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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION: THE INVITATION OF MEMORY

Bart Buseyne, Georgios Tsagdis & Paul Willemarck

In the thick of yet another of the century’s crises, bio-technological as much as bio-political, the passing of Bernard Stiegler clouded into a darker shade of grey our overcast skies. As an intellectual, Stiegler had never been more present in the agora. His contributions were felt increasingly stronger among non-specialist circles, beginning to influence domains far beyond the academic, artistic and experimental techno-scientific enclaves where he had been originally received. At the moment of his passing, Stiegler represented for many of us a hope.

His sharp sensibility for signs of change in the public sphere, this seismographic acuteness to register and to elucidate the symptomatic significance of events that for most of us passed as anecdotal, lent particular gravity to the interventions he initiated. We recall, for instance, his interpretation of the Nanterre massacre in 2002, in which Richard Durn was led to the murder of eight councillors and the injury of nineteen others, before taking his own life. Stiegler saw in Durn’s explicit cry for existence a ‘structural privation of his primordial narcissistic capacities’,1 a loss of ‘the power to signify’2 and an extreme expression of the evermore common loss of individuation.3 Similarly, Stiegler was deeply affected by and subsequently drew attention to the testimony of the fifteen-year-old Florian, who in 2015 spoke of his generation’s complete loss of dreams and ideals, paralysed by the fear of being the last, or among the last of generations.4

In all this, Stiegler was personally implicated. Philosophy was not for him a profession, an exercise, mere intellectual curiosity. As he confessed in ‘How I became a philosopher’,5 he found himself in a singular relationship to the practice of philosophy, a relationship informed by the gravity of the accident and the import of agency: the necessity of the latter proceeding upon the default of the former. His theorization of the accidental formed a vantage point to access the historical foreclosed in Heidegger’s notion of the ‘world-historical’ (das Weltgeschichtliche), as much as in Frankfurt School’s critique of capitalism. Such access enabled him to pass into act. Among numerous interventions, his address to the Secretary-General of the United Nations in November 2019 formed a high point, as he urged for action in the name of life and in the spirit of the young generation, set in sharp relief by the movement Youth for Climate.6

His suicide only a few months later came thus as an abrupt anti-climax of a verdict on older generations that seemed to be gaining traction. As the call for accountability, if not responsibility, addressed by the youth to the generations that precipitated the environmental catastrophe was growing louder, the world at large and Stiegler’s life in specific, came simultaneously to a halt. His failing health was refracted into the ailing of the globe and amplified by the violent idiocy of bio-techno-political apparatuses, who summed up their responses in a series of prohibitions, controls and mandates, barely capable of fathoming the complexity of the crisis they had engendered, a crisis long foreseen and foretold.

His loss of hope is our loss. But this loss marks also a crossroad; Stiegler’s passing is a passage. Under the sign of this suicide we find the call of continuing his work, which is not only inscribed in countless tertiary retentions, but which also inhabits a great host of thinkers and practitioners across the globe. In fidelity to this call, the Leiden University Centre for Continental Philosophy (LCCP) and the Institute for Science in Society (ISiS) of the Radboud University of Nijmegen organized on the 3rd and 4th of December 2020 the symposium: Memory for the Future: Thinking with Bernard Stiegler. The present volume collates the thoughts we shared on the occasion, here further elaborated and developed. To the memory of Stiegler and to the memory of our symposium in his memory, this book offers yet another memory, inviting many more to come. Moreover, ‘Memories of the Future’ in its slight prepositional reformulation as the subtitle of this collection reissues the title of an exhibition which Stiegler organized at the Centre Pompidou in Paris (‘Mémoires du futur, bibliothèques et technologies’, 21 October 1987–18 January 1988); this exhibition, which involved also a colloquium (3–5 December 1987), with the participation of luminaries such as Derrida and Lyotard, raised very early the conglomerate of questions that today constitute the core of Stiegler’s legacy.7

In the remainder of this introduction, we offer an overview of what is to follow, arranged in six vignettes, six sections, that engage with different facets of Stiegler’s thought, life and work and their influence upon various fields of practice and modes of enquiry. We hope that you will welcome this invitation to a thinking (penser) that cares (panser).

In memoriam: Bernard Stiegler

The first section of this book gathers a few texts that evoke what kind of person of Bernard Stiegler was. Stiegler was more than a philosopher. He was a special witness of our time, a generous listener, a courageous speaker, but also a melancholy dreamer who knew there was no easy way out of the situation we live in. It seems he had a special gift for understanding differently the scope of well-known characteristics of our time such as technology, capitalism or the devastating consequences of human activity. He registered every new opinion and tried to respond to it without delay. He was a relentless worker who firmly believed in the necessity of parrhesia and in the value of our historical experience. Pieter Lemmens’s In memoriam relates a few episodes of this trajectory that show his intellectual generosity. He shows how thorough Stiegler was about discussing the work of his contemporaries and how much effort he put into listening to the younger.

Stiegler set out to think the question of technics anew in a time when technics had obviously become the motor of change in society. The big divide between epistēmē and technē characterizes philosophy from the start up to Heidegger or the Frankfurt School.8 Using the work of Leroi-Gourhan, Bertrand Gille and Gilbert Simondon, Stiegler questioned Heidegger’s claim that the essence of technics is not technical.9 Pieter Lemmens shows how Stiegler conceived the role of technics as a pharmacological trauma, the denial of which would eventually result in a proletarianization of thought itself. Against philosophy’s customary repression of the role of technics into mere instrumentality, Stiegler articulated a new conception of recollection to wage war against the denoetization of the mind. Today reticular capitalism has taken hold of attention in order to redirect it for its own profit. As a consequence, desire is being reduced to pulsion, in an evolution that is threatening the project of society as a whole. But the ignorance of the role and power of technics is even more endangering for life itself.

The development of thermodynamics established an awareness of the subjection of all living organisms to an entropic becoming, that only open systems can partially counteract. Daniel Ross iterates the late readings of Stiegler as signposts along a spellbound history running to its collapse. From Ludwig Boltzmann, to Vladimir Vernadsky, Alfred Lotka and Arnold Toynbee, the insight into the entropic condition of life seems to allow no escape from its fatal outcome. In response to it and against the transhumanist illusions of bio-technological immortality, Stiegler devoted himself to the possibility of creating anti-entropic processes.10 For Stiegler, this task, which he termed a neganthropology and to which he would devote the last years of his life,11 is particularly pressing, in view of the human impact on the earth’s becoming. Ross draws the lines of the huge task of taking care of the biosphere in respect to entropy and the improbable chance of our collective capacity to tackle it. With Stiegler and Simondon, he envisions the possibility of a second birth in transindividuation.

Three motives come together in Stiegler’s work: the incapacity or insufficiency of the necromass we inherit, the critique of proletarianization and the question of entropy. All three of them are staged by Stiegler as problematic aspects of the technical condition of the mortals that we are. They figure weaknesses, regressive tendencies, which often express themselves in violence or destruction. Stiegler understands the rise of philosophy in ancient Greece as that of the question of how it is possible for mortals to live together. It is a question of being sensible (aidos and dikē) to the requirement of a measure, one that is always already lost in the experience we inherit. As such, the measure is always to come: the condition of humanity is one of default, implying the necessity of a leap in view of our melancholy desire for perfection.

Closing this section Jean-Luc Nancy examines the heritage of our humanity, by engaging in a meditation on Stiegler’s notion of the necessary default. To Stiegler, the necessary default is the default of an assignable origin in humans.12 This experience of a lack of origin is not merely transformative; it is, rather, constitutive. Melancholy is, in turn, the default sentiment, a sentiment by default, of ourselves as mortal beings. It is the sentiment of our historicity, which is our access to the necromass of what we inherit. Melancholy turns the task of caring into a dream or a promise. It can only be attained by a leap into ‘that from which no sense can arise’, since it will only be accessible as the necromass that it will have become. Nancy evokes Hegel’s tarrying of the spirit in death. He marks Stiegler’s indecision about the negativity of the condition of humans and the necessity of a halt.

Intermittence: Caring to believe

The figure of the human remains of primary significance throughout Stiegler’s work. In the ad hominem of his philosophical practice and his ‘acting out’, the history of hominization and the promise of humanity meet. This section stages this encounter by bringing together three essays that thematize the conditions of human life in general, and its foundational intermittence, while observing closely the human life that took place under the name of Bernard Stiegler.

Here, care is foundational. As Anaïs Nony showcases, care connects the ‘retentional trace of the past (the pansable)’ with ‘the protentional field of the future (the suspensible)’, transforming thus the impansé (uncured) into the pensable (what can be thought). Being constituted by techniques of care, thought (nous) invents the passage from knowledge to praxis. This passage is threatened by the technological short-circuiting and usurpation of nous by computational processes of control which obliterate the attentional forms of both psychic and collective care.13

Nonetheless, Stiegler thematizes technique as the originary human (non-inhuman) supplement. As Nony observes poignantly, human noetic life becomes technical life, in order to realize its dreams.14 Dreams condition noetic life, as well as the dignity of a non-inhuman life in general.15 As such they enable negentropic forms of knowledge and collective existence. In the face of the anthropogenic devastation of nature and the dead ends of political and social life, the need of a common noetic dream becomes pressing.

This dream necessitates intermittence. In order to dream, one must sleep, one must stop working. Intermittence conditions bifurcations: resisting incessant algorithmic automation, it suspends the already individuated individual, showing new modes of being and thus enabling transindividuation – a passage to a psychic and collective belonging and a passage to care and act: a transvaluation. In this analysis of the contemporary predicament, Nony’s essay interweaves with great care the transvaluation effected by Stiegler’s final act, his release through suicide, a release from the physical malady that afflicted him, as much as from the socio-technical malaise weighing ever-heavier. This transvaluation, Nony sums up evocatively in the figure of the flying fish, the symbol of Pharmakon.fr, the school Stiegler founded, an allegory of the noetic soul, intermittently below and above water, exploring and transforming milieus, opening new possibilities of life.

Gerald Moore goes further with the theme of intermittence, offering a thematic exposition of its philosophical, anthropological and historic provenance and its relevance for our socio-economic predicament. This predicament consists in the cancellation of intermittence by computational capitalism, in a twofold manner: (1) through a total surrender of productive time, driving the precariat to complete exhaustion under the threat of technological redundancy; and (2) through the inculcation of incessant, compulsive consumption on the basis of an algorithmic desire which demands, in turn, a total surrender of noetic space and lived time.

Moore rehearses Stiegler’s appropriation of the Aristotelian theory of the soul and its tripartite appropriation into vegetative, sensitive and noetic layers.16 For Aristotle, only the divine can lay claim to the incessant actuality of noēsis; all other beings must live intermittently. Thus, it is for Stiegler, that we enter a non-inhuman space only intermittently. However, beginning with the agricultural revolution, a splitting of population was set into motion, with the aim of creating segments that could operate without interruption either as material, or as knowledge producers and administrators. Whether then in privilege or subservience, the totality of the population was forced to relinquish rest and thought, both of which necessitate intermittence.

Computational capitalism and the automatization of society at large form thus the ultimate stage in a long process the last episode of which, as Moore shows, is Covid-19: a ‘syndemic’ determined by socio-economic structural patterns, as much as by biology. Against it, resilience as agility and adaptability will not suffice. New forms of desire and a transformation of work, that is, of technical life capable of building a future, are called for, in order to counter the impoverishment of biological, social and noetic diversity and establish complex negentropic loci.

The final essay of the section resumes and advances further the problematic of intermittence. Paul Willemarck begins his analysis from the tension between the uninterrupted mnemotechnic survival of Bernard Stiegler (books, films, documents, etc.) and the disappearance of the idios that he was. In order to make sense of this disappearance, of the ultimate failure of tertiary retentions to preserve life, Willemarck turns to the history of the project of Technics and Time. He departs not from the technical empowerment and extension of the human that this sprawling, unfinished work is often understood as advancing, but from the notion of idios, the quasi-human singularity, in its failure to exteriorize itself in tertiary retentions, to become text. This default of the idiotext, Willemarck identifies with Stiegler’s originary default of the origin.

Within the Aristotelean division of the soul, the default of the idiotext corresponds to the noetic soul, embedded in the soul’s vegetative and sensitive strata, and specifically to its constitutional failure to achieve an incessant mobility, a non-intermittent assimilation of its extended milieu. Showing that the vegetative and sensitive layers constitute the noetic soul as much as they are formed by it, Willemarck shows that the default of the idiotext corresponds to the default of life tout court. Life, in its effort to take hold of
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