to literature as well: Painters (writers) must decide how to represent the object that, at times, exists only before their inner eye. In other words, they follow their own understanding of the “truth” of a thing. In photo-graphy, on the other hand—this is the origin of the name—the object writes itself into the photo with light, a situation that inspired the photography pioneer William Henry Fox Talbot to speak of the “pencil of nature” and led the philosopher of semiotics Charles Sanders Peirce to define an indexical type of signs, arguing that a photo is the direct, physical consequence of whatever was in front of the lens, just as smoke is a consequence of fire or a footprint the result of a step.11
This physical relationship between sign and signified is also, for the most part, characteristic of Facebook on a grand scale. The written comments that are automatically presented in the news feed and activity log, referring to articles recommended, videos viewed, and music listened to, are indexical from the perspective of semiotics because they are the direct result of the action represented by the sign, not a retrospective description or, at least, an announcement that the action has occurred. They are the “smoke signals” of our online existence. This indexical relationship also basically applies to the texts we compose ourselves, the status updates and comments that appear in our own Facebook Timeline exactly as they were expressed on the homepage. Here, there is no corresponding later entry, as there was in the case of the traditional diary, where it says: “Talked to Christian today about the book and told him that …” Now, what we say is already stored at the instant when it is expressed. Facebook’s Timeline is a “photography” of events, including communicative acts. In the programmed feedback mechanism of the social network, the event reports itself in real time: it is the report.
The technical shift from conscious description to automatic recording means a return from the “real” truth to a “literal” one, in the service of even those events that, as Gatterer noted, do not belong to the system. The indexical nature of the entries prevents the past from being made present again in ways that are emphatic, related to the present, or guided by theory. In 1927, the German essayist and media theorist avant la lettre Siegfried Kracauer formulated this specific quality of photography as a loss of meaning: “Photography grasps what is given as a spatial (or temporal) continuum; memory-images retain what is given only insofar as it has significance.”12 The French philosopher Jean Baudrillard would later dramatize Kracauer’s declaration of loss by invoking a conflict between the object, as given, and the perceiving subject: “Against the philosophy of the subject, of the gaze, of distance to the world in the interest of comprehending it better, stands the anti-philosophy of the object, the decoupling of objects from each other, the philosophy of the aleatory sequence of partial objects and details.”13 Photography allows objects to prevail, in their discontinuity and momentary quality, independent of the subject’s gaze and in principle also in opposition to his perspective and interest. As described by Baudrillard, photography, inasmuch as it eliminates the distance that is necessary to understand the world better, forestalls the contemporaneousness that Agamben invokes.
Facebook—and this is even more true of an app like Snapchat—makes Baudrillard’s finding paradoxically more acute. Now, thanks to the sequence of fragmentary experiences and expressions of the Facebook user, all of which are registered and delinked as the here and now of what was once previous, the “philosophy of the subject” is confronted by the “antiphilosophy” of the very same subject. The distanced gaze is lacking, since Facebook, and Snapchat to an even greater extent, permit no distinction between the subject who experiences and the subject who reports. Distance, now, is still possible only in the receptive mode, which corresponds nicely to Zuckerberg’s ideal of “frictionless sharing”—of everything, all the time, and above all automatically. The immediacy and nonsubjective character of the report reinforces the moral imperative of authenticity and radical transparency that defines the Facebook community’s sharing ethos. Authenticity—in an about-face from earlier historiographic and media-theoretical positions—is viewed as consisting in the automatism of documentation, which is used as a weapon against the “distortion” of retrospective reporting.
The consequence of this departure is a fundamental change in the philosophy of information, from information as an affirmative act to information as the consequence of a quasi-unconscious sharing automatism. The song you hear on Spotify, the film you watch on Netflix, and the article you read online are not communicated to your Facebook friends because you liked them but because you heard, saw, or read them. The communication loses its subjective stamp and hence its value as something that, from the perspective of the sender, is worthy of being communicated. But precisely for this reason, from the perspective of the database behind all the Facebook pages, there is a gain in reliability. As the ex post facto weighing of experience in diary mode is replaced by “insular” reports in real-time mode, even the strategic temporal placement of an update becomes subject to the law of attention economy. The subjective description of the events gives way to their mechanical reproduction.
NARRATIVE IDENTITY
Just as, for Kracauer, it was not the photograph but the remembered image that constituted a person’s “actual history,” so, in the theory of the French philosopher of narrativity Paul Ricœur, time is only human time to the extent that it is “narratively articulated.”14 Humans—this is the basic idea in both cases—must weave the events of their lives into a coherent, meaningful web of relations in order not to feel homeless in them. From this perspective, neither the isolated representation of an event nor the chronological accumulation of many events makes sufficient sense. Moreover, for Kracauer, Ricœur, and likeminded thinkers, the primary addressee of an autobiographical narrative is the narrator herself, not (only) when she later reads what she has written but (above all) in the here and now of the writing process itself. The identity value of the autobiographical act lies less in its documentary than in its performative effect. As the I speaks about itself, it creates itself—this is the core conviction of narrative psychology: “our experience of human affairs comes to take the form of the narratives we use, for we use them not only to tell, but also, and first of all, to form them.”15
It follows that the evolution of Descartes’s formula from “cogito ergo sum” to “I narrate, therefore I am” cannot be reduced to the subject’s construction of content. The second meaning, which is ultimately central here, has to do with the practice of linguistic and analytical competencies. On the syntagmatic level, narration requires the storyteller to work through contingencies and to create plausibility, synthesis, and conclusion. On the paradigmatic level, it requires formal, aesthetic considerations in the choice of words. The questions “Why?” or “What for?” and the ordering of parts into a before and an after strip events of their episodic nature, which saw them as rising up out of the past without explanation and disappearing into a future without consequences. The questions and the ordering of the parts compose time and give the subject, as both narrator and reader, orientation. They are the source of the plausibility that must be narratively achieved through the use of causal connectors and intentional markers—a plausibility that on occasion can also synthesize apparently heterogeneous elements. Awareness of the storyteller’s unique perspective is also sharpened formally, as she wrestles with convention in her struggle to find the right linguistic expression. More simply stated, you come to understand yourself in the process of grasping what occurred and why.
The surplus value of “I narrate, therefore I am,” in comparison to recently popular self-representation formulas like “I post, therefore I am” or “I share, therefore I am,” lies in the cognitive activity that is involved. On Facebook and other social media, cognitive competencies, including analysis, synthesis, and formulation, are required only in specific situations and in a rudimentary way. They remain entirely unused when the report is automatic: “Roberto has shared a link … Michael, Antje, Eric, and 20 others like this.” From the perspective of narrative psychology, such automatism leads to an utterly absurd variation on Descartes’s formula: “It posts, therefore I am.” The model of an insular and partly mechanical self-representation leaves behind a void that—this is the point here—is no less problematic than the economic and political exploitation of the accumulated data. The individual appears, above all, as the object of her history—and scarcely at all as the subject of its narration.
This constellation reminds us of the diagnosis of the late-modern individual’s relationship to the self, according to which our era creates “an intensified compulsion to focus on the self and an urgently felt need for articulation, accompanied by a poverty of expression,” and favors the “ ‘de-temporalization’ of life in favor of situational practices in regard to time and the self.”16 The preference for episodic over narrative self-perception that is suggested here will concern us in what follows. First, though, we need to ask to what extent social networks, as a means of identity management under conditions of accelerated relations to the world and the self, are the technological expression of this very contradiction between the compulsion to focus on the self and the failure of articulation. To what extent do social media make it possible, in a tradition-starved, radically flexible world, to decouple self-reflection, with its attendant gains in meaning, from self-representation? Or, to put it a different way: Does Facebook, as a technology for the permanent archiving of situations, cause the present to disappear by demanding and permitting no distance from it? The related counterquestion is: Does a narrative self-understanding that sees events (only) from the perspective of a given “system” really create sufficient distance from the present to be close to it in Agamben’s sense of “true shared contemporaneousness,” or does it, rather, fail to perceive the present in its actuality precisely because of its pregiven narrative perspective?
Before trying to answer this question, it is necessary to interrogate the claim that there is a discrepancy between self-representation and self-reflection. Wasn’t it Facebook that first made self-description a central factor in our lives, even beyond the 5 or 10 percent of individuals who kept a diary anyway, especially when they were young? Don’t millions of people experience themselves more intensely since Facebook appeared, starting with the choice of profile picture and welcome statement and responses to the list of questions and repeated with every status update and comment on the updates of other people? Doesn’t the chronological sequence of events on a person’s Facebook page already produce a certain narrative unity that possibly also sharpens her awareness of the way it all coheres? Doesn’t Facebook itself, with its automatic “Say Thanks” collages and “Year in Review,” with its monthly sequence of the most popular images and associated texts, teach our pictures themselves to tell a story? Shouldn’t we be talking about a “narrative turn” instead of about the end of narrative?
The concept “narrative turn” points to the rediscovered power of stories before Facebook and irrespective of Facebook’s role. It has been used in the business world for company identity and product marketing; in politics, as an effective means of earning voters’ loyalty; in sociology, as a methodological defense against empirical social research; in medicine, as an alternative/traditional method of diagnosis; and in television, which hadn’t dared allow itself this much focus on narrative for a long time. Even in literature, stories are once again being told.17 The question that remains is how narratives in politics, economics, medicine, and research relate to the process of emerging (self-)consciousness in the sense of narrative psychology. Is there, along with the narratives of the specialists and the narrative-identity creation of businesses, also a return of narration in the concrete behavior of individuals toward one another and themselves?
All of this suggests—indeed, this is what is being argued here—that the popularity and ease of information exchange on digital media is displacing traditional forms of communication that have a strongly narrative character: the reflective diary, the letter reporting on events, the story that unfolds while looking at a photo album or watching an evening slide show. The thesis is that both the social and the technical dispositif of social and mobile media have a deleterious effect on storytelling. The smartphone’s keyboard does not invite lengthy writing, and the logic of attention economy does not permit long reports on the social network.
In other areas beside these social media, we also find phenomena that work against the trend to rely on narratives. Some of these are once again a consequence of the new media. In participative journalism (tweets, smartphone videos, life blogs), for example, when the “truth of ordinary witnessing” replaces the voice of the reporter, it is undoubtedly a move away from the narrative style of the New Journalism. News is then no longer what actually happened (and, above all, why); it is how participants experience it. Narrative work is replaced by “truth beyond doubt,” for no matter how inappropriately witnesses may report, the moments are always authentic—after all, the eyewitnesses are not actually reporters; they are the report! Ontologically, what is occurring here in regard to media is fundamentally a reorientation from the subjective mode of textuality to the objective mode of photography. At the same time, these changes can also be understood as a shift from the narrative principle to the database principle: The narration of a reflective reporter is replaced by disconnected mininarratives—a timeline of events unaccompanied by interpretation.18
The newsfeed principle of “always-on” journalism brings us back to Facebook, where the livestream also replaces comprehensive narratives. The shunting aside of narrative journalism relativizes talk of a “narrative turn.” Further research is needed to determine whether narratives, today, play a greater or lesser role in individual lives.19 We need to ask whether the explosion of communication via mobile media and social networks fosters or discourages the narrative turn in everyday situations. We need to ask whether the social and technological dispositif of these technologies and forms of communication fosters a culture of conversation in which listening and responsive questioning occur. Facebook, which for well-known reasons prefers information that is suitable for the database, must also be interrogated. We need to explore how the various forms of self-representation, from self-reports on questionnaires to status updates and automatic documentation of activities, are related to the process of narration. Do they encourage the communicative form of narration, or are they, as is suspected here, the expression of an antinarrative turn dressed up as narrativity?
Anyone can see that the protocols for self-description, with their forms to be filled out, do not require or encourage narrative competencies. They merely ask you to respond to the questions on the form (education, employment, home address, family members, favorite quotes, and “some details about yourself”). The self-description on the form is subordinated to the authority of the form, with its assumptions about what constitutes identity. In the case of Facebook, this includes statements about a person’s favorite books, films, music, and athletes but (for example) not her favorite number, color, animal, mineral, season, or time of day. Every occasion for self-description that goes beyond the empty pages of a diary contains culturally determined implications and aims. To the extent that an identical questionnaire is employed for significant numbers of people, it aims at standardization. Autobiographical self-discovery, then, is thwarted in principle by the collective compulsion of the frame in which it takes shape.20
Compared to the multiple-choice segments, the fill-in segments “About You,” “Favorite Quotes,” “Religious Views,” “Political Views,” and “Life Events” naturally afford a certain freedom of self-description. Here, too, however, the parameters reveal how the employees of Facebook understand identity. For example, the heading “Life Events” contains five sections: “Work & Education,” “Family & Relationships,” “Home & Living,” “Health & Wellness,” and “Travel & Experiences.” Each rubric contains further subdivisions. For “Family & Relationships,” they are “First Meeting,” “New Relationship,” “Engagement,” “Marriage,” “Anniversary,” “New Family Member,” “New Pet,” “End of Relationship”—and more recently also “Create Your Own.” These segments almost read like the stations of a very normal life story, with the profound (and undoubtedly unintended) irony that neither the birth of a child nor the acquisition of a new pet could prevent the breakup of a relationship. In the segments themselves, there are blanks to fill in for “Who,” “When,” “Where,” and “With Whom” and for more specific information (such as the name, type, breed, and gender of your pet). There is also the possibility to upload photos, and—“optional”—to tell a story about the event. The life events are—rather secretly—listed chronologically in the “About” section but are not connected or connectable in any other way. It is evident that even the section on life events, despite its partially narrative option, represents, above all, yet another form of data request, to be input in a database-friendly form.
A less formalized possibility for self-description is offered by the status updates and comments, which can be understood as “small stories” and from which, in some cases, the plotline of a bigger story could be pieced together, especially by the “friends” of the Facebook user who are acquainted with her offline.21 However, to the extent that the updates usually take the form of spontaneous snapshots and are limited to unannotated information about places or activities, they do not cohere with Ricœur’s concept of narrativity, and neither can they be understood as a kind of pointillist self-portrait, as has been claimed. For the problem here is not the narrative style (or lack of it) but the uncertain authorship of this kind of portrait. The sum of the collected “small stories” does not result in a pointillist self-portrait, which, despite the particular style of brushstrokes it employs, has been created intentionally with an eye to the result. Instead, they are more like what Zygmunt Bauman describes as “moments into which the pointillist time of liquid modernity is sliced.” These moments are less narrated than noted during the moments of their passing, partly without the user even remarking on them, and are instead automatically registered by the technical frame.22
The “pointillism” of “narration” on Facebook is not just an extension of the episodic perception that Bauman already remarked on when it comes to postmodern subjects. It is simultaneously an inevitable consequence of the technical frame. The interface constrains coherent storytelling by not foreseeing or permitting an internal link between the events on a person’s own Facebook page. This omission is quite astonishing. After all, links are part of the fundamental technological structure of the internet, and “connecting” is integral to its philosophical self-concept. On the other hand, it is not really so surprising that Facebook does not encourage any narrative activities on its front end, if the central goal of all this user activity is the data analysis being carried out at the back end. Thus, instead of causal relationships created by autobiographical narrators, we find only chronological connections based on the temporal sequence of the events. The technical dispositif creates a situation in which the individual subject/object of the updates no longer creates the narrative order of her life while writing but more or less unconsciously produces it while living it. The work of narration is thus simultaneously actionistic and postactive: By letting actions speak for themselves at the very moment when they occur, the narration no longer occurs at the level of presenting data but instead at the level of its production. This reduction in narrative consciousness was initially advanced by Facebook’s decision, in December 2007, to abandon its original status-update prompt “Username is …” This meant that users no longer had to assume the rather distanced and reflective posture required by the—quite unusual (almost avant-garde)—practice of speaking about themselves in the third person.
From the perspective of narrative psychology, such undermining of narrative consciousness appears to be a loss, but according to the logic of the participation culture that characterizes the Web 2.0, it is just another example of democratized communication processes. The shift in narration from the autobiographical subject—including the self-censorship that goes along with it—to the more or less automated collection of status updates and reports and the contributions by the networked public means the end of rule by experts, even when it comes to autobiography. What remains to be ascertained is the likelihood that this narrative activity will occur on the part of the public. While we cannot exclude the possibility that Facebook users create an overarching narrative image based on the various data available on a Facebook site (and offline), we do need to ask to what extent the habitual practice of isolated statements obstructs the creation of narrative structures during the reception process and whether, in principle, it encourages an antinarrative view of the world.
The question of the psychological implications of the technical dispositif should also be posed with reference to other forms of everyday storytelling: letters, telephone conversations, or shared conversations in physical proximity. If self-representation, which in face-to-face personal contact is dialogical, reflective, and narrative, is increasingly shifting to the realm of digital communication, it is also increasingly subject to the rules of attention economy and self-management that apply there. The next question—whether status updates on the social network make personal stories in the offline realm superfluous or, on the contrary, serve as occasions for responsive inquiry—requires empirical investigations that are outside the scope of this study. But the topic of delegated narration should be further explored.
DATABASES AND MECHANICAL NARRATORS
Facebook outsources narration to readers only potentially and in a limited way. The actual narrator does not sit at the front end of the interface, where users read, write, post, and imagine, but at the back end, where algorithms analyze the data that has been collected. At the back end, Facebook, as is sufficiently well known, is a giant database that collects data sets for every user under some sixty categories.23 There, the data points that have been disaggregated by the questions on the forms are reassembled twice: into a profile of the person in question and into networks of relationships among the many. The best basis for this work is not the subjective construction of a person’s own history but its “raw material,” as the objects of photography were dismissively termed in the nineteenth century. In the jargon of Big Data, this is celebrated as “raw data.” Any narrative treatment of the data at the front end of the interface represents an obstacle for this project, since, from an information-theoretical perspective, narrative attempts to extract the “real” truth of the whole from the “literal” truth of details can only result in distortion. A complete lack of narrative connection is therefore the best guarantee that a given data set is all-embracing: If there is no story to be told, there also cannot be any data that fall outside it.
The busywork of algorithmic narration reaches all the way to the front end, where user data is accumulated according to specific criteria. The “activity log” includes the user’s likes and comments, together with other people’s photos on which the user is tagged, while the function “Suggested Friends” collects messages to or from a specific Facebook friend. There is also the “Say Thanks” service and the “Year in Review.” In assembling all this data, so far, the system does not exhibit very much narrative energy; it merely presents the explicitly declared (and marked) links between two individuals, not the “deeper” relationship of two Facebook friends who, for example, have watched the same video and afterward read the same article. That the system is not capable of producing this kind of correlation should hardly be assumed. Instead, we should ask when applications are going to make the more complex forms of data gathering that are taking place at the back end available to users on the front end.24
Facebook’s algorithmic storytellers are symptomatic of the development toward postactive narration in Facebook society. Other technologies produce images that involve no personal involvement and reports that have no human authors. Narrative Clip, for example, is a small portable camera that can be worn on the lapel and produces a photograph every thirty seconds, thus relieving the subject of the need to make any decisions during the taking of autobiographical photos—all she needs to do is make a selection of usable photos from among the day’s yield. The process encourages the exposure of the optical unconscious that Walter Benjamin identified as a characteristic of photography. Another program of this kind is Narrative Science, which embeds concrete data within a narrative scaffolding and produces reports (for example, in the realm of sports or finance) scarcely distinguishable from those prepared by human authors. The question that concerns us here is, naturally, whether at some point a program of this kind could also be adapted for Facebook, employing existing tags and visual references (which can be collected by facial-recognition software) to tell a story that informs the relevant subject what she has actually experienced and who she really is. Could the technology make the objectivity of the story, after having extracted it from the control of the subject, valid and persuasive for that person? Or is the “narrative turn” on Facebook, Narrative Turn, Narrative Science, and other sites offering automatic narratives a turn toward narration that no longer has anything to do with its hero, because its actual goal is the investigation of proclivities, interests, and activity models?
Are people, at least, still narrating their own history with the help of the diary apps now being offered in increasing variety by the market? These apps are not merely technical enhancements to journals that allow them to add images, sound, and options for copying and sharing. Nor are they merely the next step after Word, which, while it functions multimedially and easily allows copies, basically operates on the model of the blank page. Diary apps are the negation of the diary because they bring about the event of self-description in a way that transcends narration. The limited space for text, the uninviting writing tools, and the user context already speak against the contemplative pause and personal report that traditional diaries once offered. For example, the smartphone’s small screen and narrow keyboard are hardly conducive to lengthy writing. Besides, in the apps’ interface the reporting function generally plays a lesser role compared to photo uploading and factual reports. Moreover, the installation of this kind of app on a smartphone favors a kind of diary “on the go,” which corresponds to the acceleration of modern life, rather than countering it with a moment of stillness.
Naturally, the app marketers don’t find anything amiss in a “diary” that requires no leisure, instead praising the relatively effort- and thoughtless report on the Now as an advantage of their product: “With Momento in your pocket you can write your diary ‘on the go’ ” (momentoapp.com); “beautifully automated. Effortlessly remember every single day of your life” (roveapp.com); “makes remembering effortless, beautiful & fun” (hey.co). It is ironic that precisely the app that at first blush seems most invested in speed is the one most likely to encourage retrospection: “1 Second Everyday” asks users to add a single image or brief video each day to a history of the month or the year; thus it at least requires some reflection as to which image best represents the day. The focus of diary apps, as with social networks, is on database-friendly information (time, place, participants, tags) linked to photos and a brief text. Instead of the coherent narration of experience, we get an episodic report; instead of a reflective diary, a logbook for short answers to preprogrammed questions that can be responded to in the midst of other activities: How did you sleep? What are you doing? How do you evaluate your current creativity, on a scale of 1 to 100?
The database logic behind all this, advertised with a view to the possibility of keyword searches, demands activity that is less narrative than identifying. Users are meant to mark places, people, and events: “Food,” “Dreams,” “Business,” “Friends,” “Vocation,” “Love,” “Joy,” “Idea,” and “Movie” are all set to go on Diaro, with the option of adding your own criteria. The idea is to organize activities into pregiven categories: Optimized offers “Creativity,” “Routine,” “Pleasure,” and “Health,” without the option of associating a single event with more than one category. Like Facebook, some of these apps (for example, Momento) also automatically integrate external communications (on Twitter, YouTube, Facebook) and reactions to them, repeating the actionistic, postactive method of storytelling described here. Like Facebook, these apps permit no links between entries. Here, too, technical updating of the old self-observation technology of the diary takes place in the interest of the database paradigm, without concomitant updates in the interest of the narrative paradigm. Facts supersede links—a technical decision with explosive social impacts.
The answer to the question previously posed is: On diary apps, an individual is still the narrator of her own story only in significant entanglement with the logic of the database. The goal of these apps is not to work reflectively through lived events as part of hard-won life experience; it is instead a maximally clear, factual report, a kind of spontaneous eyewitnessing of oneself. Thus, the app Reporter markets itself with the slogan “Snapshot your Life,” promising that by filling out brief daily questionnaires (What are you doing, when, with whom, for how long?), its users will shed light on the nonmeasurable aspects of their lives. Its name already harks back to the phenotype of “cool” photographic observation as it has been described, promising a database-centered self-description shorn of any narrative self-deception. It is a self-description that, after the information “This is your relationship to …” in the “Say Thanks” collage and “This is what your year looked like” in the “Year in Review,” proceeds purposefully toward the result: This is who you are.
The next stage in nondescriptive witnessing is already foreseeable in new software and hardware that is guaranteed to record and share every single thing a person sees and experiences: Twitter’s Periscope, Google’s Glass (or whatever its future equivalent will be), and Facebook’s Oculus Rift. Zuckerberg is convinced that virtual reality (VR) technology will bring the next great turn in the medial ecosystem, comparable to the effect of the smartphone on desktop computing. This time, he wants Facebook to play a defining role in the change. At F8, Facebook’s developer conference, in March 2015, the integration of immersive 360-degree videos via the Oculus Rift (“spherical video”) was one of the main projects for the future. This recalls scenarios of the unbroken, automatic recording, replay, and sharing of experience as envisioned in late 2011 by the British science fiction TV series Black Mirror, whose episode “The Entire History of You” depicted technology that let people record their inner experiences audiovisually, like an external camera that also grasped things the individual wasn’t consciously aware of. Users could play these experiences back on an external screen and share them with others. Zuckerberg’s plans in this regard have been clear at least since his Q&A session on July 1, 2015:
We’ll have AR and other devices that we can wear almost all the time to improve our experience and communication. One day, I believe we’ll be able to send full, rich thoughts to each other directly using technology. You’ll just be able to think of something and your friends will immediately be able to experience it too if you’d like. This would be the ultimate communication technology.25
If all goes according to Zuckerberg’s plans, the future of self-presentation will transcend any conscious (linguistic) representation. Whatever is to be communicated communicates itself without the distortion of passing through the reporter. This is why Facebook is simultaneously working on artificial intelligence systems that recognize all the elements in an image. In this way objects—particularly if the automated image is generated quasi-unconsciously—can present themselves while bypassing the subject. It is certainly not surprising when this loss of self-observation—as observation by the self—is presented by Zuckerberg as a gain in experience and communication. The automatization of the report and the expulsion of the subject from self-narration are the logical consequences of the transparency doctrine: Human beings, consciously and unconsciously, always want to conceal something; only machines have an objective interest in knowledge.26
The real-life precursor of the future Oculus automatism is the increasingly popular app Snapchat. However reliable the promise may be that the images sent via this app disappear a few seconds after they are viewed, it has already contributed significantly to a shift of communication toward the nonverbal realm of image sharing. For many users of Snapchat, the guarantee that the snapshots will self-delete is less important than the possibility of engaging in visual communication that is as spontaneous and banal as possible. Instead of saying what you are doing and how you feel, you send a snapshot. The descriptive-communication model of language gives way to the indicative model of images; the individual perspective on things is reduced to an effect of the camera. With corresponding image-recognition software, it is possible to analyze billions of situations while bypassing their actors and reporters. As long as the images are not also erased from the back end of the interface (which is what we should assume), this method of communication represents a goldmine for data collectors, which may explain why the two founders of Snapchat did not sell their app to Facebook in 2014, although they were offered three billion dollars for it, but went public in 2017 for $29 billion.
The irony in all of this is that an application that started out as a means of protecting the private sphere is helping impose the transparency doctrine, in the sense of the self-reporting of objects and events. It is equally ironic that although the snapshots of the most recent twenty-four hours are collected under the title “My Story,” this “history” is less available to the person who created them than it is to the system. By evening, committed Snapchatters scarcely know any more what they have photographed and shared during the day. What they do recall is merely the pattern that guides their actions in each case: The “pre-gym selfie” is followed by “ready for the gym” and “in the gym” pictures and then by “after running 5 miles” and “post-gym food.” To the extent that Snapchatting replaces texting—not to mention diary writing—it means not just the disappearance of the images but also the evaporation of the person’s own history. Now only the algorithms at the back end know better—and anyone who has access to them.27
As silly and banal as the results of the “Thank You” collages and Narrative Clip may be at present, however innocent an app like Snapchat may seem at the moment, we are experiencing the beginning of something that in a few years may fundamentally change our narrative self-understanding. The tendency is toward an automatic immediacy of reporting, which is actionistic and simultaneously postactive. As with “news as it happens,” events are recorded the moment they occur, and, as with instant journalism, the lack of distance of this type of autobiographical “writing” bars the path to a reflective view of things. Today, there are undoubtedly more people filling in a Facebook page or a diary app with data about their life than there once were people writing in a diary. But the quality of self-observation on social networks is significantly different from that of diary writing. Subsequent reflection is replaced by spontaneous reports, mostly oriented to externally imposed questions and criteria. The famous self-discovery of the diary writer moves away from reflective exploration and turns into the question of how the individual fits into a prescribed pattern of recommendations and expectations—assuming the report is not automatic anyway and hence completely removed from consciousness.
The contradiction and active opposition between the database and narrative models of information processing were already subjects of discussion fifteen years ago. At that time, the database version was seen as the form of self- and world perception that was most adequate for our era.28 That the structure and orientation of the database are equally determined by cultural assumptions can already be illustrated, in an odd way, by Facebook’s questions about life experiences, where the rubric “weight loss” is not accompanied by a parallel rubric “weight gain,” and the question is asked “with whom” (one lost weight) but not “for whom” or “against whom.” Self-tracking apps show similar oddities. It is evident that categorizations have a decisive influence on how reality is perceived and are therefore neither epistemologically nor politically innocent. “Categorization is a powerful semantic and political intervention: what the categories are, what belongs in a category, and who decides how to implement these categories in practice, are all powerful assertions about how things are and are supposed to be.”29 But the “narrative pollution” of the database changes nothing about the fact that in the twenty-first century this explanatory model is becoming ever more central to our perception of ourselves and our world. Facebook is an example of this tendency not only because it prefers to tabulate the results of questionnaires and blocks narrative forms of presentation at the front end of the interface. The algorithm at the back end that decides whether status updates from our friends appear in our newsfeed also prefers photos, videos, and links, rather than textual entries, which are less compatible with databases.
The key question is what problem the move to databases is designed to answer. The Russian-American media theoretician Lev Manovich throws three names and slogans into the ring: the death of God (Nietzsche), the end of grand narratives (Lyotard), and the arrival of the World Wide Web (Tim Berners-Lee). The world, he argues, appears as an endless unstructured collection of images, texts, and information; hence it is only logical for us to model it as a database.30 Manovich actually fails to provide the underlying reasoning that would support his thesis, but his list clearly indicates that the database is to be seen not merely as a consequence of technological inventions (the web) but also as the result of cultural development (end of grand narratives). We may certainly see the database as the overthrow of postmodernism’s relativist model of knowledge or as the victory of quantitative certainties over narrative, theoretical, or ideological constructions. More paradoxically, in a formulation that harks back to the origin of the concepts: The database is the return of narrative as number.
This supposition is supported by the recognizable effort to break information down into calculable units, something that, as the example of nanopublications illustrates, can take verbal as well as numerical form.31 The shift from narrative to numbers is even more evident in forms of contemporary self-knowledge such as the Quantified Self movement, whose slogan “Self-Knowledge Through Numbers” shows an unmistakable mistrust of narrative self-observation. Self-tracking, or “scanning,” has also been viewed as an extension of confession or psychoanalysis and as another form of “egotistical cultural practices” that humans invent in order to discover their “true self.”32 This, however, would be to deny the difference between a process of self-observation through scanning and one that is reflective, or, more pointedly, to confound the self-exploration of an athlete with that of Augustine. It would be equally problematic to see the Quantified Self movement as an expression of the “care of the self” that Foucault, in the early 1980s, discussed as the ancient Greeks’ art of living and recommended to his contemporaries under the rubric of an “aesthetics of existence.” The objective of this care and this aesthetics was a self-conscious and self-determined life under the sign of a person’s own needs and values. The care was directed equally toward body and soul, whereby exercising the body also always serves to care for the soul: “as physiotherapy that in truth is psychotherapy.”33
The primarily physical self-optimization of the Quantified Self movement turns Western culture’s hostility toward the body into hostility toward the mind and spirit when it allows the commandment “Know thyself” (once an inscription on the Temple of Delphi and later the main ambition of self-exploratory seminars and trips in the 1970s) to degenerate into an obsession with self-measurement. Corresponding apps and social networks provide the necessary technologies for collective control of jogging and pulse rates or of movement, sleep, and eating behaviors. One of the movement’s heroes is Nicholas Felton, whose “Annual Reports,” appearing on the internet since 2005, present important data from his life with statistical exactitude and a pleasing design that indicates how often he took a subway, taxi, bus, airplane, ferry, or ski lift; how often he visited a museum or the gym; and how many books he read, with how many pages. Felton is an extreme symbol of the shift from reflective narrative (about the themes of books or the experiences had on the trips) to detailed numbers (calculations of pages read and miles driven or flown), for which Felton employs the concept “numerical narratives.”34
The self-knowledge favored here is based on numerical values and correlations that, while they must ultimately also be interpreted, are nevertheless—at least this is what the self-trackers assume—more reliable than self-description. “It is possible that the data-mapped, virtual self offers a more accurate picture of who we really are than the subjective stories we tell,” one observer holds, suggesting we should befriend the “encountered” alter-ego: “We can learn to love the data-mapped self that reveals our real behaviours, in all their complex, contradictory, hypocritical glory.” If this encounter is described not as alienation but as the consolidation, using physical means, of a psychically destabilized ego—“In self-tracking, we are literally trying to keep track of the body, to rephysicalize it, in an adaptive reaction to the ungrounding of the self in contemporary life”—then the assumption that objective data is reliable is also simultaneously revealed as a method for managing anxiety during times of rapid changes and increasing uncertainty.35 The obsession with data becomes an ersatz action that the individual expects will provide a new source of orientation. The identity crisis that results from the loss of narrative forms and formats (and, above all, from the lack of trust in them) is managed by a methodical change in the epistemological model from words to numbers. Against the reintegration of the individual in narrative wholes, the self-trackers bet on self-assertion through self-quantification, with the idea they can thus avoid being implicated in any grand narratives other than that of the number itself.36
Naturally, the methodical point of departure for numerical self-knowledge is also culturally determined. The practice of self-measurement is coherent with the general social trend, as an adequate control mechanism in the era of digital media. Therefore, the self-quantifiers’ so-called body hack is not an act of rebellion against a governmental or economic system but an attack on their own body in order to create more data about it and put that data at the disposal of scientific but ultimately also governmental and economic interests. To avoid conspiracy theory foreshortenings, both of the motivating factors behind this control-friendly hacking should be recognized. On the one hand, there is naturally an interest “from above” in the biometric datafication of the subject, not least because this data can be applied to the post-Fordist labor process, under the euphemism of gamification, as an imperative both for the collective struggle to get ahead and for individual self-optimization. On the other hand, however, there is also an interest “from below” in technologies of self-tracking that make it possible to realize traditional values, such as healthy nourishment and physical exercise, with the help of external methods of measurement and motivational assistance. Thus, the datafication of the subject, like her “wiring” into the “internet of things,” is a phenomenon that belongs to the cultural logic of modernity. It is not generally enforced against the individual’s will and is also not always contrary to her interests.
The turn to numbers is, admittedly, only perfect once the instruments of measurement are directly connected to the body of the subject, bypassing her awareness. Only the automatic collection of data protects it from being manipulated. The examples that have been cited are “frictionless sharing” on Facebook and the objective snapshots of Narrative Clip. Additional forms of machine-generated self-representation include the Foursquare app Swarm, introduced in 2014, which offers a “Neighborhood Sharing” function to automate the “Check-in” that communicates a person’s location to the social network. Then there is the app SpreadSheets, which automatically records data on sexual activity, using an accelerometer and a microphone (its predecessor Bedpost required entering this information by hand).37 The two apps exemplify the trend to document individual behavior based on data provided by the user’s body. Cultural content, as expressed in words, is negated by the nature of the body, which offers information about itself via technologies of digital measurement that bypass consciousness. Thus we produce traces that are unavailable to us personally, even if we did, at one point, turn the mechanism on and were conscious of our actions in each concrete situation. But in the end, it is the algorithm that can provide information about what places we visited three years ago, what we did a year ago on this or that day, or which status updates we “liked” a month ago. It is the algorithm that knows what we are up to, to the extent that knowing means knowing about the external data that our life yields.
POSTHUMAN SELF-DESCRIPTION
Jean-François Lyotard problematized grand narratives long before the internet and databases had become symptoms of cultural change. Accordingly, Lyotard’s reception, at first, did not include references to the new media, although it did focus on the work’s philosophical and narratological implications. Thus, the German-Korean philosopher Byung-Chul Han characterizes Lyotard’s accentuation of the that (something occurs) rather than the what (occurs) as a “turn towards being”: “In the age characterized by narration and history, being retreats into the background in favour of meaning. But when meaning retreats in the course of de-narrativization, being announces itself.” The “dissolution of the narrative chain” frees perception from the “chains of narration”, that is, narrative coercion, to events in the proper sense of the term. The event—contradicting Gatterer’s bon mot of 1767—remains the event even when it is not part of any (narrative) system.38
In the context of the narrative theory of meaning, which Han represents, the moment that has been freed from the fetters of narrative possesses “profoundness of being” but no “profound meaning”: “its profoundness only concerns the pure presence of the There. The moment does not re-present … The There is all it contains.” This pure presence, this phatic communication with no aim other than itself, is precisely the problem for Han. Against Lyotard’s opinion that the “end of narrative time” makes it possible to come close to the “mystery of being,” Han argues for the “nihilistic dimension” of such a perspective: “The decay of the temporal continuum renders existence radically fragile. The soul is constantly exposed to the danger of death and the terror of nothingness, because the event which wrests it from death lacks all duration.”39 Modern humans’ experience of time, Han continues, is a “rugged, discontinuous event-time”: fullness without direction. We are constantly starting over, channel-hopping through “life possibilities,” precisely because we are no longer able to carry a possibility through to the end: “The time of a life is no longer structured by sections, completions, thresholds and transitions. Instead, there is a rush from one present to the next.”
The finding can be expanded phylogenetically, as the problem not only of the individual but of humanity as a whole: “The end of history atomizes time into point-time … history gives way to information. The latter does not possess any narrative width or breadth.” Precisely because information is a phenomenon of “atomized time” or “point-time,” it must strive all the more hysterically to fill the voids between these points, which can no longer be experienced as part of a narrative line. Thus, perception is always supplied with new or drastic materials. Atomized time permits no contemplative lingering. Not knowing where we are going leads to a narrative stasis, which is camouflaged with a flood of events and which, with Heidegger, could be disqualified as an absence of dwelling (Aufenthaltslosigkeit) in a meaning-deprived, sped-up sequence of mere happenings: We are channel-surfing ourselves through the world. Since the death of God, humans naturally no longer redeem themselves from the lack of dwelling in earthly existence by means of cosmological experience, for example by living toward the fulfillment of divine time. Yet at the same time, since the “end of history” has also rendered world-changing heroism impotent, humans are no more heroes of time than the monks in the Annals of St. Gall once were. Time, fragmented into its individual moments, is no more, now, than what must be experienced or, depending on one’s perspective, endured.40
For Han, distracted busyness is no more a solution to the crisis of existence than was Lyotard’s existential profundity. Han turns back to Heidegger’s construction of contemplative lingering and votes for a “return-to-self”: “The end of narrative, the end of history, does not need to bring about a temporal emptiness. Rather, it opens up the possibility of a life-time that can do without theology and teleology, but which possesses a scent of its own. But this presupposes a revitalization of the vita contemplativa.”41
Han’s construction repeats a figure of thought that is found not only in Heidegger but also in Kracauer, who, at the time of the publication of Heidegger’s Being and Time, was writing about “metaphysical suffering from the lack of a higher meaning in the world, a suffering due to an existence in empty space.”42 For Kracauer, there were three kinds of alternatives to the “cult of distraction” that emerged as a reaction to metaphysical homelessness: principled skeptics (also called “intellectual desperados”), “short-circuit people” (who fled “headlong” into a new belief), and “those who wait” (and who tried to achieve a “relation to the absolute” by means of a “hesitant openness, albeit of a sort that is difficult to explain”).
Kracauer did not specify what “those who wait” were aiming at with their “hesitant openness.” But elsewhere he made clear that their stance was preceded by a refusal of distraction and a willingness to be bored: “The world makes sure that one does not find oneself. And even if one perhaps isn’t interested in it, the world itself is much too interesting for one to find the peace and quiet necessary to be as thoroughly bored with the world as it ultimately deserves.”43 Kracauer’s early critique of the quality of being “interesting,” which, long before Facebook, was evidently presenting and imposing itself as something that it really was not, is worth noting. His suggestion of a way to fight back prefigures Picard’s praise of quiet and implies abstinence from the media: “But what if one refuses to allow oneself to be chased away? Then boredom becomes the only proper occupation, since it provides a kind of guarantee that one is, so to speak, still in control of one’s own existence.” Kracauer’s mandate refers to the passage from Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra, with which Han also concludes the German edition of his book, in which Zarathustra criticizes all those “to whom rough labour is dear, and the rapid, new, and strange”: “If ye believed more in life, then would ye devote yourselves less to the momentary. But for waiting, ye have not enough of capacity in you—nor even for idling!”44
The world to which Han and Kracauer recommend waiting and laziness as the royal road to contemplation has become unfamiliar with phylogenetic stories that could have offered an ontogenetic foothold. Postmodern man no longer experiences himself as part of a social project. He is not a pilgrim on the “path of progress” toward himself and the deeper meaning of life; he is a tourist who doesn’t want to be determined by the past or constrained by the future, a “flexible” man with a “situational identity” who “lives at the vanishing point of individualization and acceleration” and has forfeited the “claim to (diachronic) continuity and (synchronous) coherence.” He lives under the “impression of racing stasis: things change, but they do not develop.”45 This is the more recent summary of the postmodern subject’s loss of narrative that Bauman similarly observed twenty years earlier: “The overall result is the fragmentation of time into episodes, each one cut from its past and from its future, each one self-enclosed and self-contained.”46
What is decried here as the loss of a narrative home for the self, other commentators celebrate as the lightness of a “thin subject”—a radically ephemeral self that not only exists separately from its lived experiences but essentially also vanishes along with the event that has just been experienced, and reappears with the next one. This perspective undermines the theory of psychological and ethical narrativity according to which humans only experience their life when they tell it to others and themselves, allowing them to develop a responsible personality. It also challenges the model of the diachronic self, which emerges experientially in the coming together of past, present, and future, by positing an episodic type, which always lives in and understands itself exclusively in relation to the present: “One has little or no sense that the self that one is was there in the (further) past and will be there in the future, although one is perfectly well aware that one has long-term continuity considered as a whole human being.” This does not mean that the episodic type lives without any memory of the past. But the memory occurs without any narrative passion. Yesterday is unreflectively present in today the way the past rehearsals of a musician are present in an actual performance.47
The critique of the identity concept of “ethical-historical-characterological developmental unity,” which in a sense transfers the modern concept of development to the individual, puts paid to Heidegger’s assertion that episodic personalities are necessarily “inauthentic” in their experience of temporal existence: “But I think that the Episodic life is one normal, non-pathological form of life for human beings.” The proposal that is developed in response—of a life lived in the moment—is troubling to all those who, with the help of traditional criteria like identity, authenticity, or coherence, seek to describe a society in which other values (hybridity, change, momentariness) have long since come to determine the actions and self-understanding of individuals. It opens a positive perspective on the “presentism” of the (post)modern subject, on life in the now in the context of mobile media and social networks, and it resists the model of psychoanalysis (which provides the foundation for the ethical-narration thesis), according to which moral growth happens through reflection that simultaneously entails the overcoming of the narcissistic id by the social ego. Thus, not least of all, the construction of an episodic identity relativizes the critique of digital media’s antinarrative dispositif.48
In a 2014 essay, the French grandmaster of autobiographical research Philippe Lejeune bemoans the decline of autobiographical identity in the era of acceleration and predicts coming forms of autobiographical writing on social media that will be incoherent, hypertextual, and multimedial.49 Autobiography on Facebook is, in fact, incoherent, hypertextual, and multimedial. It is simultaneously posthuman, on all three levels of possible authorship: users, network, and algorithms. The sovereignty of the autobiographer is already fundamentally compromised when, following the “authority of the form,” users adhere to the value assumptions and standardizations on lists of questions and categories. It is further weakened by the montage that is created when a person’s own status updates are combined with the comments and status updates of friends. It is utterly lost when the algorithm becomes a “ghostwriter” with plans of its own.50
Naturally, Facebook is not the first to challenge the sovereignty of the autobiographer. The discourse of postmodernism already introduced external entities as the actual actants and affirmed the “death,” or disappearance, of the author, since the ego is not the sovereign source of its feelings and thoughts but merely the point of intersection of its discourses. In both postmodernism and posthumanism, the subject lacks agency and self-determination. Yet we should not overlook the different natures of the heteronomy at work here. In the postmodern context, the subject’s competitors for sovereignty are human actors (relatives, acquaintances, shapers of discourse present and the past), while in the posthuman context the competitors of the subject are technological: algorithms. While postmodern autobiography is determined (or “distorted”) by the internalized perspectives of the culture to which a person belongs, in the case of posthuman autobiography “alien authors” (the network and algorithms) take over the writing, which then occurs outside the consciousness of the subject. Unlike the posthuman subject, which transfers its role as an autonomous actor to software whose decisions it cannot control, the postmodern subject, despite its heteronomy, maintains authority over its actions and identifies with the perspectives that are presented to it to the extent that it adopts them. The difference is the internalization of the heteronomy in writing (postmodern), as opposed to the outsourcing of the writing itself to heteronomous sources (posthuman).
Rather than making a premature claim of continuity, we must therefore emphasize the new quality of the subject’s disempowerment, which is now a disempowerment of rather than by culture. The dethronement of the autobiographical subject (as narrator) by the algorithmic narrator is simultaneously a “liberation” of the autobiographical subject (as narrated) from cultural heteronomy. For the algorithmic narrator operates independently of the predetermined assumptions of cultural value that are inevitably manifested in the reports of human narrators. It is true, as software studies emphasize, that codes and protocols are, in principle, culturally determined, but the example of the Foursquare app Swarm sheds light on the difference at stake here: While the human narrator will skip the “Check-in” at certain points because he finds it unimportant or discrediting, the automatic place identifier ascribes no values and allows no concealment—unless, of course, the user has programmed it to do so. The “algorithmic auto/biography” that comes into being in the posthuman mode of writing is the “blackboxing of the self.”51
This autonomatism, it must be said, is liberation only if the report’s precision and accuracy are valued more highly than the activity of making a report, in other words, if the performative act of narrating (with its practice of reflection, necessarily accompanied, as it is, by distortion) is factored out in favor of greater objectivity. The discussion of narrative psychology pointed to the problematic nature of this approach and emphasized the necessity of narration as a praxis of linguistic and analytic competencies. This praxis, too, should be further explored and problematized as a form of heteronomy of the subject—a process of disciplining enforced by means of cultural expectations that are to be fulfilled. The more negative the resulting judgment turns out to be, in this respect, the more readily some people will welcome posthuman narration. This response has been prepared, in turn, by the critique of narration as a form of world and self-representation.
Parallel to the death of the sovereign author, around the middle of the twentieth century narration began to be accused of betrayal. A coherent story, it was claimed, creates the illusion of order and reduces reality to pure logic. This insight, injected into the literature of French existentialism (Camus’s The Stranger, Sartre’s Nausea), was radicalized by the noveau roman, which fragmented reality and made it appear incoherent. Impelled by similar concerns, Marxist and poststructuralist writers criticized the conservative character of the genre of autobiography as the false appearance of an individually determined, coherent, and meaningful life. In this situation, when narrative incoherence, discrepancy, and confusion are promoted as being more true to life, the development of historiography, as it was described at the beginning of this chapter, makes another about-face. Where it had previously evolved from an accumulation of facts lacking perspective into a causal concatenation of events, historiography now turns back again, as narratives cease to be understood as “actual, inner” truth, the way Wilhelm von Humboldt had seen them, and now appear to be nothing but “euphoria” and the creation of “serenity” through order.52
In light of this critique of the illusion of coherence, posthuman practices of narration on social media can also be understood as a radicalization of postmodern poetics. The author—in postmodern thought still identifiable as an enunciating web of quotations from innumerable cultural sites—is further reduced until it becomes a merely mixing web of experienced events, composed of data administered by mechanical narrators. If the portrait that emerges in this fashion is experienced as an alien self, this, in turn, recalls postmodern concepts of identity that conceive the encounter with one’s “own foreigner” as fostering the disintegration of the self in a way that encourages tolerance. The disempowerment of the self on Facebook—initially problematized as a loss of narrative engagement, then relativized by the rehabilitation of the episodic type of identity—ultimately appears as rescuing the self from narration’s techniques of self-deception through the use of “unimpeachable” methods of data collection. This “human” aspect of the posthuman will continue to occupy us in the following chapter, as we turn to the negative aspects of narrativity for individual and collective identity formation.53
Let us, for the moment—less as a conclusion than as a prognosis—keep in mind the three-step evolution leading up to the posthuman narration of the self: (1) from words to numbers, when description is replaced by statistical information, as demonstrated by the example of the Quantified Self movement; (2) from mechanical to automatic processes, when the inputs are no longer consciously entered by the subject but are involuntarily provided by the body or, as in the case of Snapchat, emerge spontaneously and more or less unconsciously; (3) from option to duty, when the creation and analysis of data is no longer initiated by the person who produces it but is forcibly imposed or secretly undertaken by employers, insurance companies, or government agencies.
Let us also keep in mind the challenge that the episodic identity type, as confirmed by many contemporary observers, poses for the narrative self-understanding of previous generations. In Douglas Coupland’s 1991 novel Generation X, one of the main characters says, “it isn’t healthy to live life as a succession of isolated little cool moments. ‘Either our lives become stories, or there’s just no way to get through them.’ ”54 What Generation X still cared deeply about—giving life, which at the time already seemed like an aimless collection of insignificant events, meaningful coherence—may have forfeited all relevance for Generation Y, the “Facebook generation.” A dispassionate review must ask what the consequences are likely to be when the narrative wholeness of life disappears, history degenerates into mere information, and existence becomes nothing but the rush from one present to the next. The question is how the loss of individual and collective storytelling changes the way not just individual people but humanity as a whole deals with the past and the future and with others. It is a question about the political consequences of episodic identity.
It is not enough, then, to set idle chatter in opposition to the authenticity of the spoken word, understood as being replete with meaning. On the contrary, it is necessary to discern the conversation (and sustaining) of being-with as such within chatter.
—Jean-Luc Nancy, Being Singular Plural, 1996
Never before has an age been so informed about itself, if being informed means having an image of objects that resembles them in a photographic sense.” What sounds like a commentary on our ubiquitous production and reception of images is actually Siegfried Kracauer’s description of what he observed in 1927, when, as he noted, the world seemed to have taken on a “photographic face” and strove “to be completely reducible to the spatial continuum that yields to snapshots.” Almost immediately, the doubt that comes through in his “if being informed” clause leads Kracauer to the opposite conclusion:
Never before has a period known so little about itself. In the hands of the ruling society, the invention of illustrated magazines is one of the most powerful means of organizing a strike against cognition. Even the colorful arrangement of the images contributes to the successful implementation of the strike. The juxtaposition of these images systematically excludes the contextual framework that discloses itself to consciousness.
Kracauer’s doubt does not derive from the fact that images in illustrated magazines absorb the reader’s attention in a glamorous fantasy world, as suggested by the photograph of the film diva that Kracauer invokes at the beginning of the essay. The source of the problem precedes that distortion. It is located in the medium itself, based on the fact that “in photography the spatial appearance of an object is its meaning,” whereas, on the contrary, “in the artwork the meaning of the object takes on spatial appearance.” Hence: “the two spatial appearances—the ‘natural’ one and that of the object permeated by cognition—are not identical.”1
Along with the questions raised here about photography as a medium, a new one arises: Who decides the meaning of things? Is it humans or the things themselves? To perceive things at the level of their evidence, Kracauer argues, means to be prevented from gaining access to their truth. Baudrillard, later on, will frame this constellation even more sharply as the decision between the “philosophy of the subject” and the “anti-philosophy of the object.”2 Photography is a “means of organizing a strike against cognition” not only as a result of the intentional distortion of reality that happens in posed photos, where (viewed from the perspective of media theory rather than ideology critique) “the meaning of the object takes on spatial appearance,” as in a painting. This is the kind of meaning the film industry, following its logic, would like to create for the diva, for example. But alongside the cognitive distortion that is carried out via the medium, there is a second cognitive betrayal that derives directly from the medium itself: the suppression of any subjective perspective by the camera’s own vision, which reduces “truth” to the “naked” appearance of things in space. With the (apparent) self-presentation of the objects, the human observer finds herself operating at the level of reality rather than at the level of attitudes toward it. Whereas, in the latter case, attitudes are open to a claim of meaningfulness and truth that potentially permits contradiction, any such contest is superfluous at the level of reality, thanks to its evidential character. The result is “a society that has succumbed to mute nature that has no meaning.”3
The mute society Kracauer imagines is Facebook society, and its Kracauer is Bernard Stiegler, who describes the falling silent of society as attention deficit disorder and infantilization. The digital media already advance this process with their technological dispositif (multitasking, interaction, hyperlinks). The change is accompanied by a shift from deep attention to hyperattention, which, as “hyperstimulation” and “hyperactivity,” is associated with additional attentiveness only in the sense of a nonreflective “wakefulness.”4 Stiegler reads this psychogenetic mutation in terms of a theory of power, as a hollowing out of the type of reasoning necessary for every democracy. His cultural pessimism is as unvarnished as critical theory’s analysis of mass culture once was, and it has been described as an extension of Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann analysis to our entire culture. Stiegler’s references for his critique of the present are the emancipatory imperative of the Enlightenment and the ethic of responsibility of the environmental movement. At the core of his critique is the “short-termism” that Stiegler views as embodied in consumerist economics and neoliberal finance capitalism, as “disinvestment” in the future and the establishment of a “society of carelessness.” This “short-termism” amounts to the victory of the hedonistic Lovell over the visionary Faust, through which, in Stiegler’s view, if nothing changes the world will be destroyed.5
The epistemological core of Stiegler’s critique is what he calls “cognitive and affective proletarianization”: the outsourcing of cognitive and affective matters to technologies and the downgrading of knowledge to information and of experience to knowhow. When Stiegler problematizes the uncoded memory of recording media such as videorecorders and computers because—unlike description—they do not actively involve the sender in creating the entity that becomes the bearer of the memory, this links him to Kracauer’s media-ontological discussion of photography and hence also to the photography-related view of Facebook society that is offered in this volume. Uncoded memory corresponds both to objects’ “spatial appearance,” in Kracauer, and to the automatic and automaticized entries on Facebook and visual communication via Snapchat. Stiegler’s answer to this loss of cognition is the psycho-technique of writing, as a process of “textualization” that, in describing, analyzing, and resynthesizing the objects under consideration, confers on them a “rational materiality.” But the development of social networks, as exemplified by Zuckerberg’s “frictionless sharing” and Snapchat’s forgettable snapshot communication, points in the opposite direction—toward a visual and indexical materiality that bypasses processes of rationalization. In everyday communication, this shift from thought to materiality is expressed in the move from summarizing to citing, for example when a video or text is no longer explained or summarized to a conversation partner but merely held out for that person to see on a smartphone.6
The popular counterpart to Stiegler is Nicholas Carr, who, in his 2010 book The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brain, described the internet as an ecosystem of distraction technologies leading to a “switch from reading to power browsing.”7 This, he claimed, renders human action superficial because the surface of the medium, with its link structure, multitasking, and network, works against any deepening of concentration. What other internet researchers and brain scientists praise as stimulation of the brain and as a mode leading to more intensive work is for Carr, along with the brain researcher Maryanne Wolf (to whom Stiegler also refers), merely a gain in sensory nimbleness that comes at the cost of cognitive acuity. Working online, Carr writes, “requires constant mental coordination and decision making, distracting the brain from the work of interpreting text or other information.… We revert to being ‘mere decoders of information.’ ” He fears that the loss of deep reading and deep thinking will also result in a loss of memory, because the objects no longer enjoy sufficient attention to be able to be transferred, via synapse creation, from the hippocampus to the cortex, from short- to long-term memory.
There are four possible reactions to the cultural pessimism of this conclusion. The simplest is agreement. We may argue over how real the danger that has been identified already is and to what extent the interactive culture of digital media aggravates it. But those who join in the warning are on the safe side. How could we not regret the loss of concentrated reading? Who would be ready to declare publicly that we can do without complex thinking?
A second response is to doubt the conclusions arrived at by Carr, Stiegler, and others and to respond to the theory that all this makes us dumber with the theory that, on the contrary, it is all actually producing heightened intelligence. Admittedly, this cultural-optimistic view of the digital media usually rests on a discrete category shift from mental profundity to presence of mind. Claims that the use of digital media leads to more efficient processing of information and greater competency in problem solving harness neuroscientific research to glorify computer games, power browsing, and multitasking as good ways to keep the brain young and active. Whether this argument holds or not, it does not exactly undo the charge that the new media are turning us into mere decoders of information and encouraging a kind of unreflective wakefulness.8
The third response is to relativize the cultural-pessimistic finding by hoping that where there is danger, rescue is near—a rescue that can occasionally be found in the very media that are the source of the danger. This is also, in a certain sense, Stiegler’s position when he anticipates that the participation culture of digital media will lead to the replacement of the global “mercantile production of memory” with a new era of transindividual memory. The considerations laid out in chapters 1 and 2 cast doubt on this notion. For one thing, the present, precisely thanks to the participatory networks, is no longer really being experienced but merely being transposed so that it becomes a more or less uncoded reception of phatic communication. For another, self-description on social networks is more likely to encourage the episodic model of perception, which lives only in the moment, than the narrative model that serves reflection.9
The fourth reaction, finally, is the most problematic: agreement with the conclusion but without the usual negative evaluation. This position does not question the superficiality or antinarrative effects of Facebook but wonders whether this really entails a loss. It defends the episodic model of identity by citing the costs of narrativity—enforced coherence and pressure to respect causality, along with necessarily distorting selection processes—while simultaneously invoking concerns that are more far-reaching than anything mentioned above, such as the construction of ideological systems, cultural identities, and collective memories. In all these areas, namely, narrativity is employed in distinctly problematic ways, reaching from the exclusion and segregation of others to the heteronomy of individuals in thrall to preformed collective memory. Admittedly, once the value of narrative has been called into question, the negative value associated with its endangerment is also up for discussion. New cultural techniques such as hyperattention, episodic identity, and phatic communication begin to seem less like a danger or loss, and the threat posed by such potential future phenomena as a community based on superficiality or the culture of forgetting are no longer necessarily perceived as negative.
The intellectual adventure of the fourth reaction lies in the challenge of uncovering the negative consequences of an essentially positive phenomenon and, vice versa, the positive aspects of a process that is essentially negative. The decisive question is: To what extent are cultural narration and collective memory in conflict with the cosmopolitanism of the Enlightenment and the contemporary debate over human rights? This broader perspective necessarily widens the scope of the previous investigation. We need to inquire, first, into the second aspect of the concept of “Facebook society” before taking another look at Facebook itself as a potential space for the practice of “groundless” togetherness. The starting point is hyperlinks, which are frequently seen, nowadays, as a source of evil but which for many people were once the central point of reference for critical thinking.
SYSTEMS THINKING AND HYPERLINKS
Hyperlinks are the mechanical incarnation of “point-time” and its fractured temporality. The permanent reiteration of arrival and departure that they encourage occupies the opposite end of the spectrum from the principle of continuity, coherence, and contemplation. Some historical distance was required before a critique of hyperlinks began to emerge. When they were new, because they undermined hierarchies and created alternatives, hyperlinks were enthusiastically welcomed as a practice of postmodern theory. Hypertext was celebrated as the “death of the author”—now readers could codetermine the structure of the text! Enthusiasts praised hypertext’s structure of networking, reconfiguring, and relativizing, its ability to open up closed texts, as encouraging a constructivist, rather than an objectivist, perceptual perspective. There were those who even foresaw a revolutionary turn toward irony and skepticism.10
Twenty-five years later, this nimbus has vanished. Once touted in academic circles as a symbol of critical thinking, hyperlinks are now more likely to symbolize the attack on deep, concentrated reading, as it is constantly interrupted by necessary navigational decisions and the ever-beckoning exit to other communication contexts. The hyperlink has become an antihero—unless we consider it in connection with a thought model that comes from the middle of the last century.
In January 2010, the Times (London) likened continuous navigation among different websites to the behavior of a fox. The comparison is based not on the Mozilla browser icon Firefox, which shows a fox embracing the globe, but on the philosopher Isaiah Berlin’s essay “The Hedgehog and the Fox,” which was written in 1952 and put forward different thought models for the two animals. While people who resemble the hedgehog “relate everything to a single central vision, one system, less or more coherent or articulate, in terms of which they understand, think and feel,” foxes pursue contradictory aims and
lead lives, perform acts and entertain ideas that are centrifugal rather than centripetal; their thought is scattered or diffused, moving on many levels, seizing upon the essence of a vast variety of experiences and objects for what they are in themselves, without, consciously or unconsciously, seeking to fit them into, or exclude them from, any one unchanging, all-embracing, sometimes self-contradictory and incomplete, at times fanatical, unitary inner vision.11
In experience and thought, the fox is the episodic type, who doesn’t combine different elements into a greater whole but lets them be in their individual distinctiveness. It is the relationship model for Facebook society, since the internet (according to the Times, fifty-five years after Berlin) has turned us all into foxes: “We browse and scavenge thoughts and influences, picking up what we want, discarding the rest, collecting, linking, hunting and gathering our information, social life and entertainment.”
Following Berlin, a newly positive value is ascribed to hyperattention in political terms, as well. According to the Times, hedgehog thinking is fundamentalist, while the fox’s method of thinking threatens totalitarian ideologies; this explains why “the regimes in China and Iran are so afraid of the internet.” The conclusion may be a bit hasty—totalitarian regimes don’t only fear the lack of ideology; they also fear ideologies that oppose theirs—and it is quickly abandoned. But the starting point corresponds quite well to the media-theoretical assumption that new media change not only the way knowledge is presented and distributed but also the way we treat it more generally. Thus, the printing press, by providing identical, paginated, and relatively affordable editions, made possible an intensive scientific discussion that was not confined to religious topics. And, thus, the internet, with its democratic, grassroots-created, and hypertextually structured publications, encourages knowledge creation “from below,” along with a mode of thinking that is searching and nomadic rather than lingering and deepening. Does this mean the internet does away with ideological rigidity? Despite all the criticism it has received, could power browsing, as the material realization of foxlike knowledge management, be not the decline and fall but instead a progressive evolution of culture?
The first step in finding the answer must be to note that, for Berlin, the fox was the better of the two models. The world, Berlin thought, is a place of manifold perspectives and contradictory ideas about value, contradictions that cannot be resolved within an orderly system such as the monist Marxism he was criticizing. A person who stubbornly conceives the world from a single perspective will want to convert others to the same worldview, conceivably also using means that go beyond verbal exchange. Foxes, it can be assumed, are more comfortable with irreconcilable views and values and therefore better prepared than hedgehogs for the underlying conflicts of global, multicultural societies. Yet foxes, too, if they don’t want everything to come to naught, must also pull things together in some fashion. The model for this is wit, which one of the most famous German foxes, long before the advent of the internet, placed at the center of his aesthetic and pedagogical theory.
The Frankish poet and cosmopolitan Jean Paul12 was infamous around 1800 for “grotesquely combining things which have no real connection with each other.”13 Jean Paul elevated the criticisms of his work by the systems philosopher Hegel (whom Berlin counted among the hedgehogs) to the level of a program: connecting disparate things. And also: breaking up things that were connected. This can be seen not only stylistically, in Jean Paul’s poetics of interruption and digression, but also substantively, in his vehement critique of the construction of systems. In the name of a single dominant idea, systems of thought—here Jean Paul’s view resembled Berlin’s—boycott everything that doesn’t fit in with this idea. “Finally, a guild of systematizers becomes unable to understand anything (except its lingua franca), including, it follows, every opinion.” This was the basis for Jean Paul’s advice not to wrap oneself in a specific theoretical construct but to be at home in all and none of them: “Defend your higher poetic freedom against the despotism of every system by studying all systems.”14
Jean Paul’s critique of system making was just as grounded in a philosophy of language as postmodernism is. It also had political consequences, for example when Jean Paul, during the Napoleonic occupation of Germany by France, did not take sides with either the Bonapartists or the nationalists.15 In his Levana, or the Doctrine of Education, Jean Paul devoted a whole chapter to this critique, under the title “Development of Wit.”16 It referred not to punning but to a kind of mental open-mindedness toward things that are outwardly heterogeneous, for wit is the “disguised priest who copulates every pair” by revealing the sameness hidden beneath diversity and distance. Unlike acumen, which takes the reader by the hand and leads her from Alpha to Omega, sequentially and step by step, wit does not give access to its workings but presents the result as a surprise all the more effective for being unexpected. The “soul” of wit, in Jean Paul’s formulation, is its brevity. Its “aha” effect is often an intuitive insight whose trustworthiness must be put to the test by carefully retracing the steps that were omitted. It is for this very reason, because wit as an intellectual practice is an exercise more of thought than of memory, that educating children in wit is so central to Jean Paul’s pedagogy.17
A particular form of this pedagogy of wit is “learned wit,” which makes reference to everything—“all customs, eras, knowledge”—and thus brings different social and geographical circles of knowledge together so as to include, for example, scholars of religion and law, residents of big cities and small towns, trainees and businesspeople. The purpose of bringing all these circles together is profoundly political: “Namely in the end the earth must become one country, humanity one people.” Thus, wit, which, whether “learned” or “coupling,” can be likened to the concentric circles of Stoic cosmopolitanism, becomes the central tool of a pedagogical and political utopia. It serves an informational model that transmits knowledge across all borders and beyond all expectations. It is the “little brother” of printing, for books, as Jean Paul noted, also create “a universal republic, a club of nations or a Society of Jesus in the more beautiful sense or human society.”18
An obituary for Jean Paul described him as having been far ahead of his contemporaries and pictured him waiting at the gate to the twentieth century, “until his laggard people catches up with him.” Since then, Jean Paul researchers have been debating his (post)modernity. The 250th anniversary of his birth, in 2013, found him as out of touch with the times as he had been when he was alive. But when it comes to new media, the conclusion should actually be rather different. Hasn’t encyclopedic cosmopolitanism taken concrete form in the “Cosmopedia,” as the utopia of knowledge society on the internet, which transcends all national borders? Hasn’t systems critique become a daily practice, in the form of power browsing? Doesn’t the “development of wit” occur in a continuous encounter with hyperlinks? Before we answer these questions, we should explore some related issues more deeply, and so we turn to a German philosopher who may not have been among the “laggards” but who in a certain sense was nevertheless among those who couldn’t quite catch up with Jean Paul.19
In 1851, Arthur Schopenhauer, in his notes on thinking for oneself (Selbstdenken), warned against reading too much, because in the continuing encounter with foreign thoughts the mind does not get around to any formulating of its own:
To think with one’s own head is always to aim at developing a coherent whole—a system, even though it be not a strictly complete one; and nothing hinders this so much as too strong a current of others’ thoughts, such as comes of continual reading. These thoughts, springing every one of them from different minds, belonging to different systems, and tinged with different colors, never of themselves flow into an intellectual whole; they never form a unity of knowledge, or insight, or conviction; but, rather, fill the head with a Babylonian confusion of tongues.
Accordingly, the possibility of achieving a coherent system of thought is inversely proportional to the number of influences on its ideas. The critique is directed avant la lettre at the foxes’ desire to be in many places at the same time. Schopenhauer contrasts “minds which are full of mere antiquarian lore; where shreds of music, as it were, in every key, mingle confusedly, and no fundamental note is heard at all” with those thinkers who, like Berlin’s hedgehog, are “strong enough … to master [knowledge], to assimilate and incorporate it with the system of [their] thoughts, and so to make it fit in with the organic unity of [their] insight, like the bass in an organ, [which] always dominates everything, and is never drowned by other tones.”20
The warning about a Babylonian confusion of languages in Schopenhauer’s notes on thinking for oneself was by no means original. At the end of the eighteenth century, Johann Gottfried Herder had already been complaining that, in the “printed Babel” of the world of books, the ideas of all the nations were flowing together and that “innumerable competing foreign thoughts” were endangering the peaceful development of the individual’s own ideas. Herder’s conclusion in the 1790s shows that information overload was recognized as a problem long before the dawn of the information society:
And if, every day, only ten daily newspapers and journals fly at you, and in every one only five voices resound in your direction; where, in the end, do you have your head? Where do you have time left for your own reflection and for conducting business? Evidently our printed literature is invested in completely confusing the poor human spirit and robbing it of all sobriety, strength, and time for quiet and noble self-cultivation.21
Jean Paul also reported that “the book-pollen flying everywhere brings the disadvantage that no people can any longer produce a bed of flowers true and unspotted with foreign colours.” But at the same time, the system critic, lover of wit, and conjurer of a universal republic of books also saw in all this an advantage, namely in the promise that “through the Ecumenic Council of the book-world, the spirit of a provincial assembly can no longer slavishly enchain its people” and that “the citizen of the world … under the supervision of the universal republic, will not sink into the citizen of an injurious state.”22
At first glance, Jean Paul’s and Schopenhauer’s perspectives both seem plausible for the diagnosis of Facebook society. For one thing, the internet, even more than book publishing, undermines the sovereignty of every nation-state when it comes to controlling information. For another, modern knowledge management via search engine, copy-and-paste, and hyper-reading nostalgically recalls Schopenhauer’s reminder that an insight a person “could have found … all ready to hand quite complete in a book and spared himself the trouble … is a hundred times more valuable if he has acquired it by thinking it out for himself” because “it is only when we gain our knowledge in this way that it enters as an integral part, a living member into the whole system of our thought.”23 After the revolution in reading that took place around 1800, the history of media, except for the early years of radio, seems to have gone against the hedgehog. “Radio, television and newspapers,” observed the Italian philosopher Gianni Vattimo at the end of the twentieth century, have become “elements of a general explosion and proliferation of Weltanschauungen” that render “any unilinear view of the world and history impossible.”24
Since then, the internet has increased the number of voices even further, and it would thus appear that the media, in their development, are putting into practice the very slogans advanced by postmodern philosophy: difference and pluralism. In media society, “the ideal of emancipation modeled on lucid self-consciousness, on the perfect knowledge of one who knows how things stand,” begins to be replaced by the ideal of an emancipation based, in principle, “on oscillation and plurality and, ultimately, on the erosion of the ‘reality principle.’ ”25 Self-skepticism as emancipation, plurality in place of unshakeable conviction—Vattimo’s statement clearly puts him closer to Jean Paul than to Schopenhauer. So, is Schopenhauer untimely, and Jean Paul, with his wit, as up to date as Isaiah Berlin with his fox? Does the internet, with its mash-up of the most divergent things, operate in the sense of Jean Paul? Of Berlin? Or Vattimo?
Initially, links may seem like a technical updating of Jean’s Paul’s wit. But on further investigation, also taking into account the hyperactivity they create, links are revealed as something closer to its demise. Links do not operate like priests or couplers, bringing apparently diverse things together; instead, they operate as duplicators of themselves, busily and noncommittally linking to other links that, in turn, lead to even more links. In multitasking and power browsing, links are subjected to the treatment Jean Paul’s wit received at the hands of its female readers: “If they happen upon scholarly wit, they don’t cry out rudely, or complain of being disturbed, but rather read on quietly and—the more easily to forgive and forget—do not even want to know what was actually meant.” In the era of hypertext and hyperattention, this so-called light reading of “womenfolk”—a “girlish gaze,” it is called elsewhere—is the new norm. A link that does not offer up its content to intuitive understanding leads not to a search for the deeper context but to “turning the page.” Nor does it come to an indictment, as Jean Paul imagines, in the form of a court battle of readers against his digressive turn of thought, for an indictment of things that are incomprehensible would necessarily assume readers who would go to the trouble of understanding.26
The ironic tone of forbearance in Jean Paul’s quoted remark on female reading habits becomes more imploring elsewhere: “The flood of books dries up, leaving only a couple of husks, floods your memory once again, and after this ebb and flood there remains in your soul not a single watered plant, but a wet, sandy desert.” This is how Jean Paul describes the dementia-like effects of reading too much too quickly. To counteract this, he recommends not Schopenhauer’s readerly diet but a second and third reading of the text. Jean Paul’s answer was excerpting and indexing. He filled notebooks upon notebooks with curiosities and created indices to provide an overview, in a process that anticipated databases. In this way, he created order in multiplicity—an order, however, that, like databases, does not shy away from the reorganization that necessarily always awaits the person who harvests multiple, diverse fruits of reading far from the comfortable cultural circles of home.
Jean Paul’s image of the wet, sandy desert describes the condition of Facebook society more accurately than Berlin’s fox. The sandy desert symbolizes the loss of deep reading and deep thinking, for the likes and shares of the hyperactive seek neither to excerpt nor to recombine things but merely to get rid of them. Could this also be the contemporary continuation of the emancipation ideal that, according to Vattimo, characterizes the mass media? Is the sandy desert the expression of radical oscillation and plurality—so radical that nothing that runs through the fingers during the leap from link to link can still manage to take root? Is it, perhaps, just these wet, sandy deserts of people’s memory in which the future of the world is growing? The extent to which this question is justified will become apparent in the course of reflecting on the antipluralist aspect of collective memory. Before that, however, it is necessary to shed some light on how memory works and on the capacity of the internet to function as memory, an inquiry that will take us even further back in history, before Berlin, Schopenhauer, and Jean Paul.
MEDIA MEMORY
Once upon a time, the Egyptian god Thoth wanted to give King Thamus the gift of writing. The king refused, arguing that if people could write everything down they would forget how to remember. This is what is written in Plato’s Phaedrus, which gives a very early explanation of the relationship between memory and forgetting, couched in terms of contemporary media development. The invention of writing is the first caesura in the interrelationship of media and memory, for, with it, memory was no longer tied to individuals who remembered, and storage was no longer a matter of oral transmission. Whereas in oral cultures rhapsodists and priests determined how the past was remembered, written transmission strengthened the position of the past within the present. For when words become separated from the speaker, the dead can also join in the conversation.
This, it is true, can happen only in conformity with the requirements of the living. Written material is always picked up and communicated by actual individuals in concrete situations. If the past is externally stored, more can be retained than any one person can convey to another or would wish to. This is why research on memory distinguishes between storage memory and functional memory. The data that are needed—to use an analogy with computers—are fetched from the depths of society’s hard drive (past tradition) and transferred to its random access memory, or RAM (present communication). Society’s spokespersons and discourse leaders determine which data are required and permit only those things to rise up to the collective memory of the present that correspond to the politically desired version of the past. Undesirable memory material does not form part of the desired tradition and is suppressed, until, under the leadership of new spokespersons, its hour comes. For an important part of strategic remembering (for example, acts of nation founding and their heroes) is strategic forgetting (for example, the violent deeds that may be associated with the events in question). While storage memory—the archive—contains what can be said, functional memory determines what is said.27
The selective mobilization of stored material transforms the “passionless archive” into an “emphatic site of memory” that can be used to create collective meaning.28 In the context of the present discussion, a media-theoretical parallel can be drawn. Namely, the archive of storage memory relates to the functional memory of things currently being recalled the way photography is related to painting. While photography takes in whatever happens to be in front of the camera lens, painting records only what happened (somehow) to be (in some sense) in the consciousness of the painter (and hence was important to him). Thus, for Kracauer, photography’s inventory-like quality—as “barren self-presentation of spatial and temporal elements”—corresponds to historicism, which was related by Nietzsche to the third, “antiquarian” type of relationship to the past: a “blind mania for collecting,” pedantic and passionless, that salvages the past for its own sake, while “monumental” and “critical” relationships to the past both treat the latter as being, respectively, emphatically either positive or negative.29
Historicism’s passionless mania for collecting corresponds to the archivist’s passion for preserving things, with an emphasis on their registration. The ideal archivist, typically, is not interested in a meaning-creating history in which diverse data assume the role of evidence. Archivists are not storytellers—out of respect for the material. Narrative takes place outside the archive, in the media, in schools and universities, on monuments and days of commemoration. The emphatic memory sites of a nation are the sites of “exosocialization” that serve to construct and communicate national identity through the corresponding creation of historical events and national myths. This is where the national biography is written. Like autobiographical narratives, it provides orientation in the present by retroactively constructing the meaning of the past.30
Even if archivists are more like “photographers” than “storytellers,” the archive is not a photograph of the world. It cannot store everything that happens in the world, and it is no less determined by its choice of specific perspectives toward the world than photography is. Unless, that is, the world itself is taking place in an archive. Increasingly, this is precisely the case.
The most recent caesura in the interrelationship of media and memory is the internet, which, with its social networks, invites people, on the one hand, to communicate their private information, while its search engines make it possible, on the other hand, to open up the archive that is created in this way—at least to the extent that everything happens this side of the dark net. Since, in principle, everything that exists in digital form is archived and can be accessed, the internet signifies the end of forgetting. There is still a life outside the internet, but on the internet there is (almost) no life left outside the archive. If photography was “the general inventory of a nature that cannot be further reduced,”31 then the internet is the general inventory of digitally represented society. The internet of things, which lets our cars, items of clothing, refrigerator, coffee machine, radio, heating system, lights, etc., talk to one another, expands the terrain invaded by inventory by transforming even the objects of daily life into small, powerfully effective archives that all tend toward the creation of one gigantic central archive. The internet—not in the way it is used but in its content—restores to the archive the innocence it had lost, at least since Michel Foucault’s critical works on the archaeology of knowledge and the genealogy of power. The foreseeable future is the archiving of the entirety of existence, complete with all its everyday and less history-worthy details—a kind of 1:1 map that, unlike the 1:1 map in Jorge Luis Borges’s story “On Exactitude in Science” or, before that, in Lewis Carroll’s novel Sylvie and Bruno, is actually quite useful thanks to search engines and algorithms.
With the internet, and especially since the Web 2.0, the problem is no longer to be found in the lack of capacity to remember but rather in the disappearing possibility to forget.32 However much we may like to live in the moment (or, in our eagerness to communicate, may in fact not even properly experience it), and however little we may experience ourselves as part of a history (a history that makes some kind of sense and has something in mind for us), technically every Now becomes an unlost past. Every casual communication on social networks continues to be stored somewhere and fills the data pool from which sociologists, marketing specialists, and secret services look forward to deeper knowledge of society.
The increased storage function of the internet should not be seen only in relation to these new technical possibilities, however. It is fundamentally the technological radicalization of a social trend that was already diagnosed for the 1980s: a massively expanding mania for archiving, accompanied by an explosion of discourse on memory. While the twentieth century began with visions of the future that, after the socialist revolution in Russia, contributed to a fear-inducing realpolitik, it ended with an obsession with the past. The fact that the temporal focus has shifted “from present futures to present pasts” can be explained by the loss of hope in the future but also by a vanishing familiarity with the present, as the acceleration of social processes leads to a “shortened stay in the present” and as the end of grand narratives contributes to a “culture of memory.”33
The culture of memory and the cult of archiving may spring from the same causes, but when it comes to their goals, they are not only different but quite contradictory. While discourses of memory aim at a narrative (re)ordering of the past—brought about, among other things, by the round-number anniversaries, during the 1980s, of events that occurred under National Socialism as well as by feminist and postcolonial critiques of previous images of the past—the obsession with the archive sidesteps narrative order in its turn toward the facts as such. As the French historian Pierre Nora describes the situation: “Memory has been wholly absorbed by its meticulous reconstitution. Its new responsibility is to record; delegating to the archive the duty of remembering.” The construction of history gives way to the archiving of history, while “the emphatic site of memory” is replaced by the “passionless archive,” which remains neutral in terms of content and the impulse to remember.34
The shift from the narrative structuring of events to their indifferent registration recalls Jean Paul’s “wet, sandy desert” where unprocessed information lies fallow. At the same time, the “outsourcing” of the unremembered past to the archive reenacts the previously discussed shift from long-term experience (Erfahrung), as meaning-conferring interpretation, to short-term experience (Erlebnis), as distanced information, inasmuch as, once again, the individual fails to make the perception fully “her own.” The basis for this shift is the gradual suppression, in the course of media development, of the “Aufschreibesystem” (notation system) writing, which, as a mode of description, is inevitably subjective and meaning conferring, and its replacement by recording techniques like photography and (video)recording, with their objective registration. The mechanical reproduction of reality, which became a mass phenomenon with the availability of inexpensive cameras at the end of the nineteenth century, expanded audiovisually during the twentieth century. In the twenty-first century, thanks to digital media, it took a further qualitative leap in terms of its reach, extent, and analytical possibilities. The “self-musealization per video recorder” in the 1980s now appears to have been the modest prelude to the twenty-first century’s permanent and automatic self-archiving on personal websites, social networks, and diverse self-tracking apps. This self-representation aims, as was demonstrated in chapter 2, less at narrative self-understanding than at the creation of an archive of the self in the mode of recording.35
Having established the distinction between archiving of the past and memory of the past, we can now give the statement that with the internet the possibility of forgetting is shrinking a sharper dialectical focus. The internet is the end of forgetting, to the extent that it potentially archives everything, but at the same time it is also the end of memory, to the extent that the unlost past is no longer a formed past at all. The stored information lacks the structure of narration and the perspective of the storyteller. The internet is not “memory in an emphatic sense,” which would keep the past meaningfully present; it is a “radical presence (or latency) of data in storage.” This is why it is seen by some not as an intensification but rather as a “withdrawal” of (cultural) memory: “The World Wide Web, as an apparently navigable archive, claims memory, but practices its opposite: amnemic [sic] rituals of cybernetics.” The internet, through its ideology of “contentism,” basically creates “digital amnesia.” It is—the distinction is crucial here—not a memory that has processed experience but merely an archive that has deposited information.36 What does this mean?
When remembering—rather than forgetting—is declared to be a void on the internet, the concern is not with its archival subfunction from the perspective of a materially oriented media theory. Naturally, access to stored material depends on the present availability of past storage techniques. The format of the bearers of saved material itself becomes something worth saving, as everyone who, in 2017, tries to open a Windows 98 file or load a .gif file from a floppy disk knows. Digital media have a “memory Darwinism” at their core, according to which only things that are continuously utilized (and thus constantly demonstrate their significance) remain in storage (when it is updated to the contemporary format). The problem here is not the obsolescence of soft- and hardware but the insecure status of the medium itself, starting from the fact that every individual who has or can obtain access to the server is able to manipulate the stored material. While analog writing on solid surfaces enables the presence of the dead in the discourse of the living, digital writing on the internet allows the present to secure a place in the discourse of the past. More decisive than possible human intervention into the archival material, however, is the media-specific response of the archive to the individual who is accessing it.
The unreliability of the internet as memory is inherent in its paradoxical nature as an individualized mass medium. In the context of our current discussion, this is less a matter of the possibility for potentially all individuals to address themselves to potentially all other individuals than it is a matter of the customization of the content, in each case, for the specific user by means of cookies, browsing histories, login data, and other forms of identification. While conventional media—books, newspapers, radio—provide all recipients with the same news, the internet adapts the news to the recipient. Processing is personalization, as anyone knows who, for example, compares the results of a given search with the results obtained by a different person who poses the same question at a different place and time. In the course of this “mass customization,” the search engine produces “memories that have admittedly never been thought before and are merely the product of the context-related commands of the user.”37
The dynamically produced information already represents a turning away from collective memory, for it addresses the individual not as part of a group but in her particularity. The questions an individual asks of society’s memory—Where do I come from? Where do I belong? Who are we?—are preceded by the trace-following algorithm: Who is this user? What websites has she previously visited? When the individual becomes the pretext and context for shaping the information provided, her specificity determines the current presentation of collective memory rather than the materials of collective memory affording the context for the individual. Cookies are the negation of collective memory inasmuch as they gather data on an individual rather than a collective basis and distribute information (including collective memory) on that same basis. In this case, the individual’s behavior does elicit the information, but it does so unconsciously and only via computer-generated surveillance.38
The technical disposition of the digital media is not only detrimental to collective memory by virtue of the individualizing function that cookies perform. Hypertext, as a technology of necessarily individual text montage, already poses a challenge to collective memory. For as soon as the elements of a text can be mounted in varying ways, the principle of invariance and replicability, as the fundamental model for memory, is endangered. Whereas writing, as a technique, replicated reality in ways that were more standardized than the previous oral tradition, hypertext leaves it once again open to individual variation. Basically, this trend toward individualization is a tendency that is already embedded in computer functionality, since the computer is a machine with no set determination, which can be utilized for the most diverse purposes—as an adding machine, typewriter, reading tool, television, or supermarket—and always operates in interaction with its environment. Thus, when it comes to information transfer, the computer also provides a user-oriented selection process incorporating heterogeneous components in which cookies, hypertext, search engines, and dynamically constructed websites are both the means and the result. Since the Gutenberg galaxy, collective memory has lived on in individual objects that serve as their bearers (printed books) while varying with the individually specific mixture of these objects based on an individual person’s reading. Now, in the era of digital media, the provision of the material of memory to the entities that serve as its bearers (individual computer screens) is already variable.
* * *
Memory, to sum up, is shaped both by specific social forces that determine the content of the archives and also by the media employed for this purpose, which bring specific techniques of remembering with them. The past is not a construction that is only cultural. It is also media dependent, and media are not neutral bearers and conveyors of the content of memory—they also shape the modalities of remembering. Whereas writing secures the material of memory against the variability and loss entailed by personal reproduction in an oral culture, and printed books multiply the reliable replication of the past, photography and video, with their optically unconscious fidelity to detail, also recall what was not perceived in the past. The internet, finally, potentially archives everything that is presented on it. To the extent that this archiving occurs without selection by experts or intentionally appointed persons, it can be understood as a democratization of the archive. To the extent that it is all-embracing, in a certain respect it signifies the end of forgetting.
The cost of this end of forgetting is the relinquishment of recollection. Memory and recollection are meaning-creating (narrative) processes for structuring archival material. The selection processes they use are constitutive of (collective) memory and are binding for their addressees. This very practice of collective remembering is undermined by the technical dispositif of the internet: by hypertext, process dependency, and personalization. The internet is not detrimental to collective memory because it would be unable to secure the archiving of the material. On the contrary, the deterritorialized, participatory nature of the internet even makes possible new forms of recollection while simultaneously rendering potentially repressed memories globally accessible. However, these new possibilities of collective remembering only exist within a technological framework that is detrimental to collective recollection because the processing of the material, for the reasons previously mentioned, must necessarily be unstable. At the concrete level of the content of a static website, this may not be noticeable, but at the general level of information accessibility on the internet, we have to say: “The digital engineering of collective memory is no longer a function of social filters but of programming.” The canon of collective knowledge, which has traditionally been passed down indiscriminately to the members of a cultural or national community via sites of exosocialization, is now dissolving into the computer-generated personalization of knowledge.39
The uncertain future of collective memory, though, appears less threatening in view of the problematic consequences entailed by this type of memory. Collective memory, as the orientation and construction of meaning, is always also a normative straightjacket that contains readymade conceptions of value and predispositions to action while more or less unforgivingly pursuing deviance. To put it pointedly: “To claim the right to memory is, at bottom, to call for justice. In the effects it has had, however, it has often become a call to murder.”40 In this context, a “culture of forgetting” could seem attractive. Let us take a closer look at the negative sides of collective memory and of the cultural narration connected to it, paying attention both to the relationship between memory and narration and to the relationship between identity and cosmopolitanism. In this exploration, the new media will retreat into the background for awhile, only to return in the final section of the chapter, where Facebook is presented as the site of a global community bereft of memory, narration, and identity.41
NARRATION AND ENFORCED COLLECTIVITY
The critique of the paradigm of narration began, in chapter 2, with the defense of the episodic personality type against its narrative corollary, the turn of postmodern poetics against the illusion of coherence, and the view of automated biography as a protection against techniques of narrative self-deception. Now, it is necessary to complement this perspective, drawn from literature and autobiography, by looking at its political dimension, in light of the fact that narrative self-perception always takes place in a realm influenced by cultural and social symbolic systems. These symbolic systems overlie individual perception and narrations of reality and inevitably lead to discrimination, exclusion, and distortions that favor a coherent identity and perfect identification. The accusations made against cultural narration and collective memory are essentially three: perceptual distortion, enforced coherence, and heteronomy.
Heteronomy comes into play when success in life is bound up with the success of an individual’s narrative as a meaningful, goal-directed story that conceives the I as part of an other-directed project: as the child of specific parents, the citizen of a specific city, the member of a specific professional grouping, clan, tribe, or nation. “Identity, like memory, is a kind of duty” is how Nora puts it, continuing: “I am asked to become what I am: a Corsican, a Jew, a worker, an Algerian, a Black. It is at this level of obligation that the decisive tie is formed between memory and social identity.”42 The little history of the individual is subordinated to the big history of the collective and is determined by the latter’s culture and memory. Doubt about the ethical force of narrative is thus expanded to encompass a critique of the narrative form of self-observation as a means of social discipline—as the instrumentalization of the Now under the sign of a future projected forward by the past of others. The alternative is to be found, accordingly, not in a counternarrative but in narrationless snapshots. This points us back to Facebook’s episodic status updates.
Even before stories and their relational content, the heteronomy, or other-directedness, that narration imposes on the individual begins at a formal level, with the requirement of coherence. The “seamlessness” expected of narration suppresses the breaks and contradictions of individual life histories and identity concepts and may thus obscure the truth precisely in the interest of presenting a formally anchored illusion. Narration is then not only not the better form of self-understanding but possibly even the worse one. As Judith Butler puts it in Giving an Account of Oneself, “if we require that someone … be a coherent autobiographer, we may be preferring the seamlessness of the story to something we might tentatively call the truth of the person.” The ultimate consequence of this perspective is a suspicion that ethical responsibility may lie precisely in the “non-narrativizable exposure that establishes my singularity.”43
Both of the points made by this critique—the content-related one of narration’s goal-directedness and the formal one of its coherence—need to be discussed not only in the context of individual identity formation but, more broadly, at the level of culture(s). Cultural “metanarratives,” to employ Lyotard’s concept, are also continuously constructing coherence and suppressing alternate perspectives. Individuals are compelled (or may themselves seek) to evaluate actions and interactions from an external narrative and to perceive their “daily narratives” only as elements in a “unified narrative”:
There are second-order narratives entailing a certain normative attitude toward accounts of first-order deeds. What we call “culture” is the horizon formed by these evaluative stances, through which the infinite chain of space-time sequences is demarcated into “good” and “bad,” “holy” and “profane,” “pure” and “impure.” Cultures are formed through binaries because human beings live in an evaluative universe.
The goal is to homogenize difference, in the illusion of a secure identity that is then advanced in opposition to other cultural identities. Moral and political autonomy—this is where the political weight of the critique of narration is to be found—exist only through the possibility of acting outside the framework of the cultural narrative, including the option of bringing opposing narratives and loyalties together as one.44
The tension between “first-order deeds” and “second-order narratives” is comparable to the tension between event and narrative in historiography and also to that between archives and memory in the discourse on recollection. The difference, in each case, is one of ownership. As an event, the phenomenon belongs to all; as an element in a narration, to those who are telling the story. “Memory is life, borne by living societies founded in its name,” Nora writes, while history “belongs to everyone and to no one, whence its claim to universal authority.”45 The contradiction behind this tension between event and narration, individual and culture, is ultimately that between universalism and particularism, in which something unbound and unique (an event, an individual) winds up closer to the universal than to the particular. This perspective moves our theme nearer to politics and the discussion of universal human rights as a corrective to standards of cultural identity. A productive starting point for this reflection is the Enlightenment’s debate on cosmopolitanism, which followed the debate on the Babylonian confusion of languages considered earlier in this chapter.
A symptomatic example of the discussion of universalism and nature versus culture and the nation is found in the Freemason conversations Ernst und Falk, written by Gotthold Ephraim Lessing in 1778. On the subject of world citizens, Lessing noted:
If a German meets a Frenchman at present, or a Frenchman an Englishman, or vice versa, then it is no longer a mere man meeting a mere man, who by virtue of their identical nature will be attracted one to the other; but a particular kind of man meets a particular kind of man, who are conscious of their different tendency, which makes them cold, reserved, suspicious of each other, even before they have the slightest dealings with one another for their individual selves.
The mere human being who is addressed here, the human being per se, is the human being beyond cultural memory and social-political reality, as opposed to the concrete human being within a social context. The unavoidable cultural identity of humans, as Ernst and Falk ultimately also agree, seems to be an anticosmopolitan fact of life.46
The utopia of universalism barely survived the end of the eighteenth century, and the nineteenth century became a century of nationalism. In Germany, this also took the form of a theory of education: Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s Addresses to the German Nation. Fichte’s addresses, in contradiction to Jean Paul’s treatise on education only a few years previously, by no means call for the exercise of wit or for systems critique. Instead, they call for “creation of that supersensuous world order in which nothing becomes, and which never has become, but which simply is forever.”47 It is the revocation of Jean Paul’s (post)modernism of in-betweenness and becoming. Education, in the nineteenth century, had become a place for training people to be German, French, or English. As a site of exosocialization, the education system shapes collective memory. This is where national narratives are passed on and put to the test; it is where the nation is created as a narrative. In the twentieth century, nation-states, which had assured themselves of their own identity by means of exclusion, carried out two devastating world wars. In the twenty-first, the human rights movement is salvaging the utopia of universalism that was entertained by the Enlightenment and is carrying it forward as “a new universal language” for strengthening the “unbounded universal ‘we’ ” of humanity against the “bounded ‘we’ ” of nations and cultures.48
If, around 1800, the line of conflict was drawn between universalism and nationalism, now it falls between human rights and multiculturalism. While multiculturalism strengthens the untouchability of the given culture, universalism emphasizes the rights of the individual over those of the group. This position rests on central characteristics of the Enlightenment, modernism, and postmodernism that can by no means be assumed or required of numerous other cultures. Therefore, according to a justified objection, the conviction that individual rights rank above collective goals is nothing but “a particularism masquerading as the universal”:
For mainstream Islam, there is no question of separating politics and religion the way we have come to expect in Western liberal society. Liberalism is not a possible meeting ground for all cultures, but is the political expression of one range of cultures, and quite incompatible with other ranges.49
In other words, the mere human being that the liberal, culturally indifferent perspective aims at is always already a particular kind of—liberal—human being. The expression of this contradiction is not confined to tensions with Islamic fundamentalism or disagreement over the freedom to publish caricatures.
The defense of universal human rights against the pluralism of multiculturalism is absolutely necessary as a protection for individuals, including women, against their cultures’ repressive requirements of conformity. At the same time, the affirmation of universal values is not unproblematic, because, in a turn away from the postmodern position of inescapable difference, it assumes absolute rights outside of concrete contexts for action or understanding and thus restores the belief in eternal values.50 Whatever position one takes in this debate, it is evident that the liberation of the individual is, at the same time, an attack on the collective memory of the culture to which the individual “belongs,” or into which she is born, and which now functionalizes her life as a part of its “project.” The possibility of absolutely disarticulating these things must be considered doubtful, for the individual only becomes a subject through language, and it is through language that the subject is simultaneously addressed and constituted. There is no articulation of the self by which a subject could escape this prehistory of a “we.” In Butler’s pointed formulation: “I always arrive too late at myself.”51
Nevertheless, we can only conclude that the more individual and impervious to the influence of collective narration the subject understands herself to be, and the more she expresses this, the closer she moves to the position of the human being as such. This human being as such should, however, not be conceived as empty and abstract but also, simultaneously, as such a one, possessing her incomparable individuality (or mix of identifications), which transcends any cultural or national categorization (German or English, Muslim or Christian). In this sense, the human rights debate operates on a level both above and below collective identities, with the goal, if not of dissolving, then at least of upending the hierarchy: First, a human being is a human being as such (per se and for herself) and only then such a one, that is, part of (and in the service of) a community. This change in emphasis implies another—critical, skeptical—look at the authority of the cultural narratives the person has grown up with. It leads, as Lessing, once again, made clear, to conflict with the fathers.
In his play Nathan the Wise, Lessing makes no distinction among Christians, Jews, and Muslims but treats them all simply as human beings. With this, he offered up a more optimistic model of society than he had in Ernst und Falk, where the differences between Germans, French, and English appeared unbridgeable. The change may be a result of the altered perspective, for now Lessing is discussing the abstraction of humans from their concrete environment in terms of religion, not national and territorial identity, and is doing so in the form of a story, not a philosophical dialogue. It is a narrative, if you will, about the way postmodernity deals with old metanarratives.
The play takes place in twelfth-century Jerusalem, where Recha, the foster daughter of the Jew Nathan, is rescued from the flames of her burning house by a Christian Knight Templar. One day, the Muslim ruler Sultan Saladin, who needs money, asks the rich merchant Nathan to tell him which of the three great religions is best. Nathan answers with a parable about a father with a miraculous ring that he turns out, after his death, to have given to each of his three sons. The judge called in by the sons refuses to decide which ring is the genuine one and proposes a competition without a finish line, arguing that if the ring really makes its wearer beloved among men, the owner is probably the one who is loved by the most people. Since this question cannot be answered by the brothers alone, the judge orders the “children’s children’s children” of the parties to reappear before his bench in “a thousand thousand years” (3.7).
Nathan, with the ruse of Scheherazade, rescues himself from Saladin’s trick question by telling a story. But Saladin refuses to accept this flight into aesthetic fancy and presses for a clearer answer, whereupon Nathan explains the interrelationship among truth, memory, and cultural identity:
For do they not all ground on history?
That’s written or traditional? —And is
Not history the only thing which must
Be taken on good faith? —Or is it not so?
Well whose good faith then is it? Which the least
We doubt? Is it not that of our own people?
Not theirs? Whose blood we are? Not theirs, who from
Our infancy did prove to us their love?
Who ne’er deceived us, only, where to be
Deceived was the more wholesome thing to us?
How can I give less credit to our fathers
Than thou givest thine? Or on the contrary.…52
The commonly held view, in religious circles, that a person can only be truly tolerant if he is firmly convinced of his own belief is not one to which Lessing’s Nathan adheres. Instead, Nathan’s insight into the partisan and contingent nature of a person’s own convictions points forward to the skepticism and irony that postmodern philosophy will later recommend as the adequate perspective when it comes to questions of truth and falsehood. This postmodern position avant la lettre is a point of criticism that was leveled at Lessing again and again in the reception history of Nathan the Wise. People not only disliked the view that a human being is a human first and only then a Christian, a Jew, or a Moslem; the critics also disputed that Lessing
by tolerance had meant the democratic pluralism that today rules the academic as well as the political scene, that suspects every insistence on long-held truth of being dogmatism, and that promotes the free competition of different views within the community of citizens or of academics as the ideal.53
We should not be surprised when a critique of this sort ultimately suggests that the “multitude of contradictory opinions” resembles “a big collection of products,” which “appears for its own reasons and offers something for everyone.” In more recent theatrical productions, this critique becomes all the more obvious when Nathan, the merchant, appears in a designer suit, thus showing a lack of seriousness toward the expression of personal convictions and demonstrating that tolerating multiple opinions is symbolic of market logic and a consumerist model. The situation appears less clear if one views the relationship between consumerism and ideology in a way that transcends the usual explanations and understands the consumer model as a kind of “pragmatic cosmopolitanism” and as “global society’s immune system against the virus of fanatical religions.” At this point, if not sooner, the notion of tolerance butts up against its internal paradox, which actually consists not in elevating the human being as such over people such as they are but, instead, in using the model of consumption as a cure for the model of religious conviction.54
Lessing’s play ends in a “general embrace of all,” for Recha, the Knight Templar, and Saladin turn out to be siblings, and uncle and niece. Two figures are excluded from this embrace: Nathan himself and Dajah, Recha’s lady’s companion. While Nathan’s place at one side of the stage remains ambivalent (his efforts to make “all men brothers” having been radically subverted by the metaphor of actual blood relationships), Dajah’s exclusion (she does not appear at all in the final scene) is unambiguous. Dajah, as Lessing has Recha remark, is “one / Of those enthusiasts who think they know / The universal, only truthful path / That leads to God!”55 Dajah cannot accept Nathan’s imponderability clause on the evaluation of religions or, along with it, in today’s terms, the abstract, coldhearted, elitist, and imperialist tolerance model of cosmopolitanism. With her absolute strength of religious belief and “weaponized” identity, she represents the majority of people—not only in Lessing’s time.56
Our look at the psychological and political problematics of narrativity leads to the conclusion that there is a dual heteronomy of the subject, which consists, on the one hand, in narrative structure’s compulsion to be coherent and, on the other hand, in the readily available content of collective narrations that either offer themselves to the subject as a “home base” for its thoughts and actions or are imposed in the form of tradition. Human rights discourse, in contrast, treats the subject as outside any collective narrative or memory and hence as having recourse to Enlightenment ideas. To the extent that the concept of universal human rights is based on a narrative (the narrative of Western liberal individualism), the only solution that may—possibly—allow the individual to find the free space she requires is negotiating among the various different narratives. This negotiation, one can argue, is more successful the more unconsciously it takes place. The more the mixing of narratives is not just the normative telos of a theoretical concept but also the practical outgrowth of a concretely lived life, the more sustainably it appears to be anchored. Examples of this un- or semiconscious, “factual” cosmopolitanism are the “cosmopolitanism from below” found in multicultural metropolises and the “banal,” everyday cosmopolitanism that is an outgrowth of global economic, cultural, and communication networks.57
In an era of globalization, when the significance of the nation-state is shrinking and attention to the cosmopolitan aspects of everyday life seems to be a methodological prerequisite of any social analysis, it is only natural if the digital media also (and above all) play a central role. As the most advanced media, they fundamentally define the psychological configuration of the present. And if, as Jean Paul’s “universal republic” of books and Vattimo’s praise of pluralism in radio and television demonstrate, print and electronic media were already spaces for negotiating the universal, it would seem that the internet, operating beyond the control of nation-states, is advancing the mixing of we and they, here and there more powerfully than ever. This supposition is understandable in view of the medium’s superregional, intercultural networking possibilities but overhasty if it mistakes the potential for cosmopolitical information processing for its reality. For while national media are as cosmopolitan and multiperspectival as the self-understanding of the country and state in which they operate, the stateless internet is only as cosmopolitical and multiperspectival as its users. Without the oversight of democratic institutions, the individual filter bubble can shut out unwanted information and unpopular perspectives more effectively than ever before. In this process, the easier creation of homogeneous interest groups and the faster, more superficial mode of communication by no means result in increased sensitivity to the other, unfamiliar.58
The cosmopolitan impact of the internet very likely lies elsewhere and takes a different form—that of phatic communication on social media. This claim is easier to comprehend if we approach it more psychologically than politically and follow the approach taken by the communication theorist Vilém Flusser, who was born in Prague and emigrated to Brazil in 1940. In his characterization of patriotism, Flusser points to the etymological context of “habit” as “habitation,” as a dwelling in which individuals have made themselves at home and feel safe and secure. This perspective gives the usual characterization of patriotism as warmth and comfort, in contrast with the abstraction and coolness of cosmopolitanism, an information-theoretical valence that also has an aesthetic intent: “The noises that approach the dwelling are ugly, because they disturb the habitual. If one transforms them into information, they become beautiful, because they are then built into the dwelling.” Patriotism, which is often associated with passion and which in many instances is primarily pride and amour propre, is for Flusser the “symptom of an aesthetic sickness” that mistakenly understands what is familiar and comfortable as beauty. This metaphorical approach makes it possible to recognize the theme of difference and tolerance as a problem of information processing that transcends religious, national, cultural, and ideological specificity and to open up new ways of approaching it.59
The remarkable thing about Flusser’s perspective is his claim that noise that has been processed into information is automatically beautiful. This may appear intuitively plausible, since information says something, while mere noise eludes understanding. However, if we give the aesthetic perspective a semantic turn, it becomes clear that only noise that has been processed into a statement can take a position vis-à-vis other statements and, among other things, is potentially able to contradict them. Information is not only a gain in knowledge and a broadening of the capacity to assign value; it is also, potentially, an experience of difference that destabilizes habits of valuation. To borrow the language of the opening quotation in a way that also challenges it: At the level of the models of values and orientations that we experience as “at home,” disturbance of the habitual first takes concrete form when the cognitively foreign (the unknown) is recognized as normatively foreign (as a contradiction); in other words, when noise is transformed into information.60 Flusser’s overhasty talk about the beauty of information per se is only comprehensible in the context of the normative cosmopolitanism on which it is based, which bravely regards every gain in knowledge as enrichment, even when a person’s own system of thought is being called into question. Here, we have a communication utopia that recalls Jean Paul’s wit and Berlin’s fox and that conceives “dwelling”—homeland, identity—not statically, as being, but dynamically, as becoming. Consequentially, Flusser then also sees the real responsibility of humanness as being underway, in a nomadic removal from everything familiar. The migrant, whom the “loss of the original, dimly felt secret of homeland … has opened to the secret of being with others,” thus becomes its missionary, as the bearer of the “awakened consciousness of all those who have homes, and a harbinger of the future”: making a home in homelessness.61
Flusser’s communication utopia is an actualization of “elite cosmopolitanism,” which is set out as a noble goal, not lived as a banal practice. Still, the passage previously cited is central to the discussion that we need to have here, for it contains—let us provisionally assert—the catchword for the factual cosmopolitanism of Facebook society. Perhaps the basis of communication across borders lies not in negotiation but in an ignorance of opposing positions. Perhaps the mutual acceptance on social networks results from a connection that, in the phatic mode, never actually takes account of the other as Other. Perhaps the unreflecting cosmopolitanization on the internet consists precisely not in translating noise into information but in enjoying it as noise, or chatter. The proposal may appear absurd (and is not supported by Flusser’s communication theory), but in a certain sense it is the recipe for a philosophical theory that, in the final years of the twentieth century, asked us to think a communality that transcends cultural, religious, or political narratives and identities. With this theory in mind, and with reference to some of what was considered in chapter 2, we should now, after the discussion of the relationship among culture, narration, and identity, ask what the social networks’ model of phatic communication and episodic self-presentation contributes to an identity formation outside collective narratives. The answer, sensibly enough, begins with the question of the extent to which social networks themselves generate a cosmopolitan narration.
GROUNDLESS COMMUNITY
In 1997, under the title “Birth of a Digital Nation,” an article in the Californian technology magazine Wired described the emergence of a powerful new form of community on the internet: “young, educated, affluent … libertarian, materialistic, tolerant, rational, technologically adept, disconnected from conventional political organizations.” Tolerance is listed as one of the fundamental characteristics of these postpolitical and self-referential “citizens of the Digital Nation,” as the result of a generous indifference toward specific cultural values and individual forms of life:
They don’t merely embrace tolerance as an ideal; they are inherently tolerant. Theirs is the first generation for whom pluralism and diversity are neither controversial nor unusual. This group couldn’t care less whether families take the traditional form or have two moms or two dads.62
This notion of an “internet nation” was also entertained in more academic writing predicting that “the netizen might be the formative figure in a new kind of political relation, one that shares allegiance to the nation with allegiance to the internet and to the planetary political spaces it inaugurates.” The rationale behind this assumption was the well-established claim that a medium is not simply a tool but carries its own message, able to promote “deep cultural and social changes.”63 The assumption has survived into the present, as demonstrated by the ninth annual meeting of the Internet Governance Forum, in 2014, which held: “Clearly, the Internet provides the basis for a community with its own interests, an incipient identity, its own norms and modes of living together.”64 But is it still possible to hold on to the notion of a nation as media usage at a time when this nation cannot, by any means, still claim exclusive usage of the medium by a technical avant-garde? Can enthusiasm for a technology cover over differences of a religious, cultural, or political nature? Is the talk of the CEOs of Facebook, Twitter, Narrative Clip, and other platforms about “our community” anything more than rhetorical boosting of a business idea?
Reference to a shared currency of the digital community (bitcoin) isn’t sufficient to answer the question, and even a consolidated internet time, independent of local time zones, would not suffice as evidence that technology can create a feeling of community.65 Even a digital nation is not constituted by shared units of measurement but by shared values, behaviors, and information sources. These, then, will have to be sought (in a way that recalls the cosmopolitan approach) beyond the cultures of geographically and politically framed communities. In the case of cosmopolitanism, this abstraction gets caught up in the contradiction that the ideal of a universal human rights regime beyond specific cultures is by no means shared by all people. In the case of virtual communities, whose identity is considered no less “thin” than that of universalist communities, the questions arise: What communicative contents create the feeling of togetherness? In what does the narration of the “digital nation” consist, and what can be said about its memory?66
One of the theories about the internet goes as follows: “Where natural social collectives build connectivity out of memory, virtual communities build memory out of connectivity.” The conclusion sounds convincing for a “thick virtual community” such as the WELL, which Howard Rheingold described more than two decades ago in his book The Virtual Community.67 Today, too, it is possible that smaller, exclusive virtual communities, whose feeling of belonging is based on shared values, losses, and hopes, may still create a collective memory out of their connection on the internet. But it is doubtful whether the wealth of updates on Facebook shapes stories that can be retold in such a way as to create the collective memory of a “Facebook community.” Rather, we may suppose that the basis of the new feeling of community is to be found in phatic communication: beyond meaningful contents and points of reference, in the communication as such, which recalls nothing but its own doings. This amounts to a reformulation of the theory mentioned previously: Virtual communities create neither connectedness based on recollection nor recollection based on connectedness. Instead, they constitute themselves in the mode of shared forgetting.
Up to this point, the discussion suggests that we not think of forgetting as a lack but rather see the absence of concrete cultural definition as the possibility of a cosmopolitical opening. This proposal is by no means without precedent. A 2002 essay on Europe’s postmodern identity declared that the only way for the various peoples and cultures of the European Union to develop a common feeling of belonging was not via an emphasis on collective remembering but through a collective loss of memory that would aim to forget, together, the centuries of war and conflict of Europe’s peoples and nations.68 The proposal recalls notions of reconciliatory forgetting, which, in the interest of future harmony, helps cultures and nations surmount negative events in their past. However, as soon as it is a matter not of reconciliation between two ethnic or national identities but of the construction of a common identity, the question arises as to whether the “higher” feeling of belonging does not have to consign all the boundaries that arise out of cultural differences to forgetting. Or, to pose the question a bit differently: To what extent does the alternative to the different cultural identities and collective recollections lie in “cosmopolitical forgetting” rather than “global memory”? Can the “universal we” that is constituted in the human rights debate via the memory of horrific deeds (with the Holocaust, Hiroshima, and Rwanda serving as symbols of atrocities committed against humanity as such and thus relevant for each one of us) emerge from a void?69
Communication of lived experiences on mobile media and social networks was described in the first chapter as a kind of community that individuals constitute through their “techno-communicative activity with each other.” What is noteworthy about this conclusion is the understanding of this communication as an “advanced form of ‘dis-membering.’ ”70 “Dis-membering” refers to overwriting or “bleaching out” the individual past through the application of a universal written history, as was customary within the Cistercian order, where adult novices’ secular biographies were so imbricated with the biblical text universe that every memory of the former was automatically associated with passages from the latter, and an image drawn from court circles, for example, now also called up its spiritual counterpart. This “spiritualization of personal memory images” signifies a “conversion of private memories into memories of the community,” that is, not a loss of the memory but its bleaching out under the aegis of a new collective feeling.71 If we apply this concept in the context of social media, we should therefore ask about the “bleaching” and “spiritualization” that convert the personal into the communal. How might we think forgetting, or alternatively “bleaching,” in the context of a digital nation?
The answer takes us on a detour via the community model of Jean-Luc Nancy, who was already mentioned briefly as the author of a philosophical rationale for social networks in the sense of phatic communication and whom we will now consider in greater detail as a possible precursor to thinking about an identityless—and memory-free—community. Nancy’s philosophy is shaped by the insight that politically and culturally defined communities are characterized, in the best case, by individual heteronomy and boundedness toward external forces and that, in the worst case, they end in political terror, social violence, and nationalist aggression. His concept of community therefore inquires into the possibility of human beings who would transcend the perspectives and standpoints that distort humanity and aims at a concept of human beings that would be prior to culture: “Can we think an earth and a human such that they would be only what they are—nothing but earth and human—and such that they would be none of the various horizons often harbored under these names, none of the ‘perspectives’ or ‘views’ in view of which we have disfigured humans [les hommes] and driven them to despair?”72 Fundamentally, this is about human beings as such, the way the Enlightenment imagined them. Thus, for Nancy as well, the essence of community lies not in a common substance, as something that would be shared by everyone, as communion, but instead in the etymological obligation of the cum as being-with-others, a being together that does not presuppose a common being. “What this community has ‘lost’—the immanence and the intimacy of a communion—is lost only in the sense that such a ‘loss’ is constitutive of ‘community’ itself.” In other words, what is felt as a lack proves to be a gain, on which it is necessary to build.73
If community is thought prior to any definition of its content, hard and fast referents, or essential characteristics, then phatic communication ultimately also plays an important role. It sustains the conversation, the contact, the being-with, precisely by demanding nothing more than the gesture of conversation. Even “chatter” is evidence of the wish “to maintain oneself as ‘with’ and, as a consequence, to maintain something which, in itself, is not a stable and permanent substance, but rather a sharing and a crossing through.”74 Here, in examining the theme of sharing and connection on an abstract level, Nancy comes as close to Facebook as it was possible to do a decade before its creation. Since then, social networks have variously been described as “phatic technologies” that are more about community building than exchange of information, and Facebook itself has been described as a place where, based on “disinterested interest” in their respective status updates, people develop “disinterested sympathy” for one another. It is even claimed that the resulting “pan-sympathy” surpasses the “natural sympathy” described by David Hume.75 Is Facebook, then, where connections are created from connections rather than from common interests or values, the site where Nancy’s society becomes reality, without anything to bind it together? Is there more behind Zuckerberg’s talk of “our community” than self-advertising and self-deception? Is Facebook’s “community” the “digital nation” evoked above?
In a certain sense, the “ecstasy of communication,” in which, for Nancy, “singular beings” face one another as separate entities without blending together, occurs all the time on Facebook, in the intoxication of status updates. These are connections without commitment, a community lacking ground and work.76 That longer, more complicated posts receive few likes is perfectly plausible from this perspective, since the person who is seeking content undermines the model of phatic community. The breach lies in the search for a ground of communication that would go beyond being together in the act of sharing. In this regard, the concept of episodic identity, which was introduced and critiqued as an impoverishment of experience in chapter 1 and quasi rehabilitated in its opposition to the narrative type of identity in chapter 2, is ultimately also revealed in its social function. For the narrative individual is a “work” that, secure and self-aware, steps forward to face or confront other individuals: “Individuation detaches closed off entities from a formless ground.” To this individual immanence, Nancy opposes the “singularity” that emerges out of nothing and returns to nothingness: “It is not a work resulting from an operation.… Its birth does not take place from out of or as an effect of.” Its ground is a “groundless ‘ground’ … [in] that it is made up only of the network, the interweaving, and the sharing of the singularities.” From this distinction, the title of Nancy’s book Being Singular Plural derives its sense of opposition to any culture-pessimistic interpretation à la Sherry Turkle’s Alone Together (2011). Nancy’s ungrounded community of being with—herein lies the source of its “ontological ‘sociality,’ ” beyond the “idea of a social being of humankind” as a “zoon politikon”—is a “community of singularities” that, unlike Turkle’s “addition of individuals,” is no longer conceived sociologically or psychologically but fundamentally already mathematically.77
As abstract and idealistic as Nancy’s model of community may appear, it represents an important objection of contemporary philosophy against the metaphysical ground of previous concepts of community. At the same time, Nancy’s concept appears quite compatible with the existence of the uprooted subject in globalized late capitalism and with the “man without substance” or belonging, like Tikkun’s description of the Bloom type: “man who became truly abstract,” liberated by social alienation and loneliness to participate in “veritable community.”78 Is Nancy’s concept compatible with the globalizing media of late capitalism, as well?
Nancy never connected the question of community with the question of the media and new technologies as clearly as one would have wished. But when he announces the condition of “struction” (which, as “the uncoordinated simultaneity of things, or beings” and “the pure and simple juxtaposition that does not make sense” is equally far removed from construction and deconstruction) as “the lesson of technology,” this can be read as a statement about “inserting ourselves into a technosphere,” with technology as the central actor in the meaning of history. Then the withdrawal of meaning that Nancy describes appears as a “technological shift of meaning” to the externality of technique, so that it becomes possible to connect it with cybernetic theories about technology as a constitutive environmental factor in human culture. However premature this connection may be, its appeal for thinking about a utopian society beyond cultural differences lies in the prospect that the sense of being is determined technically rather than culturally and that technology itself is not cultural—or, if it is, then only in a global, unifying manner that transcends specific cultures with regionally, nationally, religiously, etc. based differences. In other words, if the being with of the inoperative community, if the uncoordinated copresence of struction is to be thought, after all, within the framework of a binding context beyond the merely biological, then the point of reference for it would be not culture but technology. The hope behind theories like this is concentrated on the technical unconscious, which, in the information-rich environment of ubiquitous computing and the internet of things, creates a “cybernetic subjectivity” antecedent to the mental and collective structuring power of linguistic signification.79
Such a vision of the future can currently only be asserted and sustained at a highly abstract level, which does not have to respond to small-minded calls for evidence drawn from real life. If, in the meantime, we want to seek signs of the overwriting of various cultures by a global technology in the arena of practical life, our attention, once again, will turn first to social networks. Are they the space in which we—as members of a virtual community without any binding foundation—experience ourselves more as human beings than as citizens, more as a singularity than as individuals? Is Facebook the place where it is precisely the postings drawn from concrete life that point toward the abstract humanness of the communication partners? Does politics, as critics of the cybernetic paradigm declare (and complain about), take a back seat to a “being with” and “being next to” that has no meaning?
The assumption that Facebook could be the practical equivalent of Nancy’s philosophy of the postpolitical (or even its cybernetic radicalization) initially seems to be contradicted by the impression that in the twenty-first century Facebook is the central site of the political—an impression generated by headlines like “Facebook revolution” in the context of the Arab Spring in 2010–2011, by the manifold possibilities for messaging and mobilization on Facebook, the large number of political Facebook groups, and the fact that in millions of cases profile pictures on Facebook are used to make political statements, in the form of “JE SUIS CHARLIE,” tricolor national flags, or—launched in the form of an app by Facebook itself—the rainbow colors of the LGBT community. Naturally, no one will regard Facebook, solely on this account, as the wellspring of a political consciousness that would question the social status quo and look for social and economic alternatives in the sense of critical theory. It is telling that Zuckerberg never portrays Facebook as a tool for political change but always invokes its mission of a general “brotherhood” that transcends concrete political action. And it is unmistakable that when Zuckerberg talks about a universal human right to the internet, he is operating not so much politically as with an eye to the profitability of his company. Facebook’s stance may be “libertarian” and “tolerant” in the same way the “postpolitical young people” of the “digital nation” were described some twenty years ago, but when it comes to social philosophy it is definitely conservative.80
Facebook assuredly does not question the existing political-economic system. Rather, it secures it in four ways: (1) data analysis makes it possible to personalize advertising, which increases its efficiency by heightening market acceptance; (2) the mix of personal information and advertising accustoms us to seeing ourselves increasingly as part of consumer culture; (3) the possibility of comprehensive control of individual and collective behavior on social networks leads to subtle forms of self-censorship; and (4) the primarily phatic communication and growing extent of nonreflective relations with self and society undermine the intellectual basis for political opposition. Facebook does not operate directly to suppress politics, but it significantly encourages a nonpolitical stance. How detrimental this can be for a culture of political discussion is demonstrated by empirical studies showing that political postings are often ignored or blocked. Even on political Facebook pages, the interest in garnering greater numbers of visitors often means that substantive discussion is supplanted by uncritical agreement with seemingly obvious positions or by sensationalism and simplification. Critical network theory therefore describes the dialectical character of the internet as a space of alternative forms of communication and generation of critical views that, at the same time, is controlled by big corporations and that, as fragmentation of the public realm, represents a new form of “repressive tolerance.” To the extent that critical network theory continues to support the notion of communicative deception (Verblendung), it also holds fast to the hope that alternative digital technologies, far from commodifying freedom, could have a politically emancipatory effect. On the other hand, if we regard the problem from a more anthropological than political-economic perspective, we are led to suppose that the reason why Facebook is so successful is precisely its effectiveness when it comes to suppressing the real political controversy.81
This conclusion does not apply only to Facebook. It is equally valid for other social networks that have a lasting impact on Facebook society. Hossein Derakhshan, who spent six years in prison in Tehran for his political blog, provides a contemporary account of the political impact of these networks. His view of the internet, in the year 2015, is full of disappointment over the “loss of intellectual power and variety” and the untapped potential that the internet “could have for our plague-ridden times.” Derakhshan sees the problem specifically in Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat, which are driving the shift from meaningfulness to popularity, from complexity to short-windedness, and from text to image. On social networks, he argues, text is increasingly displaced by videos and pictures, and the decline of reading in favor of seeing and hearing ultimately represses listening as well: “I miss the time when people took the time to be confronted with differing opinions, and were ready to read more than 140 characters.”82
The fact that Facebook offers a platform for political contents along with everyday banalities does not disguise the fact that its technical and social dispositif, by encouraging less reflective forms of communication and a focus on everyday contents, stands opposed—in principle—to a culture of political discussion. In light of Nancy’s postpolitical model of community, this depoliticization should not be too quickly dismissed, however. Instead, we should think of it, initially, as Facebook’s actual political function—as a defense, in Nancy’s terms, against identification as foundational event. The question of “dis-membering” and “bleaching out,” which was posed in the context of social networks, should be answered in precisely this sense (of Nancy’s opposition to all forms of collective identity). There is no “spiritualization of personal memory images” taking place in the interest of creating a new relational framework; private memory is not being converted into communal memory. The accompanying lack of political, national, or cultural confession is a confession of a very particular kind, one as constitutive for Facebook society as, according to Nancy, the lack of individual immanence is for society as a whole. The value ascribed to this lack leads to the more profound problem of “identityless identities.” In the context of this discussion, two steps are required for this question. Thematically and historically, they take us back to the beginning of this chapter.
In his 1994 essay “Nihilism on the Information Highway: Anonymity vs. Commitment in the Present Age,” the American philosopher Hubert L. Dreyfus described the internet as a place without values and meaningful communication. Dreyfus’s critique opens by referring to a text that recalls Schopenhauer’s remark about the “Babylonian confusion of tongues” among people who read too much: Sǿren Kierkegaard’s Two Ages: A Literary Review. In that book, which appeared in 1846, Kierkegaard mounted a critique of the disorientation and paralysis that he claimed afflicted individuals as a result of the overabundance of contradictory opinions and the effect of newspapers and cafés on the expanding public realm. As Dreyfus summarized, “Everything is equal in that nothing matters enough that one would be willing to die for it.” Like the daily press for Kierkegaard, for Dreyfus the internet, with its openness to multiple opinions and lack of accountability, is “the ultimate enemy of unconditional commitment.” His final conclusion mobilizes three of the most important, sweeping judgments on the internet, calling it “unreal, lonely, and meaningless.”83
Ten years later, Evgeny Morozov reopened Dreyfus’s discussion with his book The Net Delusion, in a chapter called “Why Kierkegaard Hates Slacktivism.” For Morozov, “slacktivism” —a net-cultural neologism formed from “slacker” and “activism” and carrying the same negative charge as armchair activism—symbolizes the form that modern political “engagement” has taken. A person retweets the link to an anticorporate video because she also hates big business; he posts the yellow umbrella as his profile picture to announce his sympathy with the Hong Kong umbrella movement; she joins an interest group for the defense of the environment because it is chic to belong to it; he signs an online petition or blocks the link to a video by Anonymous. Morozov’s critique has been challenged—even Facebook groups that a person joins for tactical reasons can awaken or sharpen political consciousness. But his complaint seems justified at least when “click activism”—to borrow another neologism—is used to justify a person’s inaction in reality.84
The reference to Kierkegaard, however, is problematic. Kierkegaard’s critique of the pluralism of opinions and his praise of unconditional engagement no longer seem appropriate in the era of ideology and language critiques. Would it really be desirable if a combination of distraction and consumerism were no longer able to mask the absence of meaning and if netsurfers were to seek refuge from the despair of meaninglessness in offers of supreme meanings and immovable ideologies—which, after all, are not offered only by Islamic fundamentalists? Or in new legitimating metanarratives that are again worth living for or, if necessary (as Kierkegaard says), dying for?85 Is it appropriate to accuse the current generation of students of “fuzzy-headed nonsense about tolerance” and “inability to take a position” and to demand that instead of an “undecided-optional ‘on the one hand, on the other hand’ ” they adopt a clear “whoever is not with me is against me”?86 Can the identity crisis of the postmodern individual still (or once again) be solved using this sort of vocabulary? Naturally, what matters is why and under what circumstances a particular stance is called for. Who could take umbrage at an “unconditional commitment” to oppose poverty, disease, or environmental pollution? The unconditional stance becomes problematic, however, in the context of ideological belief and political consequences, when, as Adorno warns in his essay on commitment, the feeling of being on the right side too easily seems to justify injustice toward “others.”87
It is this danger of conviction that makes Nancy seek the foundation of a new community outside of a communal common ground, beyond shared (politically, religiously, or culturally determined) convictions, which always have the potential to divide the community. Only the void represented by the absence of such perspectives promises universal accessibility, for the absence of anything essential is also the absence of a boundary separating different essential forms of being. This, admittedly, is precisely the point where critics start to worry about Nancy’s “philosophism,” which seeks to grasp “being with” as such, beyond concrete politics and empirical sociology, and fails to account for the “we” of the hoped-for community in its concrete context. Nancy thinks “being with” primarily from the perspective of the “with,” even though the latter is subordinate to being: We are always already in concrete life situations, which tend to work against the “with” not only because in them it is always also a question of access to resources and power but also because we grow up as individuals rather than as singularities. The I’s of “being with” are no longer a tabula rasa; the void is lost as soon as it can be named, for with language, the world fills us, and it fills us within the forms and boundaries of this language. Nancy’s concept of community lacks a political theory of contention, to clear up all the differences and conflicts that work against formation of the desired community. The critique necessarily also applies to Facebook, which has been viewed here as the practice that corresponds to Nancy’s theory. The second part of our evaluation of the lack of political debate on Facebook takes us back to the critique of the narrative paradigm.88
The academic discourse on narration as an offer of meaning and of a home even in ethically problematic constellations finds, in light of the decline of narrativity at the end of the twentieth century, that humanity cannot get along without meaning-founding “cultural narratives” but, at the same time, that it should regard them with skepticism, as “cultural constructions.” What is called for is a type of narrative that is conscious of its ethical ambivalence, of having to serve as both a source of orientation and a blockade that keeps out alternative perspectives: “metanarrative reflections on the tension between the infinite complexity of experience and our necessarily selective narrative accounts.” What is called for are dialogical and self-critical “metanarratives,” under the sign of pluralistic interpretation. The goal is not the end of stories but the end of their innocence.89
This demand asks more than it admits, for it fails to discuss the extent to which narratives, if they are self-critical, are actually able to create meaning and identity. Is it still possible to believe, after Nathan’s critique of origins and his self-skepticism, that a person can feel “grounded” in this way? Won’t a person be more likely to hold on, like Dajah, to life in the sole possible truth? The demand for self-reflective metanarration leads logically to Vattimo’s concept of the “ ‘weakened’ experience of truth” and a hermeneutic model that includes an understanding from plural perspectives—an understanding like the one Vattimo develops, in the context of the postmodern critique of reason, with his concepts of “weak thinking” and the “nihilistic vocation of hermeneutics.”90 This thinking is “weak” because it also reflects on its cultural and social preconditions, which constitute humans as such, and because, based on this insight, it retains a solid skepticism toward itself. The proposed hermeneutics is “nihilistic” because it will accept no interpretation as the true one, from which any deviation would simply be an error. On this basis, every statement, every adherence to a position or profession of belief occurs under the sign of irony and relativity, with an ethical, highly political purpose: “Thinking that no longer understands itself as the recognition and acceptance of an objective authoritarian foundation will develop a new sense of responsibility as ready and able, literally, to respond to others whom, insofar as it is not founded on the sternal structure of Being, it knows to be its ‘provenance.’ ”91
Does Facebook, as a social network and as a company, practice this type of response, which would exemplify a new sense of responsibility? Does spontaneous, narration-free communication on Facebook provide a corrective to the strong, steadfast thinking promoted by Kierkegaard, Schopenhauer, Fichte, and most likely also by contemporary critics of “slacktivism” and “fuzzy-headed nonsense about tolerance”? Does sharing, as the central rule of Facebook culture, founded on nothing but the desire to connect, encourage a feeling of “being-with” regardless of whether the participants share a common substance? How ethical can phatic communication be?
The problem is antecedent to the act of answering: Phatic communication has no time to listen. Its nature is to be ultimately disinterested in the person it confronts. Communication as “being-with” ultimately lacks “being with for Others,” as Martin Heidegger once defined hearing: as the “primary and authentic way in which Dasein is open for its ownmost potentiality-for-Being.” The pressure to “share” on Facebook—and this is true increasingly of Facebook society in general—values speaking over listening in a profoundly impatient, not infrequently self-infatuated way that usually prefers snippy comments to serious reactions. The mocking, ironic stance underlying phatic communication sabotages the philosophically grounded irony that results from the acknowledgment of alternate perspectives. Empathy, understanding, comparison—these are the tools of “weak thinking,” whose strength lies precisely in the turn toward the other. Vattimo speaks of the “liberation of local rationalities” as the insight that “in a world of dialects” my dialect “is not the only ‘language,’ but that it is precisely one amongst many.” The irony that springs from this acknowledgment knows whereof it speaks. This irony is not playful, ignorant, or mocking but serious and enlightened. It confronts the other not with indifference but with awareness of equal validity.92
When Mark Zuckerberg tirelessly refers to Facebook as “our community” and declares that its mission is to increase worldwide understanding, he is by no means talking about taking an ironic approach to narration and identity. Facebook pursues its mission of global embrace by screening out everything that separates people—above all political, ideological, or religious convictions and comments. Communication on Facebook operates in the phatic mode; it flows past as the kind of pleasant, information-free white noise that is where we have surmised the factual cosmopolitanism of Facebook society is to be found. To this we should add that while exchanging phatic communications may not mean that we are “learning” a system, it also does not mean that we are learning to disbelieve in any system. The next question is whether cosmopolitanism, as a conscious position that could be sustained even in changing social constellations, can be the “side effect” of an objective, more or less unconsciously or conceivably even intentionally imposed process of cosmopolitanization and thus enter through the “back door,” as it were.93
Without empirical data, skepticism is the recommended response. That factual “cosmopolitanism” on social networks does not promise or presage any long-lasting cosmopolitanization can be seen when the exchange of banalities is disrupted, now and again, by conflict between different political or religions viewpoints, and when the busy quiet of general indifference gives way to a usually completely unironic, often self-righteous, not infrequently aggressive style of discussion that occasionally escalates into a virtual lynching. Web 2.0 does not seem to cultivate acceptance of the Other in any confrontation, something that is hardly astonishing, given a culture of sharing and delegated enjoyment in which the model of reflective experience over time is replaced by a phatic model of short-term lived experience. Distanced, differentiated, self-critical discussion is the first victim of this shift. The question is not whether Zuckerberg the businessman believes in Facebook’s mission but whether Facebook’s technical and social dispositif is constructive. The doubts follow from the opportunism of phatic communication, which achieves the utopia of generalized understanding only by excluding everything that is in danger of drawing boundaries. The phatic element does not offer protection against the outbreak of new “truths” whenever the flight into hyperactive distraction—and happiness in the mode of consumer culture—no longer succeeds.
Basically, Facebook, with its affirmative like(able) culture, is a big feel-good party that can be compared to certain participatory art projects that, since the end of the twentieth century, have aimed to produce, on an aesthetic level, something social networks have been practicing on the cultural level since the beginning of the twenty-first. The critique that has been leveled at this form of “relational aesthetics” in the debate over art should be addressed to Facebook culture as well: The foundations of a democratic society are secured by reflection and cognition, not sensation and immersion. Even a deconstructive subjectivity must be construed with awareness of its context. How this happens concretely is a question that should be asked of Nancy’s concept of community, as well. A start, for social networks, could well be to stop misunderstanding the bond that is sought and experienced in these exchanges as the shared celebration of individual existence and instead see it as a reaction to a shared deficit, in each case, when it comes to the meaning—Nancy would say the “grounding”—of life and as an insistence on holding fast to this deficit as its actual sense.94
“Never before has an age been so informed about itself, if being informed means having an image of objects that resembles them in a photographic sense.” Kracauer immediately contradicts this praise of photography when, a few lines later, he characterizes it as a “strike against cognition,” because reproducing reality mechanically makes it superfluous to grasp it consciously. Kracauer’s commentary on photography provoked a discussion of the cognitive achievement of social networks and the informativeness of Facebook society. What we found was that the photographic form of self-representation delegates individual experiences to the social network and suppresses narrative forms of perception. This conclusion may seem less threatening in light of the critique levied against the narrative mode and given the corresponding advantages of forgetting. In the context of this critique, the episodic, phatic model of communication on Facebook was advanced as practicing a model of community that transcends divisive narratives and identity constructions. This unorthodox perspective, then, took yet another turn with the call for “weak thinking,” as habitual tolerance that results from “working through” conflict, as opposed to unreliable indifference, avoiding all conflicts, in the model of phatic communication. “Weak thinking” responds to discredited narratives not with opposing stories but as a “story” that is opposed to stories. It is the alternative, less popular reaction to the vacuum left by the loss of traditionally meaning-creating stories: an alternative to self-satisfied communication on Facebook, which enjoys the popularity it does because it is experienced as liberation from communication that is weighed down by meaning. This liberation is the site of the “go-for-broke” gamble of history, which Kracauer, ninety years ago, wrote about in relation to photography.
From his description of the increasing popularity of photography as a loss of society’s knowledge of itself, Kracauer derived a surprising prognosis. Photography, he said, makes society fall silent because in it the material itself, bypassing its meanings, speaks as a “barren self-presentation of spatial and temporal elements.” In doing so, photography, he claimed, frees consciousness from the narrative orders given to things by human beings and brings it into direct contact with nature. This liberation makes it possible to reframe meaning, in order to “awaken an inkling of the right order of the inventory of nature,” presuming that “a society that has succumbed to mute nature” does not persist. The risk, then, lies in muteness persisting after all, which, for Kracauer, would mean the “eradication” of consciousness: “The turn to photography is the go-for-broke gamble of history.”1
A medium as a game of chance? Is this metaphor anything more than slyly formulated cultural pessimism? Does it anticipate Walter Benjamin’s “positive concept of barbarism,” with which, five years later, the latter would greet the gambling away of the “human heritage” for the “small change of the ‘contemporary’ ” as “making a new start”?2 Is history, today, once again betting everything on a single card—with objective forms of self- and world representation that elevate the “foundation of nature devoid of meaning” characteristic of photographic documentation—going all in on the operating mode of Facebook society?
The barbarism of the new lies in gambling away narrative, reflective consciousness, which is increasingly being suppressed by numerical, visual, and automatized forms of communication and types of information processing. Central factors in this development are the methods of quantification found in self-tracking and Big Data mining, along with visualization technologies like Snapchat and future VR/AR technologies like Facebook’s Oculus. The future is “frictionless sharing,” without reflection and ultimately also without control by the sharers. This is precisely what, to some, promises the end of the distortion produced by the subjective bias of narrators and the compulsory coherence imposed by the narratives. For these observers, the outcome promises access to a “mystery of being” that transcends narrative concepts of explanation; for them, the episodic model of identity is welcome as the end of exclusion and heteronomy through collective narration.
The exclusion of the I from first-person narrative is the paradoxical equivalent of the self-presentation of the material in photography. With the new technologies, the self-presentation of the I occurs without its conscious participation. This posthuman self-abnegation of humanity is comparable to the nature, that, as Kracauer has it, sits down at the table consciousness has just vacated. If it were to become the new head of household, in analogy to Kracauer, history would have lost everything. For the outsourcing of narrative to alien authorities also means the abandonment of the practice of reflection—a loss that should not be seen, somehow, as a technical translation of the complex concept of “weak thinking,” which can be difficult to convey, but that instead destroys any foundation for it. Could our hope lie in the return of the old, to resume its seat at the table alongside the new?
The linking of the numerical and the narrative, of algorithmic analysis and hermeneutical techniques, is the contemporary topic in the realm that falls most essentially to hermeneutics and narration: the humanities. The catchword for a humanities that would be dedicated to algorithmic methods of analysis is “digital humanities”; the anxiety-inducing words are “distant reading” and “the end of theory.” A hint of reconciliation is bruited about in the concepts “algorithmic criticism” and “ecology of collaborating.”3 There are, somewhat simplified, three camps: those who hold fast to the process of interpretation as the most integral and essential method of the humanities, those who want to produce authoritative knowledge by means of quantifying data analysis, and those who expect data mining to produce new approaches to the business of interpretation. The third camp also sees the new means of data collection as a source of challenges and opportunities for our understanding of rationality, consciousness, and self-experience. This group remains committed to narration but does not exclude counting from recounting. It allows itself to be inspired, but not corrupted, by the new. Finally, it defends the position of “weak thinking” and “nihilist hermeneutics” against the “spatial appearance” and “barren self-promotion of ‘facts’ ” and tries, when it comes to social networks, to combine the insights of posthuman self-representation with aspects of the cognitive activity of conscious self-description.
The digitalization of the humanities is itself part of a “transformation of the human” that adds a wholly new dimension to such general humanities themes as reason, consciousness, and self-understanding. Two of this transformation’s catchwords were already mentioned in the context of Facebook’s posthuman, algorithmic autobiography: “nonconscious cognition” and “distributed cognition environments.”4 The outsourcing of narration and recollection and the shift from narrative to numbers on social networks and in the humanities are phenomena and building blocks of a development that originated long before Facebook and that point far beyond the concept of Facebook society. Material things, which today—in both nature and society—are beginning to present themselves in a way that bypasses people, no longer consist only of the objects in a photograph but also of the data in the feedback loops of cybernetics. The “barren self-promotion of the spatial and temporal elements” that Kracauer saw in photography is now happening in the logic and from the perspective of cybernetics, which is a logic of computation and decision making, of analysis and control, of conditionality and lack of discussion—it is the paradigm of logocentrism in the form of the numerical. The stakes being gambled with in the twenty-first century, fundamentally, are mathematics.
This new risk has a long prehistory. Half a century ago, framed as “technocratic rationality,” it was a popular target of critique in the humanities and already formed the basic theme of Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944), as Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer discussed the transformation of rationality from a means of human emancipation to a means of its reification. If we translate this sociological observation from the past into the technological determination of the present, which gushes enthusiastically about cybernetic recursivity and “deep learning” algorithms, reification amounts to the control of humankind by the artificial intelligence that humans themselves have created. This disempowerment was already illustrated by Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 film 2001: A Space Odyssey, in which a computer locks man out in space, and more recently in Alex Garland’s film Ex Machina (2015), when the robot locks the human being in a room. The new Turing test consists not in the computer convincing us that it is a person but in its convincing us that as a machine it is nevertheless acting like a human. If we believe it—at least this is the upshot in Ex Machina—we have/are lost.
Benjamin’s one-time praise of barbarians is expressed, in the current constellation, as enthusiasm for the “technical intensification of complexity” or “disenchantment of the Anthropocene’s control fantasies” and as critique of any “negativistic media theory” that complains about the “cybernetization of the means of existence” as being equivalent to human heteronomy and the mathematical reduction of humanity. What is astonishing about this position, which does not lose any time worrying about the shift in control among humans (catchwords: cybercrime, hacked control systems), is not so much the joy elicited by this “fourth insult to humanity, following Copernicus, Darwin, and Freud” as its timing. Humanity’s exceptional position is called into question at the moment of its greatest triumph, when it has advanced the capacity for thought given to it by nature to such a degree that it can now pass this capacity on. This passing on, the delegation of the tasks of control to the environment and the application of artificial intelligence, can only be understood as a loss of power and an insult to humanity if one suspects that operational accidents—the shutting out or locking up of humanity—are the rule, a position that reveals the individual who thinks this way to be either a cultural pessimist or, if accompanying feelings of joy are to be taken seriously, a cynic.5
The promise inherent in the gamble becomes clearer if “environmental cybernetics” is seen as an “epistemological and ontological correction” not of humanity’s predominance but of the human dilemma: the dilemma of being entangled in narratives, in “perspectives” or “views” “in view of which we have disfigured humans [les hommes] and driven them to despair,” in Nancy’s formulation. Can cybernetics, if it actually replaces politics with technology and does not just dress politics up technologically, correct for this entanglement, since its mode of operation, which does not recount but only counts, can’t be influenced by perspectives and views? Can we imagine that in the so-called state of nature of cybernetic control circuits, autonomous artificial intelligences will neither include nor exclude humans but merely act as partners and educators that help humans to be “nothing but earth and human,” to borrow Nancy’s description of the alternative? If we, then, start by thinking the technological determinant together with Nancy’s concept of community, does the historical point of cybernetic transhumanism consist in humanizing the human by technological means?6
The twofold outcome of the gamble is the topic of differing philosophies of technology. Heidegger’s enframing (Ge-stell) is a scaffolding that offers support but also limits movement; Stiegler’s Pharmakon, depending on how it is used and on its dosage, is either poison or medicine; even cybernetics has a dual value, as “left” or “right” cybernetics, depending on whether it is viewed as static and system preserving or as creative, learning-friendly autopoiesis.7 The future will show how the new go-for-broke gamble of history can be won and how the “cybernetic state of nature” that is evoked (its structure, mode of operation, information sources, knowledge criteria, levels of complexity, and rules of recursion) can be thought concretely. In any case, as this book has discussed, a life that is surrounded and besieged by numbers (as we might tendentiously describe “ubiquitous computing”) is already the permanent object of archiving and surveying. Already today, algorithms are filtering a closed system of knowledge from out of life. Perhaps at some point, using AR/VR technologies, they will be able to avoid culturally determined conflicts by cleverly interposing individual parallel worlds. Artificial intelligence, in popular forms like Siri, Alexa, or Jibo, is already part of our activities and will only become more and more active thanks to the input of social media.
If we turn from speculation about future technological constellations to an analysis of contemporary media interactions, the result of our discussion of Facebook and Facebook society can be summarized as follows:
First, permanent talk about oneself on social media is flight from the events occurring in a person’s life; we are exhibitionistic not because we are narcissists but because we cannot bear ourselves and the present. Sharing on Facebook should be understood as a stopgap; it gives us a decent option for delegating our own experiences to others. Second, self-representation on Facebook happens less in a way that is narratively reflective than as a spontaneously episodic and documentary event. The outcome is a quasi-automatic autobiography whose central narrative authority is the network with its algorithms. The self-image that is presented by Facebook is pointillist, postmodern, and posthuman. Finally, information management on Facebook and on the internet suppresses collective memory. With its lack of narrative points of reference in the framework of phatic communication, it creates a quasi-cosmopolitan community that transcends cultural values and national barriers. However, at the same time, the avoidance of discursive interaction prevents the development of skeptical, metareflexive thought as long-term security against new forms of assertive dogmatism.
Let me add one more thing. Even a description of society from the perspective of cultural studies can hardly avoid being drawn in by the perspective of its speakers and the force of coherence that their narrative exerts. No analysis of the present can escape the analyst’s past. Thus, in the end, I may appear more critical than I wished to be when I began. But at the latest, when ten thousand kilometers away my students enthusiastically report (grinning, it is true, but ultimately without any awareness of guilt) how much time they have spent on Weibo with their “idols and celebrities” and in sharing bits of knowledge like “How you can freeze a can of Coke very fast,” I see clearly that outside my own culture of thought there is an entirely different relationship to the world and its media—an agreement in principle, a childlike enthusiasm even, unburdened by social-political ambitions and left melancholy. Then, at the latest, I cannot avoid the sense that everything can be viewed entirely differently. Then, at the latest, it is high time to give the word to the voice that opened this analysis:
The food arrived and, as always, this was the most exciting moment. Everyone grabbed their camera; together they rearranged the plates for the perfect photo. “Seung gei sik see” is the saying in Hong Kong: The camera eats first. The camera is the modern saying of grace, the sharing of “bread” in its symbolic representation. For now, the first thing that happens is the passing around of the result, the exchanging of the best images, their sharing on Weibo, Facebook, Instagram … Then the eating can begin. The last morsels haven’t been eaten, and already the first results are in. This, too, is cause for all kinds of conversation. Everyone knows the same friends, who now send their “foodies” from the places where they are eating, alone or together. A complex dialogue emerges among the images and texts, full of revelations and inside jokes. The foodie is not proof of loneliness in a crowd, as cultural pessimists like to think, but a vehicle for communicative action that is full of fun and deeper meaning among different groups, in different places, via mobile media and social networks. This communication accompanies every bite and later continues for days, in commentaries on Facebook or Weibo. It is engaged and generous, for it includes pizza as much as oysters. The foodie demonstrates food not as an object but as an action. It creates community through its link to the most essential things, to that which joins all human beings without regard for their political position and cultural values. What the mass media manage to do with murder cases and reports of catastrophes, the social networks achieve with everyday banalities. The only blood that flows here comes from the steak.
EPILOGUE TO THE ENGLISH EDITION
A book about a fast-moving digital technology risks being out of date almost before it appears. But if the book is a philosophical treatment rather than a manual or an empirical study, it is less likely to suffer from premature obsolescence. For this kind of study, new developments are welcome, for they offer a way to gauge whether the book’s philosophical arguments and speculations about the deeper meaning of a given technology are actually confirmed.
A main thesis of this book is that social networks and diary apps prompt their users to engage in more or less unconscious and unreflective self-narration of a kind that favors implicit over explicit self-revelation and that prefers mechanical presentation (via photography or automated sharing) to mindful representation (via textual statements or the creation of a narrative structure). The mode of self-expression that takes place on Facebook and other social networks is spontanous, episodic, and documental, rather than deliberate, coherent, and narrative. As a result, it generates a kind of “automatic autobiography” or “posthuman self-description” whose actual narrators are the network and its algorithms.
Evidence for this argument has continued to accumulate since the book appeared. Just a few weeks before the release of the original German edition, Mark Zuckerberg elaborated on his vision of the “next big thing,” the video-streaming feature Facebook Live, which launched in April 2016. “Because it’s live, there is no way it can be curated,” he said. “And because of that it frees people up to be themselves. It’s live; it can’t possibly be perfectly planned out ahead of time. Somewhat counterintuitively, it’s a great medium for sharing raw and visceral content.”1
The buzzwords for this new form of frictionless sharing are raw content and, implicitly, transparency and truth. Like self-tracking and “numerical narrative” (discussed in chapter 2), “frictionless sharing” seems to offer users a “cure” for the inclination to narrate their life in a way that makes sense to them and that inevitably changes it in the process. The desire for more “authentic” data from Facebook users also targets the viewers of a Facebook Live video, who, as with Twitter’s live-streaming video app Periscope, launched in March 2015, can instantly and spontaneously add a thumbs-up or a comment. Judgment is rendered while the video is still streaming; before Periscope, the viewers would have had to wait until the entire video had been recorded and uploaded, then downloaded and watched before they could add their comments. Spontaneity and immediacy function here as synonyms for authenticity; they are the counterpart to frictionless sharing.
An app that already, and very successfully, allows uncensored acting in public is Snapchat, which famously promises that the images shared on it will self-delete after they are viewed. I identify Snapchat as the logical next step after Facebook, since Snapchat not only destroys the experience of the present by constantly capturing and sharing it but also abandons the archive, which has become dispensable in this dialectic of preservation as forgetting. Since then, Snapchat has gone public, and, in March 2017, Facebook copied Snapchat’s signature feature with its Messenger function Day, which deletes images and videos after twenty-four hours. The fact that the lifespan of the image is almost as short as the time it takes to produce it perfectly suits the desire to erase the experienced moment by capturing and sharing it—and never coming back to it again. An idea as seminal as this is too good to be left to the competition.
These new features confirm the prognosis of this book that the type of self-representation to which social networks increasingly seduce us provides less and less content for our own self-reflection and self-understanding and more and more reliable material for the algorithms at the back end of the interface. Not only do we favor the camera as the means of mechanically reproducing our realities; we don’t even take the time to manipulate the images we upload. In essence, we increasingly cease to be the authors of our own autobiographies.
Another central concern of this book was to take a close look at the idea of a digital nation or cosmopolitan community as something the internet or Facebook claims to be able to generate. The book points out that Facebook pursues Zuckerberg’s declared mission of creating a “global community” by favoring postpolitical phatic communication—a model that, at the end of chapter 3, was discussed as the praxis conforming to Jean-Luc Nancy’s theory of a groundless community. We concluded with the notion that today algorithms are already filtering a closed system of knowledge from out of life, and speculated that at some point they might be able to avoid culturally determined conflicts by cleverly interposing individual parallel worlds.
In February 2017, Zuckerberg presented his manifesto “Building Global Community.” The statement stressed the political aspect of postpolitical communication and declared that “the best solutions for improving discourse may come from getting to know each other as whole people instead of just opinions.” It will be interesting to see how Zuckerberg responds when opinions—above all political, cultural, or religious convictions—actually do separate people. While, as we argued in the discussion of social media and community, Nancy’s concept of “groundless community” lacks a political theory of contention, Zuckerberg’s solutions for all the differences and conflicts that work against the formation of the desired community consist in algorithms and filter bubbles.2
Holding that for a community of two billion people it is not feasible to have a single set of standards that governs all divergent opinions, Zuckerberg suggests that “we need to evolve towards a system of personal control over our experience.” The objective is not a mutual experience of different perspectives but a customization that conforms to a person’s own point of view. “Each person should see as little objectionable content as possible,” Zuckerberg promises. To him, of course, this form of “self-governance” epitomizes the expansion not of the filter bubble but of “democratic referenda.”
It could be tempting, on first reading, to agree with Zuckerberg. By treating humans as biological beings and affording them the possibility to decide freely, for themselves, outside cultural contexts and belief systems, he avoids prescribing universal values for all those who coinhabit his “global community.” But the utopia of general understanding cannot be brought about by excluding everything that might result in the drawing of a boundary line. Shutting the Other out of sight and mind is not a form of tolerance. Tolerance, rather, means putting up with difference. To strengthen the unbounded We of humanity, writ large, against the We of nations, cultures, and other forms of belonging, it is not enough to liberate egos from their previous forms of groupthink and to set them loose, through a system of personal control, in their own filter bubbles. Global community must be acquainted with itself in all its facets. In other words, individuals’ freedom to decide their own lives must ultimately be restricted when it comes to the lives of others.
What is disturbing about Zuckerberg’s manifesto is that he thinks the “engineering mindset” he credits himself as having permits him to solve a problem as complex as universal human rights and global community, and to do so through the quick application of a few technical fixes. But hyperlinks do not necessarily lead to understanding, and transparency does not necessarily end in empathy. The initial premise of the manifesto—“Facebook stands for bringing us closer together and building a global community. When we began, this idea was not controversial”—betrays ignorance of the controversial debates over multiculturalism and cosmpolitanism. To this is added a complete lack of reflection on the extent to which the envisioned technical means are actually constructive when it comes to realizing the goal he envisions. Building a global community is at least as complicated as health care.
Toward the end of 2016, there was increasing speculation about Zuckerberg’s ambitions to hold America’s highest political office. A President Zuckerberg would be the correction to Trump, for his motto is not “America First” but the whole world. His model is not polarization and re-ideologification but linking and small talk. A President Zuckerberg would certainly be better than a President Trump. But would a Facebook society be good?
In his February 2017 manifesto, Zuckerberg lays out his purpose as fighting “sensationalism and polarization leading to a loss of common understanding.” Naturally, he does not concede that it is Facebook’s mode of communication that hinders nuanced, well-thought-out conversation: the dualistic reaction scheme of likes and dislikes; the number-based populism; the time pressure under which contributions are received, evaluated, and recommended. If we consider that the medial mode of Facebook communication encourages neither a reflective world image nor a reflective self-image, it must be doubted whether Facebook will bring about the society that Zuckerberg promised in his manifesto. But perhaps it is too early for this kind of judgment. We will have to continue to keep an eye on how things develop.
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3. An example of the new philosophy of world affirmation is the vitalist, orgiastic scientific and social theory of the French sociologist Michael Maffesoli. Another is the antihermeneutical concept of presence culture put forward by the German cultural studies professor Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht. Both implicitly or explicitly reject the duty imposed by critical theory to improve oneself and the world. It is no surprise that Mark Zuckerberg, the founder of Facebook, also takes a positive view of the situation and, at the same time, praises his own enterprise as a means of further improvement: “While headlines often focus on what’s wrong, in many ways the world is getting better. Health is improving. Poverty is shrinking. Knowledge is growing. People are connecting. Technological progress in every field means your life should be dramatically better than ours today.” Mark Zuckerberg and Priscilla Chan, “A Letter to Our Daughter,” December 1, 2015, http://www.facebook.com/notes/mark-zuckerberg/a-letter-to-our-daughter/10153375081581634.
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5. “I shall call an apparatus [dispositif] literally anything that has in some way the capacity to capture, orient, determine, intercept, model, control or secure the gestures, behaviors, opinions or discourses of living beings.” Georgio Agamben, “What Is an Apparatus?” in “What Is an Apparatus?” and Other Essays, trans. David Kishik and Stefan Petadella (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2009), 14. The concept of the dispositif (translated in the title of the book as “apparatus”) was invented by the French philosopher Michel Foucault as the term for a network of discourses, institutions, laws, practices, and mechanisms for the regulation of phenomena (sexuality, normality, truth, power) and for the formation, administration, and control of subjects. When it comes to social networks, it makes sense to differentiate between technical and social dispositifs as they interact with the software or, alternatively, with the network’s users. The technical dispositif of Facebook includes the quantifiability of reception and interaction in the form of likes and shares, the possibility of lateral connections through links and tags, and the personalized filtering of designated “news.” The social dispositif includes the imperative to share and connect; the trend toward positive, euphemistic announcements; and the laws of attentional economy, which, for example, lead to likes being given out above all for postings that are easy to understand (visual) rather than complicated or complex (verbal).
6. For phenomena like Facebook or MySpace, Orkut, QQ, and Weibo, the concept “social network” has gained acceptance; occasionally, the definition is given more specificity, as “online social network” or “social network site” (SNS). It might be objected that these are actually frameworks and that the millions of users of such a platform are creating a network only in an emphatically metaphorical sense. It is in this very sense that Mark Zuckerberg talks about Facebook as “our community” instead of “our communities,” the same way citizens of a state are imagined, despite the diversity of their concrete groupings, as one community (or at least society). In the present analysis, this communal aspect of Facebook is regarded as a technical (and social) bracket for communities or networks at the micro level. Where this essay occasionally uses the term “digital media” instead of social networks, it is in order to include forms of interaction such as Google, Wikipedia, Skype, Dropbox, etc.
7. Georgio Agamben, “What Is the Contemporary?” in “What Is an Apparatus?” and Other Essays, 45: “The ones who can call themselves contemporary are only those who do not allow themselves to be blinded by the lights of the century, and so manage to get a glimpse of the shadows in those lights, of their intimate obscurity.” It is in this sense, and with reference to Agamben’s essay, that Koepenick employs the concept of “unconditional contemporaneity”; see Lutz Koepenick, On Slowness: Toward an Aesthetic of the Contemporary (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 3.
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