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joke brouwer and sjoerd van tuinen
eds.
Joke Brouwer studied at the Academy of Art and Design in 's-Hertogenbosch, the
Netherlands. She is a cofounder and the adjunct director of V2_Lab for the Unstable
Media in Rotterdam. As the chief editor and designer at V2_Publishing, she has built
a long, diverse list of theoretical books and monographs, including “Book for the Unstable Media," “Feelings Are Always Local," “The Politics of the Impure," “Dick Raaymakers: A Monograph," and “The War of Appearances." She cofounded the Dutch
Electronic Art Festival, one of Europe’s premier art, science and technology festivals,
and serves on its board.
Sjoerd van Tuinen is an associate professor of philosophy at Erasmus University
Rotterdam. He has edited a dozen books, including “Deleuze and The Fold: A Critical
Reader" (2010), with Niamh McDonnell; “Speculative Art Histories" (2017); and “The
Polemics of Ressentiment" (2018). He is also the author of “Peter Sloterdijk. Ein
Profil" (2006) and a cofounder of the Erasmus Institute for Public Knowledge.

We are entering an era of a generalized ecology, which foregrounds the interimplications between people and things, or even between things, as much as those
between people. Our next task in thinking is to finally pay equal attention to our
habits and habitats: to mind is to care.
Bernice Fisher and Joan Tronto, two prominent scholars working on a feminist
ethics of care, construe care as “a species activity that includes everything we do
to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as
possible. That world includes our bodies, ourselves, and our environment, all of
which we seek to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web.”1 We must conceive
of this “we” as inclusively as possible. More fundamental than cognition, more
reflective than critical speculation, care is a matter of composition, of com-positioning. Rather than relying on abstract models of sovereign individuals and selfinterested reason, it begins and ends with partial standpoints, affective attachments, and unsolvable indebtedness. Care provides a different foundation for
modernity, one characterized less by new beginnings or an opposition to nature
or the past than by the humble and curious curation (cura means care) of what already – and/or still – exists.2
Ever since German idealism, the way of the mind has been to seek itself through
“thinking away” (wegdenken) all objectivation, in a skeptical reflection that accepts
only itself as ultimate ground. For Fichte, every reflection is first of all self-reflection, just as for Hegel, all of historical being must ultimately mirror thought absolutely. Yet what has become increasingly clear today, in the age that goes by
the deeply ironical name of the Anthropocene, is that if the mind cannot be reduced to “nature,” then neither does nature belong to the mind. It is true that I am
more than my brain, but it is equally true that my brain is much more than me: it
is not only the sedimentation of my own behavior but also of the way in which
the 24/7 economy, social media, mindfulness trainers, lovers, microbes, genes, and
big pharma are reprogramming my neuronal networks! We simply cannot look
away. Rather, we need to learn anew how to ground ourselves in a world that is
much more complex and much less human than we could ever be. What matters
is sustainable relations to “naturecultures,” and this presupposes care – both for
the vulnerability of these relations and for the political learning processes in which
they are built.
The time of carelessness is over, but who should care, and in what way? Is care
about precaution, conservation, or worry? We cannot leave our cares to specialist
technoscience, nor may they be outsourced to business ethics. The dismantling of
the welfare state and institutionalized negligence under austerity regimes coincide
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with the growing worry that we need to share our wealth with the rest of the world.
Yet as basic provisions such as health care, housing and education get reorganized
around the family unit as sole bearer of responsibility, we must remember that
care is part of everything we do and are exposed to. As our generic and everyday
life doing, it is a “species activity.” It is just as much a matter of design and art as
of politics and administration.
When John Dewey observed that caring, next to knowing and willing, is a crucial component of mind – and “mind is primarily a verb”3 – he did so in the context
of his account of aesthetic experience. Whether through Egyptian pyramids, Greek
lyricism or Christian liturgy, it is through art that what matters and continues in
collective experience is consolidated. We simply cannot care about what leaves us
aesthetically indifferent. Food must be tasty, tools and machines polished, stories
interesting, buildings beautiful, interfaces slick, just as babies must be cute. This
is why today, after the sublime experience of modernism, beauty and ornament
are back. Care and attention depend on sympathetic and antipathetic relationships,
whether with headscarves, genomics or robotics.
But care is ambiguous: does what we care about also care about us? From the
brain to the planet, care defines an intimate, risky dependence on heterogeneous
material processes that exceed us on all sides. In the surveying and following of
the precarious assemblages we live by, moral principles and aesthetic ideas count
less than practical consequences. What matters is that we get organized,4 even
though it is difficult to localize the initiative in care: we grow flowers to decorate
our houses, and flowers, through their beauty, seduce us into cultivating them. In
addition to caring, care implies a willingness and ability to respond. It demands
us to act in medias res, in the feedback loops of transformative processes of cultivation that oblige us more than their end products do.
Hence the recent rediscovery of craftsmanship as a model for maturity and
civic life.5 Under the real subsumption of labor by capital, art and politics no longer
transcend care labor. As ubiquitous computing leads to a loss of savoir-faire for
workers and a loss of savoir-vivre for consumers, we need new technologies of
subjectivation, and hence new skills and literacies, that are equally artificial. Like
the practice of diplomacy, craftsmanship has a self-referentiality with a ritual significance. More than the mere acquirement of competence, a craft makes us experience the effect of how we connect and cohere. Making an object in the right
way is a question of care and proper form.
The inseparability of virtue and virtuosity makes it impossible to sustain the
distinction between ethics and aesthetics. However, even if care does not presup-
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pose a modern division of labor between designing and making or man and machine, it is not innocent. Taking care purely from a political-ethical point of view
quickly leads to mutual dependence and always relates to power asymmetry and
exclusion, of which violence done in the name of human rights is only the most
blatant example. This kind of worry-for makes the receiver as powerless as it makes
the giver cynical. As feminists have shown, moreover, care has been feminized,
devalued, overlooked, and rendered invisible by materially and morally privileging
mind over body, public over private, and waged labor over unpaid work. But care
is also what intersects these dichotomies and circulates outside them. It has its
own economy, one based on generosity rather than scarcity. The better you take
care of food production, the better food takes care of you.
In short, we are looking for political-aesthetic models in which relationships
are always reciprocal, in which science does not search for deterministic outcomes,
and in which art is not marginalized. After centuries of intellectual and artistic
polemicizing in the name of human autonomy, the shift to care raises the question
of what happens when, instead of the world responding to us, we are put in a situation of having to respond “for” the world. Without relationships there are no
alliances; without mindfulness, no care; without care, no life.

notes
1. Bernice Fisher and Joan Tronto, “Towards a Feminist Theory of Caring,” in: Emily K. Abel and
Margaret K. Nelson, eds., Circles of Care: Work and Identity in Women’s Lives (Albany, NY: SUNY
Press, 1990), 40.
2. Inspired by Heidegger’s notion of care as ultimate horizon of existence, Hans Blumenberg identified in Nicholas of Cusa, Meister Eckhart and Leibniz a “rehabilitation of theoretical curiosity” and
“a different type of initiating gesture” in modernity. Hans Blumenberg, The Legitimacy of the
Modern Age, trans. Robert M. Wallace (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1983), 345, 471.
3. John Dewey, Art as Experience (New York: Perigee, 1980), 274.
4. Denise Martin, Mary Jane Spink and Pedro Paulo Gomes Pereira, “Multiple Bodies, Political Ontologies and the Logic of Care: An Interview with Annemarie Mol,” in: Interface: Comunicação,
Saúde, Educação 22, no. 64 (2018), 295–305.
5. Sjoerd van Tuinen, “The Cosmic Artisan: Mannerist Virtuosity and Contemporary Crafts,” in:
Robin van den Akker, Alison Gibbons and Timotheus Vermeulen, Metamodernism. Historicity, Affect and Depth after Postmodernism (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2017), 69–82.
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The artist couple Driessens & Verstappen (Erwin Driessens and Maria Verstappen)
have worked together since 1990. After studying at the Maastricht Academy of
Fine Arts and the Rijksakademie van Beeldende Kunsten in Amsterdam, they jointly
developed a multifaceted oeuvre of software, machines and objects. Their research
focuses on the possibilities that physical, chemical and computer algorithms can
offer for the development of image-generating processes.
Driessens & Verstappen have participated in numerous exhibitions in the Netherlands and elsewhere, at venues including the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam,
the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen in Rotterdam, the Kröller-Müller Museum
in Arnhem, the Centre Pompidou in Paris, LABoral in Gijón, the Institut Valencià
d'Art Modern, Les Abattoirs in Toulouse, Eyebeam in New York, and the Dutch
Electronic Art Festival in Rotterdam. Driessens & Verstappen have given lectures
and presentations at universities, art academies, festivals and conferences, including SIGGRAPH in Los Angeles, Sonic Acts in Amsterdam, and Second Iteration
in Melbourne. In 2013 they received the Witteveen+Bos Art+Technology Award for
their oeuvre. The artists are represented by DAM Gallery in Berlin.

driessens
&
verstappen

8

Plants growing under LED lights.

The artwork Herbarium Vivum II (2018) appears throughout this book, on odd pages
of all the essays. The Herbarium Vivum II project was developed specially for this
book by the artist duo Driessens & Verstappen. A living herbarium of eight native
Dutch plants was cultivated within a tight space measuring 16 x 23 x 2 cm – the
exact dimensions of this book.
The plants were cared for in the artists’ studio, some under red and blue LED
grow lights and others in natural daylight. Photographs were taken at fixed times
to document the growth process in its entirety, from the seedling stage to the moment of decay. The result is eight photo series capturing the lives of the different
species: narrowleaf plantain (pages 19 to 39), frittilary (pages 45 to 65), field marigold (pages 69 to 85), scarlet pimpernel (pages 91 to 111), garden star-of-Bethlehem (pages 115 to 135), orange hawkweed (pages 139 to 155), Italian grape hyacinth
(pages 161 to 181), and common evening primrose (pages 185 to 201).
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ellen dissanayake
Ellen Dissanayake is a lecturer and the author of “Art and Intimacy: How the
Arts Began," “Homo Aestheticus: Where Art Comes From and Why," and “What
Is Art For?" Her ideas about the psychobiological necessity of the arts have been
influenced by her several lives as an undergraduate music major, a resident of
several non-Western countries, and hours of reading in libraries from Oxford and
the US Library of Congress to the universities of Ibadan (Nigeria), Peradeniya
(Sri Lanka) and Papua New Guinea. This unconventional background, largely
outside Western academia, has shaped her original approach to the various arts
in her books, articles, and numerous talks to a variety of national and international audiences. She has spent the past seven years learning about and applying
her ideas to the subject of geometric rock art and mark-making in general, resulting in the coauthored volume (with Ekkehart Malotki) “Early Rock Art of the
American West: The Geometric Enigma" in 2018.

Every life brings at least one utterly unexpected event that marks the beginning
(or end) of a chapter or phase. In 2006, my telephone rang and an unfamiliar male
voice with a German accent asked to speak to me. He described himself as a scholar
and photographer of prehistoric rock art – what most people call petroglyphs or
pictographs. He had read one of my books, Homo Aestheticus, he told me, and
then went on to say “The rock art world needs your ideas.”
Of course I was flattered, but I was also perplexed. I had never looked a real
petroglyph in the face and knew next to nothing about rock art as a field of study,
much less a “world.” Art educators, art and music therapists, and people in the
crafts (“makers”) had found value in a fundamental idea that I had developed over
the years in three books1: a common characteristic of all the arts that I first called
“making special.”
That unanticipated phone call was the beginning of a collaboration that I could
never have foreseen on a subject that had never entered my mind. Some months
later I was in Arizona for a lecture and made a side trip to Flagstaff to meet my
mysterious caller (who also had a mysterious name, Ekkehart Malotki). As he described the project he had in mind, I realized (by intuition much more than reasoned conclusion) that, yes, I did have something to contribute. And finally, in
2018, after many years of sending draft pages back and forth and Skypeing, the
two of us at last held in our hands a beautifully designed and printed book of
nearly 300 pages with some 200 color images: Early Rock Art of the American
West: The Geometric Enigma.2 Yes, the rock art world may have “needed my ideas,”
but my long apprenticeship in the field had also helped me develop a nascent realization about the importance of care, or caring, that I had not emphasized enough
in my earlier work. The impetus for this critical new insight was a type of petroglyph that most aficionados or students of the subject ignore: the cupule, a hemispherical indentation pounded into a stone surface. More will be said about cupules
in the following section.
Early Rock Art of the American West is a pathbreaker in its way. Never before
has one book been entirely devoted to abstract geometric motifs carved on stone
surfaces, in the American West or anywhere in the world, even though geometric
marks – including (and especially) cupules – are the oldest and most common kind
of human-made mark on every continent (with the exception of Antarctica, where
no rock art exists). Our short explanation for this neglect by scholars and the public
is that their lack of recognizable subject matter and any conventional kind of
beauty makes it impossible to know why they were made or what they meant.
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People want and need meaning. They are seduced by rock art because it is an
enigmatic relic from the lives of people who lived centuries and millennia before
us in ways that we can only try to imagine. The powerful beasts painted on the
walls in deep caves of France and Spain are perhaps the most compelling subjects,
but petroglyphs and pictographs at open-air sites in the New World are just as
tantalizing, depicting a plethora of both animate beings (anthropomorphs,
zoomorphs, phantasmomorphs) and inanimate objects, reflecting the natural and
supernatural worlds. Rock arters, both amateurs and those more research-oriented,
are like birders who travel to distant places to add to their life lists of new species
seen with their own eyes and to record what they find through the medium of
photography or drawing. For both groups, the quarry is inexhaustible.
Abstract geometrics are different from the marks that depict figurative elements. They include a slew of curvilinear and rectilinear configurations, such as
circles (concentric, rayed, starbursts), spirals, dots, lines (parallel, undulant, serrated, meandering, zigzag), chains of diamonds, grids, rakes and ladders, wheels,
arcs, crosshatches, chevron and herringbone elements, and squiggle mazes. They
are frequently quite beautiful, being skillfully made and formally satisfying, and
can even be breathtaking. But they are enigmatic (as the subtitle of our book states)
and could mean almost anything. Your imagination (or guess) is as good as mine.

what are cupules for?
Cupules, the most mysterious and most neglected of rock markings, are also the
earliest and most common human-made marks all over the world. They are not
what most people would call beautiful. In fact, despite variations in size, depth
and clarity, it might even be said that if you’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all.
They are made by repetitive pounding or grinding with another stone, leaving a
concave depression that looks like a container or cup. Occasionally one sees a single cupule, but typically they occur in groups – of scores or sometimes even hundreds.
Cupules are definitely enigmatic. Why would anyone make one, not to mention
a flock of them? Experiments in replicating cupules at Daraki Chattan in central
India reveal that many thousands of blows with a hammerstone would have been
necessary to create even a shallow cupule in the hard granite matrix.3 One cupule
replication took more than six hours spread over two days and required the use of
ten hammerstones of hard quartzite. The activity would have demanded physical

Cupule boulder from a rock art site in California.
Image by Ekkehart Malotki.
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stamina, skill, planning and time and was clearly not the byproduct of casual activity.
Some cupules were likely utilitarian, as is suggested by the residue of plant
and animal remains in some Australian samples.4 Some might have been used to
collect rainwater or fill with other liquids. But not all cupules are on horizontal
surfaces. A great many of them are actually found on slanting boulders or even
vertical walls.
A few firsthand reports from indigenous cupule makers about their intentions
are known – and in some of these accounts, the resultant finely ground powder
was the reason for making the cupule. Among the Pomo Indians of California, a
paste made from the powder was applied to the abdomens of women who wished
to become pregnant and, in one recorded case, was inserted into a woman’s vagina
so that intercourse immediately afterward “positively assured fertility, because of
the magic properties of the rock.”5 In the 1930s, an Australian ethnographer
recorded information from an Aboriginal cupule pounder who told him that the
boulder represented the totemic body of the Pink-Cockatoo-Woman, Tukalili, and
that the dust produced from pounding the cupule released her life essence, fertilizing the surrounding land.6 Other firsthand accounts have informed researchers
that cupules were made for weather control, especially rainmaking: the thunderous
sound produced by pounding the “stone drum” of the boulder was believed to attract real thunder.7
Speculations by non-natives are numerous and sometimes quite creative; I
don’t have space to describe them all here. However, taking a cue from the thunder-making explanation, I have suggested that rather than the mere making of a
cupule, it was the sound that was of importance, at least in some cases, and the
cup-shaped depression was simply the result of the process. Perhaps deliberately
striking a stone surface acted as a summons – a sound signaling that people should
assemble. And if it prompted immediate gathering, pounding a cupule could have
communicated that something important was going to happen here, or was happening here – or record that something important had recently happened. That is,
a cupule or collection of cupules could have been a focus for later ritual participation or merely evidence of participation in the past. Simply striking a rock for
its sound may not have resulted in a precisely made cupule, but if the cupule were
to serve as the permanent record of an event, added to other previous cupules, its
careful crafting might well have been considered essential. Indeed, some cup marks
could have been created in order to make already important or sacred places even
more special.

Deep mortar holes surrounded by cupules at a rock art site in New Mexico.
Image by Ekkehart Malotki.
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Whether or not my speculation about sound being the motivation for producing
a cupule is accurate, cupules themselves, whatever they meant to their makers, are
clear evidence of the effort that produced them. Once in existence, they become a
permanent record of their making, a testament for all time to the fact that a person
or social group cared enough to create them. And, as I suggested, the activity of
making them seems to have been as important as, if not more important than, the
finished product. This makes them different from most other rock markings, in
which the activity was a means of creating a meaningful geometric or representational image. Although we will probably never know the motivation for making
a cupule, or its meaning, its very existence inadvertently indicates that it had to
do with something the maker cared about.

background: the arts and evolution
Before continuing to explore the relationship of caring, making and meaning,
some background is relevant.
Like my first and third books (What Is Art For? and Art and Intimacy), my second one, Homo Aestheticus, explored questions about the evolutionary or prehistoric origins of the arts in general: what is (or was) art for? Where did the arts
come from? How did they begin, and why? In these books, I said nothing about
rock art but wrote more generally about what made something (in any medium)
“art.”
I offered five observations that suggested that human beings are predisposed
to create art (or engage in the arts) – that is, that art is worthy of being considered
a biological adaptation, or, as people say now, “in our DNA.” First, every known
society or culture from prehistory to the present has engaged in some, and usually
many, kinds of art – song, dance, performance, literary and poetic language, as
well as paintings, carvings and other visual artifacts. In other words, art was and
is universal. Second, an inclination to create art is manifested in young children,
who from very early in their first year spontaneously (without instruction) move
in time with music and sing (along or alone). As they grow older, they like to make
marks with their fingers and hands (in spilled milk on a high chair tray or with
paint or colored marker on a page). They play with the sounds of words and enjoy
rhymes and vivid verbal descriptions. They happily dress up in costumes and
masks, and make believe. Third, the arts obviously give pleasure (reward) to those
who watch and participate in them, a sure sign that they were biologically advan-
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tageous. Evolution has made certain that we are attracted to things that are good
for us, like tasty energy-giving food (rather than grass or leaves); the companionship of intimates (rather than being alone or amidst strangers); feeling healthy,
safe, and warm; giving and receiving love; tending infants; and being liked and
praised (rather than criticized or rejected). Fourth, the arts are costly. That is, they
use time, energy and resources (for construction, practice, rehearsal, participation)
that could be employed for more obviously survival-related activities, even resting
and relaxation. And fifth, the arts are integral to many if not most cultural events.
They are conspicuous in any kind of celebratory ritual or ceremonial activity.
But why would engagement with the arts be selected for – that is, become part
of our genetic makeup? What do the arts accomplish for us that they are so conspicuous, particularly in traditional and subsistence societies? In contemporary
societies, arts are generally add-ons. We do them in our spare time, and they are
often electives or extras in school curricula. Except for professional artists and
performers and a few individuals who are somehow driven to artistic practice,
most people consider the arts a luxury rather than a necessity. They cost too much
in time, effort and resources.
In approaching these questions as an evolutionary theorist, it is important not
to think of the way we live today but to try to imagine the lives of people who
lived many hundreds of thousands of years ago, when human nature (our biologically instilled predispositions and emotional needs) was being laid down as an
adaptation to our way of life.
Our earliest hominin ancestors were essentially wild animals, living in small
groups as foragers and hunters. Their activities were motivated by the strongly
felt need to secure (as far as possible) the physical and psychological necessities
for their lives – food, health, safety and comfort, status, predictability, sexual partners, healthy offspring, and social relationships that were reliable and reciprocal.
We today still need these things, but the institutions in our societies provide ways
of getting most of them without having to deal directly with the natural world,
using our hands and bodies to acquire or make them.
Despite differences in ancestral environments (forests, deserts, plains), the general ways of life of foragers share important characteristics. All live in what the
linguist and polymath Thomas Givón has called “societies of intimates” (to be contrasted with “societies of strangers,” the larger and more complex groupings that
began to develop slowly in different parts of the world around 12,000 years ago
and depended on agriculture).8 These foraging nomads’ mode of subsistence requires a restricted territory and a small group size – in some cases fewer than fif-
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teen people, though occasionally as many as 50 or even 150. At either end of this
population scale and at all stages in between, individuals have face-to-face acquaintance with each other. There is cultural homogeneity and stability and an
egalitarian social structure with consensual leadership and kinship-based social
cooperation.9 In general, work is not specialized except in the sense that some
tasks require the physical strength of males, who are also more mobile than females
who bear and tend young. These are obvious differences from the way we live
today, in stratified, pluralistic, technological societies. We work at jobs to get
money to purchase needed material goods and to display to strangers our worth
as friends and partners.
Earlier I said that we consider the arts to be too costly – something to postpone
until we have more money, more time, more leisure. But in traditional small-scale
societies of the recent past (and presumably the archaic prehistoric societies that
lived in similar ways), the arts came first, even when resources were limited. They
were considered essential, inseparable from the ritual ceremonies that are characteristic of all such groups, especially in times of uncertainty.
It is primarily in ritual ceremonies that we find the arts in premodern societies
(and in our own, although modern societies also have arts in museums, books and
magazines, and private collections, and on digital devices and in theaters and concert halls). We can ask why that should be.

rituals and arts
A society’s rituals are its major occasions for making ordinary reality extraordinary
or special. Visually arresting costumes, masks and other body ornamentation, altered and embellished artifacts and surroundings, chanting, dancing, singing,
drumming, altered language, and performing – they all transform ordinary bodies,
objects, environments, movements and utterances. We can call these extra-ordinary
behaviors “arts,” and most rituals, whatever else they may be, can be considered
as “collections of arts,” for without these transformations it is hard to imagine
what a ritual ceremony would consist of.
Why did humans invent rituals? I suggest that as our large-brained ancestors
were increasingly able (unlike other animals) to remember the good and bad happenings of the past and wished to affect the good or bad things that might occur
in the future, they were emotionally moved to do something to insure a good outcome to their ventures. All societies have rituals, and most of these are intended
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to affect biologically vital states or circumstances whose attainment is uncertain
– to assure or celebrate such goods as food, safety, health, fertility, prosperity, and
successful transitions through important life stages: birth, puberty, marriage, becoming a man or mother, widowhood, death.
Psychologists confirm that humans are fundamentally motivated to achieve
some level of control over events, resources and relationships that are significant
to them and become distressed when this control is lacking.10 Individually, humans
(like other animals) appraise circumstances in their lives in terms such as “Is it
pleasant or unpleasant?” “How much effort does it require?” ”How much control
do I have over it?” “Is it legitimate?” and “Is there an obstacle to overcome to get
(or avoid) it?”11
It is reasonable to suggest that existential anxiety – leading to emotional investment in or “caring about” vital needs that are in possible or definite danger –
was the motivating impetus for the invention of ceremonial ritual. Writing about
the Trobriand Islanders (of present-day Papua New Guinea) in the 1930s, anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski noted, “Wherever there is an important human activity, which is at the same time dangerous, subject to chance and not completely
mastered by technical means – there is always for the Trobriander a magical system, a body of rites and spells, to compensate for the uncertainty of chance and
to forearm against bad luck.”12 It is an anthropological truism that rituals occur at
times of transition and uncertainty.13
Perceived uncertainty produces fear and anxiety,14 thereby releasing stress hormones such as cortisol, which over time has numerous harmful consequences.15
These pernicious effects are reduced when individuals have a sense of control over
uncertain circumstances.16 Like all primates, humans come together when under
threat or other stress.17 Acting as a group is more reassuring than doing nothing
or acting alone.18
Therefore, it is not at all surprising that humans should behave in regularized
or patterned ways when stressed. Simplified and repeated movements and sounds
can be easily coordinated among members of a group. Participating in temporally
coordinated and integrated multimodal (facial, vocal, gestural) behaviors has positive effects on the reward centers of the brain – those that release endorphins and
endogenous opioids whose emotional effects include trust, confidence, bonding,
elation and even feelings of transcendence.19 These neurochemicals also reduce
the stress hormone cortisol, thereby relieving feelings of anxiety.20 Ancestral humans did not need to realize consciously that their coordinated actions of vocalizing and moving together during or in anticipation of a fraught or dreaded event
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promoted affiliation and congruence in adult social life.21 Engaging in highly coordinated action in pairs and groups is widespread among humans and many other
animals. Even without deliberate orchestration, individuals tend to behaviorally
match the actions and postures of others.22 Communal feeling is literally embodied
by the mutual coordination that is enacted.23

what i learned from cupules and other geometric marks
My ideas about the development and purpose of the various arts have themselves
gone through an evolution over several decades. I started with an intuition that
the arts were essential in our lives and must have been a biological adaptation, as
described in the five observations at the beginning of the background section
above. From reading scores of anthropological monographs about individual
small-scale societies, I realized that the arts were essential to ritual ceremonies
and understood that at the time of their prehistoric beginnings, participation in
them was essential – an idea that is not part of our notion of the arts today. And
after I learned about the neurochemical effects of coordinated activity with others
(which produces adaptively relevant feelings of trust, confidence, bonding, elation
and transcendence), everything came together. My conclusion was that if we lacked
these feelings or were not susceptible to the art/ritual behaviors that produce them,
we would not have been successful as a species.
Rock art, which is visual and static, does not easily fit into this scenario. The
markings are not the product of ongoing coordinated joint action, as are the movement and music of a ceremony, but rather the outcome of individual actions. Their
contribution is to add specialness, extraordinariness, and what I have most recently
called “artification” (the evolved behavior of making and participating in the arts)
to a ceremonial occasion, creating and emphasizing the vividness, persuasiveness
and believability of the cultural messages (myths, symbols) that inhere in the ceremony. Just saying “We need food” or “I hope my baby’s birth will be successful”
is hardly sufficient to appeal to the higher powers that individuals hope will respond to the importance of such things and be persuaded to help. Mark-making
can additionally artify the environment or surroundings as well as participants’
faces, hair and bodies, adding to the panoply of magnificence.
The occasions for ceremonies concern the literally vital needs of the group –
what they need to survive. Evolution has made all animals concerned with these
goods, motivated to care about them. Humans have evolved to show how much
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they care through extravagant behaviors (the arts, which are integral to ritual ceremonies). I have said that we are a species that was Homo aestheticus before we
were Homo religiosus or even Homo symbolicus.24
All rock carvings, including cupules, require motivation, planning, commitment, strength, endurance, skill, patience, and caring (the source of these other
abilities), and the finished result communicates for all time – embodies – those
qualities. Early in my studies I came across a sentence that I have never forgotten:
“What we do not care about we neither pay attention to nor remember.”25 I have
thought of it many times; although it sounds simple, I believe that it is profound
and true. Thanks to my acquaintance with cupules, I have put a coda to that statement: People do not make art about things they do not care about. I claim that this
is true of all artification in all humans.
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Do we live in a time of carelessness?
One could so easily just say yes. But I can think of so many moments in human
history that could be seen as times when the importance of care manifests itself
by its absence, by the predominance of profound neglect. And at the same time,
there are also all the labors, affections and commitments of care that keep worlds
going even in the worst of times. Maybe a time of carelessness would be a way to
refer to situations where the balance between care and neglect tips completely
over, when all the care in the world cannot keep aliveness going; a time when
people can start glancing into multiple forms of annihilation. And it does seem
like that often these days, in many places, to me, to many if not most people I
know. But I would be mad to pretend to know what “we” and “a time” might mean
in general terms. Even though I want to hope that globally, earth’s people are not
yet there, if I think in terms of different localities, there are many places where
that time is already here, where a web of care has not been enough to hold things
together, where the unraveling of life is ongoing and might have been for a long
time, if not seeming like forever for those suffering the consequences.
Judging whether we live in “a time of carelessness” is an interesting question
for those who dare to think in large time scapes. But for me, at least right now, I
feel I can only address this question from a gut feeling, from the extremely restricted standpoint of a privileged white person living in a pleasant borough in a
midsized town in the UK, sensing the ongoing ruination mostly through information channels and networks of friendship and politics. A person whose main struggle these days is, as it is for many, to make time for care against work intensification, but also to keep outrage and anxiety about where this planet is going
enough at bay to be able to get through the day – with enough joy and hope to
explore creative ways to remain involved in palliating the senseless way everything
seems to be heading. This is how caring in “this time” feels in “this” place to me.
To hold close the mantra that despair is not an option, to remember that at least I
feel there is still something to lose, while so many might not, not because they
don’t care about the loss but because they have more vital things to worry about
to get through the day. I am responsible for remembering this, not only because
forgetting would be ungrateful but because it would be resigning the yearning for
justice.
What caring feels like in these times and in this mood, for me, is that it is disjointed and pulled in a lot of discordant directions. In Matters of Care1 I followed
Joan Tronto’s thinking in trying to hold together a triple dimension of care: care
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as involving everyday labors and doings of maintenance and repair of the web of
life; care as an affective relation (the loves, the mental anxieties of care); and care
as inevitably embedded in ethicality as well as political meanings and commitments (in particular, the always fraught connection of care with organized neglect,
exploitation, exclusion and scarcity). I explored the distinctiveness of “care” as a
concept and practice that holds together these three dimensions. This was an attempt to discern, though not separate, what care involves with regard to other affective and material relations, such as love or maintenance (we can love intensively
without putting in the labors to care for the object of love; we can work to keep
others alive and going without affective involvement).
And yet these days I feel an intense and painful disjunction between these dimensions. On the one hand, between the magnitude of care as an affective relation
and an ethicopolitical sensitivity that one can feel in a single day with regard to
the ever-increasing fronts of social and ecological devastation. On the other hand
there is the difficulty for care to be translated in actual labors maintenance and
repair of a world in extreme trouble. The bigness of the trouble, the insignificance
of everyday agency. This is, again, probably the carelessness of privilege: to live
in an excessive state of trouble in paradoxically good living conditions. The privilege of those whose everyday immediate world is not falling apart quite yet.
So if I didn’t know what was happening all around, if I didn’t care about the
cost and pain, maybe the enjoyment I feel looking at the fiery red maple standing
frail over a carpet of blazing gold-yellow leaves under the gray autumn sky of an
unusually warm Indian summer, wouldn’t be tainted with grief for the impending
loss. Can I say that it would be nice to feel carefree for a little while?
So maybe today there is a specific form of carelessness stemming from this
pulling apart. Where to start putting care into practice? Because there is maybe
too much overwhelming care going on of that which consists of “troubling oneself”; retreat and rejection – “Why should I care?”– can be a reaction.2 In Matters
of Care I also argued that one cannot care for everything, that care also produces
cuts. As we also live in a moment of intense political moods, when affective attachments have become legitimate arguments for better and for worse, caring
strongly about something becomes amplified by an excessive proliferation of social
mediations, preventing another relevant care from being listened to, or worse, antagonizing and alienating somebody else’s care.
There are a lot of people putting in the work to care, but maybe as the fronts
of care become excessive, agitated and frustrated, anxiety can stifle the capacity
of doing care as that everyday thing that maintains aliveness. Maybe discourage-
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ment results in carelessness by exhaustion. On the other hand, in situations where
the necessary maintenance of life against excess of neglect absorbs all capacities
of everyday care labors and doings, the capacity to connect with larger frameworks
might restrict the possibility for broader solidarities and collective action (and feed
into a sense of ethical and political carelessness).
In your book you frequently return to the tension between the concepts of critique and
care. From Kant to Foucault and from Marx to the Frankfurt School, modern reason has
been defined by its critical attitude. Care, by contrast, stems from an older, more religious
context (e.g., Christian “charitas”), from which the Enlightenment sought to emancipate
itself. You yourself speak of “critical care” and oen emphasize the ambivalence in the
concept of care: it is necessary but oppressive, it connotes warmth but also asymmetrical
power relations, and so on. How exactly do you see the relationship between critique and
care as two modes of thought? Are they mutually exclusive, are they in a means-end relationship, or are they simply incomparable?
This is a really interesting question, but to answer upfront makes me feel I would
have to try to think as a philosopher and seriously engage with thinkers who
haven’t been on my radar for a while.3 So if it’s all right with you, I’d like to try
to address this beyond interrogations of philosophical tradition. The contrast you
pose, however, seems to expose a persisting binary, one which traditionally associates care with the irrationality of soft attachments, while a critical attitude is associated with detachment, a rationality in which sentimentality is put aside in the
quest for the cold, hard, higher truth (all sitting well with the subjectivity/objectivity divide). I hadn’t thought before how care is entangled in the history of ideas
and ethics in the interesting way your question does; for instance, that a tradition
of care is connected to an older religious context with which the enlightenment
sought to break. I’d like to come back to this later.
First, I should explain that my first engagements with the concept of care were
contemporary, embedded in personal/political/theoretical affinities and influences
stemming from feminist activism in the late 1990s (in particular, the European
Next GENDERation network and the Spanish group Precarias a la Deriva), and
from inheritances rooted in 1970s feminism (standpoint theory and the critique of
care as labor). Because of this, for me care and criticality are fully imbricated.
Also, since my first involvements with feminist activist and academic work as a
student, I have remained deeply influenced by the tensions in feminist politics between caring for each other across racial, class, sexuality, religious and other di-
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visions and the need to recognize these divisions as meaningful and not erase
them in the name of a general version of sisterhood. Learning from these conflicts
and tensions, in which caring well is a struggle, has remained crucial for me and
made me sensitive to the erasure of care, including in the strongly stratified contexts of academic work.
In this context, care is inevitably bound to a critique of gendered and racialized
exclusion, segregation, exploitation and neglect; embedded in the ambivalences
of practices of care in our worlds as necessary but exploitative. And so here, critical
thinking can simply mean questioning the status quo of asymmetrical power at
many levels, and for me, thinking with care is a good place to start because the
status of care is mostly still devalued. But also, when it is revalued or even sacralized, critical awareness needs to be especially vigilant, because care is too important to life on earth to be abandoned to its inevitable appropriations in networks
of power. So since I started engaging in extending a notion of care to ethical and
political involvements in more than human unequal relations, these inheritances
have remained ever-present to me.
At the same time, there is a thread that runs through my life and thinking:
constantly questioning what it means ethically and politically to work in academia.
This is, of course, a long-standing discussion in feminist activist/academic circles.
And in Matters of Care this is present in many ways. One is how I’m trying to explore a different form of criticality. Maybe against a masculinist notion of “critique,” associated with a certain hardiness that a critic should cultivate, that of
not showing what you really feel about what you’re researching, as if it was a sign
of weakness (not being unbiased), or embarrassment (being self-complacent). And
not exposing the vulnerability of our work, because then your contribution won’t
be valued as “strong.” Oh, and always affirm your proposition as a “breakthrough”
from what came before, because otherwise it doesn’t really count as “innovative.”
These are not new questions, and many people in academia continue to resist these
modes and explore the meanings of “critique” within alternative parameters,4 but
they remain relevant, as new versions of this disciplining are reproduced in contemporary academia, at least in the places I know.5 I personally get very bored
and irritated when a paper’s only proposition is based on tearing other people’s
work apart – unless they really deserve it [laughs], which is really rare, in my view.
This isn’t about arguing for a conversation that’s all nice and smooth. In Matters of Care I’m inspired by a tradition of feminist thinking for which critique is
just not enough. Not only it is easy to fall into the righteousness of being on “the
right side” – of those who care, those who have the right answer, those who see
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through the wrong beliefs of others – but the nurturing and fostering of care needs
hope as a practice of contributing to possible worlds. That is why speculative thinking plays a part here too. Because in awareness of the struggles of care, we need
to be supporting and exploring the fragile alternatives. In my view, feminist thinking is at its best as an alliance of two figures, the “feminist killjoy” (as Sarah
Ahmed named her) and the “harbinger of hope” (as Hilary Rose proposed).
Critique in this double sense is reclaimed from a very different incarnation
than an idea of critical distance that identifies good scholarly critique with detachment. It requires commitment to add something that could nurture worlds we
care for, as well as engagement and awareness of our own implication, of our noninnocence in the consequences of our thought (Haraway). I have tried to argue
that thinking with and from care does not allow “critical distance” in the sense of
being an enlightened observer. Indeed, the ambivalences of care somehow resonate
with a conflict between the oppressive social expectations and asymmetric social
relations that mark care and its connotations of warmth and comfort. There is no
direct expectation that care can ensure emancipation from oppressive social attachments (as a standard enlightened position might); on the contrary, this way
of thinking care might require us to intensify non-innocent engagement with how
our caring attachments are entangled in both reproducing and disrupting asymmetric power relations.
To come back to the question of care as stemming from religious traditions
versus enlightened versions of emancipation, while I don’t feel equipped to engage
with this question in historical terms, I could see a parallel here with a contemporary version of the separation of spirituality and “belief” from the very possibility
of critical thinking. This is political and academic – when academia is considered
a secular terrain and science as the break with obscure irrational beliefs (Isabelle
Stengers’ work is, for me, fundamental in questioning this). I think this is an unhelpful division for our times. For me, the reclamation of spiritual care is today
radical terrain – I am referring to my own experience with forms of material spirituality but also thinking of religious liberatory movements across the world that
keep fighting against socioecological damage and the intensification of neoliberal
authoritarianism by building resistant communities. Spirituality and critical thinking have never been exclusive. Religiosity and spirituality are as much traversed
by partisan divisions as is the belief in critical reason. Having spiritual attachments
can override rationalism, but rationalism is no longer – if it ever was – the path
to emancipation. In the current climate in my Eurocentric worlds, religiosity and
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spirituality cannot be addressed as exceptions that should be eradicated on the
path to preserving democracy and freedom. That’s a dangerous fallacy.6
Your concept of care is deeply inspired by feminist care ethics as well as science and technology studies. For others, the main references in the philosophy of care are phenomenologists such as Heidegger and Patočka, and of course the later Foucault. Can you say a bit
more about the genealogy of your concept of care?
As I said, my thinking on the notion of care is rooted in feminist work that comes
from a very different conversation and engagement with care. There is another
important connection here, which is the connection with care as a politics of
knowledge. My inspiration here comes directly from one text, “Hand, Brain and
Heart,” by Hilary Rose,7 which connected the insight of feminist standpoint theory
– that thinking from the perspective of the oppressed offered both better knowledge
about the social world and a glimpse of other possible worlds – with the emergent
social critique of science and technology (early Science and Technology Studies
[STS]). Much work in feminist STS can be read through this connection, with its
attention to devalued labors, affects and technologies and its concomitant engagement with promoting alternative ways of doing science. Ways that wouldn’t ignore
the contributions of science, under the blanket image of an objective practice, to
intersectional exclusions and dominations based on race, class and gender. Ways
that wouldn’t erase the embeddedness of science in the enterprise of technoscientific capitalism. Ways that would embrace the situatedness and responsibilities of
scientific practice (see Harding and Haraway). Ways, maybe, as Isabelle Stengers
proposed later on, for a science that becomes assured enough to resist the erasure
of the specificity of scientific practitioners’ work under an ideology of science as
“the” objective measure for disqualifying or ranking other knowledge practices
and disciplines. Ways in which science can conceive itself as part of what Dimitris
Papadopoulos calls a “community technoscience,” in which “invention power” is
distributed through transformative human-nonhuman agencies in the creation of
“alter ontologies.”8
There is some debate today about whether this kind of critique has contributed
to a weakening of science against the rise of irrational populism and anti-expertise.
I’m not that interested in this binary. For when has science (or any kind of knowledge) been outside politics? This is not a cynical question. It is certain that the
modern enterprise of science is tied to the rise of rationalism and secularism, a
path that many see as the only way to keep the world of facts “clean” of the messy
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world of politics. But this has never been possible. All knowledge is of the world
– nothing comes without its world, as Haraway beautifully put it. Universities and
scientific institutions have always been reflections of the societies they existed in.
One could say that we have not moved much beyond how, in the past, scientific
knowledge had more value if it confirmed the status quo of white privileged men’s
superiority. In technoscience, however, scientific knowledge has more value if it
can provide the reductions and measurements that facilitate the appropriation and
management of natural resources. It could be argued that it is in spite of these sociotechnical dynamics that institutions of science have helped with advances for
justice. And of course, there are spheres of science and knowledge that might not
be relevant to discuss in political terms. But also, it can be said that if scientific
knowledge was as abstracted from sociopolitical dynamics as traditional epistemologies held it to be, then it wouldn’t even matter. None of this says that science
– applied or “fundamental” – is less valuable with respect to the irreplaceable and
vital knowledge and guidance it provides for understanding and relating to the
natural world. And maybe it is precisely the unhelpful identification of science
with a pure world of facts that leaves it virtually powerless to respond to the challenges facing us. Rather than mourn the “politization of science” or the loss of
trust in expertise, what we need urgently is to work for alliances that actually help
scientists and nonscientists to respond together to the technoscientific challenges
of our time.9 Climate change denial is dangerous! But facts alone are not going to
save scientific knowledge on this one – neither is debunking the positivism of science, for that matter.
You have developed your concept of matters of care in relation to Bruno Latour’s concept
of matters of concern. What are the most important diﬀerences between your respective
approaches?
For many in science and technology studies, thinking against injustices of all types
is a foundational tradition, and it is one that is still thriving. It was in prolongation
of this tradition that I felt the urge to address the “critique of critique” that Bruno
Latour proposed with his transformation of the depoliticized notion of “matters of
fact” – as a way of naming the indisputable evidence that science offers to the
messy social world – into a notion of “matters of concern,” a notion that merges
the messy social world with the factuality of science, showing that scientists are
not offering a “cold” version of reality. Latour offers this as a more democratic
engagement with scientific knowledge. In this powerful idea, and in much of La-
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tour’s work that I profoundly respect, I saw something really helpful, and also not
only something feminists had already been doing for a while but an adventure
that perhaps needed to be pushed even further. “Matters of care” in this particular
discussion questions the idea of “symmetrical” engagement with networks and
ecologies of knowledge, and the methodological idea that a good analysis of sociotechnical networks needs to just “follow” practices on the ground (without
adding “explanations,” and especially not critically reconstituted concepts such as
capitalism, racism, etc.). Moreover, Latour has also been explicitly dismissive of
work that has contributed enormously to a critique of the idea of legitimate knowledge as coming from “nowhere,” in particular feminist work. His politics of citation
are also controversial, as his all-encompassing work often smooths out the differential propositions that make up the field of STS and the important contributions
made by critical currents and authors in the field. He also tends to overuse the
pronoun “we” while continuously assimilating and metabolizing a plurality of
ways of being in the world without allowing them their own voices.10 One trouble
for me is that these “bifurcations” and “purifications” (to use Latour’s favored
terms) result in a cutting off of the ways in which many colleagues in science and
technology studies – not only feminist ones! – have been trying to explore and
constantly reinvent this field as politically and ethically involved in ways not reducible to the inclusion of objects and things in parliamentary politics. The way
in which the notion of care as a politics of knowledge has been taken up in the
field since is, for me, evidence of this disquietude. It could be because “to care”
seems like a less antagonistic way to come out with one’s commitments than more
explicitly political positionings. It could be because care, or its absence, can be
detected and discussed in virtually any research context where more than human
relations are at stake. Nonetheless, much in this explosion of research on care that
explicitly manifests and shouts out for care speaks, for me, to a yearning for
knowledge that is transformative and aware of its consequences. But all that being
said, I do see matters of care in this context as a critical prolongation of what Latour has offered and continues to offer. He is a uniquely compelling and amazing
thinker, and that is a reason for engaging critically with his work rather than embracing it blindly.
On the one hand, care is something we find everywhere in living nature. On the other
hand, it is the contexts of technoscience and naturecultures that oblige us to “think with
care.” Either way, care is part of the feedback loops that ground us in the web of our interrelations with nonhuman worlds. Since this nonhuman grounding is also as old as
human history, which critical thresholds have we crossed today?
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This is such an important and difficult question, and I’m probably going to get
into a complete muddle in trying to answer. One way to address this is to acknowledge two tensions that traverse Matters of Care. First, the tension between seeing
care as a generic species activity (fully inspired by Joan Tronto’s philosophical
rendering) and seeing it as also always fundamentally specific (in tune with Annemarie Mol’s anthropological approach). Saying that care is everywhere always
risks being an all-encompassing assumption, at best making ethical agency redundant, at worst becoming a majoritarian, oppressive thought. The other tension
is between seeing care as an ethical obligation that is embedded in everyday material relations and therefore necessary for any living being to even survive – in
this sense, care is not necessarily always bound by ethical intentionality but is
just there because it is a necessity – and affirming that care is always entangled
with ethical and political implications and commitments (because the absence of
care can kill, because what good care means will always be contested).
Another important premise here that complicates things is that my work addresses care in “more than human worlds” – that is, I don’t engage with other than
human care. I don’t know that all other nonhumans care in living nature. Of course
I am indebted to work in critical animal studies, in ethology and beyond, that
looks into nonhuman species’ doings of care, but I did set myself a boundary to
start thinking from a human notion of care that included labors, ethics, politics,
affective relations, which is what I feel I know about and I had an urge to address.
For me, to think care as more than human means the human is in the mix. In that
sense, I should be mindful to not say – and probably was not always sufficiently
so in Matters of Care – that care can be found everywhere. Nor that it should. It
would be nice if humans were not everywhere! There is a case, addressed only a
bit in the book as a precaution, for saying that there are places where it is better
not to intervene (leave the wild to the wild, even in a corner of your garden, and
contain human “good” intentions to care). However, that said, if this book is called
speculative ethics, it is because in a way it ends up challenging my own conceptual
and ethical precautions. Because I became convinced that it is fundamental to
think imaginatively not only about the myriad ways in which other-than-humans
do work of care for “us” – with and without humans – but also about how maintaining the living web of care for humans is today, more than ever, intrinsically
bound up with nonhuman labors. So, all in all, the book ends up being a speculative plea for decentering the meaning of care as only human.
Coming back to your question, it could be said that this book is an intervention
in the debates about humans’ impact on the whole of nature, and obviously this
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is marked by thinking with the Anthropocene. Your question evokes this because
this epochal narrative is about thresholds and where to situate them. There is the
geological threshold the notion initially engaged with: that is, when was it that
humans became a geological force that shapes the planet as geos? But there is
also the argument that some humans have started shaping Earth in different ways,
since they are on it at the level of locales – hunting species to extinction, introducing agriculture, etc., etc.. In this way, it is arguable that nonhumans have been
providing the material foundation of the web of care since forever. A threshold
crossed today might be that they cannot do it anymore. Nor can the planet, if we
heed scientists’ warnings about the exceeding of planetary boundaries. Because
some humans haven’t been recirculating care in the web of life and have been excessively exploiting the other than human world, concerned only with taking care
of those they consider valuable – human or not. This is not possible anymore, and
it has become clear for many that there is no way to live as well as possible on
this planet if human neglect and exploitation of other-than-humans continue.
Besides care as an ethico-political obligation, you distinguish care as an aﬀective state
and as a material vital doing, even as a species activity. Do you agree that the aﬀective
component of care implies an aesthetic (in the sense of a theory of beauty/art)? Can we
care for something that is ugly?
Yes, very much, aesthetics is intimately part of (re-)constituting the affective. This
is something I have become more interested in in my current work on human-soil
relations, in which I explore how some people are changing the ways they feel
about the soil. How has soil passed from being inert, uninteresting matter to not
only something alive but also beautiful, sensually compelling? Soil art plays a
part here, as does the scientific visualization of soils, but also community practices
of alternative forms of growing food. Together they are contributing to a renewed
ecopoetics of dirt. I would actually say that care for what some see as “ugly” – or
even abject – is one of the most compelling ways of understanding care for the
neglected, for the dispossessed. Reclaiming what some frame as ugliness and confronting the oppressive structures and the modes of thought that underpin them
is also a powerful political tool – see how powerful it became affirming that black
is beautiful against institutional and aesthetic racism. In the contexts I am researching, soils are being reclaimed in ways in which decomposed matter has powerful cultural connotations that are both affective and aesthetic. One example is
how we are starting to look at decay as a wonderful natural process rather than a
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motif of disgust and denial and embracing it through practices – for example, becoming fascinated by the processes of composting food waste and seeing worms
as beautiful creatures. These are ways in which what we care for is transformed as
much as those who care for it. Being attentive to aesthetic reclamations is also
fundamental for me to show the ways in which cultural economies of value are at
stake – for instance, to remain aware of how making visible the beauty of soil can
contribute to a recolonization of soil life concomitant to reductionist visions of
the economic value of life.
e feminization of care has led to it being overlooked and undervalued in dichotomies
such as mind over body, public over private, reason over emotion, and so on. At the same
time, public spheres such as science and governance are unthinkable without care. What
strategies do we have for “emancipating” and/or democratizing care?
There is a longstanding tradition of thinking this problem from a feminist perspective – in particular, in work on the ethics and the politics of care. I became
interested in thinking care as something that is in every practice, but of course
there are defined practices and professions of care. Each of these fields, however,
needs to be looked at specifically to understand how care can be emancipated. In
Matters of Care I insisted on the fact that my engagement with care was limited
by a particular trajectory of thinking with STS and more than human relations. I
tried in a very short introduction to point to the many other fields that are contributing to what we could refer to as the emancipation and democratizing of care.
I interpret this as going against many pressures to commodify and standardize
care. What I can say is that for me, care speaks of a broader activity that underpins
the possibility of living as well as possible. In my own profession, care speaks of
writing more about what we care about, spending time listening to a student beyond the allocated time, nurturing care for each other in academic departments,
connecting our thought with local struggles, being outspoken and insurrectional
in solidarity with the precarization of university workers, etc. – all activities less
likely to be valued, not so much by colleagues or intellectual communities but in
the predominant rankings of academic value and privilege. This enactment of care
as a struggle of knowledge politics does not diminish the need to remain with the
material grounding of care, in struggles around the living conditions of women
and other marginalized people. And so again, emancipation, when it concerns
care, might be less about breaking with ties and attachments than about recognizing and fostering some modes of (inter-)dependence more than others.
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Today we are witnessing a large-scale privatization of care, especially in those countries
with traditional welfare states. Among other things, this is leading to a renewed heteropatriarchical “familianism” and hiding of care tasks. What, to your mind, are the risks
and opportunities for caring posed by the demise of the welfare state?
This sounds true in my particular context. We can see institutional carelessness as
governments and organizations retreat from supporting people in everyday life,
for instance in places where public services helped directly or indirectly to sustain
everyday caring. On more and more fronts, people are left fending for themselves,
and communities have to cope with immense burdens that they don’t have the capacity to carry (or have lost it). There is also the subjection of all our activities to
efficiency and profit, which inevitably shrinks the times and spaces of care with
which many professions were thought to be entrusted (medicine, nursing, teaching …). The risks are many when care becomes something we can no longer imagine to assume collectively. People are having to reinvent ways of caring for each
other and the meaning of community belonging. Belonging is a tricky and sticky
sentiment, but the need to belong, it seems to me, is pervasive. Precisely because
it is tricky, we shouldn’t leave it, especially today, to those who use it to strengthen
the exploitation of most by some. I feel that a sense of belonging still plays a role
in how, and about what, people (not the people) care. I am trying in my current
work on human-soil relations to explore ways of understanding community and
belonging that curtail exclusionary thinking that nurtures only care for those “who
belong.” I see glimpses of, and opportunities for, more than human care in the
emergence and reaffirmation of modes of “ecological belonging” that foster collective and creative forms of interdependence and insurgent justice by decentering
the place of humans. These are deinstitutionalized and highly localized forms of
care, but not “private.” The opportunity can perhaps be read as the affirming of
the commoning of care, which is actually closer to the processes that maintain a
web of life, the ongoing collective recomposition of livable worlds. These do not
happen because they are supported by nations or states, nor merely as responses
to the unraveling of social relations. Maybe – to end where we began this conversation – care has always happened in spite of carelessness, not just as a response
to it.
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There are various schools of thought that reflect on what constitutes a good life.
The intellectual tradition of the study of “the good life” seems far away from present-day concerns about care, yet it can teach us about values in everyday life and
ways of grasping the specificities therein. Ancient Greek practices and later humanist practices based on them took the philosophy of the good life not as a doctrine or general theory but as a way of living, a practice. The good life finds
expression in what philosophers do rather than in what they preach. This tradition
has disappeared in the present age, but it is interesting in the context of thinking
about care, because the philosophical practices of the good life attended to values
that were and are part of everyday life. Studying the philosophers of the good life
helps to (re)construct a repertoire of words and practices that make everyday values
available for reflection, in care practices and elsewhere. We all speak about what
we find important in daily life, yet we do not have concepts for reflecting on the
words and registers in which we do this. We have no analytical understanding of
what I would suggest calling the aesthetic values of daily life. These can be roughly
described as values that refer to things we find stylish, nice or beautiful and to
norms for how to behave, such as rules of etiquette.1 They are not universal principles but values that we use to qualify everyday events and relationships. Aesthetic values are hard to define, as the function of the specific situations in which
they are used may change.2 For instance, in longterm care for older people, “cleanliness” once denoted an aesthetic value referring to the pleasantness of fitting into
the social order of the residential homes but was also used as a principle for organizing care: cleanliness was imperative and needed to be realized with iron discipline. And headscarves can be an aesthetic attribute for some people yet a matter
of juridical concern for others.
I will analyze how aesthetic values are framed and made relevant in particular
practices ranging from the scientific and the religious to the everyday. The relationship between the sensorial and the object sensed takes this search for aesthetic
values to concrete situations in which something is appreciated – for instance, to
care practices that are oriented towards doing something good, be it in aesthetic
or moral terms.3 That “something” may vary depending on the problem at hand
and the strategies for tackling that problem – and so may the “good.” I want to
create theoretical space to articulate the various “goods” as everyday aesthetic
(and moral) values and learn what aesthetics may mean within these practices.
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concerns about care
My concern with the good life stems from a concern with care, and a worry that
its practices have no specific and fitting scientific discipline to back them up. There
is no coherent program that is concerned with systematically assembling knowledge about how care is and may be done. I approach care as a varied set of normative practices in health care, practices in which participants try to achieve some
forms of the good. These practices impact on the lives of so many patients who do
not get better but have to somehow live with their disease. The academic approach
to care seems to be squeezed between scientific research that strives for generalizable outcomes on the one hand and medical ethics, which is concerned with universal values, on the other. This leaves little space for scattered patches of research
about care practices.4 There is practical professional education for nurses and other
paramedics, which is, in the Netherlands, organized outside the universities. Doctors are trained in university hospitals, but strikingly, reflection on clinical practices is not part of academic practice in medicine. The translation of scientific
findings to individual patients’ cases is something clinicians and patients do on a
daily basis, but how they do this is not systematically studied.
One of the obstacles to advancing care research is the self-understanding and
methodological preferences of the social and medical sciences, which are geared
to finding general trends. This makes it hard to deal with the particularity of clinical situations. It is possible to say that treatment X is effective in 80 percent of
the cases suffering from Y, but it is not possible to say what treatment X will do
for David with diabetes, or Jane with coronary heart disease. Most patients are
different from the populations in clinical trials, and clinical practices are complex,
with clinicians having to juggle many variables simultaneously. Modern-day quantitative scientific research practices need clearly defined variables that can be separated, and these are rarely present in complex clinical practices. There is no
established methodological repertoire that relates well to the specificities of care
practices and patients’ everyday lives.
There are researchers (including myself) who do study care as a practice. Practices are not just made up of particulars that are completely different from one
day to the next. They are held together by routines, instruments, buildings, schedules and values. Yet they do differ from one another in ways that are more or less
obvious. This makes quantitative comparisons of specific variables hazardous. To
study care practices and to learn from one to benefit another calls for a different
approach, one that is able to take specificities into account.
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In this essay I will take you on a (de)tour well away from hospitals, clinics,
and patients in order to revisit several historical notions and practices of the good
life. I want to show that more can be learned about the values within care practices
and patients’ daily lives once we regain a notion of aesthetic values as the values
that are prominent there. Recognizing aesthetic values and finding out what they
do allows us to pay attention to the particularities, contingencies and complexities
of everyday practices. We are familiar with aesthetic values through the arts, as
ways to describe the beauty of a painting or sculpture. In art, aesthetic values denote exceptional appreciations rather than everyday ones. But long before aesthetic
appreciation became strictly related to art, they were part of discourses on daily
life. I will revisit these discourses to see what we can learn from them about the
role and function of aesthetic values in daily life, and hence about values that are
pertinent to thinking about care and its specificities, contingencies and complexities.

the values of everyday life
If one is interested in values in care, medical ethics is the first place to look. In
this field, ethical problems are discussed, and institutionalized ethics committees
judge whether research proposals provide adequate protection of subjects. What
is striking is that medical ethics is often concerned with making decisions: what
is the right thing to do in this situation? No more than four principles need be
considered to answer this question: patient autonomy, doing good, not doing harm,
and justice.
Yet within everyday practices many more values are active. These are not restricted to matters of decisionmaking or judgment. They may express the comfort
of warm blankets, gratitude for kind nurses, the relief of stable blood pressure, the
satisfaction of going for a walk each day, or the ugliness of a scar that the doctor
declares a beautifully healed wound. These more “everyday values” are the ones
that are crucial in care. Of course, the traditional Big Ethical Problems are important, but in the everyday practice of care, encounters with the “smaller” values
take up most time and effort. These values are not universal and may differ for
different people. For example, for some, a loss of independence can be experienced
as utterly undignified, whereas others adapt to it with grace. Aesthetic values are
ubiquitous in everyday language. There is the nice neighbor, a friendly conversa-
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tion, a good death, a great party, a beautiful goal. What we lack is a framework
for reflecting on these aesthetic values.
Good lives
The repertoires of words and activities for discussing values in daily life included
philosophical practices pertaining to reflecting on and practicing “the good life.”
The philosophers of the good life discussed topics such as friendship, love, disease
and so on. The practices were first developed in ancient Greece, to be later revoked
in humanist traditions. Rather than medical ethics, this work mainly influenced
Aristotelian virtue ethics.5 Today, the philosophical genre consisting of discussing
and living the good life has disappeared. At present, evocations of the good life
are often commercialized and individualized, formed by the wellness and happiness
industry. They also can be found in the “human interest” sections of periodicals,
but they are not a topic for academic reflection.
The disappearance of the good life as the subject of a serious genre is perhaps
not so strange considering how strongly the ancient Greek philosophers linked
ideas about it to actually practicing it. Historically, good lives were exemplary
lives, lived on behalf of the less enlightened by a few wise people who pointed the
way to how this should be done. Apart from learning what the good life might
entail, the aim of this practice was to teach others about what was worth striving
for or occupying oneself with. Michel Foucault, in the lectures he gave just months
before he died, elaborated on this topic.6
One set of exemplary lives Foucault explored in these lectures was those of the
cynics. The cynics engaged in living good lives by testing out ideas they thought
might be true. They tried, for instance, to refrain as much as possible from doing
things they found unnecessary. For them, this meant not having luxury and material goods or doing things on the basis of opinion or habit. Anything not prescribed by nature or one’s natural needs could be discarded, and discarding it
would bring life closer to the truth of what one actually needed. For instance, Diogenes proved he could do without a house when he tried living in a barrel and
showed that it could be done. The ways of the cynics annoyed their rich fellow
citizens, who cherished luxury, honor, physical beauty and wealth. The cynics
scandalized their audience by living up to what they preached. In this way, they
demonstrated to their fellow citizens how they should live and what was of value
by doing what they called “taking care of themselves.”
Another, much later example of how to live a good life can be found in the
practices of the Renaissance humanists. The Renaissance philosophers drew on an-
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cient Greek ideas about what a good life was. Philosopher Nancy Struever points
out that these humanists’ work on the good life should not be seen as adding to a
theory of the good life.7 Their lack of theoretical work has long puzzled the Renaissance philosophers’ interpreters. Why did they not bring new doctrines to philosophy? It seems that they were instead focusing on rehearsing Greek good life
practices. In her book, Struever argues that the novelty and originality of the Renaissance humanists is in fact to be found in their innovative practices. To be a
philosopher of the good life means actually living one.
Struever describes the life and work of Petrarch in making this argument. Petrarch objected to the academic philosophy of his era, the late Middle Ages. He
found it much too esoteric, grandiose and ultimately irrelevant. What he wanted
was a philosophy that would address everyday concerns. He and other Renaissance
humanists broke with the academy to establish new practices by which they could
live and teach, and hence give expression to their ideas of the good life. In their
practice, the important forms were the dialogue and the letter, as opposed to the
large, opaque volumes of their academic colleagues. The dialogue and the letter
were relational, modest forms that were accessible to most. These modes of conversation engaged people by discussing topics that were relevant to them. The letters were addressed to individuals (fictitious or real), but through publication they
reached many readers. They were therefore semiprivate, semipublic writings. The
letters were collected in what were effectively coffee-table books that adorned the
houses of the rich and literate.
An interesting aspect of the Renaissance humanist practice of the good life is
that women were part of this public sphere. Literate women were important participants in the conversation. This is clear in images from the era, in which we
often see Petrarch in dialogue with a woman. She might have been Petrarch’s
beloved Laura, a mysterious character for whom he wrote more than 100 sonnets.
Women were not allowed to enter academia, but they did take part in practices
concerned with the good life. Feminist practices well avant la lettre!
What Petrarch had in common with the cynics is that both engaged in living a
good life rather than developing theories about it. Their practices were aesthetic
ones in the sense that a good life is meaningless if it is not actually lived. Also,
both sought new forms of philosophy that would put daily life on the agenda as
well as asking others to think about its truth. Both practices developed an understanding of the good life by putting it to the test in order to to learn more about
that truth. Hence, both practices were also ethical practices: they were explicitly
aimed at teaching others.
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the good, the true and the beautiful
But let’s go back to Foucault’s lectures. In his explorations of the ancient Greeks
– and the patient work he undertook in the lectures – he showed the intricate relationship between what is good, what is true and what is beautiful. In the good
life, the good, the true and the beautiful are attributes of the same thing: everyday
life (in Greek: bios). The good life had a particular relationship to truth, and for
the cynics as well as for, e.g., Socrates, living a true life meant one should test the
truth, live according to it, and transmit it to others by practicing parrhesia. Parrhesia is a mode of frankly speaking the truth about the concerns of daily life.
Socrates is an exemplary figure here, interrogating the citizens about their habits
and convictions and unmasking the flaws in them.
Foucault stresses that practicing parrhesia was risky, as it could – and did –
get people angry and scandalized. Flattery was a common rhetorical strategy of
the day for speaking to those in power, and rejecting it could put parrhesiasts in
a situation where they might fear for their lives. The cynics were particularly
provocative with their doctrine that stated that a true life was true to nature, and
that nature was good and beautiful. By “nature” they meant physical needs. They
would relieve themselves in the open, and Diogenes’ public masturbation has been
much discussed. Had the cynics been alive today, they would certainly have been
jailed for vagrancy and offending the (aesthetic!) morals of our time. Remember
too that Socrates, who lived a far more conventional life then the cynics, was sentenced to death for “spoiling the young.” Yet all these philosophers faced the scandals they provoked in the earnest conviction that it was their mission and duty to
test the truth and teach that what was true was also good – and beautiful, according to their specific understanding of the word.
The true life hence showed a clear ethical relationship to others. It was addressed to others, who were meant to learn from it. Living a good life was motivated by a mission or calling to teach others to take care of themselves, as Foucault
shows in a fascinating aside in the lectures. It reports on Foucault’s tête-à-tête
with a scholar of the ancient Greek language about the root of “taking care of the
self” (epimeleia, melei moi). They agree that it could be melos, which means melody.
In French, “ça me chante” means “it appeals to me.” It is not a call of duty but of
freedom and pleasure. “I do it because it appeals to me.” It is a musical or aesthetic
ethics, a duty that appeals. The good life is pursued not because one wants to follow specific (or universal) rules and standards but because one is motivated to do
so.
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The good life of the ancient Greeks put aesthetic values in a prominent position,
as Foucault shows. Yet these were very different from their fellow citizens’ ideas
about beauty. The true life was a work of art, or more precisely, it could be judged
by a set of criteria that would otherwise be used for artworks. For example, for
the cynics the true life was guided by four principles: it was unconcealed, independent, straight and sovereign. Unconcealedness, for example, could refer to
truth: living in a barrel, unhidden from the eyes and norms of the citizens, was a
way of proving this act possible, and showing that a big house was not essential
to living a good/true life. Truth showed itself for all to see. Unconcealedness was
also an ethical imperative, as it directly confronted other citizens with a life that
was better than their own lives, which were based on mere convention. The cynics
did not practice sweet talk; they stated or demonstrated the principles of truth and
goodness that others needed to learn. The good life, then, related to beauty because
lack of concealment was an aesthetic characteristic of a life that showed itself,
was open. Openness made this life attractive. It was driven by the cynics’ motivation (melos) to care for others through caring for themselves. Each principle shows
that what is true is also good and beautiful. The specificities differ between different schools, but this interrelatedness is at the basis of how to understand and live
the good life. There are no separate spheres for dealing with matters of truth, goodness and beauty.

the trivialization of aesthetic values
So the tradition of the good life shows how aesthetic values were part and parcel
of daily life and were explicitly conceptualized. It is clear that the aesthetics of
the cynics was in no way frivolous or superficial to them. Its interrelatedness to
truth and goodness made aesthetics a serious concern. In the present day, aesthetic
values are only taken seriously in art. One could argue, with Foucault, that aesthetic values have been pushed into the artistic sphere and that art has become a
domain that is separate from those of the true and the good, with each following
its own rules, assumptions and values. The sciences have obtained a monopoly on
truth, and when it comes to how to behave well in daily life, the church and religion today provide the proper institutions and instructions. Foucault’s work shows
how biomedicine and psychiatry have taken over part of these tasks, claiming a
different relation to truth.
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Making a great leap through time, I will show how in modernity the connections between truth, goodness and beauty were cut and beauty became suspect. I
cannot undertake to give a full history of aesthetic values here, but I will present
two historical snapshots of situations that demonstrate how they came to be
viewed with suspicion – first, by the citizens preaching equality and transparency
and rejecting the show of privileged grandeur in the Ancien Régime, and second,
by the liberalist treatment of aesthetic values as private rather than public matters.
The first historical snapshot comes from the French Revolution, when aesthetic
practices gained the pejorative label of “artificial,” in contrast to the language of
transparency that was a core value for the revolting citizens.8 Joan Landes describes how the French Revolution was much occupied with good and bad modes
of representation. Hence, the semipublic sphere of the salons, one in which women
reigned, became suspect and eventually disappeared. The reason for this was that
play, masquerade and disguise – preferred forms of entertainment and representation in salon life – were associated with the modes of representation of the Ancien Régime; think of the wigs and elaborate dress of the nobility. Court was a
place where grandeur and power were displayed and performed for the people.
Access to this public sphere was gained not through votes or equal opportunity
but through good connections and creation of the fashions of the day. The salons
were much more porous than court. Distinctive literary abilities on the part of an
aspiring person could grant him or her access to the salons; nobility was not a
precondition for becoming part of this social sphere. Young artists could become
part of salon life if the salonières were interested in their art, talents or conversation. Rather than rational, transparent criteria granting equal opportunity and fair
procedures, the likes and dislikes of the powerful determined who could and could
not participate. The new citizens’ suspicion and hatred of the Ancien Régime,
which included an objection to “undemocratic,” aestheticized and “effeminate”
practices, challenged the goodness of the salons and the values prominent in them.
Artificiality and play had to be eradicated to pave the way for freedom of movement and equal opportunity of access to parliament.9 Frills and dresses had no
place amid the sober suits worn there, and the experiments with gender and literature disappeared under the demand for transparency.
The liberal politics of transparency
Remaining in the sphere of budding democracy and the emerging postfeudalist
economy for a bit, it is instructive to look at the fate of aesthetic values in political
theory through a second historical snapshot. In liberal political theory, matters of
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taste were crucial for helping a nation flourish. As everyone strove for what he or
she wanted, whatever the nature of the particular object of desire, he or she would
simultaneously be striving for the wealth of the nation.10 If everyone strove for
personal wealth, the total wealth of the nation would increase.
In one sense, this made aesthetic values important: they were drivers of the
common wealth. Yet in another way it trivialized them: which particular pleasures
and objects to pursue were of interest only to private individuals and families.
Everyone was at liberty to choose. The differences between desires became even
less visible when they were translated into one common form of value: money. It
made particular tastes and fancies interchangeable. One affection could be equated
with another if it had the same price (in a clear resonance with the marketization
of the Dutch cultural sector!).
A clever unity was hence imagined to channel the diversity and specificity of
passions. If everyone financed his or her own happiness and desired “goods,” this
would make money flow and the economy blossom. This vision at once made
tastes very important – they drove individuals to create the wealth of nations –
but, through translating them into calculable units of money, also rationalized and
tamed them. As Albert Hirschmann argues, the capricious passions were turned
into interests, where rational calculations about what would deliver most value
for money in the long run replaced individual cravings for immediate gratification.11 The citizens became calculating citizens. Clever investments could increase
gains in the long run. Passions were ruled by rational calculations.
Hence, in this economy, taste became crucial and trivial at the same time. There
still was an idea of intrinsic values in the high arts (see, for instance, Immanuel
Kant’s praise of the sublime as an objective attribute of a beautiful thing), but
more everyday things like sports, fairs and real estate had only specific value to
their private owners or buyers and gained general value only through their equivalents in cash. These political ideas are still influential in the idea that care for the
arts is not a task of the state as a signification of culture that exceeds individual
tastes but should depend on what individual citizens want to pay for. Aesthetic
values are individualized and subjected to mechanisms of the market.

revitalizing aesthetic values
In the liberal economy, it is the task of the state to protect individual passions and
interests. What people like and how they want to live their version of the good
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life is not a concern of the state; these are private matters. When aesthetic values
are read as legal principles, conflicts arise. Common examples relate to cultural
differences, like the wearing of headscarves and ritual slaughter. It makes a lot of
difference whether such issues are seen as matters of fashion and taste, like a particular choice of clothing or a religious ritual of cleanliness, or are framed as matters of morality and law, like the wearing of religious symbols in public or the
maltreatment of animals. Religious symbols and animal abuse may be regulated
or banned in public life by establishing laws. Fashion and cleanliness, as aesthetic
practices, cannot be handled in this way, as that would imply a harmful restriction
of the freedom of individual citizens. Aesthetic values, as privately motivated acts
with no effect on others but mere dislike, cannot be regulated by the state.
It is increasingly recognized that aesthetic values have great social influence,
even if not through mechanisms of state governance. Anthropologists have linked
aesthetic values to the social, and to culture and habits or “aesthetic genres.”12
They have shown how people organize themselves around particular values. These
may be hobbies, religious rites or other practices in which taste or aesthetics are
prominent. Aesthetic values connect people who may be disconnected in other
ways. You may share with your neighbor a love for orderly hedges but differ from
him or her through your interest in literary prose. A good friend may like a painting you deem horrible. Aesthetic values connect people but also run through classic
sociological groups, such as classes, religions and so on.13
A clear example of how aesthetic values may have an impact on society is provided by the hippie counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s. The hippies proclaimed
values that were very different to what was widely considered beautiful and proper
at the time. Their long hair and colorful clothing were markers of a subversive understanding of how people should live together. Free sexual relationships and horizontal organizations were trademarks of hippie culture. The hippies’ colorful way
of addressing issues of power and convention by changing the codes still resonates
today. Their impact on democratization processes in institutions is still part of
Dutch cultural heritage. Punk is another clear subculture or aesthetic practice,
which includes ideas on how to dress, what music to listen to and how to dance
to it, and how to relate to power structures (in this case, through anarchism).14
What made these aesthetic values subversive was that they were not, or not
only, argued for through good arguments or decided on through democratic choice.
Some things may just seem more interesting, nicer or prettier than other things –
so let’s do it this way, without further ado. The philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah argues that slavery, the Chinese binding of women’s feet, and dueling were
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not abandoned for rational or ethical reasons. The arguments against each of these
practices were already well known. Instead, Appiah attributes their abandonment
to the emergence of a specific code of honor, which I interpret as an aesthetic sensitivity. 15 When dueling, slavery and deformed feet are no longer seen as beautiful
or acceptable but as humiliating, ugly and inappropriate, they will be abandoned.
The “image” and reputation of each of these practices have been destroyed.
These examples show how aesthetic values are – or should be – part of the
study of everyday social life. They matter in care practices as well. I have written
elsewhere about the impact of hair loss caused by chemotherapy on the lives of
women suffering from cancer and undergoing treatment.16 The analysis showed
that the way the women looked impacted heavily on their everyday social lives.
Cultural imaginaries of bald women projected scary images of death, dehumanization and concentration camps, which became part of how they were regarded.
The women had to develop strategies to hide or camouflage their bald heads. Even
though cancer and bald women are increasingly common phenomena, these
women could not go against aesthetic norms of how women should look, even if
they were not worried about those norms themselves. Good looks – and its others
– are important in everyday life and in care practices.

discussion: generating care concerns
Aesthetic values are abundant in everyday life and care practices, but we lack a
vocabulary to study and reflect on them. This is a problem, because a better understanding of aesthetic values can help us to address concerns in daily life and
care practices. Because they relate to specific situations, these values are difficult
to address using the scientific and ethical tools of today. Yet the study of aesthetic
values holds promise, because they provide avenues for studying daily life and
care. Framing their workings is a way to address the specificities of these everyday
practices.
The historical tour took us to faraway places where daily life and its values
were explicitly addressed. How might these practices shed light on present-day
concerns about care? Obviously, the concerns of the philosophers of the good life
were very different from those of today’s patients and caregivers. It would be absurd to try to “copy” a cynic’s way of life in the present. Also, the normativity of
an exemplary life would be too specific and out of place for people suffering from
chronic disease. There are role models like Stephen Hawkins, Kay Toombs and
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Jacqueline Kool, whose lives certainly provide important inspiration to many. Yet
there may be different forms besides exemplary lives to consider.
Living with a disease or disability implies living with something about which
one feels bad or ambivalent. A concern with everyday values points to a practical
wish to change things rather than to a mere theoretical interest. Paying attention
to specificities enables one to learn from different practices through foregrounding
those specificities rather than attempting to overcome them. If, say, a patient with
COPD discovers that not drying off with a towel after a shower but instead sitting
down to dry in a bathrobe saves a lot of energy and prevents breathlessness, this
option can be tried by others. They may or may not find it helpful, or they may
find that their situation is different so the trick does not work. The exchange of
“good solutions” and “modest suggestions” is a formula that has been tried and
tested by self-help groups and can be developed further. It acknowledges that people living with chronic disease strive to live good lives, notwithstanding the difficulty of doing so, without the dream of those lives being exemplary. It is a more
modest form of moral character than living an exemplary life, providing suggestions rather than answers or calculations of probable effects.
Yet aesthetic values in care practices index social understandings rather than
liberal conceptions of taste. People with chronic disease share certain desires, such
as not being hindered too much in their daily lives. These concerns may be addressed collectively without assuming that every solution is valid for everyone.
So our historical tour helps to reframe everyday life and care in terms of the kinds
of relationships to truth, goodness and beauty that need to be explored. What
would it mean to build relationships between people with chronic disease and
those caring for them and living around them in order to achieve a (social) life
that is as good as possible?
Attempts to achieve a good life could be supported by knowledge that attends
to everyday practices of living with disease. More attention should be paid to the
ways and styles of knowing that people use to live with chronic disease on a daily
basis.17 These are not simply formal or propositional forms of knowledge (“knowledge about facts”); rather, what is important here is more practical, tacit ways of
knowing that propel activities, such as embodied skills and embedded knowhow.
This practical knowledge can be used to interpret doctors’ advice, medical knowledge, and wisdom from a neighbor, and it supports the coordination of different
aims in life. It enables tips, techniques, insights and suggestions from experienced
people to be shared. Ethnographies of lives and the “goods” embedded in them
may be helpful – for example, by showing the effects of particular techniques and

58

care, everyday life, and aesthetic values

technologies on possible ways of life. Research in this area could attend to what
kinds of problems people encounter, how they may be solved, and which values
are hence brought into being.
Developing such knowledge and making it transportable raises particular ethical concerns. The most prominent of these is the need to pay careful attention to
specificities. If one life is never the same as another, then differences need to be
attended to. Words need to be found to articulate and discuss these differences.
Rather than generalization, the metaphor of transportation might be useful here.
How can insights be transported into different lives and practices without assuming
these other lives and practices to be the same? This raises the question of how to
acknowledge the particularity of care practices and how to build an understanding
of specificity into the style of getting to know these practices, in order to scrutinize
and learn from differences rather than ignore them.
If care is always oriented towards achieving something good, the nature and
form of these “goods” may be considered through analyzing the effects of the values on care practices and comparing them to alternative values and effects. The
organization of research practices and relationships is important here. How may
such knowledge be generated? How are patients involved? Is participating in research a matter of filling out grueling questionnaires that never use quite the right
words but force people to enter answers anyway, for the researcher to take away
and use? Or could there be other practices and relationships, ones in which values
could be negotiated and forms could be established more interactively, using storytelling, observations, dialogues, photographs, letters? How might such research
be organised as good research practices, with good relationships between researchers and subjects, and with useful results? What goods would these be?
This is also an aesthetic question about how to do good research. How do research practices contribute to the shaping of their objects of study? Remember Petrarch’s dismissal of the academy and the new practices and forms of speaking
and writing he used to address the concerns he found important. Form and content
are closely interwoven. Attending to concepts, methods and practices is a way of
attending to the shaping and framing of one’s object of research. This shaping and
framing signify the creative aspect in scientific research. In contrast to metaphors
of “discovery” and “mirroring,” in which the object of research waits “out there”
to be discovered, it draws attention to the practical ways of shaping that object.18
There are many disciplinary rules in academia, and the norm is to value generality, ignoring concerns about particularity inherent in clinical practice and
everyday life even if they affect many. This raises the question of whether it is
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possible to make daily life a topic of discussion within academia. Or should researchers move out of a world focused on international publications, research
money and h-indexes and write for newspapers or start wellness resorts?
These questions form a generative agenda for the issues that care research faces.
Such research may describe how people manage their everyday life and care, the
technologies they use and the relationships they create to different effects. It may
enable us to learn more about how these practices are oriented towards achieving
something good, ethical and aesthetic. Care studies needs new ways of bringing
the true, the good and the beautiful together. Care research is generative research
in that it helps to make sense of problems that concern society. It invites creativity
in finding methods and concepts that articulate situations and problems in meaningful ways, while addressing the more everyday forms of what is true, good and
beautiful.
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Do any existing, or future, humanoid robots deserve the dignity, respect and rights
of human beings? This question has occupied thinkers from philosophers to filmmakers. The resulting works have contributed greatly to our understanding of the
nature of humans and machines. However, many have a blind spot: they privilege
the perspective of the able-bodied, fully mature and rational subject. For most of
us, that perspective comes as second nature. However, the experiences of disability,
immaturity and even irrationality are also critical aspects of human life. We must
also evaluate the rise of the robotic from these perspectives.
Inspired by Martha Fineman’s idea of the vulnerable subject, Nicole Dewandre’s
concept of the relational self and Martha Nussbaum’s philosophy of emotions, this
essay critically interrogates three emerging trends in affective computing. These
trends are robot carers (for the elderly), robot educators (for the young) and mobile
apps for mental health (often aimed at the mildly mentally ill but by no means
limited to them). While trumpeted as extraordinary advances in technology, each
of these inventions also portends a division of the world of care: one between
those who experience human-to-human connection (even if only to mediate the
application of technology) and those whose care is entirely delegated to software
and machines. My view is that the latter amounts to counterfeit care via forced
feeling. It is a performative contradiction, because care, as opposed to a repertoire
of external behavior mimicking care, can only arise out of a mutualistic relationship where the carer is free, at least in principle, to stop caring. It is the continual
reaffirmation of a willingness to devote time and effort to another that makes care
so precious, and so uniquely the province of human beings with free will.

the eﬃciency of robots and the abundance of care
Despite enduring privacy and data use conundrums, there is little resistance to the
deployment of robots as cleaners, reminders (to, say, take medication or avoid salt)
or lifters (of immobile patients), or in various other helping roles. All seem to free
up caregivers – whether relatives or nurses, doctors or friends – to take on other,
more meaningful interactions. The Japanese Robear can lift patients in and out of
bed, potentially sparing nurses, aides and orderlies back injuries from excessively
heavy lifting. Automated drug dispensers also promised to reduce medication errors, which are a frequent bane of geriatric care. Such innovations would free
caregivers to engage in interactions that are uniquely human. Consider, for in-
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stance, this profile of a hospice worker and the types of comfort she offers to the
dying:
Heather is not brisk or efficient, as nurses in hospitals are. She is purposely
inefficient, in fact. Most of the time when she visits patients, she doesn’t
have much to do: she takes vital signs, she checks that there are enough
supplies and medications in the house, she asks if old symptoms have gone
away or new ones developed. If she were rushing, she could do all that in
about five minutes, but her visits usually last an hour or more. Sometimes
there is a complicated medical situation to take care of. Sometimes she does
something non-medical that needs to be done, which is the hospice way –
she might sweep a floor, she might heat up dinner. But, even when there’s
nothing else to do, the idea is to be around longer, to chat, to sit close by,
to put her hands on the patient’s skin as she goes about her checkup. Her
visit may be the high point of the day for the patient, who may not be able
to get out of bed, or for whoever is taking care of the patient, who may not
have left the house or seen anybody else for a day or two; either or both of
them may be going a little crazy and may badly need interruption or variety
of any kind, ideally someone different to talk to. So Heather moves slowly;
she sits down; she delays; she lingers.1
This is a type of care that is all too rarely found in modern, corporate health care
settings. Even when those sympathetic to nurses develop minimum staffing ratios,
they rarely factor in time for this type of purposeful “inefficiency.” However, the
ineffable aspects of this hospice nurse’s job are among the most important. One
can imagine the great utility of more advanced technology to, for instance, clear
the bowels of a patient with an impaction (one of the several common and unglamorous duties of hospice personnel, and a common occurrence given the constipating effects of many pain medications). But the impromptu conversations and
improvised expressions of care common among good hospice nurses seem impossible to program. And when robots are designed to take on even these tasks of
companionship and connection, serious concerns arise.
Consider, for instance, potential applications of animal-like robots as substitutes
for pets. Animal-assisted therapy has been very popular in some long-term care
facilities, like “green nursing homes.”2 But animals can be hard for staff to handle,
and many institutions fear liability if they bite or spread an infection. These factors
have helped lead to the rise of the use of robots to entertain the elderly, or other-

64

frank pasquale

wise take on a caring role. Researchers in Japan have developed Paro, a robotic
stuffed animal that looks like a baby seal, as a companion for dementia patients.
Paro can act as a kind of pet, mimicking responses of appreciation, need and relaxation. The Paro is an attempt to provide, for those who seem not to be able to
tell the difference, the best of both worlds – nonhuman companionship without
the risks of animal contact.
MIT researcher Sherry Turkle has written often and well on human-computer
interaction, urging greater caution as we become increasingly reliant on robotics.
Her close observation of vulnerable populations reveals just how profound the impact of simulacra can be:
Children approach a Furby or a My Real Baby and explore what it means
to think of these creatures as alive or “sort of alive”; elders in a nursing
home play with the robot Paro and grapple with how to characterize this
creature that presents itself as a baby seal. They move from inquiries such
as “Does it swim?” and “Does it eat?” to “Is it alive?” and “Can it love?”3
Turkle worries about a society where children no longer appreciate the difference
between the born and the made, and where busy adults leave their aging parents
with an array of sophisticated toys instead of visiting them themselves. As founder
and director of the MIT Initiative on Technology and Self, Turkle sees excessive
engagement with gadgets as a substitution of the “machinic” for the human – the
“cheap date” of robotized interaction standing in for the more unpredictable but
ultimately challenging and rewarding negotiation of friendship, love and collegiality.
The Paro’s designer claims that it can “provide three types of effects: psychological, such as relaxation and motivation, physiological, such as improvement in
vital signs, and social effects such as instigating communication among inpatients
and caregivers.”4 Videos and studies document the seal’s positive effects on the
mood of the chronically lonely. But Turkle suggests that the innovation may just
excuse neglect. Why visit Grandma, some might rationalize, when a robotic animal
companion is available?
Defenders of the Paro point to the practical need for this type of innovation,
given the loneliness of many institutionalized elderly people. Even pet therapists
can only visit for a few hours at a time. If there really is no alternative, no human
or animal available to show concern or affection, isn’t the Paro better than nothing? To the extent that the “ages of man” come full circle to infancy in dotage,
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isn’t the Paro merely a high-tech version of the Velveteen Rabbit, the stuffed animal in the classic children’s tale that becomes real for a lonely boy? Moreover,
the Paro isn’t substituting for real animal companionship for the vast majority of
us, its defenders argue, but only for a small segment of the population whose care
needs could easily overwhelm private means and public coffers.
Cynthia Breazeal, founder and director of the Personal Robots group at the MIT
Media Lab, has made similar points as an eloquent proselytizer for the rapid development of robotic caregivers for the elderly. She frequently cites statistics on
the shortage of quality nursing home care and the high cost of such services.5 In
many developed economies, the age pyramid is turning into a rectangle: there are
as many elderly as there are young people. The imminent retirement of millions
of baby boomers in the US has been a concern of long-term care policy makers
for decades. In Japan, the situation seems even more dire: the traditional age pyramid is turning upside down, with far more elderly persons in need of care than
citizens capable of providing it. Breazeal believes these trends will create enormous
demand for social care robots.
Other social scientists note that the labor shortage in elder care results from
specific public policies and could be reversed by them. If Japan had a more open
immigration policy, workers from the Philippines and many other nations could
take on caregiving work there. Responding to a presentation by Breazeal at the
first AI Now conference, the sociologist of human-computer interaction Lucy
Suchman observed that labor shortages could often be resolved by a relatively
simple approach: pay workers more.6 That insight has been confirmed again and
again in recent years in the United States, where firms lamenting a lack of qualified
workers have been swamped with applications when they raised compensation
levels.7
Larger trends in workforce participation and demand also matter. Robotic caregiving makes far more sense in a society where the adult children of the elderly
are under constant pressure to work more or to engage in “helicopter parenting”
to keep their own children on track. The “sandwich generation” has to sacrifice
something. If, by contrast, productivity gains were better distributed (and converted, at least in part, into more leisure time rather than money), demand for robots in elder care would likely diminish. So, too, would the robotic seal appear a
far less comparatively appealing presence if care workers themselves were more
professionalized and attached – two qualities that are hard to expect from a poorly
paid, precarious and frequently contingent workforce. The diffusion of innovations
like the Paro is due less to the existence of the device itself than to the need it
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serves in a certain sociotechnical system: particular political economies can either
encourage or discourage the robotic colonization of caregiving itself (rather than
the addition of robots to ease the job of human caregivers). As Martha Fineman
has argued, we can redesign social systems to change these incentives and pressures rather than trying to change people to fit into increasingly dysfunctional
social systems.8
Finally – and most importantly for my argument here – a choice between social
robots and health care workers presents a false dichotomy. Deploying the Paro in
conjunction with intensive engagement by nurses and other human caregivers offers better results than more hands-off approaches. Over the past decade, researchers have conducted a number of studies about such uses of the robot, with many
positive outcomes. Psychiatric researchers in Taiwan found that “The robot-assisted
therapy can be provided as a routine activity program and has the potential to
improve social health of older adults in residential care facilities.”9 Norwegian
planners found that “Paro seemed to be a mediator for increased social interactions
and created engagement” when elderly patients with dementia were exposed to
it.10 In each case, successful outcomes were correlated with the presence of human
caregivers who could structure interactions with the social robots to encourage
self-expression, concern for peers, and conversation. Health care systems should
encourage the further training and certification of such professional mediators between vulnerable individuals and technical systems.
Developers of social robots should themselves embrace the complementarist
perspective, given widespread concerns about the deployment of autonomous machines. According to a Eurobarometer survey, “EU citizens also have well-defined
views about the areas where robots should be banned. Views are most emphatic
when it comes to the care of children, elderly people and people with disabilities,
sixty percent of EU citizens saying that this is an area where robots should be
banned.”11 In the Netherlands, the documentary Alice Cares followed the experimental deployment of a companion robot to supplement visits from home health
aides. The resulting interactions were, by and large, positive. One elderly woman
showed the robot photo albums; another watched football with her. The robot,
named Alice, would cheer, nod and occasionally utter encouraging or concerned
phrases. Home health workers assured the elders that the robot was not meant to
replace human interactions but to enliven them. That provided a foundation for
trust.
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robotic teachers: shortcut to relationality?
In 2016, the designer Yosuke Ushigome developed a prototype for an “omotenashi
mask” for visitors to Japan – and those they encounter. The mask would automatically translate language as an augmented reality viewer. It would further soothe
both interlocutors by interposing a face of a typical person from each one’s home
country over the face of the other. So a Japanese cab driver might only speak to
masks on non-Japanese passengers, and they might in turn see him as a cab driver
from their native land. Ushigome explains, “In its literal translation, ‘omotenashi’
means ‘faceless’, and implies an act without superficial flattery, that treats others
sincerely and attentively.”12 The willingness to be faceless, to serve in a self-effacing manner behind a mask, bespeaks a great deal of humility. And the application
of the mask to the person served promises some approximation of equality in the
relationship.
But what is lost here is the type of relationality that might undergird a sense
of solidarity amidst plurality. As Nicole Dewandre has argued, we can apply Hannah Arendt’s classic theory of human identity to modern technological concepts:
[A]ction, as a type of human activity, positions both the self and the other
as plural beings. In this mode of relation, the other is another self. Whereas
the modern conceptual framework envisions relations among equals as agonistic, Arendt’s plurality is the very concept opening up to envisaging horizontal relations in a nonconflicting way … [P]lurality is intimately connected with identities, not with control. In contradistinction with objects,
having a what-identity, plural agents’ identities are who-identities. 13
What the omotenashi mask risks, along with other forms of augmented reality, is
the true grappling with human diversity and plurality that is necessary to relational
(as opposed to monadic and isolated) selves. As Dewandre explains, relational selfhood (as opposed to “rational” or “isolated” selfhood) accounts, in part, for plurality as a cornerstone of human experience.14 It “implies interdependence”:
“Human beings … as plural beings … are dependent on other human beings to access their own identity (horizontal relations).” It is difficult to understand the
uniqueness (in the sense of oddity, parochiality and singular value) of one’s own
place in the world without fully encountering and acknowledging the difference
of others.
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Of course, Arendtian political theory may seem like an odd fit for a commentary
on a practice and sensibility that Ushigome presents as deeply embedded in Japanese culture. Several commentators have applied cultural analysis to advance the
thesis that Japan’s Shinto traditions make Japanese citizens more accepting of robotics and allied technology. Joi Ito, for instance, sees a deep connection between
an animist inclination to see nature as being as spirit-infused as humanity and an
open-minded acceptance of “spiritual machines” (in Kurzweil’s famous phrasing).15
On the other hand, there is documented Japanese resistance to the robotic takeover
of the service sector.16 For example, in a vivid exchange, animator Hayao Miyazaki
dismissed an AI animation of a grotesquely humanoid figure:
I am utterly disgusted. If you really want to make creepy stuff, you can go
ahead and do it. I would never wish to incorporate this technology into my
work at all … I strongly feel that this is an insult to life itself … I feel like we
are nearing to the end of times. We humans are losing faith in ourselves.17
Notes of resistance like Miyazaki’s complicate any simple narrative of unified
Japanese “acceptance” of robotics. For every enthusiastic adoption of, say, caring
robots, there are also stubbornly insistent defenses of the human.
Nor are these defenses of only recent vintage. The prophetic (if blunt) 1991
film Roujin-Z showed that even in Japan, where the robotics revolution is reportedly most advanced, many are cautious about the too-pervasive substitution of
machines for humans in caregiving. In that film, a suffering and infirm elder is
“cared for” by a hypermechanized bed that anticipates his every need: to watch
television, have his nails clipped, be bathed; even to eat and to defecate. It is not
simply that the presentation of totalized mechanical care in the film is grotesque.
It is that the very idea of such a machine, divorced from human agency, guidance
and dignity, is deeply troubling. The stakes are so high, the concept of what makes
life worth living so ineffable and variable, the decision-making so intricately
shared among family and providers, that routinization seems ill-advised at best
and deeply offensive at worst.
The real aim of rapid robotic adoption in education may be to condition away
such responses. Consider, for instance, how a student who had known nothing but
robotic teachers might respond to other mechanical replicas of persons in her life.
Tokyo University researchers have tested Saya, a humanoid, remotely controlled
robot, as a teacher of classes in both elementary and university contexts.18 Saya
was always under the control of a human and was designed with an animated
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face to simulate emotional responses to student answers and behavior. The robot
had at least seven facial expressions (including sadness, anger, and happiness).
Nineteen parts of its face could move; they included “brow raisers,” “cheek raisers,”
“lip corner depressers” and “nose wrinklers.”19 Researchers coordinated the content
of Saya’s instruction with the expressions its face generated. For example, a correct
answer might be greeted with a smile; the order “Quiet!,” along with an angry
face, would confront chatty, distracted students.
The Tokyo University researchers only deployed Saya in a handful of classes,
so they did not use their work to predict the plausibility or effects of classroom
robots. But they did observe some notable differences between the university and
elementary students’ reception of the robot: the younger students were more likely
to engage, to enjoy the class, and to report increased motivation to learn about
science.20
The relative caution of the older students suggests at least two interpretations.
Perhaps they perceived the instructor behind the Saya as merely “phoning it in,”
using telepresence to avoid the burden of actually being present in the classroom.
After more than a decade of interaction with human instructors, the crude expressions and vocalization of the Saya may have seemed too tinny or inauthentic.
Saya’s face also seemed to fall into the “uncanny valley” – the queasiness or unease that a humanoid robot or figure can evoke when it comes very close to, but
does not quite recreate, human features, gestures and ways of being. The robotic
appears as one category; the human, another; and when robots come close to
human instantiation but fail to achieve it, aversion is almost instinctive.
One wonders, though, if the uncanny valley effect would persist if young people were exposed from a very early age to robotic teachers, or even caregivers.
The question of robotic acceptance in education is not simply one of documenting
and accommodating what people prefer in the present. Rather, it requires a future-forming practice: one in which children’s earliest exposures – to human or
robot teachers – could set them on a path toward a lifetime of similar preferences
in later grades, and even as workers and consumers.
The Saya experiment may not seem particularly impressive. The robotic teacher
was not autonomous; in some ways, it was little more than a puppet of a human
instructor. It only “taught” a few classes.21 However, advances in affective computing could make robotic instructors more versatile, comprehensive and effective
conveyers of knowledge, or prods to learning.
As our discussion of Saya shows, a similar revolution in primary education is
also imaginable, given a critical mass of parents willing to keep kids at home to
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be instructed by a teaching robot. On the other hand, this radical vision of change
runs into some practical difficulties almost as soon as we imagine its implementation. In a high percentage of households with children of grade school age, both
parents work.22 School functions not merely as a place to learn but as a source of
child care – a service that is increasingly expensive.23 So robotization of primary
education won’t necessarily save money by encouraging students to stay at home
for online exercises. Rather, it could just shift resources from one group (teachers)
to another (babysitters). Programming a “nanny module” into education robots
may be another option – but that raises its own ethical dilemmas.24
Of course, truly hardcore futurists could promote robotic childcare as a complement to robotic teachers. The third-grader of the future might have breakfast
served by some modern-day equivalent of Rosie from the Jetsons, be ferried to
sporting or music events by a self-driving car, and enjoy robotic instruction at
school. But all these developments are a long way off, and they may well remain
so given parents’ justifiable suspicions of ever more technologized childhood.
Should they instead welcome such technological advances? The insertion of
robots into roles traditionally performed by humans can immediately be recognized
by adults. If students fail to recognize the robotic nature of an instructor, there
are many ways of interpreting that response. One is to celebrate the ingenuity embodied in a sufficiently humanlike machine. Amanda Sharkey, an expert on ethics,
psychology and computer science, offers another by pointing out that the robot is
essentially deceiving the children into believing they are being paid attention to
by an adult.25
Sharkey’s argument is a clever inversion of a classic aspiration among artificial
intelligence researchers to successfully mimic human beings. Alan Turing proposed, as a test of artificial intelligence, an “imitation game,” which an AI agent
could win if it could convince a human that it was another human being.26 Countless researchers have tried to develop machines to meet this challenge, and some
versions have fooled testers.27 Children are easier to deceive than adults. Moreover,
the threat here is not simply the deception of children but rather a subtle indoctrination: a training in the idea that the given and the made, the human and the
machine, are in a deep sense equal and interchangeable.

who is your therapy app working for?
Myriad programs in Apple’s App Store claim to address mental health concerns.
A larger assortment of less-vetted apps crowd the virtual shelves of the Google
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Play Store. Cheap mental health apps have been a godsend for health systems
pressed by austerity to cut costs, like Britain’s National Health Service (NHS). Via
the NHS Apps Library, UK authorities have recommended at least fourteen apps
for those suffering from depression and anxiety. Unfortunately, according to a
study in the journal Evidence-Based Mental Health, “the true clinical value of over
85 percent of NHS accredited mental health apps is at present impossible to determine.”28 Only two of the apps studied applied validated metrics. Nor is it clear how
app stores arrange their wares, elevating some things and occluding others. Nor
are the politics and ideology of app makers apparent on first glance.
This opacity is important, because it is by no means clear that digital substitutes
for (or even complements to) extant mental health professionals will live up to the
type of fiduciary and other standards that are expected of human providers.29 Already articulated in the realm of digital assistants,30 these concerns will only be
more pronounced in health care.
The long history of therapeutic software programs offers some perspective on
the current crowded market for counseling and therapy in app form. The MIT computer scientist Joseph Weizenbaum developed one of the most notable programs,
Eliza (named after Eliza Doolittle in Pygmalion, since the program copied speech
patterns of users). The program mimicked a Rogerian psychotherapist. As Weizenbaum explained it, the user’s statement was “terminated by a double carriage return which serve[d] to turn control over to Eliza. Eliza then analyze[d] the user’s
statement and generate[d] some response … Control [was] then again with the
user.” For example, in a 1966 paper, Weizenbaum offered the following as an example of the type of exchange that might occur:
User: Men are all alike.
ELIZA: IN WHAT WAY
U: They’re always bugging us about something or other.
E: CAN YOU THINK OF A SPECIFIC EXAMPLE
U: Well, my boyfriend made me come here.
E: YOUR BOYFRIEND MADE YOU COME HERE
U: He says I’m depressed much of the time.
E: I AM SORRY TO HEAR YOU ARE DEPRESSED.
At first, Weizenbaum was proud of his creation. He showed it off to both faculty
and staff at MIT. Though he had worried that the text interface would prove too
much of a barrier to open and frank communication, his concern quickly dissipated. Users readily “confided” in the software – so readily, in fact, that Weizen75
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baum soon terminated his work on it, worried that it could usurp other, richer
forms of therapeutic encounter.31 Given contemporary health technocrats’ obsession with cutting costs, his concern was prophetic. In an era of “value-based purchasing,” a $2.99 app may be an irresistible “replacement” for a psychiatrist.
The Rogerian method itself, focused so intently on the therapy subject’s own
words, strikes critics as a narcissistic endeavor. Simply prompting a person to consider and reconsider their own assumptions and characterizations of situations
calls to mind contemporary anxieties about selfies and filter bubbles. The self-reinforcing dynamic of app personalization, in which past clicks inform the choices
on offer in the future, was prefigured in Eliza’s repurposing of past user data. We
might also worry about gender and other biases in programming. As I mentioned
in a recent lecture in Sydney,32 if a dating app’s algorithmic scoring of “desirability” is programmed by a team that is 95 percent male, it will likely be unrepresentative of the heterosexual population using the app33 (unless, of course, fake bot
profiles are rife34). Similar considerations should lead us to question the model of
“optimal response” embedded in mental health apps. In the case of the exchange
above, for example, there may well be gender dynamics in play that a more feminist Rogerian approach would surface.
Another line of technology criticism focuses on users’ vulnerability to undue
manipulation by unknown forces.35 Consider, for instance, a therapy app “treating”
a worker who complains a great deal about their time on the job. The worker feels
underpaid and undervalued and expresses those concerns to the app. There are diverse potential responses to such a problem. For example, the app might counsel
assertiveness, pushing the worker to ask for a raise. At the other extreme, it might
prescribe a contemplative resignation to one’s fate, urging appreciation of all one
already has. Or it might maintain a studied neutrality, digging ever deeper into
the reasons for the worker’s unease. Which response might an employer want to
see in wellness apps provided to its workers?
The great promise of predictive analytics in health care is the ability to find
optimal ways of delivering care. But in the case of run-of-the-mill mental health
concerns, there may be multiple ways to define the problem. Different commercial
models can encourage different ways of defining mental illness or its treatment.
A free app with an advertising-based model may want to encourage users to return
as often as possible. A subscription-based service would not necessarily optimize
for “time on machine”36 but might aim to use other forms of manipulation to promote itself. Self-reports of well-being may provide an uncontroversial “ground
truth” against which to measure the value of apps. But the concept of wellness is
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being colonized by corporations and governments37 and tied intimately to more
“objective” measures, like productivity.38 What is lost in this colonization is the
sense, as Nussbaum so eloquently evokes, of emotions as “forms of judgment.”39
Instead, they become one more object of maximization for what British political
economist Will Davies calls the “happiness industry.”40
Esteemed academics and activists have pointed out problematic biases among
doctors and other providers.41 An algorithmic accountability movement42 in medicine will need to carry this work forward in critiquing and fixing the biases and
other problems that will afflict computationally inflected caregiving. Ultimately,
the best structural safeguard is to assure that most apps are developed as intelligence augmentation (IA)43 for responsible professionals, rather than as AI to replace them. Many other aspects of health law and policy (such as licensure,
reimbursement and other rules) should also play a role in assuring humanistic44
(rather than behavioristic45) mental health apps.

reenvisioning humanity as the author, not the subject,
of technological change
When we discuss technologies of care, we are talking about politico-economic
transitions that implicate our deepest values. An economy of interdependence and
mutual respect cannot be automated. Rather, it must be envisioned, cultivated, renewed and worked at. As the engineer and philosopher Mireille Hildebrandt has
observed, we will increasingly find the digital environment as pervasively influential and consequential as the natural world.46
But first, we should reflect on the aesthetics of apps and robots, or at least their
attractive force. Why are people attracted to them – why, for instance, were
Weizenbaum’s colleagues so eager to confess their feelings to a machine? And
why do modern versions of this technology, like Woebot (a depression app), appeal? To begin with, we should not underestimate the force of convenience. As
life becomes busier, even a cheap and blinkered version of authentic care becomes
valuable. When the demands of labor market mobility ensure that more and more
families are separated, the “care” one receives from a spouse, parent or friend may
for days, weeks or months on end be little more than a series of emojis.
The Japanese social network and messaging service Line has partnered with
designers to develop and license diverse “stickers,” which have far more emotional
and cognitive dimensions than standard emoji (or even Facebook stickers, which
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are a remarkably accurate reflection of that company’s robotic and antiseptic
ethos). Line’s stickers are an advance in communicative affordances, particularly
in contexts where there may not be time to make a linguistic effort to describe
one’s feelings. They also allow forms of playfulness impossible in language. Nevertheless, they are also part of a communicative capitalism that capitalizes on personalization, a kind of constant human subjects research predicated on maximizing
profitable responses from the user.
Part of the allure here is the hiddenness of the labor (and motives) behind data
collection. As Lindsey Weinberg argues, “The exploitation, surveillance, and data
aggregation inherent to personalization is masked by the way personalization discourse frames the technology as individualized, transparent, and able to differentiate commodities and services for each user.”47 Almost no users (and here I am
thinking primarily of parents or adult children delegating care to machines) see
the business plan of the firm that provides a mobile health app or robot carer, or
the data dossier it compiles about their loved ones. They merely encounter deceptively simple, inviting digitized surfaces. Here, at least, Schiller’s imagined interlocutor was right to conclude that “because taste pays heed only to form and never
to content, it finally gives the soul a dangerous tendency to neglect all reality entirely and to sacrifice truth and morality to an attractive façade.”48 We are denied
(or ignore) insights into the core of machine practices that are essential to ethical
deployment of them.
The stakes are high. The television was once known as the “electronic babysitter,” entertaining children whose parents were too busy or disadvantaged to provide them with more enriching activities (be those music lessons, sports, foreign
language classes or simple play dates with friends). YouTube can fulfill this
babysitting role even more compellingly, offering millions of variations to help a
parent find, with clinical precision, exactly what will best mesmerize a screaming
toddler, bored child or sullen teen. But once it is subjected to scrutiny, the algorithmic ranking (and occasional algorithmic generation) of content on YouTube
can shock parents and children’s advocates. One newspaper headline announced:
“Kids left traumatised after sick YouTube clips showing Peppa Pig characters with
knives and guns appear on app for children.” As James Bridle has observed, this
goes beyond ordinary decency concerns: what is worrying “about the Peppa videos
is how the obvious parodies and even the shadier knock-offs interact with the legions of algorithmic content producers until it is completely impossible to know
what is going on.”49 Bridle observes further disturbing features of a growing industry of computational content generation on YouTube:
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The first is the level of horror and violence on display. Some of the times
it’s troll-y gross-out stuff; most of the time it seems deeper, and more unconscious than that … The second is the levels of exploitation, not of children because they are children but of children because they are powerless.
Automated reward systems like YouTube algorithms necessitate exploitation
… What we’re talking about is very young children, effectively from birth,
being deliberately targeted with content which will traumatize and disturb
them, via networks which are extremely vulnerable to exactly this form of
abuse.50
An ordinary television station broadcasting such dreck would bear some real consequences via viewership declines or sponsorship boycotts. But YouTube can call
itself a mere platform and blame an ever-shifting crowd of content creators, programmers and search engine optimizers for anything that goes wrong.51 It provides
an early preview of how tech firms can take over more and more of our experience,
taking credit for what goes right and deflecting blame for disasters.
Both authors and artists have explored the possible effects of such behavioristic
manipulation of individuals by firms with little grounding in any robust tradition
of virtue or right conduct.52 I have called the end result “algorithmic selfhood,” in
which our ultimate sense of ourselves becomes encoded in various data points
rather than enframed in some greater spiritual tradition, civic identity or quest.53
When we are processed by computers as mere streams of data, a good deal of our
humanity is lost or suppressed.54
It is not surprising that Facebook is betting on a massive shift of individuals
to virtual reality, or that its Oculus Rift division reportedly has given copies of the
juvenile adventure book Ready Player One to new employees. The ultimate ethos
of the company is Peter Pan-ish, mistaking the shallow camaraderie of a videogame screen share for genuine community. Its CEO, Mark Zuckerberg, has achieved
vast riches and influence by trying to corner the market on everyday social interaction rather than solving truly difficult problems in the production of real goods
and services. And even in the core areas of its supposed expertise, Facebook has
made socially unacceptable trade-offs. As Evan Osnos observed in a revealing profile of Mark Zuckerberg, “Between scale and safety, he chose scale.”55 Children,
dissidents, content moderators, hacked account holders and other victims bear the
brunt of that decision daily, as they endure the predictable externalities of social
network gigantism. Massive technology firms are simply too big to care.
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automating the automators
We need to cultivate a sensibility of timelessness – of values that existed long before us and should endure long after – which is out of place in an era of social acceleration.56 The common-sense assumption of business that work must be done
ever faster is all too quickly instrumentalized as a rhetorical tool for suppressing
workers’ autonomy. Once, bosses in the developed world could point to laborers
abroad ready to take domestic workers’ jobs in order to demand more “flexibility”
from a restive workforce; now, they are prone to pointing to ever-faster machines.
Demanding more break time? A robot can work 24/7. Want higher wages? You
only create an incentive for the boss to replace you with software. Electricity and
replacement parts are a lot cheaper than food and medicine.
But advances in software and robotics have been so rapid that they even raise
questions about the replaceability of bosses themselves. Thanks to advances in
communication technology and software, Zappos has experimented with “holacracy,” a flat management style that leaves workers to self-organize their tasks.57
The Harvard Business Review has repeatedly celebrated the “automation of management.”58 Apps like Uber delegate management to a code layer that connects
riders with drivers. Bad drivers are no longer fired but “deactivated” by an algorithmic scoring tool.59 And Thiel Fellow and computer programming prodigy
Vitalik Buterin has stated that automation of even the top management functions
at firms like Uber and Airbnb would be “trivially easy.”60
The idea of computerizing management may seem farcical, futuristic, or both.
When a venture capital firm recently gave an algorithm a seat on its board of directors, asking it to vote up or down on companies based on a parsing of their
prospectuses, the business press reported it as a gimmick.61 But the very conceivability of automated investment reveals a deep truth about our political economy.
As time horizons shorten for chief executive officers, shareholders and managers,
their actions are becoming more stereotyped, and algorithmic. Tactics like tax inversions, share buybacks, offshoring, and the substitution of machines for workers
are becoming a toolkit of tried-and-true heuristics. Managers can easily look back
at how stock markets responded when other firms deployed similar tactics. So,
too, is stacking the board that determines one’s own compensation a tried, true,
repeated CEO tactic. A robot could do it.
The idea of automating the automators – often seized upon by left accelerationists – is less a revolutionary proposal to seize the means of production than it
is an encapsulation of what is actually happening now in the world of finance
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and management. “Robotization” does not merely mean deploying a mechanized
mannequin in place of a worker. The word suggests standardization and repetition:
the one best way of doing a task is found and replicated. Managers may have
many tools, but they habitually choose the same ends and the same means of
achieving them. If mere routine or predictability renders their workers redundant,
so, too, does it threaten the bosses.
Of course, in our daily lives, habit is a must. Routines dominate, because it’s
simply unnecessary to figure out minutely what’s the best way to step out of bed,
make a cup of coffee, turn on the computer, etc. But the human hankering for
habit becomes pathological once writ large over space and time. This automatic
way of thinking obscures better futures. Care is at their core, and it deserves to be
cultivated in our daily lives, our policies, and our economy.
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Although the work of Freud, together with that of Nietzsche, has formed the vanishing point of Stiegler’s analyses of the contemporary state of humanity from the
very beginning,1 it is only after finishing the third volume of Technics and Time:
Cinematic Time and the Question of Malaise in 2001 that he starts to explicitly
engage with the thinking of these two “masters of suspicion.” This starts in the
2003 essay “To Love, To Love Me, to Love Us: From September 11 to April 21” and
continues from 2004 onwards in much more detail with the two volumes of Symbolic Misery and the three volumes of Disbelief and Discredit, treatises that according to some represent a break in his work from a more strictly theoretical
endeavor towards a more engaged, sociopolitical and “activist” approach.2 This is
only partly true, though, since there is substantial continuity between the Technics
and Time series and the later works, which are admittedly more explicitly technopolitically oriented than the former and are sometimes aggressively critical visà-vis current socioeconomic and sociopolitical actors and tendencies yet also
constantly deepen, extend, expand and rethink the theoretical positions developed
in the former.
What motivated Stiegler to embark on his philosophical project was the growing malaise, or “ill-being” [mal-être], of individuals and collectives caused by the
ever-accelerating pace of capital-driven technological change in contemporary
societies. This situation calls for a radical transformation of our attitude toward
technology as well as radical changes in our ways of living, but exactly these are
fiercely resisted today, precisely because of their immense implications and highly
improbable nature. Thus, our time is characterized by an overwhelming reactivity
– what Nietzsche in his time referred to as resentment [ressentiment] and Freud
called denegation [Verneinung].3 It is to the analysis and critique of these persistent
and now omnipresent tendencies, considered from the perspective of the human
condition as a fundamentally technical one, that much of the work of Stiegler,
and particularly his most recent work, is dedicated. It is also the subject of Stiegler’s
contribution to this volume in the following chapter, which is to a significant extent a discussion with Freud’s thought on desire and on the libidinal economy and
which I will try to contextualize and clarify somewhat in this brief introduction.
As will become clear, Stiegler is basically a thinker of desire in that he understands
human being as being-in-the-world and care [Sorge] in terms of desire, i.e., as a
libidinal economy.
The notions of philia, drive and automatism in the title of his chapter all refer
to the affective lives of individuals and collectives, and thus for Stiegler, who follows Freud and Lyotard here, to the libidinal energy circulating within the libidinal
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economy, which is an economy of desire as well as of drives and which forms the
basis of every culture, defined by Stiegler as a system of care.4 Like Freud, Stiegler
understands the human being fundamentally as both a knowing, or noetic, and a
desiring, or libidinal, being; and for both, the noetic and the libidinal are deeply
connected. As Plato showed in the Symposium, knowing is by nature radically
erotic, i.e., desiring, and desire is always a desire for knowledge.5 Again like Freud,
Stiegler theorizes desire as libidinal energy and understands the latter as the result
of the binding of drives, a process called sublimation by Freud and later by psychoanalysis in general. However, what Freud and all psychoanalytic thinkers since
have never considered – indeed, have never even realized – is that the process of
sublimation is fundamentally mediated by technical objects, or what Stiegler in
this chapter calls exorganic instruments. And this is why psychoanalysis, he contends, remains rather impotent when confronted with the global “epidemic” of
psychopathologies affecting large sections of the populations of today’s hyperindustrial societies – psychopathologies that are at their core in fact sociopathologies, as twentieth-century “Freudo-Marxist” authors such as Fromm and Marcuse
established, but equally, as Stiegler shows in particular, technopathologies.
This is the key message of the chapter on Freud from the second volume of
Symbolic Misery, which Stiegler refers to in the first paragraph of his chapter – a
volume subtitled The katastrophè of the sensible, in reference to the ruin of sensibility (of our capacity to sense and appreciate meaning but also truth, beauty
and justice) caused by the constant and ever-intensifying solicitation of the psyche
and the senses by the electronic media of consumer capitalism, a ruin already diagnosed but not yet profoundly apprehended by Lyotard in the 1980s as anaesthesia.6 Freud, due to his neglect of the original technicity of the human psyche
and of human existence more broadly – a neglect that psychoanalysis shares with
the whole tradition of Western philosophy, which is essentially characterized by a
persistent forgetting, indeed a deep-seated repression of the technical condition
of the “life of the mind” (Hannah Arendt) – “was unable to think the role of technical prostheses in the constitution of desire and the unconscious.”7 That is, he
was unable to understand their role in sublimation as the process through which
the egoistic drives are bound and “deflected” into desire, and most importantly
into social(ized) desire, which Aristotle called philia and which alone enables the
political formation of society as a common desire for a common future, i.e., the
realization of political unity beyond the antagonisms pervading the social fabric.8
This role is of the utmost importance for understanding the psychic and social
malaise that affects today’s hyperindustrial societies, understood here as societies
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in which everything, including culture, social interaction and the life of the mind,
is becoming industrialized and totally subjected to calculation.9 And to such an
extent – as Stiegler contends in affirming the late Heidegger’s prophetic assertion
in his 1955 essay Releasement – that because of the increasingly dominant reign
of technology as enframing, “calculative thinking” might one day come to be accepted and practiced as the only way of thinking; according to Stiegler, this is exactly where we are now.10 Today all processes of psychic and collective individuation are subjected to computational control and digital automation, in the service
of a purely speculative capitalism that has become total in the sense that it imposes
upon society the “total mobilization” of all available libidinal energy for the sole
purpose of a maximum “return on investment” (read: accumulation of shareholder
value).
It is this total mobilization of the libidinal in all its forms (as attention, consciousness, work, thought, care, etc.), pursued via the digital networks that connect
individuals and collectives, or what Stiegler calls simple and complex exorganisms
in this chapter – ex- because they are fundamentally constituted through technical
exteriorization or exosomatization – that totally exhausts and finally ruins the libidinal economy as the foundation of all society, turning it into a libidinal diseconomy in which desire massively regresses into drives and addictions and thus
carelessness prevails. It is thus that the blind and careless short-termism of both
unbridled consumerism and speculative capitalism rules supreme, engendering
systemic carelessness instead of a system of care.11 This is what Stiegler ultimately
understands as nihilism: the collapse of desire as the reign of a “becoming without
future,”12 i.e., of a humanity constantly and frenetically adapting to a ceaselessly
accelerating technological juggernaut without any genuine adoption of this movement and therefore without any possible orientation toward a collective future
worth living and striving for.13
Stiegler’s specific approach to this problem, also employed in this chapter, is
through what he calls an organology as well as a related pharmacology. The notion
of organology was first introduced in 2005 in the second volume of Symbolic Misery, and that of pharmacology in 2006 in the third volume of Disbelief and Discredit, titled The Lost Spirit of Capitalism. which is basically a critique of Luc
Boltanski and Ève Chiapello’s influential 1999 book The New Spirit of Capitalism
through a technocritical rereading of Marcuse’s 1955 treatise Eros and Civilization.
This book is also based on Freud’s theory of libido but repeats the latter’s neglect
of the question of technology and the role of artifice in the constitution of desire.
Organology is simply the study of the relations between the three organ systems
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that together constitute the anthropos as a constitutively ex-organismic creature:
psychic (or psychosomatic) organs, social organs (or organizations) and technical
organs, renamed “exosomatic organs” in this chapter. These exosomatic organs,
whose incessant transformation decisively drives human history, can either support
or undermine (aspects of) human existence. That is to say, they act simultaneously
as a poison and as a remedy for it, and this is why organology is intrinsically a
pharmacology, i.e., the study of the poisonous and curative, or therapeutic, functioning of technical organs in relation to the psychosomatic and the social organs.
What is important to keep in mind is that Stiegler’s organo-pharmacological
approach is first of all interested in the way exosomatic organs “mediate” the flow
of libidinal energy between the psychic and the social organs and thus condition
the libidinal economy of society that underlies every political economy and therefore every system of care. His project of a new critique of political economy, in
this chapter pursued as a critique of computational capitalism, is therefore necessarily also a critique of libidinal economy.14 Organology and pharmacology are the
two basic critical instruments of this critique. The specific focus of this chapter, as
stated, concerns the status of today’s libidinal economy, or rather diseconomy, in
the sense of philia or what may also be called the “social bond,” or rather the lack
thereof, in contemporary societies, understood here as complex exorganisms, such
as they are subjected nowadays to computational control through digital automation, big data and increasingly sophisticated systems of artificial intelligence, in
particular those operating through so-called machine learning and deep learning
algorithms. What this universalized calculation of behavior and commerce leads
to, according to Stiegler, in that it reduces all contents of human consciousness to
computable and exploitable data, is what Nietzsche called “the growing of the
desert” and Stiegler terms “noetic desertification,”15 i.e., the erasure of all noetic
différance and exceptionality insofar as it depends on the singularity of desire,
which is principally incalculable but can nonetheless be destroyed by systematically subjecting it to computational control by the capitalist economy – and this
is increasingly its lot today on a global scale, resulting in the regression of desire
into drive, i.e., into psychic and social automatisms.
More recently, Stiegler has started to understand the collapse of the libidinal
economy from the perspective of the Anthropocene and to interpret it in terms of
entropy and negentropy. The Anthropocene is the new geological epoch in which
the human has become a geological force on a par with the natural forces, while
the Earth is increasingly responsive to human action and becoming more humanunfriendly. But what is important for Stiegler is that the Anthropocene brings to
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light the deeply toxic nature of the hyperindustrial organological configuration,
not only because it destroys the biosphere through pollution and carbon dioxide
emissions but also because it destroys the “noosphere” through the systematic capture of human attention and consciousness in its world wide web of digital circuits,
which operate exclusively in the service of the systemically careless short-term
capitalist economy, thus eliminating any possibility of a genuine relation to the
future, or what Stiegler calls “protention.”
It is this “noetic toxicity,” leading to “denoetization,” that Stiegler now understands in terms of entropy, a notion that is derived from thermodynamics and
refers to the natural tendency toward disorder and decay in physical systems, i.e.,
to the loss of physical energy, but that was later also used to refer to disorder in
living systems by Erwin Schrödinger, who also introduced the notion of negentropy to refer to life’s anti-entropic tendency to complexify and increase order.
Stiegler, in turn, inspired by the work of the Polish-American mathematician and
biophysicist Alfred Lotka, now applies these concepts to libidinal energy as well,
and particularly in order to think about how the noetic as a form of libidinal energy is affected positively and negatively by the technical or exosomatic organs
that fundamentally condition it. Thus, he talks about anthropy and neganthropy
as human, and that is to say technically “mediated” forms of entropy and negentropy, which are of the order of the libidinal and the noetic, i.e., of desire and
knowledge or the lack thereof.
While computational capitalism imposes its algorithms on the processes of psychic and social individuation, thereby producing anthropy as noetic and libidinal
entropy and thus destroying noodiversity on a global level, what is actually needed
is a negentropic and/or neganthropic transformation of the current noo-technosphere – which has come to dominate the biosphere – that allows individuals and
collectives again, but in a completely new way, the possibility of reflection, interpretation and critique, of the creation of new kinds of knowledge (instead of information), and of the proliferation of noodiversity, which is needed if we are to
be able to take care again of our planetary habitat. Only such a systemic bifurcation
of the global technological support structure of the mind – both the conscious and
the unconscious mind, that is – can give birth to the figure of the neganthropos,
the human capable of overcoming its own noetic and libidinal collapse and thus
able to exit the Anthropocene and usher in what Stiegler calls the Neganthropocene, which demands, if anything, a new and global system of care, for the
planet, for others and for ourselves. If it is true that we still need psychoanalysis
in this endeavor, it can only be a psychoanalysis that has understood the critical
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role played by the exosomatic organs or apparatuses, today overwhelmingly digital
and algorithmic, in both the health and the pathology of the contemporary psychic
apparatus. In this chapter Stiegler provides some crucial lessons for psychoanalysis
through a critical dialogue with some of the key insights, still valid, of its founder.
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The question that I would like to introduce here, in the wake of previous developments, is that of philia as it operates as a force of solidarity (in the sense of
Durkheim) and of cohesion and obligation (in the sense of Bergson) in what I have
for several years now called complex exorganisms – within which human groups
of greater or lesser duration are formed (see in particular Symbolic Misery, Vol. 2,
Chapter 4, “Freud’s Repression”).
Human groups are constituted through what Gilbert Simondon describes as
processes of psychic and collective individuation – psychic individuation and collective individuation being distinct but inseparable, constituting in this sense transductive relations, these relations always being strained (tendues), precisely because
psychic processes are irreducible to collective processes, and vice versa.
Simondon calls this irreducibility a phase shift (déphasage), which dynamizes
the relations between the two processes but also these processes themselves by dephasing them with themselves, these “selves” therefore being always already other
(and one could try to read Edouard Glissant and his thought of creolization from
such a standpoint). I have argued in various works that this can occur only because
psychic and collective individuation are in a constant and structural relation to
what I call technical individuation (which is not the point of view of Simondon,
who leaves this question in the shadows).
Technical individuation is that which concretely operates (that is to say, opens
up – and sometimes in the way that a surgeon operates), constantly, and in all dimensions of individuation, the incompletion that is the manifestation of the phase
shift, and that, where it is the dynamic of the noetic living thing, alone constitutes
psychic and collective individuation. This opening from out of incompletion is
also the issue in Rainer Maria Rilke’s Sonnets to Orpheus.
This incompletion, however, is not only that of the psychic individual, which
being technical and noetic is also called “neotenic.” Incompletion also characterizes
human groups, which for this reason precisely are called historical, proto-historical
or pre-historical, i.e., constituted by what happened to them in the past not only
in terms of chromosomal recombinations and their related genetic inheritances
but also in terms of exosomatic accidents such as they operate endosomatic rearrangements, and especially at the level of the brain (on this point, cf. The Neganthropocene, Open Humanities Press, Chapter 4).

.
Compared to animal species, human groups are hyper-evolutionary (hyper-évolutifs): they recompose strongly, on ever shorter time scales, through intermingling
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between groups and all kinds of trading, and they are thus confronted with
metastable situations constantly exposed to the possibility of explosion or implosion under the effect of technical individuation.
Technical individuation on the one hand permanently reconfigures pre-historical, proto-historical and historical legacies and on the other hand modifies the
equilibria between existing groups – leading at the same time to increases in group
sizes and to ever more singularized psychic individuation, or at least has up to the
present day: indeed, contemporary technology generates a dividualization of a
completely new type, which leads to the reduction and dissolution of all singularity
through and in a generalized calculability of behavior.
In a very general way, technical individuation reconfigures the heritage that
constitutes social groups, firstly by short-circuiting it, then by reactivating it within
new arrangements.1 These reconfigurations and rearrangements constitute tensions, which appear at first as threats to the solidarity, cohesion and obligations
of the group. It is then that the philotès and philia that express and organize the
fundamental agreement that constitutes the group come into conflict with themselves by inverting their signs and becoming neikos: discord, disputes about inheritance, hatred of the “brothers’ (and sisters’) enemy(ies).”
Technical individuation is itself the fruit of what Alfred Lotka called exosomatic
evolution. In the point of view adopted here, which is inspired by an article published by Lotka in 1945,2 psychic individuals are not only organisms, i.e., bodies
formed of endosomatic organs, but exorganisms, which is to say incomplete somatic organisms augmented by exosomatic organs that constitute the conditions
for their survival – this being possible only through cooperation within groups
that sometimes wage war against each other.
Psychic individuals are such exo-organisms – or exorganisms – which, however, can only psychically individuate themselves within groups constituting complex exorganisms, and by participating, through their psychic individuation, in
the collective individuation of these complex exorganisms, which is also to say in
their exosomatic evolution. Consequently, I call psychic individuals simple exorganisms and collective individuals complex exorganisms.
The participation of simple exorganisms in complex exorganisms both consists
of performing one or more metabolic function(s) for the regeneration of this exosomatic living group, which must in this way be nourished by its environment,
and in certain circumstances also consists in transforming these metabolisms
themselves, and their functional arrangements, usually by participating directly
or indirectly in technical individuation.
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Transformation of metabolisms and their functional arrangements is required
since, in addition to vital regeneration and the need to cope with the transformations of the group that may occur on this plane – due to its exosomatic capacities,
for example its size – the group must constantly and functionally foster both the
identification of its members (through philotès) and the invention of the new, as
required by the exorganological contradictions that generate tensions in the group.

.
It is these complex exorganisms that constitute processes of collective individuation, within which alone psychic individuals can individuate themselves by producing what I have elsewhere called circuits of transindividuation. The question,
then, is precisely what connects psychic individuals within these processes of collective individuation, and through technical – i.e., exosomatic – individuation.
And this starts with the transitional object.
This subject is obviously of great complexity, and I propose here to introduce
it through what is often called the “social bond.” Here arises Aristotle’s concept of
philia, which he placed at the heart of the noetic ethos and thus was, for him, at
the heart of the politeia – and before Aristotle, there appears the question formulated by Empedocles of the previously mentioned polarity between neikos and
Philotès-philia-eros. That eros is spontaneously understandable as a link induced
by sexuality and the reproduction that is at its origin seems relatively clear. The
same is not true of philia and philotès, as they can, for example, lead supporters
of a city’s football team to blindly unleash their neikos.
In the twenty-first century, these questions arise in an extraordinary way in
relation to what, from the pre-Socratics to the modern thinkers of law, morality
and religion (from Machiavelli to Bergson and Schmitt, via Hobbes and Rousseau),
seemed to constitute the permanence or durability of an ethos characteristic of the
relations between phusis and tekhnè, which with modernity became nature and
culture.
In this regard, the twenty-first century, at the same time:
- is discovering the stakes of the Anthropocene, which no longer allows the
great division between nature and culture characteristic of modernity;
- is the test of entropy exerted by the anthropy that constitutes the Anthropocene, which accompanied the heat engine on the basis of which Carnot
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theorized what today still remains largely unthought [impensé], and consequently not taken care of [impansé];
- has inherited by default the discovery of the unconscious and of what results from it with respect to the play of drives and sublimation in the libidinal economy, necessitating a fundamental reconsideration of the
questions of solidarity, cohesion and obligation – and therefore of law,
morality and religion.
That the inheritance of the Freudian discovery takes place by default is something
we find a trace of, for example, in Jonathan Crary’s statement:
We have been in the post-Freudian era for some time.3
In fact, the default nature of the inheritance of Freudian thought and the discovery
of the unconscious and its libidinal economy is, in the 21st century, due to the
fact that, despite essential advances, especially in Das Unbehagen in der Kultur
(Civilization and Its Discontents) but also well before this late text, in Freud’s correspondence with Fliess, neither Freudian nor Lacanian psychoanalysis took
Husserl’s theory of primary and secondary retentions and protentions into account,
leading to what I have called tertiary retention, which for Husserl himself constitutes the stakes of The Origin of Geometry – and which would also require reconsidering the issue of the uncanny (unheimlich), which haunts all artifice.

.
As Jean Lauxerois does in his translation of The Nicomachean Ethics (books VIII
and IX), I distinguish philia, of which The Nicomachean Ethics speaks, from
philotès – which is also the opposite pole of neikos in Empedocles. Lauxerois has
shown that philotès, which literally means friendship, is for Aristotle an instance
of philia – just like love, familiarity, and ultimately all the forms of what Durkheim
(in The Division of Labor in Society) called organic solidarity and what Bergson
called obligation (in The Two Sources of Morality and Religion).
Philia characterizes the processes of solidarity in all forms of animal life, and
philotès is a specific case. I will try to show in what follows that philotès itself, as
well as eros and agape but also, and correlatively, neikos, eris and polemos, are
functions of a libidinal economy constitutive of the noetic capacity, and thor-
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oughly conditioned by the exosomatic situation of those who are mortal in precisely this way: they are mortal in the sense that they celebrate the immortals, and
as celebrants in this way, they are tragic. Tragic culture, however, has been repressed and suppressed by metaphysics, of which Plato constitutes the first step
(beyond Socrates and against him): this is what makes the present situation apparently impossible to think about or take care of (apparemment impansable).
Let us return here to the reasoning with which we began: there are simple exorganisms: psychic individuals; they form complex exorganisms: collective individuals. Within these, however, it is necessary to distinguish lower complex
exorganisms, higher complex exorganisms, and median and reticular complex exorganizations.
Simple exorganisms are endowed with individual exosomatic organs, as we all
are, and usually reside within collective exosomatic organs, such as the street or
road where one walks, the building where one stays, the factory where one works,
the institution in which one expresses oneself, etc. As for the characteristic language of an institution within which one expresses oneself, it is also characteristic
of the country in which that institution is located, and this is not an exorganism
but an exorganization – which is shared by all kinds of complex exorganisms, and
which therefore connects them.
If the factory is a lower complex exorganism, the street is one of the exosomatic
organs constituting the complex exorganism that is the village or the city. A village
or city is a complex exorganism in that it constitutes an authorized locality (having
authority) within which a lower complex exorganism (such as a workshop or factory) is obligated (i.e., must submit to the right that grounds local authority).
Such higher complex exorganisms are generally affiliated with other, similar
higher complex exorganisms, via physical networks (paths, tracks, routes, etc.) as
well as via median and reticular exorganizations (language, law, religion, etc.).
These physical and symbolic-institutional networks constitute more or less territorialized, higher exorganisms of reference, such as the nation, the church, the
empire or the ethnic group, in which decisions are taken that involve all the complex exorganisms of the territory of reference.
Whether lower or higher, complex exorganisms are constituted by the sharing
of exosomatic collective organs, such as the tent, the house or the apartment where
one lives with others, for example one’s family or clan, as well as the words that
one exchanges in sharing those organs, the laws that one respects and that govern
relations with other simple exorganisms and with complex exorganisms (and reciprocally), these relations constituting obligations, reciprocities, dependencies, hi-
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erarchies, etc., but always assuming philia and philotès – which also always harbor
the possibilities of neikos and polemos as well as the necessity of eris (which can
be good or bad).
It is on the basis of the reticulated median exorganizations connecting lower
complex exorganisms that higher complex exorganisms are formed, where:
1. The lower complex exorganisms constitute spatially identified, delimited
and inhabited places (in a broad sense), providing the functions of survival and cooperation (accommodation, food, production of exosomatic
organs, biological reproduction, struggle for life in competition with
other organisms – whether wild or domestic – or with other lower complex exorganisms, for example a fishing boat or a warship, or a competing enterprise), these survival and cooperation functions being characteristics of exosomatic life, which Georges Canguilhem, two years before Lotka’s article, described as technical life.4
2. Median reticulated exorganizations constitute social systems that condition social relations (what Kojin Karatani calls exchanges) that overflow
spatially identified and shared places, but that are nonetheless localized
in networks and topologically distributed on a territory, a distributed locality that can reach the global scale (the whole earth, which, as oikoumene, is the territory of all territories in the solar system, and where
the biosphere has been constituted through niches forming a diversity
of territories at the origin of biodiversity as well as of what must be regarded as noodiversity).
3. The reticulation of median exorganizations is effected by disseminations
through exosomatic organs which, as hypomnesic tertiary retentions, i.e.,
providing mnemonic functions, form more or less deterritorialized knowledge communities, on more or less autonomized scales of vital functions
characteristic of vital lower complex exorganisms.
4. Lower complex exorganisms provide subsistence, while median exorganizations assure existence (in passing through lower exorganisms).
Through them, a habit, for example, carries symbolic meanings that inscribe themselves as a support on the circuit of a median exorganization.
Median exorganizations are the vectors of commerce in all its forms and
are themselves existential noetic functions that refer to what constitutes
higher complex exorganisms, which organize horizons of consistences.
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5. Existential exorganisms always belong to higher complex exorganisms,
as I describe them in Qu’appelle-ton panser? 1. L’immense régression,
and they can belong to several higher complex exorganisms, between
which they then carry out translations.
What Maurice Godelier describes as ethnicity, such as it brings together tribes,5 is
a higher complex exorganism, or what Karatani describes as the State in the various forms of societies practicing what he calls B and C exchanges (i.e., of warriors
and merchants), and what the Christian church constitutes as a spiritual unit, for
example the Holy Roman Empire. As for the ideal of the Enlightenment resulting
from what would be called the Republic of Letters, which would lead Kant to posit
the cosmopolitan as the idea of a universal history, this amounted, between the
seventeenth and twentieth centuries, and as an ideal of liberation, to a promise
that seems to be collapsing in the 21st century, as the biosphere is becoming a
technosphere, which is to say simultaneously accomplishing nihilism and bringing
the Anthropocene to its eschatological limits.

.
Collective exosomatic organs thus form lower complex exorganisms of subsistence,
through median exorganizations supporting existences (and the significations that
metastabilize them transindividually), and these lower exorganisms themselves
form higher exorganisms, within which are articulated instances of what Bertrand
Gille and Niklas Luhmann called social systems, which project consistences (which
do not exist, but which regulate what exists, and which constitute obligations).
Collective exosomatic organs can constitute economic communities, for example a factory, which is also a company, and more precisely an exosomatic production company, a company that produces artificial organs (the objects that surround
us and that we use), which is also a “moral personality,” as one says in French,
and a corporation, as one says in English – for example an exosomatic collective
body with limited liability, limited incorporation.
This raises the question of the responsibility of such a lower complex exorganism in a performative context – and I note in passing that behind the questions I
will introduce here there lies that of a redefinition of performativity from an exosomatic point of view, which will then lead us to two questions:
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- the question of philia in contemporary complex exorganisms, which have
become technologically reticular, and such that the memory constituted by
retentions and the desire constituted by protentions are administered and
calculated by algorithms on the basis of probabilistic mathematics that
control this reticulation;
- the question of the consequences that must be drawn theoretically, clinically and therapeutically from the psychoanalytic perspective, and more
generally, regarding the question of care in the 21st century.

.
As everyone knows, Freud thinks starting from biology; in this, he is a rationalist
and a scientist. The biology from which he starts is Darwinian and Weismannian,
even though at the very end (in Moses and Monotheism) he turns to Lamarck, for
a reason that I will try to clarify in the conclusion. Now, Lotka basically disrupts
these scientific references by introducing the concept of exosomatic evolution –
which seems to respond very precisely to the hypotheses put forward by Freud
himself, first in a letter to Fliess, then in Civilization and Its Discontents.
Lotka expressly thematized exosomatic evolution in 1945, and by then he had
already long been a thinker of entropy, the concept of which is implemented in
the field of biology through mathematics applied to population genetics – this
question of entropy being at issue in Beyond the Pleasure Principle.
Lotka began publishing in 1922 and was already known to Vernadsky, who
saluted him in 1926 in his seminal work The Biosphere. A year before the article
in Human Biology, in 1944, Erwin Schrödinger presented in Dublin his theorization
of the singularity of living beings with regard to physics, showing that the organogenesis in which the living consists ontogenetically as well as phylogenetically is
what economizes entropy, producing within entropy conceived as entropic flow
(where entropy globally can only grow) negative entropy, which will then be called
negentropy, thus forming localities that are also singularities with regard to entropy as a physical law.
How not to think that, in the case of exosomatic living beings, negentropy
stems from the erotic (that is, as Freud specified very early on, the fetishistic) drive
– the erotic being omnipresent in Greek thought from the pre-Socratics onwards,
and especially in Empedocles, and being bipolarized, as are the drives in Freud
(the life drive and the death drive), through the couple formed by neikos and
philotès?
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The problem raised by Lotka in 1945, however, is similarly (between philotès
and neikos, between life and death) that of an exosomatic organogenesis such as
it escapes immediate biological constraints, proving to be just as destructive as it
is constructive: exosomatic organs are as entropic as they are negentropic, which
means that they are pharmacological. Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen concluded in
1971 that economy is what replaces biology. But which economy is he talking
about? What extension should be given to this term?
For Georgescu-Roegen, it is undoubtedly the economy as he was then teaching
it and had by that time taught it for years, especially at Harvard University, where
he had been Joseph Schumpeter’s assistant. But for us it should more broadly involve a general economy, in a certain way – and I obviously connote Georges
Bataille here – but posing, as the prime issue of such a general economy, the question of philia (a question that Bataille’s friend Maurice Blanchot will bring to the
forefront and the limits of his work in 1971, in L’amitié – the book ending with
the tribute paid to his friend at the time of his burial: of his entry into the necrosphere).
The consequence of Lotka’s point of view is this: the simple exorganisms that
we are as human beings are not reduced in their exosomatic evolution to the laws
of biology, and by that very fact, if they produce artificial organs which allow
them to increase their negentropic potentials, these organs, which are pharmaka,
can as much increase and accelerate the growth of entropy as constitute exosomatic difference (différance with an a, in the sense of Derrida), and as such it is at
once anthropic, all too anthropic, as one would like to say with Nietzsche, and
neganthropic, thus opening the perspective of a neganthropology – which is perhaps the real stake of the Übermensch.

.
For fifteen years I have tried to characterize the negentropic potential of technical
organs by positing that
- they are pharmaka in Socrates’ sense;
- only knowledge [savoirs] – in all its forms – and as it is always therapeutic
knowledge, and in that flavorsome [savoureux], is capable of transforming
these (anthropic) poisons into (negentropic) remedies.
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As can be seen through the change of spelling of what is written firstly as entropy
and negentropy, I speak in the case of exorganisms, and in distinction to organisms,
of anthropy and neganthropy (as the noetic differánce of vital differánce). And I
specify that it is knowledge that brings to exosomatic anthropy its neganthropic
possibilities.
Forms of knowledge are flavorsome because they are the realization of neganthropic potentials brought by the pharmaka that exosomatic organs are. But in
the absence of such knowledge, exosomatic organs necessarily become toxic, i.e.,
anthropic in the sense that the IPCC (in its 2014 report) describes as anthropic
those human activities that are destructive of the future. It is in this sense that I
define global care as a neganthropology (as detailed in The Neganthropocene (Open
Humanities Press) and various works including The Automatic Society Vol. 1: The
Future of Work and Qu’appelle-t-on panser ? 1. L’immense régression).
I would now like to go further into these theses in direct discussion with Freud
(if we can say so – and we can, because Freud belongs to what I call the noetic
necrosphere: he is dead and yet continues to speak to us) in positing that
1. Knowledge – in all its forms: knowing how to play football, knowing
how to cook, knowing mechanics, knowing philosophy – is above all a
form of philia, i.e., of sharing, of solidarity, even if this always occurs in
eris, and of philotès with regard to the schools that form knowledge
(schools of samba, of philosophy, of football, of hospitality, etc.).
2. Every exosomatic organism, i.e., every simple exorganism, is destined to
individuate itself exorganically within complex exorganisms within
which, precisely, it acquires and produces its knowledge.
3. Simple and complex exorganisms nowadays being devoid of knowledge,
the question arises of the libidinal diseconomy provoked by the generalized proletarization to which industrial exosomatization has given rise
– and this question arises in the extremely urgent situation that caused
Guattari to say in 1989 (in The Three Ecologies), “Barbaric implosion
cannot be entirely ruled out.”
This diseconomy is an immense ill-being (mal-être) symptomatized by an immense
regression that causes in particular (but not only) the reduction of retentions and
protentions – which form psychic apparatuses as arrangements of memories and
desires – to the status of computable data.

109

bernard stiegler

*
Simple exorganisms, which I will now call exosimples (which also connotes “the
simples” in the sense of the ancient pharmacopoeia, i.e., its first elements) can neither live nor ex-sist without constituting complex exorganisms, which I will now
call exocomplexes. The problem encountered by these exocomplexes is the maintenance of what Durkheim calls organic solidarity, and Aristotle philia – maintenance, i.e., care and attention, which for Freud constitutes the libido in its various
forms when it involves noetic souls; for in the case of sensory souls (in the sense
of Aristotle in Peri Psyches), if there is philia, as we shall see, it is not libido in the
sense that Freud gives to this term from 1920 onwards.
Such maintenance presupposes specific metabolisms, which are supported by
symbolisms, which are themselves pharmacological (they are exosomatic and the
fruit of median and reticular exorganizations) and which can become diabolical.
This becoming is necessary: it produces the dia-chrony of the syn-chronic order
without which there is no differánce nor, therefore, dissemination, which means
that it is the condition of anti-entropy, which in the case of exorganisms I call
anti-anthropy.
Before recalling the fundamental positions of Canguilhem as to disease and health,
I posit that philia and the default of philia characterize well-being and ill-being
(Unbehagen) in exocomplexes, and that
1. An exocomplex is always exposed to the risk of its dissolution, and the
force that fights against this risk is philia, and more specifically, for
Empedocles, philotès.
2. Philia and philotès result from a libidinal economy that must be thought
in relation to eros, or the life drive, but in this economy they develop in
a different register than the sexualized erotic and must therefore be distinguished from amorous desire.
3. What constitutes this economy is a primordial relationship to exosomatization – as is seen in fetishism, for example, as well as in transitional
objects and spaces.
4. This relationship is currently ruined by exosomatization.
5. Exosomatization, since it is pharmacological, raises psycho-moral questions that must be interpreted with Arnold Toynbee (in Mankind and
Mother Earth), who himself must be interpreted with Nietzsche.
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6. A new thought of the psychic apparatus is required here: the psychic apparatus is always constituted in relation to the exosomatic apparatuses
and within the exocomplexes they form.
7. In the present case, characteristic of our absence of epoch, which is also
the time and the test of post-truth, the exosomatic digital and reticular
apparatuses and the exocomplexes they form are provocateurs, channelers and calculators of retentions and protentions – of memory and desire
– which destroy them by exploiting them and by short-circuiting not
only institutions and social systems, including the institution of the family and parenthood, but the unconscious as such.

.
Exosimples are incomplete bodies, unarmed, as Leroi-Gourhan says, intrinsically
invalid: they are only worthy when augmented with artifacts. This augmentation,
which takes place in an economy conditioned by the division of labor, is what
constitutes a higher complex exorganic body by arranging lower complex exorganic bodies.
For example, a flour mill in the Republic of Venice during the Renaissance was
a lower complex organism. The Republic of Venice was a higher exocomplex that
needed such mills; these lower exocomplexes fed the republic. Together with access
to water (and, in those times, the “water carriers”), it was the most elementary metabolism that was here the function of these exocomplexes.
If we want to draw conclusions from what Georges Canguilhem says in The
Normal and the Pathological, especially when he asks himself:
Is it absurd to suppose that the natural organs of man can in the long run
express the influence of the artificial organs by which he has multiplied
and multiplies the power of the former?
we must posit that if man needs therapeutics, it is because:
1. such an ex-organic life is no longer Darwinian;
2. the exosomatic organs are pharmaka.
This means that they make it necessary to redefine pathology and health, which
Canguilhem calls normativity. Health, for Canguilhem, is that which is capable of
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learning something about the disease, it being understood that what characterizes
the human exorganism is its capacity to make itself ill:
The power and temptation to become ill is an essential characteristic of
human physiology.
This capacity to fall ill and to learn something about the illness is what is called
noesis – thinking, which I also write as taking care (la pansée): it is what produces
care-ful treatments (pansements).
Inasmuch as it never produces anything other than care-ful treatments, which
are pharmaka, that always prove at one moment or another to be worse than evil,
and that thus always require a new “organic improvement,” as Freud writes in
characterizing das Unbehagen, the illness of culture that is culture itself is only
the care given to a malaise or a discontent causing a new discontent – which becomes noticeable and patent only with the Industrial Revolution as an acceleration
of the rhythm of exosomatic evolution. Before that, it is noticeable only in times
of crisis, such as the Renaissance (cf. Eustache Deschamps: “All goes ill”6), and this
first and foremost presents itself from the theological horizon of scripture.
Psychoanalysis and the neurosis that it firstly treats (that of the Viennese or of
Emma Bovary) can occur only in industrial society – which, for example, destabilized Austria-Hungary – where technical functionality appears as such. The pharmacology of industrial (i.e., accelerated) exosomatization in Freud and the question
of care and philia in this context begin with questioning the passage of desire, if
I may say so, since the emergence of technology as the “conquest” of humans’
erect posture. This passage is considered first in the 1898 letter to Fliess and then
in Das Unbehagen in der Kultur (Civilization and Its Discontents) in order to introduce the thesis of organic perfectioning, which is to say of exosomatization.
This organic perfectioning finds an extraordinarily strange echo in the question
of erotic perfection. It begins with erect posture accompanied by the suppression
of smell in favor of sight, which engages a history of eros – which is also to say
of the unconscious, since all this opens the possibility of the tertiary retentions
that are the exosomatic organs in general and that form an epiphylogenetic memory that is the unconscious as the interiorization of this primordial exteriority
within and as a function of complex exorganisms – all this operating on the basis
of the organic defunctionalizations and refunctionalizations that I tried to describe
with Freud in the second volume of Symbolic Misery, in the chapter entitled
“Freud’s Repression.”
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Ultimately, all this indeed rests on a repression that Freud studies as a function
of these defunctionalizations and refunctionalizations, which he calls “organic repression” but which leads Freud himself to repress, and to settle in a misunderstanding as to what is inside and outside, a question that Derrida opens in “Freud
and the Scene of Writing,” which must now be understood as a question of exosomatization in which everything must be taken up once again, if it is true that
all of Freud rests on his understanding of life, more than ever in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, life itself being – for Freud more than for anyone else – what composes with death (la mort), if not with the dead (le mort).
The dead is what I have called tertiary retention, which begins with exosomatization but in which it is transformed with the hypomnesic evolution of tertiary
retentions, i.e., pharmaka – of which painting and writing are cases, and which
produce these traces of memory that are for Socrates both remedies and poisons,
pharmaka. The pharmakon is then what sets entropy and negentropy constantly
into play, and irreducibly, that is to say tragically.
This play is also that of the coil of little Hans. What is philia in the context of
this play between entropy and negentropy, which is not yet quite that of Freud
(Schrödinger had not yet written What Is Life?), although he obviously anticipates
it in Beyond the Pleasure Principle? It is that which, unlike the endosomatic forms
of life, becomes the binding of the drives which are themselves stretched (tendues)
on the one hand by entropy and on the other by negentropy – or more precisely
by what Francis Bailly and Giuseppe Longo call anti-entropy – all this becoming
for us, i.e., in the Anthropocene declared as such, anthropy and neganthropy.
Through these analyses, I take up again the question of what I have called the
doubly epochal redoubling in Technics and Time, 1 (whose explication is pursued
from the point of view of Lotka in Qu’appelle-t-on panser ? 1. L’immense régression). Philia becoming philotès – always on the brink of “divine delirium” – as the
creation of communities of knowledge among friends meeting in the division of
social work (in the broad sense of the word work, for example as a work of music
where one “works one’s instrument”7), is what generates processes of transindividuation within exocomplexes.
A community of knowledge is a community of what I call collective secondary
retentions and collective secondary protentions. These are generated in the dialogical relations – always in this way dia-bolical – between exosimples (which Aristotle calls noetic souls) and as arrangements of retentions and protentions
through attention processes, which are always processes of care.8
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Here it would be necessary to comment on the beginning of Bergson’s The Two
Sources of Morality and Religion, to reread Machiavelli’s The Prince and the beginning of Hobbes’ Leviathan, and to rehearse the questions of Jakob von Uexküll’s
Umwelt (and of its wealth and poverty, with Heidegger, along with Derrida’s commentary in Of Spirit, Heidegger and the Question) – trying to go a step further by
raising the question of the exosomatic cohesion (faire-corps), starting from the socius in the sense of von Uexküll speaking of the jackdaw Tschock.
The process of psychic and collective individuation is indeed what comes to
specify a very broad form of philia that can be visited in greater depth with von
Uexküll and his question of the socius (on the basis of which it would be necessary
to open a debate with John Bowlby and Donald Winnicott). Von Uexküll describes
one aspect of philia as a fundamentally open possibility of adoption:
The jackdaws that live in society associate throughout their lives with a
companion (“socius”), with whom they perform together the most varied
activities. If a jackdaw is raised by himself, he does not renounce having a
socius, but adopts, if he does not find one of his kind, a substitute socius.
In his youth, the jackdaw Tschock had taken his master as a maternal
socius. He followed him everywhere. He called him to feed him. When he
had learned to look for his own food, he chose the maid as a sexual socius,
before whom he performed the characteristic nuptial dances of his kind.
Later he found a young jackdaw who became his adoptive socius and which
he fed himself. When Tschock left for long flights, he tried in the manner
of jackdaws to train his master by taking off behind him. As his efforts were
unsuccessful, he joined in a flight of jackdaws that became his flying companions, his “socii” for this activity there. 9
Aristotle, writes Jean Lauxerois,
assigns philia to animals of the same species – birds, for example – as members of the same family, and to relations which preside over the coexistence
of cities as to their internal cohesion.10
As for adoption, as I have tried to define it in Technics and Time, 3: Cinematic
Time and the Question of Malaise – and as it constitutes the essential element of
United States policy, shaping the American way of life – it becomes the basic function of individuation starting from exosomatization, such that with it the doubly
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epochal redoubling and the cycles of defunctionalization and refunctionalization
described by Freud are engaged (in Qu’appelle-t-on panser ? 2. Au-delà de l’Entropocène, I will try to show how this is also at stake in what Edouart Glissant
calls creolization, and why this concept nevertheless misses the question of disidiomatized anthropy liquidating the idiocy of local idioms, which it replaces with
global stupidity and denoetization).

.
The doubly epochal redoubling is always produced by an exosomatic shock (a
major technical transformation) that puts social organizations into question; this
is the first moment of epochal redoubling, which itself generates new social organizations, and the whole of this constitutes the second moment of the doubly
epochal redoubling, thereby forming a new epoch.
This second moment involves the time it takes for the shock of defunctionalization caused by the new pharmakon or the new system of pharmaka to produce
the reconstitution of a functional and negentropic, i.e., careful, philia, which it
must do through a refunctionalization of the socius. But this presupposes a critique
and thus a limitation of the economic sphere of exosomatic production and of the
consumption of these exosomatic productions by an economic sphere binding the
drives and thus constituting a libidinal economy, the sole guarantor of a common
care (what Freud calls Kultur), carrying the forms of philia and philotès required
to guarantee the cohesion of higher complex exorganisms.
It is this possibility that is ruined today not only by Cambridge Analytica but
by the carelessness and negligence of the academic world as well as the therapeutic
world, both of which prove incapable of seizing hold of this situation – a situation
of which social networking is one characteristic instance, which for the moment
de-seizes them, one consequence being the collapse of the reference to Freud, and
the biocentric delirium of the neurosciences.
Let’s go back for a moment to the doubly epochal redoubling. The first moment
is entropic, i.e., toxic. The second moment reconstitutes a negentropy, which sets
the process of exosomatization off again, and thus entropy. This is why the noetic
soul is only intermittently noetic, as Aristotle says twice (in On the Soul and in
Metaphysics), after Socrates, who says it in Protagoras – and it is no coincidence
that he does so precisely in the dialogue in which he refers for the first time to the
pharmakon.
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The second moment produces a new form of noetic philia, that is, organic solidarity between exosimples in an exocomplex. This solidarity, which is based on
a division of noetic labor in all its forms, as the exosomatization of tools, works
of all kinds, theorems, laws, etc. (all that Ignace Meyerson called works), is what
Aristotle calls poiesis, which is based on criteria of artificial selection, provided
by the function of reason in Whitehead’s sense, and these are therefore forms of
knowledge provided by communities of friends, thus generating processes of sublime bonding.
This happens at all kinds of scales and in all kinds of exocomplexes: tribes,
villages, boats, armies, factories, metropolises, companies, etc. But this is possible
only as a socialization of psychic secondary retentions, which themselves provide
potentials of neganthropic bifurcations, which Freud could not at all take care of
(panser), and this is so because he confuses, like Kant before him, as well as others
after him – including neuroscientists, even the most interesting ones, such as Eric
Kandel and Joseph LeDoux – primary retentions and secondary retentions, which
Husserl has taught us to distinguish.

.
There is a history of the unconscious that is one of relations between primary, secondary and tertiary retentions and protentions. In “Fetishism,” Freud posits that
the drive is detachable and that this is why it can have fetishes. These fetishes are
exosomatic organs – but that is what Freud does not see. And he does not see that
the power of the fetish, like that of the transitional object in Winnicott, is precisely
its exosomatic situation, which can only work because the body of the beloved as
well as her soul (her psychic apparatus) are themselves exosomatic: they are the
bodies and souls of simple exorganisms.
Freud does not see that this results in a distribution of retentions (which he
calls “memory traces”) that must be distinguished as primary, secondary and tertiary retentions. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, i.e., in the psychoanalytic question of perception posed by this text (around the PC [perception-consciousness]
system), Freud becomes bogged down in the contradictions that will emerge in
Moses and Monotheism, where he will never see the question of hypomnemata –
that is, tertiary retentions, which are recognizable only if one has first distinguished primary and secondary retentions. It is for lack of an understanding of
what primary retention is that Freud is entangled in a misunderstanding of the
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relationship between what he calls inner and outer. This is what I have tried to
elucidate in “Freud’s Repression.”11

.
In order to carefully think, with psychoanalysis, what happens in the industry of
retentions and protentions transformed into data and what this purely computational capitalism is that achieves the devaluation of all values (nihilism), to understand how it participates in an unbinding of the drives that is much more
formidable than the one I analyzed in looking at the case of Richard Durn in “To
Love, to Love Me, to Love Us: From September 11 to April 21,” we must first understand how primary, secondary and tertiary retentions have been playing out
since the beginning – and how they produce criteria for the selection of possibilities
in exosomatic evolution.
Primary retentions are able to modify the organization of secondary retentions
and, in turn, of the primary selections in which they consist, which are made according to the criteria of the secondary retentions already constituted, but such
that tertiary retentions make it possible to implement them according to the possibilities of repetition that are always their own.
A primary retention is bound to become secondary. And in so becoming, it can
1. either be inserted in the existing system of secondary retentions, which
it then reinforces;
2. or upset this organization; this means that it unleashes a potential for
individuation in the existing secondary retentions that, until then, had
been repressed. This is what I call a traumatypical secondary retention.
This corresponds to Freud’s description, in Studies on Hysteria, of traces “concentrically arranged around the pathogenic nucleus.” The secondary retentions can
thus be modified, in turn, by their own selections during conscious perception,
and this can occur in two ways:
1. either as reinforcement of the preexisting expectations contained in the
secondary retentions, and as protentions, this reinforcement consolidating the stereotyping of these expectations, which become expectations
less and less capable of being surprised by the arche-expectations and
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proto-expectations they nevertheless echo – the arche-expectations and
the proto-expectations, i.e., the drive-based schemas and their crystallizations as trauma, being then what the conventional expectations or
stereotypes mask: these are thus expectation-screens, lure-expectations,
in short, screens of censorship, which mask the reports of impulses
buried in the ego in traumatypical retentional forms;
2. or precisely by integration through the return of the expression of traumatypes through the primary selection effected as primary retention,
which leads to a disruption of the overall organization of the system of
secondary retentions. That is what I have called surprise. Traumatypes
are positive echoes of drive-based systems, and as such they are not integrable by the PC system, nor even by what Freud calls the preconscious. They can occur only on the condition of being trans-formed. This
trans-formation is what a primary retention/selection produces when it
produces a significance, a sign-making (faire-signes); that is, the surprise of something unexpected that affects consciousness in such way
that it individuates, and traverses what Simondon calls a quantum leap.
But this “unexpected” something was actually expected: it was, but it
was repressed. The liberation of the unexpected is therefore the liberation
of a repressed expectation.
It is these processes that are short-circuited purely and simply by the algorithmic
analysis that outstrips and overtakes the work of the psychic apparatus and of
what it produces (in the sense that a film is produced): namely, the unconscious.12
The source that blocks the study of the situation of the contemporary psychic
apparatus – that is, the illness of data and algorithms – is a lack of awareness of
the dynamic role of exorganic instruments as tools and weapons in the human relationship to life and death. This is why psychoanalysis, which has fundamentally
transformed the question of care, is still helpless in the face of the contemporary
pathologies of which Donald Trump and, more generally, the movement of immense regression that the whole world is experiencing are the global synthesis.

This text has been translated by Pieter Lemmens. Translator’s note: I want to thank Daniel Ross for
his generous assistance with the translation.
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notes
1. This is what I have described as a process of doubly epochal redoubling, such that the psychic,
the collective and the technical are tied and untied.
2. Cf. Alfred Lotka, “The Law of Evolution as Maximal Principle,” Human Biology (1945), an article
that appears at the end of a work on entropy in population biology.
3. Jonathan Crary, 24/7: Late Capitalism and the Ends of Sleep (London: Verso, 2013), 119, and my
commentary in The Automatic Society Vol 1: The Future of Work (Cambridge/Malden: Polity,
2016), 77.
4. Georges Canguilhem, The Normal and the Pathological (New York: Zone Books, 1991), 200–1.
5. Maurice Godelier, Metamorphoses of Kinship, trans. Nora Scott (London: Verso, 2012), 36.
6. Quoted by Michel Foucault in History of Madness, commented on in Bernard Stiegler, Dans la
disruption. Comment ne pas devenir fou? (Paris: Les Liens qui Libèrent, 2016), 138.
7. Cf. Pierre Schaeffer, Treatise on Musical Objects: An Essay Across Disciplines, trans. Christine
North and John Dack (Oakland: University of California Press, 2017), p. v.
8. On this point, cf. Taking Care of Youth and the Generations, trans. Daniel Ross (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2010).
9. Jakob von Uexküll, Mondes animaux et mondes humains (Paris: Press Pocket, 2004), 74–5.
10. Jean Lauxerois, “À titre amical,” afterword in Aristotle, L’Amicalité (Paris: À Propos, 2002).
11. In the following way: “The Freudian definition of the perception-consciousness (PC) system,
which should be described as the seat of constitution of the primary retentions, of primary
selections, and of deposits in the other new systems of secondary retentions, meets with the same
difficulties as it does in Project for a Scientific Psychology. The system cannot keep these,
[g]iven that all the excitations it receives must by definition always remain conscious,
which also means that it erases them as they occur, and that this perception-consciousness
system is therefore a temporal system. But for us, this means that its functioning consists
precisely and necessarily in an aggregation of primary retentions that become secondary as they
occur; that is, they disappear in memory and pass into another system. And that is why Freud
adds:
With regard to the system C., the excitation process becomes conscious of it, but
without leaving any lasting trace of it ... all the traces of this process which serve as a
basis for the memory result from the propagation of the excitation to the systems’
neighboring interiors.
Freud misses the horizon of expectation constituted by the secondary retentions as,
traumatically charged, they carry a dynamic that selects in the primary retentions of the C
system. The system works in both directions at the same time, and from the first moment of the
phenomenon of perception.
[T]he most intense and tenacious of these memories are those left by processes that
have never reached consciousness.
But the PC system cannot keep such memories, because if it did,
the ability of this system to receive new excitations would soon be limited.
We can only agree. But that does not prevent the fact that there are primary retentions, as well
as tertiary retentions, and that in secondary retentions it is necessary to distinguish between
stereotypical secondary retentions (R2S) and traumatic secondary retentions (R2T). It is then
necessary to rethink the question of projection as well as to reject the opposition between inside
and outside.
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[A]n event such as an external trauma will always produce a serious disruption in the
body’s energy economy and put all the defenses in motion.
However, the body can only be affected by an external trauma to the extent that it expects it;
only to the extent that, as protentionally charged (according to the theory of charge and
discharge, which was a fruitful neuronal fiction of the Project for a Scientific Psychology), it is
attributable to this external trauma that it already contains in potential, as Aristotle would say,
and which is not totally external to it. Otherwise, it would not be affected by it or it would be
destroyed by it altogether.
12. In the first case (repression and reinforcement), there is an accentuation of the synchronizing
power of consciousness, and in the second case, there is on the contrary diachronization, i.e., the
experience of the schizo. It is on this point that Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari wanted to
oppose Freud. But in the absence of thinking about retention themselves, I do not think they
managed to come up with a convincing critique.
In memory, traumatypes are identified (cernés), encircled, con-cerned (con-cernés), so to speak,
and in this respect held by stereotypical secondary retentions. There is a restraint in the
detention, a content in the restraint, and the traumatypic “core” is literally held there: put in
secret.
Stereotypical secondary retentions form a first type of secondary retention, the second type of
which is constituted by traumatypical secondary retentions; they are the fruits not of a
reinforcement of existing expectations, which is comprehension, but of the “surprehending”
(surpréhension), the surprising of these expectations. Understanding is the reduction to the same,
and “surprehension” is the experience of the other in the same – that is, the experience of the
singularity of the sensible.
Such is the experience of significance, where the experienced, as a temporal phenomenon
experienced by the perception-consciousness system, suddenly explodes the conventional
expectations of stereotypical secondary retentions and opens a way – for example, as a joke, a
mot d’esprit (“word of spirit”), but much more widely, like any work of the mind – to bring back
to the surface the traumatypical power of repressed secondary retentions, and constitutes an
anamnesis: it is the return of an old traumatype which, returning as a ghost, like a spirit, for
example as a mot d’esprit, echoes itself in arche-protentions and arche-retentions (original
fantasies and primitive scenes) constituting a drive-based system (dispositif pulsionnel), such as
it is bound singularly in the singularity of the traumatypes of a particular ego.
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“I wish that I could break all habits, that I could see anew, hear anew, feel anew.
Habit spoils our philosophy.”1 The familiar gesture of breaking with the past of a
critical enlightener such as Georg Christoph Lichtenberg reveals a polemical worldview in which tradition and customs are perceived as impinging on reason. It is
echoed by George Berkeley, who thought a philosophy of common sense is contradictory and preferred his own solipsistic worldview. Both philosophers are indebted to Descartes and his method of doubt, which, in its desire to begin from a
clean slate, consolidates the bifurcation of common sense and reason in philosophy. From then on, almost all modern philosophy would be founded on the bracketing of natural experience, even in those cases where it seeks a subsequent return
to common sense.
In its desire to eliminate inherited opinions, modern philosophy follows up on
the radical separation of being and appearance introduced by modern science.
Eppur si muove, Galileo allegedly uttered after being forced to recant, before the
Inquisition, his belief that the earth moves around the sun. It has become emblematic both for the great narrative of the Copernican revolution, which signals the
destruction of the geocentric order of the ancient cosmos, and for science’s rejection of any compromise with what it deems unscientific. Marking the victory of
one man against a thousand rhetoricians, philosophers and theologians, Galileo’s
stubbornness reveals the polemical nature of the passions that have inspired a certain self-understanding on the part of science up until today. From Isaac Newton
to Stephen Hawking to neoclassical economists, there exists a faith in hierarchy
that declares a part of reality as more real than other parts, with the authority of
the corresponding science at the summit of rational knowledge, and that, as a consequence, renders science intrinsically immune to the possibility of methodological
and cultural peace. If for the ancients the aim of knowledge was to save the phenomena, for the moderns, as Hannah Arendt observed, it is to reduce the phenomena to the hidden functional apparatus behind them.2
Today, this critical passion appears to be strangely outdated. It relies on a media
image of science that couldn’t be further removed from the practical concerns of
“cutting-edge” physicists and professional philosophers today, such as research
funding, social outreach, competition and a bureaucratic division of labor. Indeed,
doesn’t this image of the martyr for truth first of all legitimate the parasitism of
capital, which is not only currently destroying less “hard” sciences such as the humanities but has also already reinvented as technoscience those it feeds on?3
In any case, in their pretention to universality and difficulty in recognizing
the validity of claims and practices other than their own, modern philosophy and
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science seem to have been overtaken by reality. They share the fate of their vilified
nemesis, common sense. Cognitive commons such as ideas, imagination, culture
and public space have become more and more enclosed and co-opted by intellectual property regimes. With “critical reflection” now ubiquitous and typical of virtually all practices, from our roles as employees or citizens to ongoing processes
of monitoring, evaluating, accrediting and accounting, the element of suspicion
appears to have become a liability and a caricature of itself.4 As a consequence,
critique has run out of steam. Critical reason used to be a function of autonomy
and an expression of courage; now it is a function of the knowledge economy and
an expression of cynical indifference. It is the mode of thought of what Arendt,
already in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951), called the lonely mass man.
For Arendt, no less than for us today, at stake is our sense of the common, and
with it, our sense of realness or groundedness. After all, respect for good evidence
and standards of well-conducted inquiry are not exclusive to science and philosophy but belong to empirical inquiries of every kind, including those of judges,
journalists, management consultants and secret agents. Moreover, they are key to
what appears traditionally opposed to science, politics. Arendt frequently gives
the example of the statesman – although we might add: every citizen engaged in
political activity – who is surrounded by an army of experts who contradict each
other but whose advice he nonetheless cannot do without. On what grounds can
he judge between them? Only on the hypothetical presupposition of common
sense, which remains mysterious as to its origin but becomes manifest in the reflective act of judging itself. Common sense is our “enlarged mind,” as Kant famously puts it: a shared power of judgment that exists not in our heads but in the
universal communicability of perspectives.5
Ever since Aristotle, common sense has been understood in two ways at once.
It is the intrasubjective sixth sense that guarantees that the five senses all have
the same object (sensus communis), and it is the intersubjective feeling of fellowship with other humans that bestows this object with identity and meaning (the
sense of being in tune with the “world”). In both aspects, common sense has an
uncritical, inarticulate and preliminary mode of existence. It is the implied, vital
premise of our actions, perceptions and speech, but it never becomes explicit for
itself. As Kant says, common sense knows no generality of rules or understanding,
only of experience. Unlike opinions, which forcefully assert themselves, it is a
background feeling, and as such, it does not need to be defined. But this, of course,
is precisely why it is defenseless against critical assaults. Is common sense not
some kind of Urdoxa that illegitimately takes over as soon as critical reason sleeps?
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Isn’t it the organ of obsolete humanist modes of valuation? And isn’t it precisely
the kind of middle ground that stifles political dissensus?
In fact, none of these problems are essential to common sense. As the contemporary crisis of the commons shows, no shared tradition or inherited opinion can
be taken for granted. Common sense is not the artifact of a humanism that has
survived itself, because it is precisely what is missing in “post-truth” times, when
it is a matter of finding and maintaining some sort of coherence between humans
and nonhuman critters, a planet spiraling out of control, and new, artificial forms
of intelligence. And despite the depoliticizing tendencies of political correctness
and neoliberal post-politics, the dream of some kind of neutral space for civilized
encounters seems more unlikely to come true than ever before. What we have instead of common sense is filter bubbles, overpriced academic journals, and media
oligarchies – in other words, a divided landscape of climate wars, culture wars
and science wars. We have as our dominant mode of intelligence a pervasive skeptical realism that passes for critical and utilitarian common sense, but in reality
couldn’t be more alien to it.
In the absence of common sense, what remains of the cult of dissensus that
makes up the good sense of critical theory in universities and contemporary art
no less than public discourse at large? The calls for a more antagonistic politics
increasingly reflect a situation that already exists, and one that hardly appears to
be in favor of those seeking more solidarity. Here I would like to push for a different agenda. There are certainly dangers and risks involved with common sense,
but as such, they do not need critique. On the contrary, they need care.
Like habit, common sense is a precarious faculty that cannot be realized, but
only actualized. It is a shared domain of potentiality that exists and persists only
in use, that is, to the extent that it is repeatedly performed and recharged in the
coming together of different perspectives – in other words, and to return to the
double conceptualization of common sense, when vital and public interests come
into play. Like a habit, too, it knows both entropic and negentropic tendencies. It
often inspires banal generalizations, but it couldn’t exist without those exemplary
moments of thoughtful virtuosity at which judgment is aroused and transformed.
Instead of being opposed to reason, common sense therefore obliges our thoughtful
imagination – understood as a kind of ongoing schematization between new concepts and basic intuitions, but also as a dialectic between judgment and its shared
existential conditions. In this sense, can we understand philosophical reason as
an art of public articulation that seeks to be emotionally and ecologically intelligent, and in which words don’t just reflect practice but also maintain and enhance
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a sensibility for the diversity of other practices and perspectives?

good sense versus common sense
For the ancients, there was a natural and practical distribution of labor between
reason (logos) and common sense (doxa): the starry heavens belonged to the professional philosophers and the earth to the common people (hoi polloi). At the
same time, the ancient philosophers did not forget that they were grounded in the
same soil as their fellow human beings and kept reservations about their own solitary thinking activity. See Plato’s famous anecdote of Thales absentmindedly stumbling into the well. In the ancient image of thought, common sense generally
prevailed over the specialized sense of philosophy.
The modern image of thought, however, involves a radical redistribution of
sense. In The Human Condition, Arendt suggests that between Thomas of Aquinas
and Kant there occurred a gradual replacement of a singular common sense
(Gemeinsinn) by a general good sense (gesunder Menschenverstand).6 Accordingly,
we can define the critical gestures of modernity as a series of attempts to privatize
common sense as if it were a property of good sense.7 The latter is that undoubtable
faculty of sound judgment (le bon sens) that Descartes has said gives us a natural
and innate affinity with the truth, and is the most fairly distributed thing in the
world.8 Of course, his time was marked by an absence of common sense no less
than ours is. Scholastics and politicians all relied on the clear and distinct ideas
that made sense exclusively to themselves. Descartes, however, was an optimist.
The only thing lacking, he thought, was a method that could guarantee everyone
would make proper use of their capacity for good sense. Despite the clear emancipatory potential of such a claim to universality, at least in its immediate historical
context, Arendt does not hesitate to interpret what Descartes called fair distribution
and proper use as totalitarian as opposed to common.
Today, the critical gestures of good sense are typically mimicked by populist
politicians and climate skeptics who appeal to popular will or common experience
in order to characterize other voices as idiotic.9 In such cases, John Dewey writes,
“What is averred to be implicit reliance upon what is given in common experience
is likely to be merely an appeal to prejudice to gain support for some fanaticism
or defense for some relic of conservative tradition which is beginning to be questioned.”10 But perhaps this disqualification of fanatical gestures is a bit too convenient. In reality, they are everywhere to be found in modern science itself, which
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bursts the bounds of common sense experience, but not without extrapolating
from it the explicit aim of establishing a universal sense that the specialist claims
to be the specialist’s own.
The unreflective claim to universality of good sense sustains a double illusion:
that of unlimited scientific progress on the one hand, and that of reality’s ability
to remain unaffected by it on the other. This tendency towards shortsightedness
in science explains why critiques of common sense, say the elimination of “folklore
psychology” by Paul and Patricia Churchland or of “folk politics” in the accelerationist movement, never really lead to a new kind of thought. As Arendt argues,
the modern scientist is someone “who constantly destroys authentic semblances
without, however, destroying his own sensation of reality.”11 For in place of the
other semblances he destroys, he merely posits the naturalization and universal
communicability of his own frame of reference. Anti-intellectualist commonsensism and science deferentialism converge to the extent that, in the encounter with
others, they can neither put their own position at stake nor take a different perspective. In both cases, critical reason effectively absorbs common sense in good
sense. As a consequence, there must be as many forms of “common sense” as there
are experts and forms of good sense.
It is from the colonization of common sense by post-Galilean science that
Descartes borrows the idea that common sense and doubt are mutually exclusive.
Whereas common sense stabilizes and unifies the real, thought dissolves the sensation of reality. Yet what appears to be an opposition turns out to be a claim to
universal representation by good sense. For at the core of Descartes’s solipsism
lies the demand that the thinker both thinks and exists. “I think, therefore I am.”
Instead of affirming its existence only momentarily and intermittently, philosophy
finds self-certainty by deducing or proving common sense on the grounds of its
own cogitatio natura universalis. It is because everybody naturally thinks that
everybody implicitly recognizes what it means to be a thinking being. “Everybody
knows,” “no one can deny”: henceforth, common sense is recuperated as the necessary counterpart of a self-sufficient but nevertheless “worldless” good sense.
Similarly, the universality of the thinking subject requires the unity of the faculties
within the subject, such that it is certain that we all see, touch, remember, imagine
and speak of the same piece of wax.12 The notion that this piece of wax may well
represent something very different for an artist or a bee than for the scientist or
philosopher – the generic “thinking beings” – remains unthinkable, since the latter
two are not really concerned with objects in the world but first of all with themselves.
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The same goes for Kant, who sees “good reason to presuppose a common
sense.”13 Combining its two classical understandings, he defines the sensus communis as both the pleasure enjoyed in the free interplay of our cognitive faculties
and the claim to universality whenever we make an epistemic, moral or aesthetic
judgment. The first guarantees the objectivity of our representations; the second
facilitates the teaching, recognition and description involved in ordinary communication. Without such a community, the gesunder Menschenverstand could not
emancipate itself from the self-incurred tutelage that is the use of understanding
under the guidance of others. Worse, were the faculties to become fragmented and
indistinguishable, we would be left without a sense of realness. There could be no
public use of reason, and hence no enlightenment, just the merely logical or private
good sense that is madness.14 The aim of the Kantian critique is therefore to give
civil rights to reason, considered from the point of view of its natural necessities.
To each interest of rational thought corresponds a dominant faculty (understanding, reason, and imagination) with its established object of recognition (knowledge,
moral value, aesthetic effect), such that, far from overturning common sense, Kantian critique multiplies it, postulating as many common senses (sensus communis
logicus, practicus, aestheticus) as there are forms of judgment.15
But what is the cost of these multiplications of common senses in the interest
of good sense, if not precisely the care for a sense organ that would be really common and not at all natural but truly civil? “I must forbid only two things,” Kant
writes towards the close of the Prolegomena, turning against the common-sense
philosophy of the Scottish Enlightenment, “first, the plaything of probability and
conjecture … second, decision by means of the divining rod of so-called sound
common sense.”16 Kant postulates common sense as the necessary ground of good
sense at the same time that he betrays it by repeating the foundational break of
modern metaphysics with everything that can be called into doubt. It therefore
remains unclear on what grounds critical reason can claim its right to retrieve
common sense. The criterion of good sense is self-evidence, but the presupposition
of common sense is all but self-evident!
If we are really to care for common sense, then our claim to common sense
has to make clear how it actively participates in what it claims. In particular, it
has to prove itself relevant to all those who don’t feel part of this “we” of good
sense. In fact, common sense cannot be a presupposition. It is neither self-legitimating nor can it be self-referential; it is, after all, irreducibly common, and that
means plural and contested. As such, common sense cannot be articulated directly;
rather, it can only be longed for, on the condition that we slow down the exclusive
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and prejudiced claims of good sense. Doesn’t this expose critical reason as a false
friend? Isn’t common sense neglected and undermined by the careless attempts of
good sense to define and mobilize the other in its service?

the crisis of common sense
Despite her acute awareness of the usurpation of common sense by good sense,
Arendt herself failed to provide a rigorous distinction between the two. Coming
from the phenomenological tradition of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty, she tends to
follow Kant in confusing the senses, for example when, in later works such as The
Origins of Totalitarianism and The Life of the Mind, she naturalizes common sense
as a faculty intrinsic to all members of the human species or posits it as an indispensable presupposition of science or philosophy, even as she simultaneously sees
both as being in conflict with it.17
The usual way to resolve this tension is to point out that, due to the experience
of the Eichmann trial and the discovery of the “banality of evil” (Eichmann did
not think or judge; he just acted), between her earlier and her later works the problem that inspired them changed.18 Here I will call in the guidance of others to walk
down a similar path, but one that will ultimately leave us with a richer notion of
the genesis of common sense and its contemporary threats. Writing around the
same time as Arendt, it was Gilles Deleuze who, in Difference and Repetition, provided the most precise account of the difference between good sense and common
sense. Deleuze will also lead us from the critique of common sense to the further
critique of good sense. From there, it is with the help of protagonists in the pragmatist tradition in philosophy that we will elucidate the more pertinent problem
of how to care for the common.
Following the figure of the idiot in Dostoevsky and the role of bad will in Leo
Shestov, Deleuze pushed the Kantian concept of madness to its logical conclusion,
thus extending the criticism of common sense towards good sense itself. The very
notion that we all naturally seek the same thing, whether the true or the good or
the beautiful, already smuggles back in precisely those original opinions that philosophy, had it been truly modern and interested in a break with the ancient or
medieval past, ought to have thrown overboard. Good sense thus only constitutes
the other half of an orthodox and dogmatic image of thought, of which the first
half is constituted by common sense, and in which all the presuppositions that are
explicitly criticized continue to hold fast implicitly: first, the unity of the other
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faculties in a subject who is naturally directed towards the truth, and second, the
recognition of the object of thought as the identical between the faculties and
other subjects.19 Hence Deleuze’s verdict on Kantian critique: “Critique has everything … except the power of a new politics which would overturn the image of
thought.”20
A “new politics” would involve a revolutionary genesis and redistribution of
sense itself (“noopolitics”) and can only proceed through the destruction of both
good sense and common sense by paradox and nonsense. Deleuze thus completes
the critical gesture in the form of what he calls, with Nietzsche, a “total critique”
of morality, under the heading of Capitalism and Schizophrenia. To the extent that
every difference from the past is already based on an unacknowledged repetition
of the same old image of thought, there has not yet been a true new beginning in
philosophy. An authentic repetition of the new can only lie in a thought without
image, in a struggle with all established values and natural interests of reason. It
happens in the form of isolated and passionate cries of “misosophy,” and hence
“at the cost of the greatest destructions and the greatest demoralizations.”21
Deleuze himself was of course the first to underline the apocalyptic quality of
this announcement. It is not hard to see how the intimate relation between the
critical gesture and the experience of the sublime in philosophy mirrors the relation
between modern art and schizophrenia – one need only think of one of Deleuze’s
most important sources of inspiration, Antonin Artaud.22 But, looking back, we
may wonder how much good sense there still is in these modernist critiques. For
Deleuze, the problem is that while philosophy needs common sense, common sense
does not need philosophy, and even threatens to replace it with its own acts of
recognition. For Arendt, and perhaps also for us today, the problem is precisely
the intramural warfare between philosophy and common sense. While common
sense has no problem with thought, philosophy, in its belligerent good sense, likes
to think that there is a natural hostility on the part of the many and their opinions
toward the truth of the few.23 But has the problem of common sense not already
changed?
Less a given than a possibility, common sense is currently being undermined
from all sides. The initial specialization and subsequent commodification of modern science in the knowledge economy; the ruptures of the artistic avant-gardes
and the self-referential system known as contemporary art; the return of fascism
as the only alternative in the world’s largest democracies; the finance-induced privatization of public assets such as the Internet; the rise of new psychopathologies
such as stress, depression and attention deficit disorders; the rise of big data and
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fake news; and the prospect of war and mass migration all indicate a dramatic
loss of potential energy in political, epistemological, socioeconomic and psychical
systems. Instead of the encyclopedic dream of the Enlightenment come true, we
are rushing headlong into an era of barbarism and noise. Words such as “complexity” and “crisis” fail to convey the irreversibility of this demise of the power
of composition of the common, which may truly mark the end of an era that used
to define itself either through universal progress or at least through acts of destructive creation – in other words, through good sense.
In The Origins of Totalitarianism, Arendt describes how it is first of all totalitarianism that benefits from such an absence of common sense. In providing us
with a sense of factuality, the “sixth sense” protects us against ideological narratives, which tend to be internally consistent, without ever being coherent to those
they concern. The novelty of such narratives, their profound modernity, lies in
their complete break with tradition and its replacement with an Idea. Under the
guise of science, ideologies make “supersense,” establishing a world of “no-sense”
all the while. Once they become dominant, nobody can tell fact from fiction. The
feeling of the sheer “thereness” of reality, although forever beyond thought, is benumbed by good sense, just as reality itself is rejected and mutilated by it. For this
reason, the danger of totalitarianism is not that it establishes a world of its own,
which Arendt is convinced it cannot do. Rather, it is that totalitarianism bears
within itself the germs of its own destruction. Every attempt to monopolize common sense is ultimately self-undermining: “Totalitarianism strives not towards
despotic rule over men, but toward a system in which men are superfluous.”24
When geologists tell us that we live in the Anthropocene, for example, the prospect
of geoengineering and the willingness to “enhance” human nature (or if necessary
sacrifice “suboptimal” populations in the name of the resilience of the human
species) give us a clue as to what the endless purification of common sense by
good sense comes down to. It may well ravage the world as we know it before a
new beginning arising from this end has had the time to assert itself.25
In neoliberal times, it is the hegemony of laissez-faire economics that poses as
common sense and performs this self-destructive desensitization and desensibilization in the name of good sense. In a depoliticized world in which the logic of
global markets subjects us to its claim to totality, even critical statements on capitalism therefore have very limited potential to effect change. As Bruno Latour has
argued, they trigger neither further speech nor consequent action but express a
tangle of passions and indignations that ultimately produce no other feeling than
an increased sense of helplessness:
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We begin to see how difficult it is to disentangle the contradictory affects
created by an appeal to the concept of capitalism: it generates a prodigious
enthusiasm for seizing unbounded opportunities; a dystopian feeling of
total helplessness for those who are submitted to its decrees; a complete
disinhibition as to the long-term consequences of its action for those who
profit from it; a perverse wound of smug superiority in those who have
failed to fight its progression; a fascination for its iron laws in the eyes of
those who claim to study its development, to the point that it appears to
run more smoothly than nature itself; a total indifference to how the soil
on which it is rooted is occupied; a complete confusion about who should
be treated as a total stranger and who as a close neighbor. And above all,
it marks a movement towards modernization that delegitimates those who
stay behind as so many losers.26
From vaccines to climate change to genocide, all that our good sense about capitalism leaves us with is a form of denialism in which corrosive doubt and dystopia
mix with an equally corrosive credulity and conspiracy theories.
This impotence to articulate and act only matches the fact that the capitalist
world system itself is now no longer capable of sophistication. Perhaps for the
first time in human history, the global economy is shifting to resources that are
less energy-efficient. Once we take into account the so-called biophysical externalities, in particular the depletion of existing ecosystems’ capacity to handle
waste, there has probably been no surplus value created for more than a decade
now, at least in the developed world.27 Bitcoin alone, based on a consensus algorithm, could well push global warming above two degrees Celsius, which suggests
that automatization won’t help us either. As a consequence, capitalism is rapidly
hardening in its disruptive focus to short-term profit maximization with little or
no apparent interest in what is common. Besides thermodynamic entropy producing climate change, there is habitat destruction, welfare destruction, and a wave
of mass extinction, but also the informational entropy that is producing cultural
destruction and behavioral standardization. In a word, what we are dealing with
is “stuplimity,” a typically late-modern combination of the sublime and the stupid
– that is, of shock therapy and of knowledge becoming rigid, dogmatic, authoritarian and obsolete.28
In sum, we have a crisis that is not just due to the “retreat” of common sense,
as Alfred North Whitehead once termed it, but that also marks the limit of good
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sense itself.29 We are no longer in possession of the critical moment, which is now
happening behind our backs, and threatens to obliterate the vital possibility of
thought itself. Under these post-criticist conditions, what does it mean to resist
stupidity and think? How to resist the apocalyptic and catastrophist – that is, the
non-self-correcting and disaffected – forms of reasoning?

care in the absence of politics
“The problem is not to ground, to define conditions for valid knowledge,” Isabelle
Stengers writes, “but to care for the consequences of the event.”30 Our problem is
not the epistemological or critical one of whether climate change is real, or whether
it is indeed a consequence of human behavior. Rather, it is precisely that “critical
consciousness admits so many things without criticizing them.”31 What presents
itself as good sense to geologists “has been fabricated by multiple processes of socalled rational reorganization that in the first place aimed at sapping or capturing
the capacities for thinking and resisting of those who were apt to do so.”32 Under
the authority of experts, political judgment has been reduced to a state of exception. In the name of the necessity of being realistic, our minds are taken hold of
by infernal alternatives such as refraining from capping CO2 emissions vs. accepting the loss of pension funds, outlawing migrants versus accepting the rise of the
extreme right, and giving up privacy rights versus risking future terrorism. The
Anthropocene is the container for a whole “system” of stupidity, a conjunction of
multiple ways in which the enlarged mind is divided among so many shrunken
heads and narrow minds. It is this stupidity that gets celebrated as responsibility
whenever we are confronted with problems that would otherwise require collective
modes of reflection and deliberation upon what appears inevitable. Hence what
has become acute is the practical necessity of investing in learning from and attending to the effects of the Anthropocene as an event – the Heideggerian Ereignis
emphasizes the relational character of the event in the form of a mutual appropriation – that concerns us all, rather than as object of specialized science. How to
“think big” and bring back to life the sense of being in the same boat, which Arendt
called our only “earth-bound faculty”?33
Even within the criticist lineage, modern philosophy has a long history of attempts at reconciling the particular sciences with common sense and finding new
ways of articulating the common. In his Phenomenology of Spirit (1807), Hegel
offers the first grand narrative of the gradual overcoming, or “turning upside
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down,” of an inert common sense in the form of good sense.34 Whereas experts
provide specialized knowledge, spirit (Geist) is communal. What renders its knowledge absolute is that the community in the full diversity of its historical practices
sets the standards of rationality for itself and accepts no exterior authority. At the
same time, Hegel finds the most coherent articulation of this internal reflection at
the greatest possible distance to common sense in its immediate givenness. As
both science and natural experience consist of contradictions between false abstractions, only their mediation by the concept could lead to the complete and
universal self-understanding of the human spirit, in the form of a system in which
common sense, despite its initial humiliation, would finally find its legitimate
form. While it is true that the Owl of Minerva only spreads its wings at dusk, when
the dust of historical events has settled, it would therefore be at the level of the
critical reason of philosophy that, in retrospect, it is revealed what was superfluous
for the community in its totality and what not.35
Hegel was one of the main philosophical enemies who occasioned Arendt to
reject any opposition between reason and common sense. Instead of retreating
from the public faculty of judgment or, as Karl Marx famously complained, merely
interpreting it, the task of thought is to feed and augment it by means of speaking
and acting among and with others. Taking up the ancient question “Where are we
when we think?” Arendt shows that the main fallacy of metaphysics was to think
that it occupied a place separate from, or posterior to, public life, which at the
same time was the only position from which life truly made sense. What appears
to be an opposition is in fact the “paradox of withdrawing from and belonging
to” the world of appearances.36 The philosopher absorbed in thought is only one
appearance among a plurality of others. The distance between thinking and acting
is immense, but it should therefore be measured not as a contradiction but as a
contrast. A contrast is a positive relation that renders mutually compatible and
enhancing things that first present themselves as mutually inhibiting or indifferent.
Even in her retreat, the thinker remains part of a superdiverse world of scientists,
artists and politicians. In erasing this “difference,” good sense betrays common
sense and the activity of thought alike.
In her later work, Arendt herself saw it as her project to guide philosophy towards its incarnation in the splendor of words and acts among and with others.
An important inspiration here was undoubtedly Dewey. Inspired by Hegel’s naturalistic account of habit as genetic principle of spirit in the Encyclopedia, Dewey
had already argued that thought or subjectivity exists only as “reflective exercise
of practical reason.”37 What must be avoided at all cost is the disconnection of
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good sense from habit. “Where does thought exist and operate when it is excluded
from habitual activities? Is not such thought of necessity shut out from effective
power, from ability to control objects and command events? Habits deprived of
thought and thought which is futile are two sides of the same fact. To laud habit
as conservative while praising thought as a main spring of progress is to take the
surest course to making thought abstruse and irrelevant and progress a matter of
accident and catastrophe. The concrete fact behind the current separation of body
and mind, practice and theory, actualities and ideals, is precisely this separation
of habit and thought.”38
Recognizing the contrast, rather than opposition, between philosophy and other
habits means accepting that in common sense there is no privilege for “thinkers”
and that the most withdrawn thought is still a habitual praxis with concrete repercussions for its habitat. As Arendt points out, to think the good is not automatically
to do good. This involves reconnecting the general with the particular, a capacity
that is always threatened by the social division of labor of the professional thinker
and the masses. Only in political judgment does the opposition between theory
and practice or thinking and willing (or even being) dissolve, if only temporarily.
This leads Arendt to formulate the main question of The Life of the Mind: “Could
the activity of thinking as such, the habit of examining whatever happens to come
to pass or to attract attention … be among the conditions that make men abstain
from evil-doing or even actually ‘condition’ them against it?” Or, in other words,
can the reflex of reflection be civilized and function as a “con-science”?39
While Arendt does not use the word “care” in this context, it is clear what is at
stake: a conversion of thought towards the interdependence and vulnerability of
the common world. In particular, she recuperates this notion of a conversion from
Martin Heidegger, who did speak of care (Sorge). As he claimed in Being and Time,
care is not a theoretical objective but a practical one. Thrown into the world of
things and others, care is the fundamental mode of existence of Dasein, the way
it takes responsibility for its possibilities and conditions of existence in the face
of its own finitude. However, for Heidegger care is disclosed to Dasein in two different modes. In the mode of inauthenticity, care takes shape in terms of the toil
of ordinary life. We submerge in the public life of the “they” (das Man), in which
“Everyone is the other, and no one is himself.” In this modality, Dasein forsakes
authorship of its own individuation. In the mode of authenticity, by contrast, anxiety summons care back to itself, demanding us to be who we are in the light of
our own-most possibilities. While Dasein is not fixed or isolated from the world,
authentic care finds its summit in anticipatory resoluteness in the face of social
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disorientation. Thus for Heidegger, care’s non-indifference is still fully predicated
on the critical distinction between the true (good) and the false (common) life. Authenticity is conditional on an individuation in which the smooth circuit of Dasein
and its surrounding practices and understandings is broken and the notion of care
beyond its own end excluded or subsumed.
In her doctoral dissertation, Love and Saint Augustine (1929), Arendt had already reinterpreted Heideggerian care in terms of neighborly love. We may die
alone, but we are certainly not born alone. Rather, the anticipation of death teaches
us the vulnerability and interdependence that lie at the basis of common life. There
is thus native to care a desire to belong to something outside ourselves. Indeed,
Arendt reinterprets the Heideggerian opposition of inauthenticity and authenticity
as cupiditas and caritas. Whereas cupiditas is love directed at the self that takes
flight from death, caritas is a care for the singularity of new beginnings, which
are found only in the neighborhood of others. To care is a matter of grace, understood not religiously but as a matter of civility: to care is to receive and pass on.40
To care is to compose anew with the traditions, institutions and values that we
have inherited. While care is inseparable from a yearning for common sense, so
too common sense requires care, and requires those others who provide for it in
their own ways. It is therefore not a moral but a political responsibility.41 Common
sense, Arendt maintains, against Heidegger, is the “political sense par excellence.”42
In effect, Arendt was the first to put into relief what having our being in care
means for communal life. If Heidegger and even Michel Foucault – aware like no
other of the decentered and heterogenetic mode of existence of the subject – localized care primarily at the level of the critical self in opposition to common
sense, it was Arendt who first brought the two together. We are inevitably exposed
to something that exceeds our grasp and, in this, are vulnerable to what lies beyond our immediate lifeworld. Under modern conditions, public life gets reduced
to something that Arendt calls “the social” and that resembles the conformism of
Heidegger’s “they” or Foucault’s disciplinary societies. In neoliberal governance
no less than in totalitarian regimes, care is at risk of squashing all difference in its
efforts to bring the world under its protection. At stake is precisely the precarity
of our encounter with others. Singularity compels us not to give up on manners
of individuating a world that is bigger than the sum of the naked individuals who
populate it. “World-alienation, and not self-alienation … has been the hallmark of
the modern age.”43 In the absence of civitas, care rather than critique is therefore
the form that the fragile connection between thought (the general) and judgment
(the particular) takes.44 Foreignness obliges: we have a shared responsibility to
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bring the plurality of relations and interests that constitute the potential of political
life into appearance.

the composition of common sense
Although Arendt is aware that common sense is not a spontaneous outgrowth of
our life together but the result of civilized activity in which we compare perspectives on the world through speech, at the same time, the genetic conditions of this
activity remain underreflected in her work. Perhaps this is why she allowed herself
to be forced to either naturalize common sense or take it as already lost to totalitarian good sense. Here, by contrast, I would like to argue against any naturalistic
determination of common sense. Common sense is neither a transcendental nor
an empirical given, nor is it a kind of natural fit of mind and world. Rather, we
must understand it through its virtual/actual structure. It is neither innate nor acquired but a dynamic structure “com-posed” by (rather than “of”) the full diversity
of the habits that bring it into practice. Following Deleuze and Artaud, we could
say that it is “genitally innate.” But this means that it can never be taken for
granted and is in need of constant attention.
Technically speaking, the problem at stake in differentiating good sense and
common sense was this: good sense requires consistency in the form of a correspondence between theory and practice, words and actions, or ideas and institutions. But it tends to immunize itself against the need for coherence. As a
consequence, it is completely customary to separate mind and body, even if this
testifies to a manifestly incomplete and incomprehensible worldview. It appears
entirely rational to reduce problems of an ecological nature to matters of economics, even though one senses that this will only deepen them.
What enables good sense to continue in its pernicious routines is habit. Unlike
noncontradiction and resemblance, which already presuppose a distribution of
sense, habit is the real genetic principle of good sense, even if, due to the forgetting
of its particular emergence in its general effect, it is also the principle that enables
good sense to turn a blind eye to its own efficacious existence. The genetic principle of common sense, by contrast, is the milieu between habit and habitat.
Whereas habits are privative, ways of taking possession of the habitat, only our
habitat exposes us to what we have in common. This comes about as habits extend
into one another and exchange elements, in a process that involves a whole art of
combinations between mutually affective inter-kingdoms. The resources of this
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art are found in the full extension of things that our habitats imply, from algae,
bacteria, fellow humans and machines to God. Accordingly, a new idea or body of
knowledge, even a new practice, should never rise too far above the plane of common life. For if it does, only a totalizing claim to universality can compensate for
its original lack of coherence. It will inevitably harden in its habits and destroy its
own habitat.
Common sense itself can also be suffocating, but it simultaneously contains
an interstitial alterity, which enables it to evolve and reinvent itself. Although
common sense generally does not appear as a very advanced stage of cognition
such as that of natural science, critical philosophy, or avant-garde art, it is no less
complex. This is because unlike good sense, which is self-sufficient and therefore
tends to simplicity, common sense has a multiple relational constitution.45 Its individuation proceeds not from the particular to the general but from singular case
to singular case. It is not a collective whole but a distributive whole, in which the
sensibilities do not articulate as one, but cluster in particular and variable orders.
Common sense is thus both the tradition of all dead generations that weighs like
an alp on the brains of the living, and a vital potential whose creativity knows no
monopoly or central instance, not even Arendt’s humanity. In the care for a more
coherent world, the challenge is thus to make common sense more indeterminate
and inclusive. It is to open up the gap between the past we inherit and the future
to which we contribute our own difference in order to inhabit a thicker, ongoing
present full of unexpected individuations.
In twentieth-century philosophy, it was American pragmatism that went furthest in this direction. William James compared common sense to a river, composed of eddies, turbulences and various currents of different speeds, with the
philosopher guarding the watchtower, always on the lookout for a turn of events
and resisting the reassuring stability of past appearances. While we often speak of
the violence of the river, James observed that we hardly ever worry about the violence of the banks that confine it. Already in his time, those who were willing to
jump from the ground of settled facts and necessary reasons towards a possibility
which they trusted might come and meet them in the middle, were subject to what
he called “censorship.” For him, this meant not so much a prohibition of public
knowledge, but a derisory anesthetization that is the opposite of the criticist heroism of the old Kantian sapere aude.
Thought, James argued, must be imaginative and speculative. At the same time,
he was no fan of what is now celebrated as disruptive innovation. Having an original idea means more than throwing a pebble in a pond or floating a trial balloon.
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It means being responsive to the incompleteness of the idea and taking care of
what it demands as it unfolds into the future and gets transformed by duration.
As the new imposes its demands on the flux of experience, it risks either drowning
in it or draining it. Everything therefore comes down to the proper introduction.
If common sense is the stage of equilibrium in the mind’s development, then new
forms of knowledge and technology can and should be accepted only if they do
not stray too much from its steady flux, thus allowing for its reinvention on the
basis of all the divergent interests that compose it. The passage from the varieties
of consistency to their coherent existence obliges every change or acceleration to
prove its relevance to, and thus let itself be slowed down by, an infinitely scaled
and partially interlocked system of more or less settled passions in order to become
actual. No event is real without this constant reenactment in a gradual, piecemeal
or cumulative development. James went as far as defining truth itself genetically
as something plastic, measured by the success in which novelty in its consequences
preserves and stretches older truths with a minimum of modification and maximum continuity.46 “[T]he new comer ... must take account of my presence by reacting on it in such a way that good would accrue to us both.”47
As a radical pluralist, then, James saw common sense not as something that
was homogenically constituted but as something composed through “additive constitution.” Unlike Hegelian spirit, which sublates (negates, transforms, preserves)
the past exclusively on its own terms, our minds can only be enriched in the manner of “grease-spots”: the new must be “cooked” in the “sauce of the old.”48 Grease
spots are the affects of thought, its contaminating implications for our experience
of the world. James proposed a melioristic criterion for the relation of philosophy
to common sense: does it enlarge our capacity for judgment or shrink it? “We
plunge forward into the field of fresh experience with the beliefs our ancestors
and we have made already … We build the flux out inevitably. The great question
is: does it, with our additions, rise or fall in value?”49
As James’s direct intellectual inheritor, Whitehead likewise suggested that common sense is not just the “benumbing” repression of deeply ingrained but fallacious metaphysical presuppositions but also the system of affective becomings
that allows for an alliance of philosophical reason, creativity, and scientific knowledge. “If it is part of the special sciences to modify common sense,” then the function of philosophy is “the welding of imagination and common sense into a
restraint upon specialists, and also into an enlargement of their imaginations.”50
At stake for Whitehead was the civility of the abstractions we think by. In particular, the task of philosophy is to overcome the founding event of modernity, the
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“bifurcation of nature” into the separate domains of objectivity and subjectivity.
As with the more classical mind-body dualism, the problem is not so much that it
is based on an abstraction. This can be very useful within the specialized domains
of psychology and biology. The problem is rather that it is insufficient for accounting for and interpreting the diversity of all that is given in experience, and that it
tends to generalize itself at the cost of other possibilities of thought. Hence, in
proposing a highly speculative panpsychist or animist cosmology, for example,
Whitehead aims neither to subject the object and the subject to a more universal
abstraction nor to shock common sense, but to elucidate them together with various other points of view and, in so doing, to infect them with sensory feedback
between them. Whereas the specialization of the sciences is deeply anti-intellectualist, the philosopher tends to put forward new abstractions with the aim of harmonizing and completing those found in science and daily life.
Whitehead once described the negentropic or speculative function of reason
as a form of self-discipline vis-à-vis our habitual manners of experiencing the
world: “Reason is the special embodiment in us of the disciplined counter-agency
which saves the world.”51 For the world to be saved, reason does not need to prevail
on behalf of common sense. Rather, common sense itself is the victory implied by
reason, even if reason is itself only one ingredient in it, and perhaps not an essential one. The task of philosophy consists of proposing concepts that allow us to
speak of what our habitual subject positions oppose, but in such a way that our
habitual attachments remain both the main ingredient and target and are brought
into contact with their own recursive futurity. Hence reason uses the imagination
not just to empathize with the perspectives of others and communicate their differences, as Arendt says, but also to “occupy” those perspectives in such a way
that it introduces a margin of maneuvering between them and thus the possibility
of a mutually adaptive sympathy. At stake is not the generality of reflective judgment but the amount of novelty that is inherent to it. From a pragmatist point of
view, common sense is less a matter of communication than of expression, less of
intersubjectivity than of collective individuation. Reason does not take common
sense as its natural starting point, nor as the ideal orientation of humanity, but
rather as the external finality of its own decentered presence, and therefore as
something that is always open to change.
This caring function of speculative reason implies an aesthetic paradigm, with
“aesthetic” referring to both our capacity to be affected by the world and the importance of the imagination. The aim of formulating what Whitehead calls “propositions” is to develop a feeling for the always incomplete composition of a common

148

common sense

situation and its transformative possibilities. Sentences, concepts and other linguistic entities do not necessarily conform to actual states of affairs, but they
might. In their effects, they produce a reflective excess that can act as a lure for
an aesthetic appreciation of our diverging, specialized abstractions, deepening our
capacity for judgment in such a way that dialectical oppositions are converted
into the contrasts of a common horizon of experience that exists only on its way
to novelty.52 “Transmutation is the way in which the actual world is felt as a community, and is so felt in virtue of its prevalent order.”53

civil technology
Since the time of Arendt and the pragmatists, the question of a conversion of
thought towards common sense has only become more urgent. The life of the mind
takes place in the interstitial communication between habit and habitat. In this
zone of material exchange, thought has already had to familiarize itself with the
nonhuman. Reason, as Whitehead shows, always grounds itself in what is not necessarily rational or reasonable. But now, as our habits of thought are rapidly losing
their self-sufficiency and even legitimacy, we must actively learn to ground ourselves in that which can very well go on without us. As the purposes and meanings
we live by are hypostasized in planetary exhaustion, the question becomes how
we can orient ourselves in, or make “sense of,” a world of networks, sensorial environments and feedback loops beyond our control.
Ecology is our next “task of thinking,” to use Heidegger’s term.54 A reorientation of our critical habits implies an initiation into a new sensibility to the vulnerability of our habitats as much as into the possibility of collective transmutations in which we learn how to inhabit the earth together. To think is to care
for the habitat of thought, not at all out of a necessity for reason’s own supposedly
natural rights, but rather out of concern over its continued relevance to what continues to resist it. This takes us back to our initial question: if philosophy has always been inseparable from a de-sensing, can it also be an art of communication
that sensitizes itself and others?
At this point we need to be aware of some of the problems that remain implicit
in Arendt’s conception of public life and the kind of philosophical care it allows
for. The main limitation is its ontological exclusivity, which goes back to Kant and
Aristotle, and according to which common sense is no more than the principle of
a universal humanity adorned with a taste for public judgment. This also translates
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at the level of the material and political underpinnings of Arendt’s understanding
of public performativity. The classical media of the theater and vernacular language impose a rather limited framework for communicative action. In her strict
delineation of the political from the social domain, moreover, Arendt defines the
public realm as a space of appearances (doxa) but at the same time blocks the more
fundamental political question of what is allowed to appear as politics at all.55
Actor-network theorists such as Bruno Latour or Donna Haraway have shown
how the consolidation of the political domain as separate from that of nature is
an immediate consequence of good sense’s power grab over common sense in
modern science.56 It actually hides the fact that we are living in a system that inextricably intertwines nature and politics in hybrid networks in which political
judgments are made in laboratories, by corporations, and increasingly by algorithms, and that if civility is to be more than the authority of the expert and the
shareholder over matters of fact, there is a dire need for a more inclusive parliament of things in which all stakeholders (human and nonhuman) gather over matters of concern. In other words, today common sense is as artificial as it is unlikely,
and it involves a much more layered composition of practices than Arendt allows
for. If for Arendt and the pragmatists philosophical speech once played a special
role in the invention of new forms of articulation of the common, moreover, it is
now – and, as we have known since Jacques Derrida and Friedrich Kittler, always
was – inseparable from other media of public sense-making. For a post-human
solidarity to emerge, it is not only crucial that the non-human politically appear,
but also that all the non-linguitic ways of showing up get taken into consideration.
Perhaps we could say that for Heidegger what was at stake in care was psychic
individuation, whereas for Arendt and the pragmatists what was at stake was collective individuation. But what happens to good sense and common sense under
the conditions of technical individuation? In the current situation, habit (second
nature) and habitat (nature) are being extended and embedded into a third nature:
the global informational infrastructure that Benjamin Bratton has called the stack.
Based on precisely the stochastic reason that that, alongside common sense, Kant
thought he could do without, much contemporary AI clearly falls prey to cybernetic illusions of total mastery and regulation, which tend to expel both individual
Dasein and common sense into a black box. From smartphones to smart cities, we
are dealing with a reticulated, algorithmic form of governmentality that can no
longer be regarded as Hegel’s “objective spirit,” since instead of reflecting human
judgment it subjects our brains to an organized and even entrepreneurial form of
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stupidity. As Bernard Stiegler puts it, nihilism under the condition of capitalism
equals computation.57 Fully automated informational fixed capital tends to close
itself into a closed system. In its struggle against the tendency of the rate of profit
to fall by means of big data and knowledge accumulation, it structurally increases
the rate of entropy. More still than in the social life of Heidegger’s “they” or
Arendt’s totalitarian societies, users now are becoming servants: self-referential
functions of uncontrollable processes that foreclose and short-circuit almost every
kind of individuation at the level of persons, societies or biological systems.
At the same, if common sense can only be brought about by an ever more inclusive shifting between particular perspectives, could we not conceive of an algorithmic performativity that cares for the life of the mind and sets it to work at
the scale of the biosphere? In Taking Care (2008), Stiegler presents our technoecological condition as a pharmakon, both cure and poison, depending on the way
technologies are adopted and contextualized. On the one hand, the rearticulation
of sense in the culture of technology inevitably leads to proletarization. Machinic
writing and robotization deprive us of means of gaining meaningful knowledge.
On the other hand, it must not be forgotten that some form of technology has always been a precondition of cognitive processes. Without writing there would be
no philosophical speech. What matters, therefore, is to answer the exteriorization
of intelligence with a corresponding reinteriorization. There can be no political
judgment without specific forms of literacy, no new value without the translation
of the energies and codes of the material world into new cognitive pathways.
Knowledge or thought “is always a way of collectively defining what is negentropic in this or that field of human existence.”58
Confronted with a systemic tendency towards carelessness that results in, for
example, the depletion of libidinal energy and the unbinding of drives, the challenge is to find new ways of cultivating and transforming our savoir-faire and
savoir-vivre – indeed, our savoir-conceptualiser.59 To carefully think (both panser
(to bandage, to groom) and penser), as Stiegler points out,60 is to reinterpret and
reevaluate the disruptions of common sense as the limit points of nihilism as well
as occasions for disautomation and a renewal of judgment. In the spirit of what
James calls being “on the watch,” we must learn to discern intelligence and generosity in the world. It is not enough to criticize rationality; we must take care of
the future rationality of self-referential processes. Stiegler frequently quotes Whitehead’s understanding of the function of reason as “the self-discipline of the creative element in life.”61 Can we leap and pierce the horizon that is everywhere
delimited and controlled by algorithmic good sense?
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In fact, what perhaps lay beyond the scope of Heidegger and Arendt but was
already implicit in American pragmatism and its central notion of habit as recursive performativity is a cybernetic conversion of care, in which what is at stake is
the consistency and coherence of the routines we live by. In cybernetics, the classical subordination of means (technology) to ends (humanity) is replaced with
open-ended processes of pure mediation and pure functionality or operativity. It
reveals to us planet Earth as a noosphere that thinks in multiple ways. Good sense
is always global, whereas common sense only exists locally. In the techno-ecological condition of sense, to think is to prevent the global and the local from coinciding. It is to care for the taking place, in the sense of negentropic localizations,
of another possible rationality – a new, inappropriable and “secondary”62 rationality, perhaps an objectively existing collective intelligence resembling what Marxists call a general intellect. It is in the complex resonances and reverberations of
between technology, laboratories, IT, rapid finance, social media, etc., that we must
look for new possibilities of composition beyond the currently ingrained necessities.
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While discussing the workings of reason in his Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel
comes up with an evocative metaphor for our shared interest in the world. “There
is,” he writes, “a deception of oneself and of others when what is at stake is supposed to be a pure thing [die reine Sache]. A consciousness that opens up such
matters learns from experience that others come hurrying over like flies to freshly
spilled milk [wie die Fliegen zu frisch aufgestellter Milch], and they too want to
busy themselves over the thing. They likewise learn from experience that they are
not concerned with such a thing as an object [die Sache als Gegenstand] but only
with it insofar as it is a matter of their concern.”1 Hegel must have been self-aware
enough to recognize in himself a fly dashing toward the milk Kant had freshly
spilled and had ingeniously framed as a pure thing detached from all vulgar reality.
He must have also known that his own text and work would furnish the milk to
the present and future generations of readers, or flies. Does the fact that your eyes
are scanning these very lines not testify, in turn, to the liquefaction of my black
blocks of letters into a lacteous white? An alternative history of philosophical concern is waiting to be written, the history of impurity, of intellectual contamination,
contagion, of care as an infectious partaking in the alluring thing, but also of philosophers-insects, buzzing, drawn toward, and hovering over the same decaying
nourishment, which by now includes many of their (our) predecessors.
As he is apt to do, Hegel exposes Kant’s transcendental approach to reine Sache
as a deception, a sort of philosophical scam (Betrug), masking the practical state
of affairs. Learning from experience, at the antipodes of the transcendental method
that discounts every empirical finding, one discovers that a pure thing is never
pure. It is, rather, akin to spilled milk, attracting flies, appealing to the fascination
and enthrallment of others, engaging and mobilizing them around itself. The things
we deal with are not objects, Hegel maintains in a tacit rebuke to Kant. They are,
instead, the catalysts of human involvement in the world and in each other’s “business.” The a priori shared orientation of care is the connective tissue holding the
world together and linking the world with its inhabitants.
Kant, of course, builds his theory of transcendental subjectivity on a contrasting
foundation. His a priori excludes care and concern by definition. The transcendental subject is cut from the cloth of sheer indifference to particularity, a stance
maximally distant from empirical interests and contingent worries. The universality of Enlightenment reason hinges on the subject staying committed to the rarefied atmosphere of an abstraction indifferent to the world, as well as to a possible
end of the world, and it is telling that Hegel exposes the deceptiveness of this
standpoint in the section on reason in his Phenomenology. So extreme, if not ex-
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tremist, is the sentiment of transcendental indifference in Kant’s thought that in
the essay on perpetual peace he cites with approval the motto of Ferdinand I, sixteenth-century Holy Roman Emperor: Fiat iustitia, et pereat mundus, “Let justice
be done, though the world perish.”2
The Kantian subject, who is as much a theoretical fiction as the object into
which the thing dissolves, couldn’t care less about finite existence. His (and we
will see that the use of a gendered personal pronoun is perfectly justified here) carefully cultivated carelessness, his aloofness, is not one among the many qualities
describing the transcendental subject but his very essence, responsible for his
emergence out of the partiality of everyday life. Lack of care becomes the basis
for thinking.
There is but one step separating Kant’s “purified” philosophical position from
the nihilistic indifference that had permeated Western metaphysics well before he
formulated his critical project. Already in Neoplatonism and gnosticism it is easy
to spot hostility to materiality, which betokens the fallenness of being, primordial
sinfulness, and imperfection compared to spiritual realities. As such, the world
here-below must be purged as a whole, because it is nothing other than a veil of
illusion cast before our eyes – the thesis Hegel reverses in the passage I’ve just
cited and in the rest of his dialectical philosophy. Coupled with Pauline Christianity
that champions the apocalyptic revelation of truth at the expense of the worldveil which obscures it, militantly purist metaphysics forms a powerful onto-theological tradition that either passively neglects or actively trashes everything
mundane, finite, material. The worsening ecological crisis is a late reverberation
of that tradition, which, using its technological tentacles, has refashioned the planet and its atmosphere, the soil and the oceans, plant and animal life – without
sparing the mass of humanity – into the dumps of spirit.3
Against the metaphysics of indifference, we must insist, together with Hegel
and other thinkers, many of whom officially identify as non- or anti-Hegelian, on
rigorously considered non-indifference. Among the anti-Hegelians supportive of
this reversal, it is worth highlighting Emmanuel Levinas, who in Otherwise Than
Being discusses “the antecedent exposure of the ego to the other, non-indifference
to another, which is not a simple ‘intention to address a message.’”4 In keeping
with Levinas’s philosophy, ethical non-indifference calls the psyche, consciousness,
and “subjectivity” forth into existence and invests them with significance in a turn
toward the other. As a rejoinder to the French thinker, one may say that the ramifications of non-indifference are not only psychological but also ontological: that
there is neither being nor beings without a combination of differentiation and
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non-indifference. A more accurate title for his book would have been Otherwise
Than Metaphysics, because metaphysical nihilism does not exhaust the sense of
being but only warps this sense into the ideal of detachment from finite existence.

.
What does it mean for non-indifference – and this double negative is itself highly
significant – to be the root of psychology and ontology? With respect to the psyche, it means that we only think and perceive what we care for, so much so that
this thinking-perceiving we comes about as a result of the care for that which is,
in each mental act, thought and perceived. In its entirety, psychic life is set in motion, animated, enlivened by its care for the other, whether human or not. Indifference is not the fulcrum of but a blurry aureole around the sphere of experience,
which expands and contracts depending on the extent and intensity of care it elicits – from merely taking note of something to being fascinated with, obsessing
over, and attending to the cared-for.
With regard to being as such, non-indifference engenders the ontology of the
common. If a thing is at once exposed to multiple eyes, hands, ears, thoughts, and
attracts various vectors of attention to itself, then it is at its core public. If, as
Hegel indicates, even the most esoteric preoccupations are immediately spread and
shared, then they too demonstrate how ineluctably incomplete the privatization
of experience and the private appropriation of the world are. Every thing is public,
a res publica appealing to common senses and concerns. Whether legal, physical,
or both, property barriers, designed to safeguard the thing they encircle for the
benefit of its individual owner, are the negative proofs evincing this initial condition, against which they ceaselessly push.
Owing to the psychological and ontological non-indifference I have schematically summarized above, an apathetic shrug – “I couldn’t care less” – gives way
to the emphatic “We couldn’t care more!” The we shaped and molded by care, placed under the care of care, is not comprised of a group of individual I’s; it is an
assembly that preexists a separate subject, just as the public thing antedates a privately appropriated object. We are care. Against the conventional critique of communism, according to which one can only care for what is one’s own, psycho-ontological non-indifference indicates that care is oriented toward the common. It is this orientation that individuates the mind, thinking, perception, emotions, etc., in an après-coup of “We couldn’t care more!”
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Philosophically speaking, indifference, with its marked lack of care, is a subsidiary mode of being. First, as the word itself announces, it negates difference
and differentiation in a reactive move that nonetheless indirectly acknowledges
the negated as primary. Indifference is a blanket covering (and smothering) the
rugged terrain of experience. In ironing differences out, it threatens to annihilate
experience itself. Though it comes last, it meddles with our most basic access to
external reality and to ourselves.
Second, a relation to indifference cannot itself be indifferent. The project of
critical philosophy proves the point by idealizing this colorless mood: Kant is concerned with maintaining indifference as pure, with not letting the transcendental
distancing from the world be affected and therefore perturbed by any empirical
events – in a word, with the cultivation of indifference. If the work of cultivation
cannot be accomplished once and for all, that is because, so long as something
remains of experience, care and non-indifference keep intruding into the territory
the transcendental subject has provisionally won over for himself. The paradoxical
method of policing the boundaries of this special domain is predicated on caring
for the continued absence of care, weeding out concerns with the world as soon
as they sprout again. The discourse and practice of cultivation also suggest that
indifference grows, casting its shadow onto regions previously untouched by it,
and ultimately onto all that is. Static, unperturbed in itself, indifference is perpetually on the move in relation to the world it aims to envelop.
Far from accidental, references to the cultivation and growth of indifference,
woefully unsuccessful in the work of instilling the absolute absence of concern,
elucidate the archetypally vegetal locus of care. We live amidst a general tendency
to ignore what is crucial to everyone, even beyond the confines of the human,
and what cannot be converted into an object: the air and the soil, water and plant
life. As a rule, in our topsy-turvy actuality, the most common is the most neglected,
and not just outside us. Universally shared vitality, following Aristotle, is to threptikon, with its capacities for nourishment and reproduction concentrated in vegetal
existence and indispensable to animal and human lives as well. The we in “We
couldn’t care more!” is the other-than-human in the human: it is the plant in us,
our vegetality that mirrors and is mirrored by the publicness of things and the exposure of the world, to which we expose ourselves in care, branching out, extending, stretching tendrils, and opening the leaves of attention to the exteriority.
The vectors of phenomenality and vegetality intersect in the mutual disclosure (or
dis-enclosure), as active as it is passive, of the world to us and of us to the world.
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The incipient communism without which all life would quickly come to an end is
vegetal.

.
Who cares? Who is it that does the caring in us, as us? While indifference goes
hand in hand with the repression of our vegetality – the deracination of the plant
in us – the who of care is corollary to elemental-vegetal commonality. Widespread
preconceptions on their passivity notwithstanding, plants are highly involved in
their environment, even if, unlike flies seduced by the milk that has been spilled
elsewhere, they cannot leave the places where they grow. They take interest in
everything around them, above and below ground. By dint of their essential openness to the world and to otherness, they invite a plethora of creatures, from fungi
and microbes to insects and birds, to live in a symbiotic relation. “We care” is a
trace of our vegetality, which cannot be expunged from the fact of our embodiment
and psychic life, no matter how hard the nihilist paradigm may try.
Assuming that one accepts the evidence in support of the plants’ engagement
in the world, an argument can be made that this engagement does not yet amount
to care. In effect, more than cognitive capacities, deliberate action, or sensitivity,
it is the allocation of functions within the structure of care that defines the subject
and object positions of various entities. The very well-meaning theories and practices of care for plants are complicit in their objectification, provided that these
practices and theories fail to discern the caring traits in the cared-for. Plants, for
their part, care for the world, generating breathable air and the atmosphere, fertile
soil and nourishment. (It is another question altogether whether they care about
that which they care for. More on this later.) Through them, the world cares for
the world: the caring and the cared pass through a uniquely vegetal mediation.
And the one thinker who expressed this insight both vividly and consistently is
Plotinus.
In his multivolume masterpiece, The Enneads, Plotinus conceives the universal
“soul of all” in vegetal terms, where care regulates the soul’s relation to itself: “the
soul of all (that is, its lowest part) would be like the soul of a great growing plant,
which directs the plant without effort or noise; our lower part would be as if there
were maggots in a rotten part of the plant – for that is what the ensouled body is
like in the All. The rest of our soul, which is of the same nature as the higher parts
of the universal soul, would be like a gardener concerned about the maggots in

164

michael marder

the plant and anxiously caring for it” (Ennead IV.3.4, 25–35). It may appear at
first glance that Plotinus allots to plants, as the figures of material existence, a
passive role as the recipients of care. Yet vegetality stands at the crossroads of
materiality and the psyche: the movement of the soul is that of a “great growing
plant,” from which the gardener is not really separate as only its “higher part.”
Nor does the gardener’s care introduce a wholly new direction or a set of directives
for growth into the soul-plant, guided from below (hence, by its roots) “without
effort or noise.” All that care does is release the growing to its ownmost possibilities. By means of the gardener, the plant cares for itself.
Indebted as he is both to Plato and Aristotle, Plotinus implicitly protests the
statement the former ascribes to Socrates in Phaedrus – to wit, that “all soul cares
for the soulless” (246B6). According to Plotinus, all soul cares for the soul in such
a manner that care conducts the soul back to itself, liberating it to the movements
proper to it. Before dismissing the Neoplatonic sage for his naïve panpsychism, it
would be advisable to observe how his modification of the Socratic thesis inflects
care. Not only does it make the caring and the cared-for reversible, but it also renders every opposition immanent to care, including that between its abundance
and privation, i.e., gradations in the soul’s self-relation. At the same time, Plotinus
hints that the movements of the soul belong within the sphere of vegetality, if indeed growth contending with decay is one expression of vegetal vitality tackling
another such expression. Care of the soul for the soul is care for the plant in us by
the plant that we are.

.
The extent, the magnitude and the pervasiveness, of care that I have been tracking
thus far puts into context the association of this term with attending to the young,
the elderly, the sick: childcare, geriatric care, medical care or healthcare. This “regional” determination of care has been thoroughly gendered, with the so-called
caring professions allocated predominantly to women. In the groundbreaking work
of Nancy Chodorow and Carol Gilligan, a feminist ethics of care begins with a distinct psychological development of girls and the ensuing gendering of caretaking
in the narrow sense. As Gilligan writes, “sensitivity to the needs of others and the
assumption of responsibility for taking care lead women to attend to voices other
than their own and to include in their judgment other points of view.”5 But there
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is more to the different gender assignments of the caring and the cared-for than
psychological and economic explanations reveal.
Vegetal constructions of femininity – e.g., in nineteenth-century German
thought as adroitly explored by Elaine Miller6 – point in the direction of the ontology of care. The ideals of feminine non-indifference and masculine indifference
correspond respectively to plant-being and its disavowal, which in the psychoanalytic sense spell out a simultaneous acknowledgement and repudiation of reality.
To be a man, within this framework, is to take an inherently contradictory, largely
unconscious position toward care and planthood: to give a slight nod of acceptance to their existence (more precisely, their preexistence) within oneself and immediately to deracinate the inner plant and care from oneself, all the while
projecting the mind’s carefully cultivated indifference onto wilderness and vegetal
nature. Metaphysics and its nihilist outgrowths are undeniably masculine when
illuminated retrospectively by the light of Enlightenment reason.7 Disavowal, however, is the unconscious self-contradiction that betrays an underlying repressed
stratum of psychic life: the insistent proclamation “I couldn’t care less” actually
says “We couldn’t care more!”
The we of care further overflows private ethico-psychological dynamics and
shapes political realities. Joan Tronto makes this amply clear in her Caring Democracy, where she argues that “what it means to be a citizen in a democracy is to
care for citizens and to care for democracy itself. I call this practice ‘caring with.’”8
Perhaps one way to understand the first-person plural at the heart of care is by
accentuating the irreducible caring-with, which imbues this attitude and behavior
with a sociality that is not equal to a sum total of individual, atomic units. Tronto’s
caring-with, accomplishing the work of a transition from the ethics to the politics
of care, resonates with Heidegger’s interpretation of being (Sein) as being-with
(Mitsein) and with my notion of growth, specifically vegetal growth, as growingwith. We are the excess of care over itself, the overflow beyond its limits, on the
hither side of which there is being and growing with others.
To return to the economic dimension, the mind’s animation by care destabilizes
the capitalist division of labor, segregated into manual and intellectual varieties.
The “caring professions” are the minding and mindful ones; they involve heightened attention, sharper senses and lucid thinking as much as a “hands-on” responsiveness to those in need. The case of the caring professions, of work revolving
around and instigated by care that in the first instance sets the carer’s psyche to
work, negatively conveys that, conditioned by capital, manual labor is not so different from intellectual labor: whereas, highly mechanized, the former desensitizes
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the worker forced into repetitive operations and facing a fragmented product, the
latter is predicated on blindness to anything outside pragmatic concerns, typically
traceable to the augmentation of capital. Whether manual or intellectual, the model
for work is the indifference of capitalist exchange value to use value. Each in its
own way is compelled to enact this metaphysical-indifference-turned-real in
everyday life. If the mind with its cognitive, perceptive, affective, and social aspects
is brought into existence by care, then the reign of indifference at work has an effect more pernicious than simply benumbing the worker; it extinguishes that which
the mind at bottom is. In Tronto’s terms, the logic of capital meddles with the with
of care. A whole palette of alienation – from the product of labor, from other humans, from the nonhuman world – is so many byproducts of this meddling.
All the same, it would be wrong to conclude that the caring professions or the
people thrust into caregiver roles for one reason or another offer refuge from economic indifference. The work of care is devalued, as Gilligan and others have
shown,9 but the changes it suffers supersede quantitative alterations, expressed in
the language of measurable valuations that alone is palatable to a capitalist mindset. Though it comes second, indifference undermines the difference that undergirds it: as caring-with crumbles in vast swathes of being, it cannot be left
unscathed in the veritable oases, the pockets of interpersonal, ethical, let alone
economic existence where it would continue to flourish. A sign of the times is the
experimental proposals to roboticize the caring professions and the educational
sphere, which would gain in efficiency and technical precision at the expense of
care, concern, and involvement with the other. Now, this tendency opens onto a
bigger muddle of artificial intelligence, faithfully replicating the key attributes of
indifferent metaphysical reason, of an algorithmic mind without minding. Once
cognition is rendered identical to computation, it becomes exceedingly obvious
that nonhuman entities can do it better than us. A pertinent question here is not
Can machines become more intelligent than humans? It is Why did human thinking
so debase itself as to become less intelligent than machine reasoning?

.
We live in a strange state of contradiction. On the one hand, we couldn’t care more
about virtually everything; on the other, no one actually seems to care, and indifference predominates among subjects made of non-indifference. This is not just
the legacy of metaphysics in a postmetaphysical epoch. A clue to understanding
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our predicament is the modal verb in the conditional, namely “could” (or
“couldn’t”). It turns out that, though we couldn’t care more, we don’t: the clash is
between the infinite possibilities and the scarce reality of care. The problem is that,
in care as in many other contemporary phenomena, we are paralyzed by the possible, liberated from acting rather than freed to act thanks to it. That is why care
persists at the level of a virtual potentiality, as opposed to a flesh-and-blood actuality, in our world.
Another way of putting it is that cutting through care are multiple ever-widening fault lines between its senses as a noun and as a verb, plus, in the latter case,
between caring-about and caring-for. The one does not automatically translate
into the other even within the same language, let alone between languages or in
social and political interactions. Care in the substantive is discursively inflated;
the verbal dimension of care continues to elude us. I invite you, then, to take a
closer look at the verb, so as to monitor how it operates – or misfires.
Although we all care about world hunger, victims of discrimination, the environment, dolphins, etc., very few among us care for them. We couldn’t care more
about the issues, just as we couldn’t care less about and for those they directly affect. The difference in expression is significant: the issues admit only caring-about,
while the beings themselves are subject to both kinds of care. Just as indifference
is a monstrous upshot of difference, so care-about is a late derivation from carefor, in that it presupposes sufficient distance in space and time to incapacitate the
urge to act immediately for the sake of the other who needs caring.
Practically, psychic life and ontology are generated by caring-for. In the current
historical permutation of care, nonetheless, the derivative type prevails. Today, the
excess of care that makes us who we are belongs to the modalities of the possible,
as well as to a pure abstraction, incompatible with acting upon that which, or the
one whom, we care about. The entire theory-versus-practice split is folded into the
two prepositions that follow the word care. Our task is not to help along a transition from the apathetic lack of care to its plenitude – for instance, using the power
of motivation, consciousness-raising campaigns, and the like. More complex than
that, our task is to stimulate a subtle transformation within the applied semantics
of to care, to supplement caring-about with caring-for, to convert care from its
benumbed fascination with the possible back to hands-on work on the actual.
Until this happens, the we of care will remain equally theoretical, its abstract nature
metastasizing into “our” thinking, perception, and affects.
The verb to attend, which under certain circumstances may be synonymous
with to care, is similarly ruptured. On the one hand, attending a gathering, a lec-
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ture, or a party, I am physically present at the site of that event. On the other hand,
attending to something or someone, I pay attention, often expressed in taking care
of them. There is an abyss stretching between these forms of attending: in the first
case, it connotes mere presence; in the second, presence for the other. Simply being
in attendance is less intense still than caring-about. In fact, it may involve a total
lack of care, as in the infamous bystander effect, where the increase in the number
of people present at the scene of an emergency is directly proportional to the inaction of the “attendees.” Between physical presence and presence for the other, a
unique presence of mind is required in the act of (contemplatively and practically)
attending to a situation. Such presence of mind is what we habitually define as
attention. The twist in all this is that small quanta of attention are indispensable
for disavowal: one must have already taken heed of what is going on in order to
actively ignore and, indeed, repress the event. This means that to play its mediatory
function, presence of mind cannot refer to the theoretical attention of a disembodied res cogitans. Instead, the mind at its attentively sharpest must, in and of itself,
become a bridge between two physicalities, namely the place where we are and
the others with whom we intersect there.
When it comes to plants, their being in attendance is inseparable from their
attending to the site of their growth. A tree cares for its place out of existential
necessity, because it has no other and cannot relocate elsewhere. That is the source
of its hyperattention, its sensitivity to multiple environmental factors – from temperature and humidity to seismic vibrations and a broad light spectrum – and their
fine gradations. Yet while plants care for the places of their growth, they do not,
in all likelihood, care about them. Caring about something or someone is relating
to the cared-about as an object in addition to adopting a theoretical attitude toward
it. Plants, however, do not objectify either the world or the beings that populate
it; vegetal attention irradiates by continuity and contiguity with its recipients. In
contrast to us humans, who are all care-about, they are all care-for. In this sense,
too, we ought to look up to plants for ways of overcoming the paralysis induced
by the infinite possibilities of care that fail to make their mark on actuality.

.
The Hegelian example of flies and spilled milk, with which I opened this essay, is
tricky, to say the least. The paragraph that precedes it in The Phenomenology of
Spirit argues that the actualization (Verwirklichung) of reason consists in “an ex-
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position in the universal element of what is one’s own [des Seinigen], whereby the
thing becomes and, in fact, must become for everyone [wodurch es zur Sache aller
wird und werden soll].”10 Exposed rather than represented, outwardly revealed in
an exposition (Ausstellung) that supplants representation (Vorstellung), a matter
of private concern is everyone’s business. Everyone cares about what appeared to
be exclusively mine just because it did not have a chance to rise to an appearance,
to gain a body in the world that, by virtue of its outwardness, is universally accessible. The outer is what the others will flock to, resembling the flies who rush
toward freshly spilled milk. The “universal element” wherein this transpires is not
some abstract foundation of reason but exposition itself, the becoming-phenomenal of my care, potentially handed over to the attention and care of others. And
here the Hegelian analogy seems to break down.
Reason attains to actuality when what is one’s own passes to be everyone’s,
when private cares and concerns are converted into public things, put “out there”
in the world. In a riff on Adam Smith’s harnessing of individual self-interest for
the common good, Hegel roots the university of reason in care about and for oneself, gleaned in what is one’s ownmost, das Seinige. Such is the unreasonable
ground of reason, the unreasonableness without which nothing matters and nothing is worth our cares. Hegel’s point is that, if mediated enough, particularly
through a broad exposition, care about and for oneself will become relevant and
meaningful to everyone, “insofar as it is a matter of their concern” as well. But
then the analogy should have had to do with the work of the flies themselves,
with what is their “ownmost” – their eggs, for example – as opposed to an external
thing found by chance in their environment. Or, better still, in Vilém Flusser’s
playful suggestion, with spiders and their webs, subsequently extended to what
they trap and leading to “a progressive spiderization of the fly world.”11 Compared
to these options, the intimacy of the “ownmost” is lost in the relation of flies and
spilled milk: the allure of care becomes a haphazard phenomenon, which is all the
more surprising because it crops up in the development of dialectical reason.
But what if we’ve missed Hegel’s true lesson about care? What if reason’s undertaking is to make milk one’s own and, in the end, everyone’s, though one is
neither a cow nor a goat but a fly? Moreover, what exactly are the flies concerned
with: spilled milk or themselves? Or perhaps themselves in spilled milk? The found
contingency as an absolute necessity? After a series of mediations, care about and
for oneself is care about and for the other, aided, as an intermediary link, by the
othering of oneself in an exposition that hands the thing of one’s concern to the
realm of phenomenality. The inexorable actualization of reason in Hegel also im-
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plies that the gap between theory and practice, between caring-about and caringfor, is gradually overcome. Caring, reason grows plantlike. To end the despotism
of limitless possibilities, “we,” who couldn’t care more, should follow suit.
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Do you care? I do. I care about a great many people: my wife, my children, my
friends, my colleagues, my students (and particularly my PhD students). I care
about things, like personal pictures, books, and some paintings. I care about knowing things and understanding what goes on in the world, especially in the arts, in
Europe, in the economy. I care about the science of cultural economics and philosophy; about the arts, or at least many of them; about certain music; about parts
of nature; about the environment. I care about my health, about being able to do
sports, about teaching. I care about people who have hard lives. Come to think of
it, I care a great deal. Who doesn’t?
This is the strange thing: that we need to address care as a special topic, as if
it were a weird phenomenon that required elaboration and clarification. Why
should that be?
In the meantime, politicians quarrel about the costs of care, and about whether
we should expect more caregiving by family members. Liberals may argue that
people have to take care of themselves first and that states should provide care
only as a last resort, whereas socialists insist that the state needs to care. At home,
parents may quarrel over who takes care of the children, and whether they should
visit their own ailing parents more. Care is political, too.
As a scholar, I am in the sensemaking business. I see it as the duty of scholars
to make sense of what is going on in the world and to share our findings with
whoever is prepared to listen (beginning with our students, who, fortunately, have
to listen in order to pass their exams, whether or not they care). Here I want to
make sense of the notion of care, how it manifests itself in our daily lives and why
it can be the subject of controversy and even battle. To that end, I think it will
help to distinguish caring about particular people from caring about ideas, institutions, principles and values. But first, let’s try to make sense of why talking
about care is so uncommon.

why care has been a forgotten subject
In the sensemaking business that is scholarship, care isn’t a big topic. I don’t think
I ever came across the concept when I was studying to become an economist. And
why would I have? Economics studies market systems and the production, distribution and consumption of goods and services. It is about individuals making rational choices. It is about the logic of markets, about the pricing of commodities,
about income, profit and economic growth. Let us picture economics as a square,
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representing “square” thinking: formal, logical, quantitative and presumably objective.

Figure 1: The square logic of the market.

In this square there is no space for relationships. Economists think of individual
agents pursuing maximal happiness – they call it utility – under all kinds of constraints (limited income, limited time). These agents are focused on their own interests, always figuring out what benefits them. Relationships are not an issue.
Care is difficult to imagine in such a framework. Some economists, especially
female ones, have tried to do so. They face the challenge of making care seem to
serve the interest of the giver: his or her utility has to increase somehow through
giving care. Otherwise, such behavior would not make sense. All these attempts
remain somewhat contrived, however, and have not entered the mainstream and
therefore do not appear in textbooks. Care simply does not fit the market logic according to which economists think.
An example illustrates why the giving of care doesn’t make sense in a market
setting. My grandfather ran a grocery store in the Dutch city of Groningen. As a
good Christian, he treated the rich lady who frequented his store the same as he
did the prostitutes who worked around the corner. If someone was unable to pay,
he wrote down the amount owed in pencil, and if the person couldn’t pay off the
debt, he would erase it. My grandfather cared for people and especially sympathized with those who had encountered tough circumstances. Yet his caring was
bad for business. His competitors didn’t do the same, so he attracted an inordinate
number of destitute people hoping for generous treatment. His wife complained
at times. She was worried. He held on, but barely. A caring attitude does not do
well in the market sphere.
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Care doesn’t make sense in the governmental sphere either. It is the sphere of
organizations, of bureaucracies, of companies, of local governments, of foundations, of multinationals and of states. In this sphere, rules and laws provide the
disciplinary logic, and hierarchical structures dictate individual behavior. As anyone who has worked for or with an organization knows, the governmental sphere
tends to objectify and individualize. To the state, each of us is an individual to be
reduced to objective data that will enable civil servants to implement rules and
protocols. In businesses, the practice is not that different. In the university, I, the
professor, am an instrument the administration uses to provide teaching and research results. I am supposed to do my teaching according to certain formats so
that a) it can be objectified for the sake of accreditation processes and b) I can be
replaced without much difficulty. The organization is like a machine with replaceable parts. In such a system, relationships are subsidiary, and care seems inappropriate. Governmental logic is therefore also square, like M logic:

Figure 2: The square logic of governance.

The objectifying function of the governmental sphere serves the noble causes of
justice and efficiency. Smooth, well-oiled organizations with clearly defined tasks
for everyone and explicit remuneration schemes have the best chance of being efficient and maximizing profits. When the organization is the state, justice is the
dominant criterion. An important premise of the state is that every citizen is equal
and should get the same treatment in identical situations, regardless of sex, race,
religion, social status or attractiveness. The idea of handing over to the government
a great deal of care, such as care for the elderly, the physically and mentally challenged and the sick, was to overcome the discriminatory way in which care comes
about in the personal sphere. If you happen to have caring parents or children
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with the financial means to provide care, you are lucky. If you are not so privileged, you are unlucky. If the state provides social services, you are fine in either
case. It is a matter of justice to provide care by way of the government.
At least, that is what politicians may want. The question is whether the government is able to provide care. Given its bureaucratic structure and the requirement that it treat everyone in the same circumstances the same way, the
government has to objectify and individualize. If I think I’ve received bad treatment, and certainly if I think it was worse than others got, I should be able to go
to some committee or even the courts to get a ruling. That procedure compels
those who treated me to keep extensive records with objective data on the basis
of which a court can rule.
Even so, professionals working for government love to care, as I found out
when I was a town alderman for a few years. They really want to care for the
homeless, the unemployed and those on welfare. And they may actually do so,
but they are caught in a governmental system of control that will restrain them as
soon as a problem is in sight. Then they will be held accountable, and if it turns
out that with their caring attitude they have violated some rule or protocol, they
will be in trouble.
When the state uses the word “care,” it is usually a cover for something else.
“Health care” is the obvious example. We are made to think of doctors and hospitals, but they cure diseases, or at least try to. Caring for our health is something
we have to do ourselves by eating and sleeping well and getting enough exercise.
The health care system, therefore, has little to do with our health or with care. Actual health care is what the state calls “prevention” because our taking care of
ourselves diminishes the demand for curative treatment.
Both M and G logic are instrumental. They focus on the instruments of the
market and of administrative systems. In their settings there is no space for substantive relationships, for people interacting in informal ways, giving and receiving
without payment and without following explicit rules. The logic of care does not
fit such instrumental logic, as I would like to show next.

personal care
I was teaching economics when I heard someone talking about care for the first
time. That was at Wellesley College, a women’s college near Boston. Quite a few
of my colleagues were staunch feminists and made me aware of my white male
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privileges and biases. Teresa Amott, if I remember correctly, brought up the work
of Carol Gilligan. She portrayed it as a watershed, a dramatic upending of what
we had thought until then, and an unmistakable support for her feminist outlook
on life. It was more evidence of the male bias in the way we made sense of the
world. The topic of Gilligan was the moral development of young adults. Teresa
evoked the typical male theory of moral development, as formulated by the (white
male) Harvard psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg, which claimed that girls were
slower in their moral development than boys. Kohlberg had demonstrated that
boys were quicker to understand the principles of playing by the rules, being disciplined, and having clarity about their values. Theresa waved with Gilligan’s 1982
book In a Different Voice and stated that Kohlberg had misassessed the moral environment in which girls grow up. Her example, taken from Gilligan’s book, I remember well. She evoked the image of a sports field: while the boys are playing
on the field, usually running after a ball, and learning to respect the rules, play in
a team, obey the referee and so on, the girls are standing on the sidelines talking
to each other about people, about relationships, about things others have said,
about emotions. Accordingly, while the boys are learning to play by the rules, the
girls are working on their emotional and relational skills. As my colleague pointed
out, they learn to develop an ethics of care. They learn about the rights and wrongs
of giving care, about the right things to do in relationships.
Gilligan’s sensemaking made a big impact, at least on the scholarly circles I
moved in. People got interested in the obstacles in communication among men
and women, in the significance of gender differences in moral development, and
in the ethics of care – as framed by Joan Tronto in her 1993 book, Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument for an Ethic of Care. She argued that the ethic of care
differs from the dominant kind of ethic. The latter usually takes the form of rules
or prescriptions with which universities, hospitals and other organizations work.
Her argument makes for intriguing contrasts, often with political ramifications.
Let me give a few examples.
At the university I am told that plagiarizing others’ written work is unethical,
and so is accepting money from students and having intimate relationships with
them. If I am ever suspected of transgressing, the university’s ethical committee
will pass judgment. The rules are guiding. In the ethics of care, things work differently. Relationships may matter. The circumstances of my students may make
a difference. If I know that a student has a difficult life and faces many obstacles,
I may care about her and do something to improve her chances. Even if it means
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violating some ethical principles that a committee has drawn up, I still may go
ahead, because I really care. And if people care about me, they will care, too.
Or take a refugee who is refused asylum because she does not meet the criteria.
It is a principle of justice that the state must treat her the same as it does anyone
else in the same circumstances. This principle of justice stipulates that she has to
leave, just like anyone in her situation, regardless of skin color, social background,
connections and so on. But what if this refugee – let’s call her Maria – has become
part of a local community, attended school, made plenty of friends and joined the
local sports team? Imagine how her friends will react when she is about to be deported. They will be terribly upset and will do whatever they can to prevent her
expulsion. What if Maria appears on national television and tearfully talks about
her friends and what it means to her to be here? The authorities will look inconsiderate, inhuman, and even cruel. How can they do this? General outrage will
follow. The responsible government minister will finally agree to let Maria stay,
even though others like her have to leave. We will have witnessed a clash between
the principles of justice according to which Maria was supposed to leave and those
of care that ultimately allowed her to stay.
Or take the father who is ethically committed to speaking the truth but lies
when the police come to the door asking the whereabouts of his son, who is hiding
behind the door. The philosopher Kant might claim that reasonable people agree
that lying is always wrong, whatever the circumstances – but when we care about
an individual, we may lie if the truth will hurt them.
Finally, even though I find the value of equality important, I will privilege my
children, giving them money and attention that other, disadvantaged children may
need much more. I will do so because I care more about my own children than all
other children together. My actions may be unjust, but they are caring, at least for
me and hopefully for my children.
In all these cases, care concerns particular people, usually ones with whom the
giver has a relationship. Tronto provides a useful analysis of the several aspects
of care and distinguishes four elements:
1. Caring about: you care about someone you have met, someone in your immediate environment.
2. Caring for: you decide to take responsibility for the situation of the other.
3. Care giving: you take action by nursing, giving a meal, starting a conversation,
listening and so on.
4. Care receiving: the one receiving your care must assent, and preferably know
what care he or she is in need of.
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Accordingly, in the case of Maria, the refugee, her friends care about her, and when
she is in need they decide to care for her and give her care, in this case by taking
action in order to keep her in the country.
But personal care is not as straightforward and good as it may seem at first. Unsurprisingly, once philosophers start thinking about it, care becomes complicated.
Most moral philosophizing starts with the premise that people are autonomous individuals with the ability to make moral choices. In the ethics of care, the receivers
of care are dependent upon the givers of it. The latter have to assume responsibility
and presume that they have the competence to care for the former. In this sense,
the two groups are unequal, with the giver seemingly having superiority over the
receiver.
I am thinking of someone who was renovating our bathroom. My wife and I
liked him, and when we learned he had no place to stay, we invited him to stay
with us for the time being. Then we found out he was addicted to gambling. His
life turned out to be a mess. We decided to care about and for him and took action.
He agreed to sign up for a program to break his addiction. We helped him out in
several ways, including financially. We later learned he hadn’t made it through
the program. We never saw him again. Something had gone wrong in the giving
and receiving of care. As a skilled worker, the man had a dignified position in relation to us; as an addict, he became dependent and felt unequal, regardless of
what we thought about it. He did not see a way to get our relationship back in
balance, or so I imagine. He was probably right about that.
Imbalance is what makes caring for others, and helping others, problematic.
“Let me help you.” It may feel good to say that, but how does it feel to be in need
of help? Does it mean acknowledging weakness, ineptitude, and with it the superiority of the other? Does accepting help imply giving up autonomy?
To maintain balance and autonomy, therapists insist their clients pay them.
Payment is a way of evening the score. A well-meant and well-received thanks
can do the same trick. Or we can decide by way of political action to entrust the
giving of care to the state and the professionals, and to make the receiving of care
a right. That would be the boys’ way of solving the problem, as Carol Gilligan
might note.
Regardless of all these issues, personal care is unmistakably part of the current
discussion in politics and at home. There is day care for children and eldercare for
senior citizens. Doctors and nurses speak of providing care to patients, and I sometimes hear teachers insisting that they need to care for their students. We even are
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told by organizations like banks and stores that they care about us. Parents talk
about care all the time, and presumably practice the giving of it every day. Care
is in the air.

another kind of care: ideal care
But personal care is not all there is to care. There is another kind of care. Carol
Gilligan, Joan Tronto, and their followers project a picture in which some, especially women, care and others do not. They seem to suggest that some people, especially males, refuse to acknowledge the world and the ethics of care, and they
imply that these people walk away from their responsibility as givers of care, especially at home. Being implicated, I resist this idea. After all, I care a great deal,
about all kinds of people, and certainly my children, but also about all kinds of
things. I am far from an uncaring person, even if some may consider me one.
My care is different, though, when it concerns my teaching or ideas. When the
world is in turmoil, as it is now, I care about that, and I take responsibility by
studying what is going on, writing down my findings and then teaching them to
my students. Through all these activities, I give care, you might say, in the hope
of contributing to a better world. My contribution has to do with sensemaking to
help soothe confused minds and give direction to those who are lost. People who
read my books and articles are, like my students, receivers of my care. They do so
with the presumption that I know more about some things, or at least have thought
about them more systematically than they have. Our starting positions are therefore unequal.
This kind of care, which I will call ideal care, is more commonly called passion
or dedication. Passion is a big thing nowadays. Everyone is expected to have it,
especially for their work. And professional athletes, artists and scientists are expected to be totally dedicated to what they do. The idea is that they can excel only
if they deeply care for what they do. An artist may care deeply about her art, and
a scientist about his science. People can be passionate about a craft they practice,
about human rights, about the environment. People are dedicated to ideals and
may even care so much that they are willing to sacrifice their lives for them. People
fight for freedom, for dignity, for respect, because they care.
The difference between personal care and ideal care is that ideal care does not
need to involve a human relationship. There may be no need for another, as in the
case of a musician who is so dedicated to his music that he does not care what
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others think. The point is that you care for the ideal above all. The receiver of the
care you give is that ideal itself.
Even so, that ideal is usually a practice involving others. When someone fights
for freedom, others participate, and still others will benefit once that freedom is
achieved. The music to which someone is fully dedicated may enthuse others. Ideal
care differs from personal care in that it focuses first of all on the ideal.
To speak of passion, dedication and care is important in a world that is ruled
by logic and focused on quantifiable results. No matter how relevant M and G
logic are for a well-functioning and productive world, we cannot live by efficiency
and justice alone. We are humans who need to express ourselves, who have emotional lives and a need for connections with others, for significant relationships.
We need a social sphere. And we know very well that to function in that social
sphere we must care, for others and for ideals to realize our full potential as humans.

Figure 3: The “square” logic of the market and of governance needs the social sphere
– the sphere of relationships and therefore also of care – as a support and a base.

the battle of cares
The battle of cares occurs because one type of care can conflict with the other. If
I care deeply about making sense of the world, I will do so at the expense of caring
for the people in my home. Artists, scientists, politicians, businesspeople, liberation
fighters – they are all known for neglecting personal care for the sake of their
ideals. Martin Luther King and Gandhi are heroes for their dedication to their
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causes, yet their children were none too pleased with them. Recently I attended
the funeral of a legal scholar who was praised for his scholarship and the contributions he had made to societal causes. Then his son got up to speak. His story
was different, and although he tried to camouflage his harsh feelings, we all understood that he felt abandoned by his father, and that he envied the ideals his father had lived for.
To overcome the arbitrariness of care giving, its inefficiencies and injustices,
we humans developed the logic of the market and, especially, of governance. We
began to set up hospitals, build housing for elderly people, and teach people to
manage others according to clear procedures, and we learned to appreciate and
respect the legal system. But these types of logic are rather cold. When we operate
in them, it is easy to lose contact with our emotions and our feelings for others.
These systems also dull people’s sense of purpose, their passions, and thus their
realization of care. When I started my job as a professor, I was full of ideas and
determined to make a difference. In a way, I still am, but I feel bogged down by
the system that the university is, as too often I have been frustrated and disappointed by the inevitable violations of my ideals about what an academic community should be. Around me, I see one colleague after another giving up on their
ideals and settling for living by the prevalent norms and rules. I see colleagues
making grant proposals to do research they don’t care about, abandoning questions
that are really important to them because doing that work won’t get them promoted, and avoiding the intellectual conversations that academic life should be
about because they are too time-consuming and distract them from the writing of
meaningless grant proposals.
I hear similar complaints from doctors who feel compromised in their ideals
about care because of the system in which they work, with its requirements that
they achieve quantifiable results, improve efficiency, and fill in endless forms to
meet certain quality criteria. Like me, they experience their system as manifesting
a distrust in their professionalism. It as if they need to be controlled all the time
in their every move.
And I hear the same thing from artists who feel pressured to market their work
or fill in forms with incomprehensible questions in order to make a living from
their art. To them, M and G logic are restraining.
In all these cases, I sense a crying need for space in which people can express
their ideals and work towards them. Fortunately, that space is increasingly opening
up as people, especially in the business world, begin to discover the relevance of
doing so. Nothing is as motivating for professionals as being able to work towards
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their ideals, and nothing is as frustrating as being obstructed in that striving.
Therefore, business leaders are increasingly addressing the importance of passion
and trying to create space for their employees to act on it. All kinds of training
centers and coaches offer to help people find their passion and to figure out how
to work for their ideals.
In the meantime, there is also an increasing awareness of the importance of
personal care. I see young people, men included, choosing to prioritize personal
care over ideal care. And I hear older people, around my age, regretting having
failed at personal care while pursuing ideal care. Maybe they are being sincere, or
maybe they are saying so because it sounds good.
I prefer to accept the situation for what it is: a battle. The battle is taking place
within me, and, as far as I can see, in quite a few of my students. Who can say
which kind of care is more important? How important is my psychic pain compared with threats to human civilization? What if the freedom of my people is at
stake, as it was for Martin Luther King, but a child is crying for my help? From
our armchairs, the choice may be obvious; in real life, we struggle with such situations, doing this one time and that the next.
In recognizing the battle, we may be gentler in judging others. We may understand their struggle, as we may struggle ourselves. “Yes, I care deeply about your
dissertation, but tomorrow is my child’s birthday.” “Yes, I understand that you
need me now, but you’ll have to wait, because I have an important appointment.”
“Yes, I know you want me to take care of the children tonight, but I’ve hired a
babysitter, because I have to give an important lecture.”
By recognizing the battle of cares, we recognize the importance of care as an
antidote to the instrumental life that the systems of the market and governance
demand we live. We need to care, for others and for our ideals, to feel alive.
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As teachers we try to participate in the process of empowering people to be
the artists they are. […] As artists we work every day. We make our own lives
every day; we care for our family every day. It is hard daily work, this creative process. But it is also greater than personal. We are asked to care for
others as well – helping them to create their lives as we were helped.
– Corita Kent1

Teaching and learning are intimately connected to and through the notion of care.
Just like the interpersonal binary of teacher and learner, which is folded into the
larger concept of education, the notion of care too is fundamentally twofold. Care
comprises caring for something or someone and caring about something or someone.2 With regard to the teaching-learning binary, “caring for” relates mainly to
the work of the teacher, while “caring about” relates to the work of the pupil. Society entrusts teachers with care for pupils of all ages. In an educational setting,
caring for is associated with safekeeping, fostering, developing, and inspiring. It
is also a spatial concept, as pupils are in or under care in a designated place, such
as a school or university. Caring about, on the other hand, is what pupils learn to
do. A teacher’s main goal and ideal achievement is to make her pupils care about
the world and everything in it: words, things, plants, animals, people, languages,
art, science, philosophy, religion, etc. Without instilling care, teaching will remain
futile, because without care, knowledge won’t stick. Anyone engaged in any kind
of teaching sooner or later realizes that good teaching must somehow balance caring for and caring about and ideally resolve the two into a collaborative “caring
with,” as recent voices in philosophy of education describe the democratic, respectful, and empathic relation between teachers and learners.3 How to achieve
“caring about” has informed educational theory from its very beginnings, as a
brief look into the history of pedagogy illustrates.
In the preface to his Orbis Pictus, a primer in Latin and vernacular German
published in Nuremberg in 1658 (the English version was entitled The Visible
World in Pictures), the Czech philosopher and educator John Amos Comenius
writes that the most important goal of the book is to help make school a joyful
experience instead of an agonizing one. The addressing of the fact that learning
can indeed be agonizing, boring, or pointless when done carelessly, distinguishes
early pedagogical theories from other theories of knowledge transmission. The joyful aspect of Comenius’s new method of language learning lies in its matching of
Latin words with pictures of everyday things and phenomena – from leaves and
birds to birth, death, and religion. Comenius aimed to capture children’s imaginations by offering them a way of learning through direct experience of and sensorial
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engagement with the world around them. Pictures were only part of this new educational program. He also encouraged schools to collect real objects, so that children could experience those things they would not encounter in their everyday
surroundings. In this way, each school would become a "school of things." The
Orbis Pictus also invites children to imitate animal sounds as a way of learning
the alphabet, and to draw and paint to train their manual and intellectual skills.
In fact, Comenius’s whole pedagogy is grounded in the practice of making. In his
educational theory, he frequently compares the processes of learning and teaching
to the arts of painting, woodworking, and gardening, impressing on his readers
the necessity of learning whatever needs to be learned by actually doing it. Painting appears to be Comenius’s favorite metaphor: a good teacher, he writes, fills
children’s minds with colorful pictures as a painter fills an empty canvas, and prepares his lessons with care just as a painter primes a canvas, makes a preparatory
sketch, sets up a palette and uses a clean set of brushes. In stating, finally, that
“through making we make ourselves,” Comenius expands the metaphor of making
to include with personal growth and developing an ethical conscience.4 In Comenius’s theories and methods, the art of making thus connects education and care.
Comenius was not the only avant-garde pedagogue who linked education, ethics,
and creativity. Such a relation, in fact, can be traced throughout the seventeenth
century, when after the disastrous Thirty Years’ War education was employed as a
persuasive medium to reconnect countries and people. In Germany, for instance,
Erhard Weigel, a professor of mathematics in Jena, published a short treatise arguing for a school of joyful education in the arts and virtues (Kurtzer Entwurff
der freudigen Kunst- und Tugend-Lehr [Jena, 1682]). Its subtitle emphasizes that
this new way of learning uses “no force, only joy.”5 The didactic methods Weigel
describes in the book appear strikingly modern in their straightforwardness and
creativity: bake an alphabet out of bread dough with the children; take them outdoors and have them collect natural and artificial objects and then let them sort
their findings using all their senses; build wooden and cardboard models of architectural structures and planets with them. For language learning, Weigel explains
that memorizing vocabulary words works best when done with an active mind
and body. To this purpose, he describes a “hover class” (Schwebe-Klasse): a classroom with swings, which connects motion and memorization, a design he seems
to have employed in his own school in Jena. Weigel did not reserve the arts for
primary education. In an earlier book on the ontology of art, craft, and technology,
he had proposed introducing practical education into university curricula, because
knowledge about making things, he explained – regardless of their origins in the
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visual arts, sciences, engineering, or medicine – could not rely on textual transmission alone but needed experience and experiment in order to be comprehended
and further developed.6 The polytechnics that evolved from such initiatives would
later separate different areas of expertise and eventually exclude the arts (with the
exception of design and architecture). The involvement of artistic practice and
practicing artists in the curricula and ranks of the university that Weigel pleaded
for is only occasionally realized today.
Whereas Comenius and Weigel were pursuing democratic ideals of education,
the last seventeenth-century example, John Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning
Education (1693) was written for the upper classes. In the tradition of Erasmus,
the book is a practical guide to child-rearing and covers far more than just teaching
methods. Locke includes advice on clothing, sleeping habits, diet (“lots of apples!”),
health, and discipline, but also on goblins (“don’t tell your children scary stories!”),
truth, trust, and punishment (“as little as possible”). When it comes to children’s
disposition towards learning, Locke advocates balancing it with pleasure, because
if the inclination to do something (like reading or making music) is taken into account, learning may be experienced just as pleasurable as play. The idea that children should care about what they learn comes most explicitly to the fore in his
discussion of their curiosity, which, he writes, should be carefully nourished. Locke
suspects that many children become disinterested in learning because their natural
curiosity has been neglected and recommends that parents and teachers take a
child’s inquiries seriously. The metaphor he employs to impress this on potential
educators calls on their empathy: children, he writes, “are travellers newly arrived
in a strange country, of which they know nothing,” and should not be misled.
Locke begs the reader to imagine being dropped in Japan without knowing the
language and receiving no answers from the inhabitants about how things work
there. In doing so, he forges a direct relation between curiosity and care, writing
that curiosity, “the highest and most important faculty of our minds, deserves the
greatest care and attention in cultivating it.”7 Towards the end of the book, Locke
turns to more concrete aspects of teaching, including educational games. Probably
with Comenius at the back of his mind, he writes that learning Latin vocabulary
is made easier when the words are related to the children’s environment and the
plants, fruits, and trees in it. In this way, useful knowledge is generated as a side
effect of tedious memorization. Picking up yet another idea that had been advocated by other educational theorists, Locke advises that a gentleman should learn
a trade, preferably something creative like husbandry or painting. This would obviously not be for the purpose of becoming a crafts person but because one ought
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to know how things are made and because making something with one’s hands
would promote well-being in body and soul.
All three authors discussed here – Comenius, Weigel and Locke – assert that a
careful, joyful education is produced through creative practices and that these
practices, in turn, benefit mind-body harmony. Such educational ideals are usually
associated with the Age of Enlightenment. But as we have seen they were not
invented in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Émile, ou De l’éducation (1762), Johann
Pestalozzi’s Wie Gertrude ihre Kinder lehrt (1801), or Friedrich Froebel’s
Menschenerziehung (1826). Rather, these authors reintroduced and expanded upon
them in their influential texts, giving them a more lasting impact and greater
visibility. By the end of the eighteenth century, schools and kindergartens had been
established with a view to general education, in which Pestalozzi’s famous triad,
“head, heart and hands” – or, to use more contemporary terms, intellect, ethics, and
practical skills – were to be developed in harmony. Half a century later, John Ruskin
conceived of a holistic educational scheme that aspired to much the same goal and
also resembled John Locke’s earlier ideas with regard to the role of craft practices in
education: “every youth in the state – from the King’s son downwards, – should
learn to do something finely and thoroughly with his hand, so as to let him know
what touch meant; and what stout craftsmanship meant; and to inform him of
many things besides, which no man can learn but by some severely accurate
discipline in doing.”8 Around 1900, reform pedagogy was shaped anew by Maria
Montessori, John Dewey, and others who, like their predecessors, aimed for a
holistic pedagogy. Today, movements like “maker education” again advocate the
promotion of creativity, intellect, ethics, and dexterity through the arts.9 While
social, economic, and cultural circumstances and motivations have varied greatly
from the mid-seventeenth century to the twenty-first, ideals and methods have
remained strikingly similar, down to the details.
Weigel’s excursions to the forest, the bread alphabet and the classroom with
swings, for instance, anticipated major milestones of reform pedagogy, such as
Pestalozzi’s Anschauungsunterricht (object lessons), Montessori’s famous sandpaper letters, and recent developments in embodied cognition: a “hover class” installed in 2017 at the first university for physiotherapy in the Netherlands inserts
movement into teaching in a Weigelian fashion. Comenius’s “school of things”
was mirrored one-to-one in Dewey’s ideal school. That school’s floor plan arranged
chemistry and biology laboratories and studios for the visual and performing arts
around one central space: a museum where pupils could see and handle things
they were taught about but could not observe in daily life.10 With the shift in art
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education from rigid academic doctrine to the integration of arts and crafts shortly
after 1900, such methods moved from children’s into adult education. Weigel, we
remember, had children collect materials outdoors and then sort and describe them.
Froebel describes an identical exercise in which children developed their cognitive
capacities by collecting, sorting and combining pebbles, scraps of paper, pieces of
wood, straws or grains of sand.11 John Ruskin’s philosophy of art education relied
on what he called “the law of help” – the conviction that small things and big
things supported one another and that therefore, “If you can paint one leaf, you
can paint the world.”12 After the famous Bauhaus art school was established in
1919, Johannes Itten developed a preliminary course with Gertrud Grunow in order
to create common ground for the diverse student population and forge them into
a tight-knit community. Here, too, materials were at the center of the undertaking.13 The famous Vorkurs combined physical exercises to loosen body and mind
with Materialstudien, for which Itten would send his students out into the streets,
kitchens and workshops of Weimar to collect all the abandoned materials they
could lay their hands on. Back in class, they would sort their findings, make assemblages out of them, draw and photograph these, and identify them blindfolded
to train their sense of touch. Thus their minds, eyes, and hands were taught
through materials. By the end of the Vorkurs, Itten writes, he could make out the
“material persona” of each student and advise heron which workshop (metal,
weaving, woodworking, etc.) would best suit her creative capacities. László Moholy-Nagy, who took over from Itten in 1923, criticized paradigmatic educational
models as “sectional” and summarized the essence of Bauhaus pedagogy as intersectional and holistic, citing Froebel and Montessori as sources of inspiration. The
Vorkurs, he stated, returned art education to explorative childhood, so that the inherently human talent “to give form to one’s experiences in any material” could
be recuperated.14 Like the tradition it tapped into, Bauhaus pedagogy aimed to
make students care about and eventually shape the environment in which they
lived through pointing out the potential power of the seemingly insignificant. A
Bauhaus student could create an entire world out of a leaf, a piece of string, or a
scrap of paper (Fig. 2).
Reform pedagogy, it can be concluded, is not so much a change agent but a
regularly reemerging phenomenon that aims to push education back into balance.
But why is this necessary, and why is education constantly under threat of becoming careless, agonizing, or just plain boring (as Comenius and others had already observed in the seventeenth century) and in need of being reformed back to
its better self? The answer is as follows. Good teaching addresses body and mind,
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art and science, and takes place inside and outside the classroom, in culture and
nature. Such teaching however demands care, time, space, people – in short,
money. It is therefore a risky business in economic terms, yet in the words of educational theorist Gert Biesta, it is a vital and “beautiful risk.”15 If this risk is not
taken, education is threatens to become bloodless. But because education does not
produce commodities quickly and its economic impact is less visible than that of
material, governments tend to take the beautiful risk only in times when means
are plentiful. Most of the time, the risk is not taken at all. The current norm, for
instance, is mostly formed by output-directed forms of teaching that predominantly address the mind, and allow for a streamlined assessment of so-called learning outcomes. Visits to the forest, baking bread, having swings in classrooms, and
making art are pushed to the margins as expendable extras. When economic considerations put pressure on the ruling paradigm, those margins are easily cut off
entirely.16 After a while, when teaching has become unbearably dire and boring,
care and creativity are rediscovered as if they had never been there before, and
what has been stored in the collective memory of educators since Comenius (and
maybe ever since people have engaged in teaching) is revived once again.
Such is the cyclical movement that explains the regular recurrence of the call
for a better, more careful, and more imaginative education. Art schools are sanctuaries where such education is kept alive and hibernates. Corita Kent (1918–1986),
a nun, pop artist and art teacher at Immaculate Heart College in Hollywood, was
an exemplary keeper of the philosophy of a holistic art education. Like Johannes
Itten and others before him, she infused teaching with ethics, yet in such a playful
and creative way that it never turned into doctrine. In her posthumously published
book Learning by Heart (1992), she outlines a holistic art pedagogy in which care
and art are connected through making, in student-teacher relations, and in the
work of art itself. Her silkscreen print Handle with Care shifts the familiar message
printed on packaging from fragile objects to people, suggesting that they are in
far greater need of being handled carefully (see Fig. 1).17 Today, art education as
a form of caring, or, in Kent’s words, as “helping [others] to create their lives as
we were helped,” is being explored and developed yet again, as the example in
the following paragraph shows.

an ecological arts pedagogy of care
Minerva Art Academy in Groningen is currently developing a contemporary educational practice in which art and design students learn how to care for and care
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about through designing or making art in relation to particular places and the
people who live there.18 This practice is termed an “ecological arts pedagogy”; the
term is based on the notion of ecological learning, to which David A. Greenwood’s
concept of a “critical pedagogy of place” has been added.19 This critical pedagogy
encourages “teachers and students ... to pursue the kind of social action that improves the social and ecological life of places, near and far, now and in the future.”20 In the ecological arts pedagogy being developed here, the learning
environment in its entirety is viewed as an ecology. Its affordances – not only natural and material but also social, as described by James J. Gibson and by Erik
Rietveld and Julian Kiverstein – are explored by individual students and student
groups through making art.21 In an ecological arts pedagogy, art students work
from affordances and incorporate possible values and meanings into their artistic
processes. They find their roles in a new community as artists and designers by
developing a caring attitude for the environment, each other, and their own work.
How is this achieved, and how does an ecological arts pedagogy invite art students
to care? How does their care affect people in the environment? And last but not
least, what is the role of the teacher in an ecological arts pedagogy?
At the core of ecological arts pedagogy lies the dualist notion of care introduced
at the beginning of this chapter, which forms an explicit part of the specific educational setup: “the dual meaning of care in terms of caring for someone (carrying
out caring work) and caring about someone (having caring feelings).”22 While carrying out caring work was part of the course, it was not based on transactions of
labor. Students did not turn into social workers providing a sympathetic ear or
artists trading works for cups of tea. However, the actions of everyone involved –
organizing an event, buying lunches, providing a kitchen as a central meeting
space – nurtured a way of “caring about” that helped the students discover the affordances of their temporary habitat. Caring became an empathetic process as well
as a reflexive one, informed by listening, paying attention, taking time for things
to evolve, and being sensitive to the environment.
This type of care is assumed to be intrinsic in ecological arts pedagogy, but it
needs to be triggered and developed first, and doing so is typically the task of a
teacher. According to Gibson, values and meanings of things in the environment
are external and can be perceived.23 By taking on a curatorial role, the teacher
points out affordances to students and helps them to become perceptive to “caring
about.” “Curating” stems from the Latin word cura, meaning “care, concern or
trouble,” and teaching as curating corresponds to the origin of the word “curator”
in two ways. While her work also entails curating in the well-known sense, the
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curatorial teacher should not be confused with the alleged powerhouse at the top
of the art-world food chain. This curator is engaged in the “extremely problematic
undertaking between the assumed position of power with respect to the artist …
on the one hand and the social function of the establishment of values on the
other.”24 The curatorial practice of a teacher in ecological arts pedagogy, on the
other hand, is far more rooted in the function of being a safe keeper of things.
During the course at Minerva Art Academy, the teacher curated artistic processes
by supplying resources and tools, scouting a location, setting up a network, and
doing the very practical job of providing transportation. In consequence, “caring
for” the students also made the teacher “care about” the students, the participants
and the surroundings. This entailed a genuine interest and open-mindedness towards the worldviews of the students and their fascinations, imaginations and
artistic practices, as well as towards the people who lived in the place where the
students were learning how to care. The teacher felt, at times, not unlike a curatus,
a medieval priest who was devoted to the care (or cura) of souls. She and the students “cared with.”
The “ecological arts pedagogy of care” took shape in the villages of Hongerige
Wolf and Westerwijtwerd, both located northeast of Groningen, the Netherlands.25
In each village, a group of around six students with different areas of expertise
(design, fine art, art education) and from different cultural backgrounds worked
in and with the community. The brief merely stated that the course would take
place in a small village – their temporary studio – and that there would be a social
aspect to it: students were to establish a dialogue with the inhabitants of the village
through their artistic practice. Thus, through a conversation with local people, the
students weaved their work into the physical and social context. As a result, they
became socially responsible actors as well as caretakers of their own artistic
process. What happened specifically? Though geographically close to the art academy, Westerwijtwerd is small and isolated, a rural microcosm that could not differ
more radically from student life at the academy. To create a neutral ground where
the project could start, the teacher scouted a place right at the heart of the social
fabric of the village. The so-called Huiskamercafé (living room café) is no ordinary
public space. It was established in the early nineteenth century in someone’s actual
living room and has been in and out of business ever since. After the previous
owner moved to a home for the elderly, it closed down for a while and was recently
revived by a young couple.26
Once a week, the students and their teacher travelled to Westerwijtwerd by car,
usually on Fridays. From this schedule, a rhythmic structure of meetings, lunches,
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and discussions developed that differed radically from lessons at the academy. The
students were temporarily removed from their familiar ecosystem and placed in a
completely different one. The continuous switching challenged their artistic
processes. Life in Westerwijtwerd moved more slowly than at the academy. The
kitchen – and, once the weather got warmer, the garden of the living room café –
became the hub from which the rhythm was paced and the structure took shape.
The day would start with coffee and tea and casual conversation, which would
segue into discussions of observations, ideas, and plans for concrete works. Then
the group would split up, some students going off to appointments with local residents, others to try their luck knocking on doors or talking to people in the streets.
The students returned to the Huiskamercafé for lunch and reflected on their experiences. Then came another session of encounters in the village, and after a last
cup of tea, everyone headed back to the city. The first encounters resulted in students joining in with social activities already taking place in the village: workshops
in flower arranging and flowerpot painting.
Most students had little prior knowledge of socially engaged art; this processbased and participative way of working was entirely new to them. Their training
as interior designers, photographers, illustrators and so on had given them particular tools, which they fitted to the affordances of the environment. The resulting
encounters – for instance, between a camera and a pet owned by one of the inhabitants – helped them to render the meanings and values of things in the village
visible. And so they eventually started to care about those things and the inhabitants who were attached to them. At the same time, being confronted with uncomfortable situations and discovering unfamiliar sides to their artistic practice
gave them opportunities to reflect on their positions as artists and designers, and
also as students. In an atmosphere of togetherness provided by the Huiskamercafé,
they developed their own form of peer review all by themselves through discussing
each other’s processes, projects, and roles in the two professional worlds they now
inhabited: the academy and the village.
In trusting that the students would find their way in the village and create their
own path due to the appeal of a new social reality, the teacher supported them
with resources and a dialogic approach instead of telling them explicitly what to
do and how to do it. The teacher thus performed the role of a curator who gave
students the responsibility of acting as they saw fit. The importance of not imposing the teacher’s intentionality on the students, on the basis of care for their intentions, is reflected in how feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray describes
educational relationships:

Fig 1. Corita Kent, Handle with Care, 1967, 58.4 x 88.9 cm, Screenprint on Paper Collection
UCLA Grunwald Center for the Graphic Arts, Hammer Museum. Corita Kent Bequest.
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Listening to the one whom we are teaching is also a means to educate them
about the fact that the truth of each one crosses the path of the other, and
that the matter then is both one of opening to the other, of listening to his
or her truth, and of being faithful to one’s own truth.27
The teacher did not know how the students should weave their artistic practice
into the social fabric of the community, nor did the students possess the truth
about the reality of Westerwijtwerd. However, it was essential for all parties to
recognize this subjectivity and postpone any judgments. During the home visits,
street encounters and café meetings, the students had to acknowledge the differences they came across in order to be able to care “each time about the otherness
of the other.”28 An issue frequently discovered and discussed was the barrier between inhabitants who had been born into the community and so-called “imports”
who had moved to the village from other parts of the Netherlands. Demographic
shrinkage was also discussed. Yet neither issue was approached as a problem to
be solved, nor was art employed to offer solutions. By listening “to the way in
which the other envisions and constructs their truth,” the students simply uncovered and sometimes redefined the roles villagers took on within the community
by drawing new connections through their projects.
Such defining and redefining only became possible through students’ starting
to care about the people they encountered. In the course of discovering what those
people, in turn, cared about, the students drew up an agenda of issues they wanted
to address, habits they wished to question, and stories they had heard and wanted
to pass on. In doing so, they not only investigated their position in Westerwijtwerd
but also specified their role as artists and designers through a dialogic approach.
As opposed to taking a position or having a point of view, engaging in dialogue
entails taking a moral stance towards the environment and the people in it. A dialogue provokes a reaction and invites the conversation partner to redefine his or
her role or take on a new one. The instigator responds in turn by fine-tuning her
role, for instance through artistic practice. Whether it was through a medium like
drawing or photography, a topic they were working on, or merely an attitude, the
students learned that they could rely on their artistic practice in a foreign environment. Being a student from an art academy and bringing along a camera or a
sketchbook and drawing supplies resulted in a different encounter with a villager
than merely having a cup of tea with them and listening to a story would have. It
created the expectation that something new might arise from the conversation.
Through the interweaving of making with talking and listening, the student’s artis-

Fig 2. Anonyme Materialstudie, Textilfachschule Zurich 1945, in
Johannes Itten, Mein Vorkurs am Bauhaus, Ravensburg 1963.
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tic practice became an extension of his or her voice and ears. In some cases, it became a tool for transformation, enabling students to express what they cared
about.
A beautiful example is the work of a student named Renee, who often visited
an elderly carpenter who had been declared unfit for work due to an accident and
lived somewhat in isolation. The two had tea together, and Renee made drawings.
She then designed a custom postcard service, nudging the carpenter carefully into
social activity. Inspired by a particular conversation, Renee drew the carpenter’s
pet parrot on a postcard and then asked him to name someone in the village he
would not normally speak to and would like to send a message to. She wrote
“Happy Easter” on the back of the postcard and delivered it. The receiver, a toughlooking man covered in tattoos who lived a few houses down the street, was
moved. “Wow, I didn’t know he had a parrot,” he remarked. “I used to have one as
well.” “Happy Easter” was merely a cover for the real message transmitted through
the drawing. Led by her caring-about, Renee translated a conversation into a project which brought two worlds together, very much in line with Irigaray’s caution
to not only listen to words “but also to the linguistic and cultural context in which
they take place, to the world that they compose and construct.”29 The postcard offered the two men, at least briefly, a new perspective on their environment and
each other (Fig. 3, 4).
Another project that redefined the roles of the student and the participants and
forged new connections was a “go fish” card game about mortality, death and funeral rituals. Valerie, an interior architecture student, had a special interest in the
subject. After establishing a network of Westerwijtwerd residents with very different views on the subject, she asked them to take photos of things in their personal environments that for them were connected to loss and mourning. She
handed out disposable cameras and a questionnaire in order to document the project. Not only the picture-taking but also the delivery and collection of the cameras
and discussion of the photos led to dialogues in which big questions like how to
come to terms with mortality became accessible through pictures of apparently
small or insignificant things: a flowerbed, a bench, a dead bird. Being of a very
private nature, these conversations initially took place only between the student
and individual participants. To create a space for the participants to share their
views with each other, Valerie then created the card game using the material she
had acquired during the process. When the game was finally presented to the participants in the Huiskamercafé, people ended up talking to each other about life
and death instead of playing the game by the rules.
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Fig 3. Classroom with Swings, SOMT University of Physiotherapy,
Amersfoort, 2018. Image by Jeroen Jeneson.
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The course in Westerwijtwerd resulted in participative and partly co-creative
works that made an impact on social relations in the village and among the students. The values and meanings in the village’s ecology became affordances to
start conversations. These, in turn, shaped the projects in which locals took part.
Students only discovered what to care about by acknowledging the often rather
radical otherness of those they encountered. The dialogues conducted through
artistic practices were brought about by small interventions, like drinking tea,
painting flowerpots, or drawing on a postcard. However, the small things produced
in and through this ecological arts pedagogy provided the students and villagers
with new perspectives on what it means to be old, to be lonely, and to belong in
a place.

teaching by heart
As the 2010s draw to a close, the plea for a reconnection of education, care, and
art echoes once again in educational philosophies, and its long legacy is recuperated in attempts to develop ecologically aware pedagogies that honor the impact
of the apparently small. Tim Ingold, for instance, whose writings abundantly reference his personal, engaged teaching practices (e.g., taking his students out to
collect objects, build kites and weave baskets, very much in the tradition of those
educators discussed here), ponders in his recent book Anthropology and/as Education the relationship between the environment, education and care:
If education is about caring for the world we live in, and for its multiple
human and non-human inhabitants, then it is not so much about understanding them as it is about restoring them to presence, so that we can attend and respond to what they have to say.30
Artists, Ingold writes, are best equipped to achieve such a “restoring to presence.”
Indeed, art – as this brief review of the relation between reform pedagogy and art
education and its contemporary manifestations has tried to show – comes to the
fore as the third party that intervenes in the binary relation that characterizes care
as well as education. While the binaries of caring and education (caring for/caring
about, teacher/learner) are necessarily laden with responsibility and duty, art has
been acting as a light-footed mediator between them since Comenius and Weigel.
And because art, unlike the binaries, does not demand a symmetrical relation, it
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Fig 4. The former carpenter with his parrot. Image by Valerie Smalen.
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can expand care to include small things, like leaves, bread letters, and swings –all
of which, according to Ruskin, the Bauhaus and Corita Kent, have the potential to
include the entire world. Minimal material interventions, which can be openended, ephemeral, funny or upsetting, have a curious power to make people care
about their environment and the things in it. For a while now, socially engaged
art has created space for art to become an explicit form of caring.31 To learn or to
teach others how to make something called “socially engaged art,” is a tall order,
however. But when art education mobilizes the power of the small along with its
own process-based and ephemeral characteristics, it can lower thresholds and allow
students to investigate their potential roles as care-full artists in society. Such education – as the cyclical return of reform pedagogy shows – can only become real
through continuous reinvention. There is no blueprint method for it except for
doing and repeating. In learning and teaching others how to make art, care helps
to establish a meaningful environment for artistic practice. Art affords caringabout and draws new lines between formerly unrelated entities. Artworks and the
processes that shape them act as go-betweens and help materialize emotions and
things unsaid or unseen. A photograph of an empty bench, a parrot on a postcard,
an alphabet made of bread dough, a drawing of a leaf: they all connect pedagogies
of care through the ages, through the apparently careless effort of art.
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