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(A visual essay for Red Thread: Networkfailure.net/dispossession-by-numbers-2017)
(10) – THE DEPTH AND THE DEBT
This July marked 10 years since “the crisis” opened the way for the Global Austerity
Regime;1 in September, populations were reminded that it is 10 years since the
concept of the smartphone was introduced to the world. 2 The closure of the decade
marked by the proliferation of rectangles of all sizes and the decline of all welfare
(also) reminds of the forming of entire new generations emerging under a different
social horizon. Today, words such as freedom, equality and revolution come carrying
different meanings. There is nothing and nobody not being the hostage of something
and somebody, and this circle seems complete now.
GOTO: (11)
The controversy of the arrival of what is called Artificial Intelligence (AI) in the midst
of the Global Austerity Regime was simply baffling: while people were being
repeatedly told that more and more cuts are necessary—Austerity must continue
because there is simply not enough of the stuff for everybody to be sustained—now
they are at the same time being told that jobs, and all work, will be rapidly cancelled
as category because the new machines can produce more stuff, faster and cheaper
than humans ever could.
This was the important part of the Public Address, in the terms of what is already
happening now; but it came enwrapped in “the spectacle of disaster” projected in an
indeterminate future, as another aspect of the advancing phenomena of AI caught
even more attention. On the very surface of the announcement, it wants people to
know that the problem with jobs may be just an innocent introduction; this
technology, if not properly supervised, is probably about to enact “the end of history”
by superseding humans—and all biological life—as the dominant form of existence; it
will probably do this by conquering or erasing humanity, one way or another.
The various different reasons given for the panic-inducing warnings of the arrival of
what is rightly or wrongly called Artificial Intelligence are for most people not easy to
discern. It will all be further obfuscated by the use of acronyms, scientific jargon,
myriad statistics and charts, with most of the argumentation resembling an endless
exercise in comparing these numbers with those. (Even more or less successful
attempts to explain the problem in a popular manner appear as somewhat anxious and
hectic in an effort to “give meaning to numbers”.3 ) The problems of complexity and
of literacy escalated in various different ways, and people seem to be confused; no
wonder that these days one engineer establishes an AI-worshipping religion,4 the
other speculates about reproductive sex between humans and robots,5 while another
started referring to humans as “them”.6 While the people will still be trying to figure
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out this conundrum of too much and not enough (combined together into not much, or
too enough?), the scientists will issue Open Letters and comments on the
announcements by businesses, celebrities and “the internet” will address the
politicians who will reply with press releases, while the entrepreneurs will be seen as
sovereign in running the show.
(90) PERSPECTIVES / PROSPECTS
All time is “real-time” now, acknowledging that such warping of time is inseparable
from the spatial turn of rendering all the global space as here: charted and conquered,
ready and available. In such a distanceless “supernow”,7 these mutually reinforcing
mechanisms prevent in advance any attempts to achieve “a concrete analysis of a
concrete situation.” Even when such technology of perception condensing all reality
into a single point was in its early stage, now 90 years ago, the careful observer8
Walter Benjamin could note that “criticism is a matter of correct distancing. It was at
home in a world where perspectives and prospects counted and where it was still
possible to take a standpoint.”9 Today, it is well past that point.
(In the key of this Red Thread issue dedicated to the phenomena of dispossession, this
would be one instance of dispossession among many to be noted in this text: taking
away the sense of public, not only as in “public space” but also as in “public debate”.
The very term of dispossession will be taken in a general and generic manner,10 while
the subject matter, the crime scene, reflecting the general state of confusion, will be
(incorrectly) alluded to through different internet-related phenomena, referred to as
“algorithms”, “AI”, or “numbers”, and sometimes as the thing.)
(600 BILLION)
Both the “anniversaries” mentioned—the first decade of Austerity overlapping with
the first decade of smartphones—did reflect the phenomena of advancing automated
intelligence in their own way. Austerity normalized various different dramatic shifts in
how some historical dilemmas and challenges are being recognized and understood.
After 10 years of the systemic dispossession of everything, of wealth and culture, of
politics and all “reality”, now it is the paradigm of automation and automatization,
and not of social (in)equality that informs the discussion of the various possible
implementations of what is most frequently referred to as Universal Basic Income
(UBI). Such significant reframing of what were the recognizable concepts of the
previous century will be one of the topics of examination of this text.
Technology will in return offer ever faster and more powerful ways to extract people’s
data; the new microchip introduced in 2017 by Apple is not called A11 bionic neural
engine without reason, as “this chip does assist in speeding up image recognition
including biometrics”, is capable of performing “600 billion operations per second”,
and is “custom-built for handling artificial intelligence workloads”.11 (Google
responded with the “AI first” campaign, and Huawei introduced “Kirin - the first
mobile AI computing platform”.) This AI runs on 600 billion processes now, and it is
just warming up. About what it means to hand over the future to such a conception of
technology would be another important issue to be discussed, probably in 600 billion
words.
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(30) SPIRITUAL REVOLUTION
Recently, there has been a renewed interest in the work of philosopher and writer
Vilém Flusser and his early observations on the transformation of society under the
arrival of new media technologies; 30 years ago, it was obvious to Flusser that
“discourse has been substituted by calculus”, which may explain the contemporary
structural incapacity of criticism. From his 1988 interview:
“When the alphabet was invented, mythical thought gave way to historical
critical thought because the structure of linear writing is a uni-dimensional,
un-directed line. So that, by and by, people started to think historically in a
causal way, and in a critical way. Now that this line has been disrupted into
points, now that discourse has been substituted by calculus, historical
progressive thinking is being abandoned in favor of a new type of thinking
which I would like to call, let’s say, a systemic or a structural way of
thinking.”12
He felt that what is about to follow is “a revolution which can be compared to the one
which gave origin to history”, leading towards a certain “post-historical” situation. As
Flusser noted observing the arrival of 1980s digital technology:
“Every revolution, be it political, economic, social or aesthetic, is in the last
analysis a technical revolution. […] So is the present one. But there is one
difference: so far techniques have always simulated the body. For the first time
our new techniques simulate the nervous system. So that this is for the first
time a really immaterial, and to use an old term, spiritual revolution.”13
(10) ABSORPTION
As the ability of critical distance shrank to “0”, rendering the critic just another
among the many voices having something to say in “real time”, another distance was
vastly enlarged; inequality grows greater every day, and there is little shared between
the tiny fraction of “the winners” and the rest. It seems not to be anymore, as
McKenzie Wark could observe from the perspective of only several years ago, about
“we get all the culture; they get all the revenue”; 14 the situation escalated so they get
both the revenue and the culture now.
It is 10 years now since Alexander Galloway and Eugene Thacker wrote that “as a
political program […] communications protocols are technologies of conservative
absorption. They are algorithms for translating the liberal into the conservative. And
today the world’s adoption of universal communications protocols is nearing
completion […].”15 So would this be a witnessing of neo-liberalism overplaying itself
somehow, miscalculating its own merger with neo-conservativism in creating the
1980s as they were? But then Galloway and Thacker continue by pointing out that
“the rigid austerity measures of neoliberal capitalism have absorbed all global
markets.” Is this regime winning or losing? Is it even possible to tell? Is such
distinction still a category, and under what circumstances? This sentiment is recently
acknowledged in no ambiguous terms: “this civilization is over, and even its
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defenders know it”16 (McKenzie Wark); or “our disenchantment with the internet is a
fact - yet again, enlightenment does not bring us liberation but depression.” 17 (Geert
Lovink)
(40) HIGH-SPEED MORONS, BUT STILL MORONS
Arthur C. Clarke got many things right, like the early envisioning of concepts of
geostationary satellites, location devices and mobile telecommunication technologies.
In 1964, he could see the arrival of personal computers and “accurately predicted the
rise of the internet, and even further, online banking almost to the year.”18 In “2001: A
Space Odyssey”, he presented the computer HAL 9000 as one of the main actors of
the story, creating the iconic image of a machine madness reflecting the conflicting
interests and contradictory orders of its creators (and also, implying that no logic can
substitute for consciousness in a messy, ambivalent world of humans). From the
perspective of 1978 it was obvious to Clarke that Artificial Intelligence will “[one
day] outpace and be more intelligent than us”. 19 (It remained unclear, especially given
Clarke’s ambivalent tone while giving the statement combined with his somewhat dim
view of AI as expressed in his writings, if this is a good or a bad thing, or will be a
continuation or a cancellation of humanity.) What was pretty much without question
for Clarke and the other participants of this late 1970s conversation was both that
humanity is heading towards the “post-work” (a way off, but inevitable) future, but
also that at the moment “our most complex computer systems are still morons, highspeed morons, but still morons.”
But today, science journalist Quentin Cooper talks about the arrival of “different kind
of Artificial Intelligence” that is “not even close to the kind of thinking machines that
are a given of so much science fiction” but still “has permeated almost every aspect of
our existence: [it] monitors and diagnoses patients, does accounts and vets job
applications, and in our phones and computers algorithms filter our searches and alter
our world view.”20 What is making the computers of today less than “morons”?
Besides the ever-faster power of computation, besides it is 600 billion processes now,
what is different about it?
(60 000+) BLACK BOXING
Describing the search for “the largest prime number”, the popular 1999 title A History
of Algorithms; From the Pebble to the Microchip says “when they were carried out by
hand, the calculations had to be humanly feasible” but “with the invention of
computers, it is now possible to tackle numbers consisting of more than 60 000 digits,
and the limiting factor is a function of machine time.” 21 But then another limitation
emerged: such speed and scope of computation means no human can navigate within
the black box of a complex computer algorithm.
In the form that finally brought it to success today, AI uses various different methods
of machine learning and simulated evolution; it is based on “structurally simple rules
that produce functionally complex results”, again to paraphrase Flusser and his late
1980s observations22 considering “so-called binary codes”; he had seen it then as a
certain problem of literacy. It is probably true more than ever, as today the interaction
with the machine can be done simply by gesturing or talking to an interface, and the
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apparatus takes over from there. On the other hand, it also may appear to function as
the opposite, as a “structurally complex system to produce functionally simple
results”, as logging into whatever account now covertly mobilizes the army of
algorithms and engages sophisticated networked computation just to offer a better ad
or a short piece of information, which is a different problem of literacy.
(BETWEEN 0 AND 1)
As with most of anything ever documented, it is possible to observe the emergence of
the current conception of Artificial Intelligence through the succession and lamination
of certain papers to shape the particular form of AI in operation today. But to propose
such way of historicizing today also means to construct and inspect yet another
timeline that may or may not amount to “the whole story”; especially since the
1980s,23 nothing ever seems to be perceived as complete. 24 The more knowledge and
more data got to be involved in circulation and operation, it appears as if the situation
is sliding away from the hopes of Gottfried Leibniz that philosophical arguments will
be resolved once and for all in a rational world by computation, not interpretation.25 Is
it the effect of undoing the structure of the 20th century, the consequence of postmodernism “which has probably lasted longer than modernism [itself]”, as writer
Warren Ellis would say,26 systematically “interrogating the aesthetic discourse and
disrupting the narrative”? Or is it precisely the counter-effect of the very attempt to
dispense with categories of interpretation and meaning?
It was precisely the question of completeness that was one of the concerns of Alan
Turing’s seminal paper “On Computable Numbers, With an Application to the
Entscheidungsproblem” (1936) that, together with Claude Shannon’s “A Symbolic
Analysis of Switching and Relay Circuits” (1938), is frequently considered to present
the most influential paper in the development of computer science. But if the concern
of this particular timeline is the development of AI as a concept of thinking and not of
computers as “a platform for thinking”, then the same two authors would only a
decade later offer both the structure and the frame for establishing the current
conception of Artificial Intelligence with two other texts.
***
To associate machines with thinking was already a long-time established concept Pamela McCorduck, the author of the title Machines Who Think (1979),27 located the
emergence of the idea in “at least the time of classical Greece”. But with what to
connect thinking remained a divisive point in philosophical debate and still an elusive
concept in theory. Eventually it was Alan Turing who in his seminal 1950 paper
“Computing machinery and intelligence” 28 proposed that what humans assume as
“thinking” should, at least temporarily, be decoupled from the phenomena of
consciousness which is not understood at all, in favor of the approach focusing on
intelligent behavior, something that humans thought at the time to have understood
better. In the words of Turing:
“I do not wish to give the impression that I think there is no mystery about
consciousness. There is, for instance, something of a paradox connected with
any attempt to localise it. But I do not think these mysteries necessarily need
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to be solved before we can answer the question with which we are concerned
in this paper.”
In this document, among other significant concepts to define the future thinking about
“thinking machines”, Turing proposed and outlined the imitation game—what became
known as the Turing test—as a way to detect and acknowledge the existence of
intelligence based on the observation of the intelligent behavior of a certain actor as
judged by humans. He proposed the test be conducted through written communication
in order for all clues to be based exclusively on the language used. (In his 1936 paper,
Turing had already specified “how a symbol processing device could perform
mathematical computations”, so theoretically computers could “write back”.)
Intelligent behavior will be thus seen as the ability of exchanging and the faculty of
processing information, that is, as communication.
***
This was an intensive and exciting period for papers; the first theory to understand
communication as a formal and definable process expressible in numbers came only
two years before Turing wrote his text, in the future-defining paper “A mathematical
theory of communication” presented in 1948 by “the man whose revolutionary ideas
made the miracle possible: Claude Elwood Shannon”29. (The immediate success of
Shannon’s paper was reflected in the title of the ensuing 1949 book co-written with
Warren Weaver: The Mathematical Theory of Communication.) There are a lot of
details, and details are important, but, in short, what Shannon did was to open the way
eventually to algorithmize any and all exchange of information. It was only possible if
the information was perceived in a specific way; in the words of his colleague
Weaver:
“First off, we have to be clear about the rather strange way in which, in this
theory, the word ‘information’ is used; for it has a special sense which, among
other things, must not be confused at all with meaning. It is surprising but true
that, from the present viewpoint, two messages, one heavily loaded with
meaning and the other pure nonsense, can be equivalent as regards
information.”30
Shannon’s case studies were frequently about language, taken in the research in a
certain Wittgenstinian sense as “the World” or “the system” (one of his subsequent
papers from 1951 was titled “Prediction and Entropy of Printed English”). From the
perspective of engineering, the most important thing was to focus on building a
coherent system in which it is possible to perform the approximation of the
probability for something to happen so, what meant treating “something” as no less,
but no more than as “anything possible”. In the introduction to his paper, Shannon
wrote (his emphases):
“The fundamental problem of communication is that of reproducing at one
point either exactly or approximately a message selected at another point.
Frequently the messages have meaning; that is they refer to or are correlated
according to some system with certain physical or conceptual entities. These
semantic aspects of communication are irrelevant to the engineering problem.
The significant aspect is that the actual message is one selected from a set of
6

possible messages. The system must be designed to operate for each possible
selection, not just the one which will actually be chosen since this is unknown
at the time of design.”31
Now it became possible, as one of the many linguists to adopt this technical theory
into humanistics alongside Roman Jakobson and Morris Halle,32 Umberto Eco, wrote,
“to distinguish the meaning of a message, irrelevant to an information theory, from
the measure of information”, that is, to create “a sharp distinction between
information, as the statistical measure of the equiprobability of events at the source,
and meaning.”33
***
Several years later, the expression “Artificial Intelligence” was presented for the very
first time in the title of “Summer Research Project on Artificial Intelligence”, the
project proposal signed by the group of academics (involving Shannon) and written
by the cognitive scientist John McCarthy. It was sent to the Rockefeller Foundation in
August 1955 to provide the support for the next years’ conference to be held at
September 11, 1956 in Dartmouth College (among the other sponsors would be IBM
and DARPA). In this document, presuming that
“every aspect of learning or any other feature of intelligence can in principle
be so precisely described that a machine can be made to simulate it”, the
concept of AI was formulated so as to venture into “making a machine behave
in ways that would be called intelligent if a human were so behaving”.34
Such connecting of intelligence with behavior and behavior with natural human
language will have significant consequences. But it will not help in solving the other
problem Turing pointed out in 1950, when he wrote:
“If the meaning of the words ‘machine’ and ‘think’ are to be found by
examining how they are commonly used it is difficult to escape the conclusion
that the meaning and the answer to the question, ‘Can machines think?’ is to
be sought in a statistical survey such as a Gallup poll.”35
Today, a similar poll would probably reveal first of all a state of grand confusion, but
also that there are still at least two general (mutually exclusive) perceptions of
“intelligence”, one concerned with behavior and practical manifestations, and the
other still essentially inseparable from the elusive concept of (human) consciousness.
This is also where Turing (once again) accurately predicts contemporary development
by formulating the meaning as something to be searched for within and by statistics of
common use.
All this meant that the pursuit of creating AI became inseparable from discovering the
principles of language acquisition, which to the present day remain elusive. There are
many competing theories and a lot of research, but as with the phenomena of
consciousness, even the basic lines of approach are still a matter of debate. It also
opened the way for linguists and psychologists to enter the field and to remain at the
helm of the great “battle for language”, as subsequent AI research has proved much to
be about; the ability to manipulate the natural human language by the system based on
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mathematical logic remained not only the kind of abstract unit of measurement of any
progress towards creating an “intelligent entity”, but became the practical goal of
entire industries. Today, more than ever before, it is about language, becoming a
trillion-dollar question whether people will accept this or that Intelligent Digital
Assistant as “the voice of reality”, and to which social platform they will hand over
the extraction and exploitation of their particular use of language, their own verbal
behavior.
(70) PIGEON IN A BOX (TRANSPARENT)
More important things will happen in 1948 36 that will intersect with Shannon’s theory
of communication: Norbert Wiener presented the term and the principle of cybernetics
in his book Cybernetics: Or Control and Communication in the Animal and the
Machine,37 and at Harvard University the behavioral psychologist B. F. Skinner
introduced his research in “Verbal Behavior” that will become the 1957 book of the
same name. (The consequences of Wiener’s immensely influential book, especially in
its utilization with Shannon’s theories, will be addressed on another occasion.) Soon
to be considered one of the most significant psychologists of the century, Skinner will
be a part of the large and loose group of scientists gathered around the “AI inception”
event mentioned earlier, the First Dartmouth Conference on Artificial Intelligence
held in 1956. The principles of Verbal Behavior as outlined in the lectures and the
book will, eventually, come to be adopted among the essential constituents of what is
called AI today, but not without several decades of resistance, and for reasons likely
different from those Skinner would have expected.
If his ideas are applied today as concepts to be computed on the platform of
Shannon’s mathematical theories, they had one thing in common from the very start:
as Shannon defined communication aside—and despite—the category of meaning, for
similar reasons Skinner also excluded meaning as irrelevant in trying to understand
behavior. As announced in his talk held at Harvard in 1948:
“A scientific study of verbal behavior has no reason to regard itself as
involved in a search for meanings, no matter how ‘meaning’ may be defined.
Its task is not to analyze symbolic behavior or the function of symbols. [...]
Meanings and symbols are not among its data, and they may never, God
willing, turn up among its concepts.” 38
Skinner believed that all behavior is developed as a response to the environment and
that it can be explained as such—by observing the causes and consequences of a
certain action; by excluding the mental processes such are thoughts and feelings, he
believed he made the science of behavior not only more productive, but more of a
science. He thought of classical (Pavlovian) conditioning as too simplistic and
concerned only with reflexive behavior, so he focused on the intentional behavior
affecting the surrounding environment. For that reason, he developed the approach
into operant conditioning, in which such actions could be reinforced or punished in
order to guide a certain process of learning, probably best described as training.
Besides this specific process of conditioning, all the essential procedures are in
detecting, recording, comparing, and finally in estimating the probabilities of the
occurrence of certain behavior by taking into account the correlation between its
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apparent causes and consequences, making statistics and probabilities the core
elements of his method.
Most if not all of these conclusions Skinner derived from his laboratory practice, in
which one of the central devices was what became known as the Skinner box (or
operant conditioning chamber), an instrument to isolate, control the environment of,
communicate, and deliver positive or negative feedback to a test subject (he had his
reasons for preferring pigeons to rats). By improving on the concept of the
kymograph, Skinner introduced the “cumulative recorder”, a device to track all events
and keep statistics on behavior, in order to create what would be viewed, in today’s
paradigm of “Big Data”, as datasets. Once a test subject was in a Skinner box, it
meant the ability to control the “world” or “reality” of that test subject, and all sorts of
behavioral patterns could be extrapolated and explored; based on statistics of the
previous behavior of this and other test subjects the selected patterns could eventually
—by reinforcing—be engineered. So he discovered, for example, that when the box,
“which Skinner himself likened to a slot machine” as Andrew Thompson writes,39
was set to work by issuing the rewards (pellets) to pigeons at random presses of the
lever—what he called variable ratio reinforcement —it was possible to have pigeons
diligently “work” the lever at regular intervals by finding a proper ratio between “too
little” and “too much” of a reward:
“The Skinner box works by blending tension and release—the absence of a
pellet after the lever is pressed creates expectation that finds release via
reward. Too little reward and the animal becomes frustrated and stops trying;
too much and it won’t push the lever as often.”
As it may seem that the only question for that entire generation of scientists is for
which branch of military they worked during WWII, so it was the case with Skinner;
his famous box turned into a bomb when he was hired by the U.S. military to develop
pigeon-guided missiles. Writer and journalist Ilan Moscovitz offers the following
details:
“Skinner trained pigeons to peck at an image of the military target projected
onto a screen; whenever their beaks hit the moving target dead center, he
rewarded the birds with food pellets. Once the pigeons had learned how to
peck at targets, the three of them would be put into a missile cockpit specially
fitted with straps attached to gyroscopes that would steer the bomb. When
American jets released their pigeon-filled bombs, the birds would peck at an
image of the bomb’s target, their little straps twisting and bending, gyroscopes
whirling, guiding the bomb and the birds to their final resting place.”40
(As similar if not the same principles are arguably behind a lot of what the mechanism
of contemporaneity has turned out to be, it is hard not to laugh at the image of
humanity being driven to oblivion by a sophisticated machine of destruction run from
deep inside by a hungry and confused pigeon somewhere, jailed inside by mad
scientists. “Armageddon 2.0 - The Pigeons Revenge”? It becomes somewhat less
funny imagining the entire humanity diligently pecking their way towards the end of
all meaning. To return to a better mood, a certain “symbolic round-off” can be
contemplated: the essence of humanity in the famous “tears in the rain” monologue
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scene in Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner may not be represented by the rebellious
replicant of the Nexus 6 series, but by a pigeon he holds firmly in his hands.)
***
Through his laboratory research on animals (this alone makes him appear today as the
archetype of “mad, modernist, male” kind of scientist as found in comics and
conspiracy theories), Skinner discovered that by experimenting with various different
ways to stimulate behavior he could manipulate the process of learning—seen as
conditioning—to achieve seemingly consistent results. (This is how all those statistics
and probabilities could be viewed as qualities and not simply quantities.) From his
interpretation of the principles of materialism and evolution, he could see no reason
why whatever he learned by testing and observing rats and pigeons could not be
applied to humans, and to society at large. He had seen nothing special in language as
category, and thought of it as one among the many other “behaviors” that humans
have a possibility of learning (or not). It appears that he believed that he had found a
truly scientific way to overcome any and all ideology, both in understanding and in
manipulation of how the individual and society function.
WALDEN TWO THOUSAND SEVENTEEN / NINETEEN EIGHTY-FOUR
If his scientific writings presented the blueprint of the logic and the method of his
radical behaviorism, the application of B. F. Skinner’s philosophy and the completion
of his worldview—alongside his particular view of humanity—came in his literary
works. In parallel with introducing “Verbal Behavior” in the form of lectures, that
same year (1948) Skinner published his utopian novel Walden Two,41 proposing a
vision of society based on the principles of reinforced behavior, applied in the form of
a certain pedagogy, 42 specific “cultural engineering” and strong communality. This
self-contained community (named after Henry David Thoreau’s Walden published in
1854) in which work is limited to several hours per day and all goods are free is
portrayed as somewhat obsessed with constant experiment and improvement, and is
bound by a specific form of social contract referred to as code. As outlined in Walden
Two:43
“The question is: Can men live in freedom and peace? And the answer is: Yes,
if we can build a social structure which will satisfy the needs of everyone and
in which everyone will want to observe the supporting code.”
As Verbal Behavior-as-science will be challenged as “unscientific”, the reception of
Walden Two-as-political-program would also be indicative for what will become a
phenomenon of contemporaneity in a cultural, and not only a technological sense; the
narrative, being by declaration and in structure utopian, was nevertheless perceived as
dystopian. In a way, it could be said that in a single year and by these two works B. F.
Skinner managed to blur, if not break, both the definition of science (to be argued
most vocally by Noam Chomsky, below) and the demarcation line between the
utopian and dystopian vision of the future. (“Walden Two is interesting from a literary
standpoint in that many non-behavior analysts did not believe Skinner was being
serious when he wrote his novel; they believed that he was in fact being satirical and
presenting a dystopia.”44)
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If, in the beginning, “Skinner was not different from other early pioneers, such as
Freud, who attempted to bring human behavior into the realm of science by adopting
the working assumption that it is orderly and that regularities are able to be
discovered by appropriate methods,” 45 and among the behaviorists cited Freud the
most,46 Skinner’s opinion started to differ from Freud’s concerning the question
whether humans can, eventually, take control of their actions by internalizing desired
behavior as part of their personality. Skinner was skeptical of the possibility, and
through his radical behaviorist approach of “occasional reinforcement” insisted that
humans will always require instrumental, or operant conditioning, that is, an instance
of reward or punishment. He wanted to “abolish the autonomous inner man”; 47
instead, he placed the decisive role in carefully controlling—engineering—the human
environment. Differently from many of his critics, Skinner could see no ethical or
political concerns regarding such a method; he held the view that “many social
practices essential to the welfare of the species involve the control of one person by
another, and no one can suppress them who has any concern for human
achievements,” 48 and that “a scientific view of man offers exciting possibilities […]
we have not yet seen what man can make of man.” 49 As he wrote (as T. E. Frazier) in
Walden Two (his emphasis):50
“We can achieve a sort of control under which the controlled, though they are
following a code much more scrupulously than was ever the case under the old
system, nevertheless feel free. They are doing what they want to do, not what
they are forced to do. That's the source of the tremendous power of positive
reinforcement—there's no restraint and no revolt. By careful cultural design,
we control not the final behavior, but the inclination to behave—the motives,
desires, the wishes… By skillful planning, by a wise choice of techniques we
increase the feeling of freedom.”
This is probably where Skinner’s views on the notions of free will and freedom in
general are precisely defined to be no more (and no less) than a feeling of freedom.
His interpretation of self-management was literally about a specific management of
the self. He compared his discovery as similar to those of Darwin, Copernicus and
Freud, and precisely in such comparisons he found the explanation as to why his work
could not be easily accepted: if Copernicus had to bring the news that the Earth was
not the center of the Universe, Darwin that human bodies are natural and not divine
phenomena, and Freud that humans are driven by undercurrents of emotions and not
by reason, which in their own time were all seen as significant blows to then-current
beliefs and human self-esteem, it took some time for such views to be accepted.51
Seeing himself as standing at the end of this line, Skinner believed that he presented
the biggest challenge to humanity yet by proposing the “hardest truth” of all: that
everybody is shaped entirely by the environment, and there is nothing in particular to
be found “in the depth of our beings”; that the words “individual” and “freedom” are
precisely just words. He expected that people would have difficulties “reconciling”
with this truth, but that it would be, as with previous great discoveries, just a matter of
time before his views are accepted as natural.
The population of Walden Two is presented as calm, rational, and placid; for a 1970s
book review, “this placidity is more important to Walden Two than its elemental
Marxist economy: Skinner views his creation as an advancement over previous
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utopias, which rested on the authority of philosopher-kings, laws or economic
principles - Walden Two is organized about psychological concepts. [...] Our behavior,
Skinner feels, is in fact controlled; by accepting that, and learning the techniques of
control we can create a ‘behavioral technology,’ with positive reinforcement as its key
device.” 52
But such calmness was understood as something eerie, because of the perceived
suspect price of “mind control”, not conducted by oneself through, for example, a
technique such as meditation, but by others. Apparently, this made all the difference;
as observed by Phillip E. Wegner, “despite the cautious experimental nature of its
proposals, arguing as it does for a more general application to social problems of the
tenets of Skinner’s behaviorist psychology, Walden Two had the misfortune to be
published only a year before Nineteen Eighty-Four and was unfairly measured against
it”.53 (Following George Orwell’s book and the general atmosphere of 1948, what was
recognized in Skinner’s methods was the possibility of totalitarian governance by the
ideological regimes of the State, and not the totalitarian control of economic regimes
run by corporations.) It took some time for the reply: in his essay News from
Nowhere, 1984 (1984), Skinner describes the strange new character arriving in
Walden Two, who turns out to be George Orwell in disguise, revealing he had to fake
his 1950 death in order to join Skinner’s experimental community. Orwell would not
be alone; “during the 1960s and 70s, this novel went on to inspire approximately three
dozen actual communities”, 54 and some still remain in operation.55 The complex and
intensive relationship between Skinner’s work and the work of Orwell or that of
Aldous Huxley is beyond the scope of this text.)
Skinner never revised his methods and propositions, considering them the products of
what he saw as “scientific and objective methods of investigation”. “It's the science of
science - a special discipline concerned with talking about talking and knowing about
knowing.”56
(30) “MANUFACTURED REVOLUTION”
Noam Chomsky, a young linguist who had just published his own theory of
generative transformative grammar (Syntactic Structures, 1957), stood up against
“the whole package”, and decided to focus his criticism of Skinner’s science.57 His
1959 paper “A Review of B. F. Skinner’s Verbal Behavior” was described as
“devastating” not only for the book, but for behaviorism as a discipline: the review
became “much better known than the book”, as Skinner himself admitted. The entire
issue is still—or, it can be said, especially now—a matter of heated debate. (“Like
most of Chomsky's finest arguments, his case against Skinner is as effective
emotionally as it is intellectually.”58)
In his review, rightly or wrongly, Chomsky called Skinner out for being methodologically inconsistent
(“Skinner does not consistently adopt either course”), for the lack of evidence (“Skinner's claim that all
verbal behavior is acquired and maintained in ‘strength’ through reinforcement is quite empty”), for
being flawed both in thinking and in articulation (“Skinner's claim that his system, as opposed to the
traditional one, permits the practical control of verbal behavior is quite false” to the point of
“pointlessness” ), and for being unscientific in procedure (“to speak of ‘conditioning’ or ‘bringing
previously available behavior under control of a new stimulus’ in such a case is just a kind of playacting at science”).59
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Chomsky ends his paper with what was at the time recognized as a prophetic
sentence: “If the study of language is limited in these ways, it seems inevitable that
major aspects of verbal behavior will remain a mystery.”
It is a complex exchange, but, put simply, Chomsky insisted—and has retained the
view till today—that the approach of statistically gathering and analyzing a lot of data
about human behavior, even if it may result in some useful predictions of future
behavior or find hidden patterns (the more data analyzed, the more probable the
success of the analysis), can never result in any understanding of the meaning of such
behavior; any attempt to reproduce meaningful behavior in this way would be just a
more or less accurate expression of the probability for something to happen so.
(Chomsky’s own position was, in a simplistic reduction, that it is impossible for a
language to be learned through imitation alone, that language is innate, and hardwired
into human brains; his theory, evolving later to become the theory of Universal
Grammar, 60 was based on the hypothesis of the existence of a Language Acquisition
Device in charge of “instinctive mental capacity”, as outlined in is 1965 Aspects of the
Theory of Syntax.61 Like other theories about language acquisition, it remains
contested and unproven, but has proved useful for developing certain concepts in
computer science and linguistics.)
Chomsky’s arguments against the probabilistic approach resemble in a way what
physicist Richard Feynman famously described in 1974 as “cargo cult science”—the
attempt to recreate the consequences of a certain event without any other
understanding but how it appeared when observed from outside. Speaking about the
“people from South Seas” who tried after WWII to make the long-gone American
supply aircraft full with goods land once again by trying to recreate the look and
behavior of the ground staff through their masks and dances, Feynman concludes:
“They follow all the apparent precepts and forms of scientific investigation, but
they're missing something essential, because the planes don’t land.”62
In this debate, Chomsky’s argumentation was considered valid and Skinner’s views
rejected for a good part of the following two decades. But, with the arrival of enough
of a “brute force” in terms of the boosting of Processing Power and the accumulation
of a critical mass of what has became known as Big Data, together with algorithms
evolving to explore the statistical, probabilistic and other “automagical” possibilities
of Neural Networks and Machine Learning, since the late 1980s, to paraphrase
Feynman, “something has started to land”. (This despite the pilots still being what
Arthur Clarke called “morons”.) Eventually, regardless of early warnings by Claude
Shannon that his theory was both overused and abused, 63 it was the application of his
concept of communication that got to influence significantly what is called AI today.
In this development, the Turing redefinition of intelligence and Skinner’s views on
humanity stand in a certain proximity, rather than in a timeline, to complete the
application.
About “AI” and “today”, scientist and writer Yarden Katz offers a concise overview,
in which he finds the current AI revolution a “manufactured” affair:
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“Governance by the numbers is aided by the confusion over what AI is and
whether its inner logic can be deciphered. AI might be the perfectly nebulous
term to use if the task is to convey a sense of technological disruption that
licenses sweeping political change (especially when many are already willing
to believe in the unbounded power of big data). This is epistemology in the
service of power. It’s obviously not the first time that a techno-scientific field’s
promise to bring about utopia (or dystopia) has been exploited. Given the
behaviorist core of today’s celebrated AI systems, it’s worth revisiting the 20th
century debates on behaviorism-based visions of a future society.” 64
“The label ‘AI’ has in fact recently undergone a rebranding. Corporations have
helped manufacture an ‘AI revolution’ in which AI stands for a confused mix
of terms—such as ‘big data,’ ‘machine learning,’ or ‘deep learning’—whose
common denominator is the use of expensive computing power to analyze
massive centralized data. AI has essentially become a convenient redressing of
a stale vision long promoted by Silicon Valley entrepreneurs. It’s a vision in
which truth emerges from big data, where more metrics always need to be
imposed upon human endeavors, and where inexorable progress in technology
can ‘solve’ humanity’s problems. Powerful companies have played a crucial
role in the rebranding by hiring academics working on statistical analysis of
big data (a term now interchangeable with AI), intervening more aggressively
in academic research, and dominating mainstream discourse on AI.”65
***
Did a “potentially post-historical situation” and a “spiritual revolution” as Vilém
Flusser could see it from the position of the late 1980s got transformed—or
manufactured—into dystopia simply “by numbers”? To quote a computer scientist
and director of research at Google, Peter Norvig, from his recent reply to Chomsky
(who to the present day continues to call the current approach to AI a kind of fraud,
or, from the perspective of science, a kind of treason66):
“And while it may seem crass and anti-intellectual to consider a financial
measure of success, it is worth noting that the intellectual offspring of
Shannon's theory create several trillion dollars of revenue each year, while the
offspring of Chomsky's theories generate well under a billion.”67
(03) – A BORING REVOLUTION
So it appears that not much spectacle should be expected out of this AI. Efficiency,
speed, cost-effectiveness, yes. In the influential article in Wired, technologist and
writer Kevin Kelly observed only three years ago that the “AI on the horizon looks
more like Amazon Web Services—cheap, reliable, industrial-grade digital smartness
running behind everything”, that “like all utilities, AI will be supremely boring, even
as it transforms the Internet, the global economy, and civilization”.68 (He announces
this thought with an interesting sentence: “this common utility will serve you as much
IQ as you want but no more than you need.”) On the surface, it’s a calming picture of
the general progress-as-usual of everything, only faster, cheaper, better now. But a lot
of questions arise today.
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The more obvious, more explicit costs of such a choice, for example what it means to
automatize weapons in this way, will be taken as obvious and will not be examined on
this occasion; what is of interest now is how the principles of commerce and of
competition are influencing the core functioning of what, based on all of the above,
can also be called “Austere AI”. (Kelly opted for “Utilitarian AI”.)
“There is no governance of algorithms by some form of power or regulatory regime.
It is something we can demand,” Geert Lovink said this September,69 explaining that
“In a way, algos are the follow-up of the proprietary software, which the free software
movement has been fighting since the 1980s. To then use this term in combination
with the term governance (as Michel Foucault used it) is ambitious. The concept is
good, I support it, but it is simply not present.” It is true that, still, the official forms of
governance are not “algorithmic”, and for various reasons it will nominally continue
to be so some time after it will already be widespread practice. It is also true that AI is
already being used to set criminal sentences, while defendants and those sentenced are
being denied the right to know on what exact basis the algorithms used bring in their
verdict.70 Besides the problems of “expensive complexity” in such attempts at
analysis,71 the other reason given for the denial is that “governments signed
agreements with commercial providers restricting disclosure of any information about
a system and how exactly it was being used.” (This summer, researchers trying to
inquire about the use of “predictive algorithms” in the governance of 23 American
states concluded that democratically elected officials either knew almost nothing
about how these systems work, or were prevented from revealing anything because of
the various “non-disclosure agreements” with private companies; these arrangements
frequently preventing even the admission that AI software is being used in making
decisions of public importance. 72)
Will the fact that the software will churn out court sentences using parameters not
possible to know ever feel “boring”? It is even imaginable, in a very dystopian
scenario. If the error in the software of “Amazon Web Services” of the legal system
will even be able to be proved, this service will be unable to return the time served to
the “user”. Will it offer some free holidays as compensation? So this is how the future
of civil and corporate governance appears to be: fast and “efficient” but utterly
mysterious and opaque; automatized but glitchy and buggy, in a legal, technological
and any other way. Perhaps it is a kind of a new “religious turn”, a form of vengeance
for the emptiness left after the 1960s and 1970s when probably everybody became
atheists whether they wanted to or not, to undo the modernist structure of the
“project”, to leave behind all the complexity and the complementary burden of
responsibility and to return to the simpler world, run once again by “destiny”. A
Grand AI Lottery to issue sentences, grant jobs and “corporateships”, determine the
life-span of individual people, or the number of children allowed? If all this sounds
like a tired plot of a cheap dystopian fiction, then it probably is.
(1+1)
So, what will this improved AI technology do? Will it be business-as-usual to have a
sophisticated machine-based system tracking populations for individuals in incapacity
and distress so that it can sell them at a high price the stuff they haven’t asked for? To
manipulate masses with ads and offers and to exploit all the generic human weakness
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and emotions in the attempt to sell stuff has been for a long time accepted as being
what “adds value” in capitalism, both in the old and the “late” versions of it. This is
probably the meaning of the phrase “to run one’s business vigorously”. Once the new
mechanisms for the extraction of profit are introduced within the framework of
market competition, what business could afford not to use it?
Like the prison sentences handed out by the mysterious algorithmic judge, the training
for this is already in operation, but it is not a great surprise that what technosociologist Zeynep Tufekci exposed in her talk this September73 did not end up on
prime-time news or result in the spontaneous reenactment of the French Revolution.
She outlined a grim picture of how the so-called “persuasive architecture” of brickand-mortar commerce developed to target populations en masse evolved to “target,
infer, understand and be deployed at individuals one by one by figuring out their
weaknesses”. To unleash statistical and probabilistic AI on populations with the task
of selling stuff with little reservation or regulation—probably seen as without much
complication—logically (and mathematically) results in scenarios like this:74
“What if the system that we do not understand was picking up that it's easier
to sell Las Vegas flight tickets to people who are bipolar and about to enter the
manic phase? Such people tend to become over-spenders, compulsive
gamblers… [During a recent conference I was told in private by a certain
scientist that] he had tried to see whether you can indeed figure out the onset
of mania from social media posts before clinical symptoms, and it had
worked, and it had worked very well; he had no idea how it worked or what it
was picking up on.”
What Tufekci described “as just one of the basic things that artificial intelligence can
do” is not only creating the machine aimed at the economic exploitation of the
weakest, the least capable, unprepared or disoriented. She reminded, as popularly
demonstrated through last year’s “Blue Feed, Red Feed” media experiment, that when
what was formerly known as the public is turned into a network of private, distinct
“profiles” of a certain corporate service, the targeted individuals are already
dispossessed from the very institution of public.75 Then, by rearranging the various
bits of information into individually customized packages sent “to everyone's phone
private screen” and invisible to anybody else, it becomes a mechanism to dispossess
individuals of the very sense of reality (however this sense may be perceived as
already subjective or otherwise contested).
What the Skinner box of the machine of contemporaneity can reveal over time is what
exact portion of culture, of human thoughts and feelings, of all what is understood as
art and creativity, is based on statistics, patterns, repetition; it is structurally unable to
address “the other part”. From this perspective, it seems almost like fair game; this AI
will have to see humans as a kind of black box similar to what humans can see
looking back at it.
Whatever stories may be offered to the contrary, “business as usual” will be happy to
sell a presidential candidate or a political campaign as an “impulse buy”, given that
for the algorithms trained in commerce it is no different than selling tickets for this or
that, or selling a pair of boots. In this, the only task is to get to a certain number
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required by its human operator; a million is always exactly a million, and the shortest
path always the better. For these machines, there will be no contradictions resulting in
a “short circuit” of machine madness—no HAL 9000 situation is possible.
***
Where such technologies of commerce are being physically located today is, as
observed by critic and writer Nora Khan, an operation of “mapping AI over the
locations of unseen human labor out in the world.” 76 It is true, as Geert Lovink says,
that “power these days is abstract, it is digital and moves around at the speed of
light”;77 still, it is both revealing and of no surprise that, according to Khan,
“Facebook click farms and their chatbot centers are mapped onto the former
sweatshops of Bangladesh, which is where I am from - the exact same buildings are
used for AI that’s coming up now.” If the location of the power cannot be pointed at
anymore, there is still the crime scene to witness its existence.
(1-800)-REV
Exactly 100 years after the October Revolution, who is called for to explain the
present state of affairs? Who are the new (or Alt-)philosophers of today to outline the
horizon of the (former) future in most of the media and most high profile international
forums, conferences and events? One word comes to mind: “entrepreneurs”. Having
entrepreneurs-as-philosophers is not exactly a recent phenomenon. The thinking of
the current generation of what is in the media framed to stand for the figures of public
intellectuals of the previous century is probably most prominently articulated through
the omnipresent Elon Musk (as the current avatar of Plato?78), the “move fast and
break things” Mark Zuckerberg (is quoting Abraham Lincoln the best way to present a
case for Facebook? 79), or some other people from the lists of the wealthiest and most
influential80 who will decide—or not—to define how democracy should work, what is
to be done with medical and space research, what the role of the State will be; these
are the voices to share with the world how the future will be, what to be afraid of,
what are the best daily routines for a successful life... They will use the word
“revolution” frequently. It will be related pretty much exclusively to either the new
features or the social effects of their products—in this paradigm the removal of the
headphones port on the latest “flagship” rectangle is a revolution, this next mobile
data plan will be a revolution, and it is Twitter or Facebook or whatever product and
not the people that makes social change possible. For the public record, they will meet
in places like Davos.
(14) THE LUNAR SOCIETY
Who is entrusted with the vision, where is the critical debate being conducted, who
would be the Lunar Society of Birmingham in this round?8182 The majority of “Davos
people” never actually volunteered for the role of “public intellectuals”, and it seems
to be the choice of the media, and the audiences, rather than their dedicated effort, that
has put them there. Hence, most of their thoughts on the idea of equality would be
something served up as an afterthought during the occasional interview about the
latest features of their new products and projects. This is when the philosophers of
entrepreneurship will turn to one-liners and common wisdom, careful not to be seen
as “complicated” or “elitist” in any way, appearing somewhat inconveniently
17

disturbed in between their really important daily tasks of running the entire world. As
most of the other professions already are, so philosophy is increasingly considered to
be a kind of hobby, or at best, (as it should be?), an alt-job.
Although they themselves communicate with people almost exclusively through
interviews and short TED-like talks rather than through books or papers,
entrepreneurs do still read books; and, regarding the particular topic of AI, Bill Gates
recently recommended 83 Nick Boström's Superintelligence,84 the title that entered
what is formerly known as public discourse some 2 years ago. This book became a
sort of manual and “ABC” of what can be at the moment summarized as the state of
scientific knowledge about the opportunities and dangers of developing Artificial
Intelligence; it can be taken as paradigmatic for what is recognized as the current role
of philosophy of science in the current AI debate (How powerful will this thing be?
How fast it will arrive? What it will do? What should we do? What can we do?).
Many talks, round tables and conferences were based around the AI issues as
articulated in Superintelligence, placing Boström, alongside names such as Stephen
Hawking or Max Tegmark with his “Future of Life” initiative,85 at the helm of the
group of scientist-activists seen both as among the best informed as to where this
technology is heading, and most concerned about whether humanity will be able to
survive it.
Because of its (predominantly) philosophical and scientific rather than economic
concerns, there is a certain temptation to dismiss Boström’s title on account of its
ideological origin; he lives in the world where (“in all but the poorest countries”)
there is not much left to improve public health, nutrition and education so to reach the
maximal possible level of perfection (probably seen as optimization).86 In that regard,
he seems to be sending a message from a different planet than the one Guido Alfani
and Thomas Pickety repeatedly measured as growing more and more unequal over
time.87 Depressingly, according to the latest “big data” analysis of January 2017, the
only periods when inequality was not on the rise in the (former) West since 1300 were
the Black Death plague of XIV century and the two World Wars. Humans should
probably feel uneasiness, concern and caution about feeding such data to the
appropriate algorithm of a future Artificial Super Intelligence (the arrival of which is
estimated as inevitable in Boström’s book); it might be devastating to draw
conclusions from those numbers alone. (Is the Truth in the Data, as we set it out in our
new worldview to be? If it is, can it be spoken in words we use today, shown in a
graph we could understand? And what after that, 42?)
So, in Superintelligence, the matters of economy and of democracy could be said to
be the afterthoughts of what appears to be a more important line of thinking about the
very possibility that humanity—any humanity—will be able to cope or not with what
is seen as the inevitable arrival of vastly greater other power. In regard to such
developments, however fantastic it may sound at this moment, a lot of the scenarios
developed by Boström are worth contemplating and probably worth complementing
by observing their histories and possibilities (or, better, probabilities?) precisely
through the paradigms of history and ideology, examining human power; for precisely
in these aspects a lot of the potential solutions of what are framed as technological
problems—not argued out in this text—may be articulated. (There is an epidemic of
dementia in regard to the history of the field, and most scientists would see
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themselves as “apolitical” today; it is worth recalling that in their time the Lunar
Society also had principles, and not only interests.88) Indeed, it could be said that for
the “superintelligence dilemma” as presented by Boström mainly as a scientific,
technological and ethical challenge, the proposed solutions could be none other than
political. This is where once again the use of the world revolution can be noted, this
time as paradigmatic for most scientific communication today—seen as an expression
reflecting the great leap in science or cognition. The revolution is, in this view, an
“intelligence revolution”.89
(1-4) COUNTING REVOLUTIONS
The idea that what is going on now should be taken as the Fourth Industrial
Revolution is heralded by many, and here a good example may be Klaus Schwab, the
economist, founder and executive chairman of the World Economic Forum.
Described as the International Organization for Public-Private Cooperation, WEF is
best known for its (spectacular) annual meetings in the Swiss ski resort Davos,
essentially a “controlled environment” with a particular history of philosophical
debate,90 where the superrich and super-powerful once a year mingle with each other,
with journalists and an odd expert or two and outline and exchange their current
thoughts about the problems of running the entire world. All the public talks are to be
dutifully recorded and shared with populations, while the greatest potential of Davos
will always be accentuated as being in private, “casual” and secretive meetings among
important, history-making individuals; each year will have a sort of overarching
theme to reflect what is considered the greatest current challenge of humanity, which
would turn out to be essentially a business challenge. There will be criticism and
protests91 against Davos from both left 92 and right 93, and defense of it94, and the
conference will be frequently accused of arcane media practices;95 but the general
sense emanating from the participants will always be “we are all in this together”, that
the rich and powerful can only do so much, with the greatest responsibility for
whatever happens with the world eventually, always—somehow—placed on
populations themselves.
The theme of choice for the Davos 2016 gathering was precisely the arrival of
Artificial Intelligence, announced as the New and Fourth Industrial Revolution by
Schwab’s keynote speech and his manifesto-like article discussing what is abbreviated
as IR4.0.96 When it is said that “when compared with previous industrial revolutions,
the Fourth is evolving at an exponential rather than a linear pace, [...] it is disrupting
almost every industry in every country [...] and the breadth and depth of these changes
herald the transformation of entire systems of production, management, and
governance”, it may tell of some great disruption ahead, but speaks little of the
character of the change announced. (Since 1989, the notion of change relates only to
the externalities of capitalism.) In Schwab's classification, he offered an
argumentation claiming a “proper” IR;97 but a lot of the elements of what would
create a historical Industrial Revolution are simply not present. 98
Very similar to the Industry 4.0 concept,99 Schwab sees the State as “outside” of the
“natural” system created by people, things and corporations (naturally, what people
and things need to complete their mutual relations are corporations, not social
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contracts); he sees the Government and not “the forces of market” as an actor who has
to adjust, or disappear; he thinks of tomorrow as “a world of disruptive change”,
which doesn’t render it very different from how we would describe today.100
The use of the word “revolution” in this paradigm has one strong and unambivalent
meaning, which creates the impression of credibility, inevitability and, most
importantly, the sense of a certain naturalness of the advancing automation of
everything. For Schwab and the powers-that-be, for the “Davos people”, this
revolution is rendered as an “Industrial Revolution”, whose grand contribution will
not be exactly new technologies, but a new way to combine and improve on the
existing; it is about the “new economy”.
As writer Bruce Sterling said in March in another of his signature talks, “the new
economy - it’s terrible, it’s a curse. Everyone hates and fears it, no one is optimistic
about it […] Musicians suffer terribly; whatever happens to musicians will happen to
everybody else”. 101
***
And right there in Davos, for a brief moment we catch a glimpse of another
dispossession as it happens at almost algorithmic speed—the disappearance from the
public of the very scientific research that is being transferred in bulk from the public
sector of Universities and Institutes to the walled and guarded R&D facilities of
private investors and contractors. Executive algorithms will be proprietary; opensource will continue to cater for the extraction of data; as under the circumstances
open-source can conveniently be ideologically connected with sharing, freedom,
community, but in practice stays connected with commerce, profit, and competition.
The funding of research now contributes to dismantling, not complementing the
institution of independent academic research; to quote the Harvard professor David
Cox, who this year half-jokingly offered his services/lab/department/himself during
his talk to the wealthy and influential audience of the WEF in Davos:
“And, of course, this [deep learning, neural networks, Big Data] has caused a
tectonic shift in the field, so there has been a massive investment by the
industry into this field - billions of dollars from the likes of Google and Apple
and Baidu. Basically, an entire Academic field has been privatized and brought
in. Sometimes I feel like I am going to be the only person left studying this,
and if you are a representative of one of these companies and if you would like
to buy up my lab, we can talk later.”102
(15) BEFORE/AFTER
The previous time—only 15 years ago—when some kind of new industrial revolution
had to be proclaimed, the words of Richard Florida of “Creative Class” fame of the
early 2000s103 were literally carved in stone;104 today, when the arrival of Artificial
Intelligence is claimed to be a fully-fledged Industrial Revolution, it all seems
irrelevant, as the present incarnation of power needs no Floridas or any such theorists
anymore.
Florida is now on what could be called his “Repentance Tour”.105 The very title of his
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latest book is a kind of diagnosis of how the application of his theories of urban
transformation materialized in practice (The New Urban Crisis: How Our Cities Are
Increasing Inequality, Deepening Segregation, and Failing the Middle Class106), but
once again his logic and his language remain unclear.107
David Harvey, who in 2003 introduced the very term of accumulation by
dispossession 108 in parallel with Florida’s advancing of the “Creative Class” concept,
in a way announced the escalation of a creative approach towards urban development
15 years before it materialized in his 1989 analysis “From Managerialism to
Entrepreneurialism: The Transformation in Urban Governance in Late Capitalism.”109
In what he called “entrepreneurialism” he had seen a great danger that
“avantgarde municipal socialists will find themselves, in the end, playing the
capitalist game and performing as agents of discipline for the very processes
they are trying to resist.”110
Harvey could also see a certain potential of this approach at the time; 111 but within the
theory as he created it, Florida would be structurally unable to benefit from these
insights, approaching the problem “armed with numbers and sociological and
economic studies, while addressing history only in short anecdotes, and politics
hardly at all.” 112 (There are also details that imply that the numbers given to the public
are incomplete—for some reason, it is never a “whole story” with numbers, and there
is always more: Florida also offers his “proprietary data and research” on a
commercial basis. 113)
The story of “The Rise of Creative Class” and its “flawed and elitist ideas” 114
deserves more examination; what is of interest for this text is not so much if Florida
will admit or not what is “too obvious”, but the fact that, in only 15 years, the
“mainstream” treatment of theory and the need for the powers-that-be to root and
justify themselves in any theoretical sense changed fundamentally. In 2003, to
dispossess city centers, river banks, public spaces or industrial sites still required from
the side of power to make an effort and find or produce a theory, some theory, to
justify, persuade, explain the necessity to create the new law or regulation to do so.
(And, additionally, to dispossess the public of millions of its money to fuel future
private ventures along the way.) Today, it is increasingly not the case; such project
would be from the outset discussed, developed and implemented among and by the
governments and private companies, the public will be issued appropriate PR when all
the details are agreed, and the openings of this and that are now judged to be better
validated by the presence of whoever last week managed to “break the internet” than
by speeches of theorists or academics.115 The current phase of capitalism wants to be
seen as “anti-elitist” and comes in “theory-free” flavor now.
There is still a lot of mentioning of Florida’s magic word creativity, because a lot of
the “plans” to be heard for the future involve precisely the mythicized “human
creativity” as the deus ex machina (deus ex black boxum?) to solve both the expected
and unexpected problems ahead. But this is not the same kind of creativity as heralded
by Florida and the enthusiastic “global Californians”; this is now a dystopian turn
towards the “creativity of survival”. (For the decidedly non-creative types, there is
always the Dick Florida Twitter feed.116)
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(110-200) OCEANS OF LEMONADE
The World Economic Forum will more and more openly turn to advocating the idea of
a Universal Basic Income (from the 2016 theme of “A World without Work?”, the
Davos panels continued discussing UBI in 2017, and announced the topic of
“Creating a Shared Future in a Fractured World” for 2018). How might the story of
UBI unfold in the present circumstances? If it is to be done so that the corporations
allow for a little tax to be collected for the State so that it can service the UBI in order
for that money to return to the corporations as profits from the market, this is one
scenario no one should consider, and for a reason. Even that “little something”,
historically, never came for free. But as history never returns in a verbatim manner
and always produces something new, so it is also possible to say that the “universal
basic income is the operating system of a post-industrial state”.117 (Regretfully, on this
occasion, we have no space to contemplate what it exactly means for the state to have
an “operating system”, what it could take to reinstall it, or, for that matter, what it
means to be “post-industrial” in the middle of the “Fourth Industrial Revolution”.)
The concept of UBI-as-profitable-charity comes from the dystopian side of the
ultimate human aim of finally conquering all of nature and taking over power (and
responsibility) for the very mechanism of evolution. Its utopian side for ages
envisioned a future emancipated from the torture of nature on the one side, and from
the terror of society on the other. Pretty much in parallel with itself, Utopia has
inspired the various different fascist, dystopian, or outright comical visions of and for
the future to emerge. The very possibility of utopian demand is in the ability to claim
what at the moment seems impossible, unrealistic, what is not there; the “Austere AI”
is about remixing what today allows as possible, endlessly repeating and rearranging
what is already there. The historical models of Utopian visions, from Cockaigne to
Datong, did not require as mandatory for Utopians to understand how exactly things
are going to work, as long as some divine mechanism or futuristic science—the magic
of some Cornucopia—made sure that they do. (Marxism would say that this is
precisely the answer to the question why we don’t live in one today.) What seemed
important was to be able to envision, to state and elaborate the demand, to express a
tendency, a will; this is why, today, some anticipations of Charles Fourier, the possible
originator of the word feminism118 and one of the early utopian socialists, still make
sense, like the ones envisioning social equality, while some others—that the oceans
will turn to lemonade—do not.119
Today, the utopian aspect of “creating God” will be reflected in expectations that AI
will grant humans the power to overcome biological limitations in reaching something
close to immortality, establishing along the way what is called the “post-work
society”, somehow emancipated from the previous models of economy.
But equality has become an afterthought now, and the best that contemporaneity has
to offer is the hope that the corporate and governmental block will provide the
populations with at least subsistence levels through this or that UBI scheme. As
evidenced in the enthusiastic drowning of even basic social and healthcare services
and severe cuts to existing benefits under advanced austerity regimes, even that hope
is weak. Also, it is hard to place it in the logic or experience of any form of
capitalism; UBI, envisioned as national or corporate and “basic” is, in its concept and
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experience, more similar to certain stages of aristocracy, and here political economist
Wolfgang Streeck confirms that a turn to something resembling feudalism is not
unimaginable, “with corporations becoming independent structures in the style of
feudal lords.”120
And what is to be expected is that current problems will be amplified regardless of
whether some progress is being otherwise made as, in the words of Streeck:
“…without social protection, technological advances in these areas would be
destructive of employment and would give rise to further social polarization.
Whatever technological progress would add to growth would probably be
cancelled out by what it would add to inequality.”121
(-10 X 200) WANDERING OFF DIAGONALLY
Into what may this situation develop, 10, 60, 200 years from now? One of the most
interesting, recent contemplations of how a future society based on the current
conception of UBI-as-charity might look like comes from the experienced traveler in
the future, writer Bruce Sterling. For this year’s SXSW conference, he delivered the
oracle based on the predicaments of the arrival of “post-work” and UBI as future
social paradigms.122 But how to “wrap one’s head around” and contemplate the entire
range of possibilities outlined by such dramatically opposed scenarios? In the words
of Sterling:
“Maybe there will be zero work with a lot of plenty, and plenty of leisure; but
there might be zero work combined with tremendous scarcity [...]; everybody
gets a cheap cell phone in the cereal box, but they don’t get any cereal; you get
connectivity plus famine and depression; you get universal roboticized
poverty.”123
So, what if what is happening is not a “genuinely novel situation”, but rather “a lot
more like the previous historical arrangements and with [certain] historical parallels”?
Sterling presented as possible consequence a bizarre dialectics between the false and
the weak: among the “best” and the “worst” cases there are differences, as in some
scenarios people will have to accept that life is aimless and empty of meaning
regardless of the wealth distributed, being entrapped in religion and individualism à la
Huxley, while the other scenarios draw from the history of militant and totalitarian
visions of society, exploring the palette of Orwell. The entire list is witty, cynical,
dystopian, and quite imaginable in practice; so what historical examples might a
future UBI-based “post-work” society decide to reenact? It could model itself after
the military or after the academy; it could resemble a structure of a retirement home
or a monastery; it could become a kind of “hunting ground” for the rich, with most
other humans treated as were Native Americans once, spending their “insignificant
existence” in a vast “flyover land”; it could decide to resemble a prison or a gulag or a
refugee camp system, or it could turn everything into hospitals and wellness facilities;
perhaps it will try to revert to rural communes; it could chose to focus on
enlightenment to become an endless pilgrimage for experiences, or it can become a
weird and hipsterish urban bohemia, entrapped in the existential journey inwards...
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Such a story could have lingered less on historically-existent ideas, and a bit more on
the Utopian, but again, the pessimism is apt and justified, and Sterling remained true
to the method of extrapolating scenarios from the historical “Big Data” (exactly as
“probabilistic AI” would do). He expressed a certain, very necessary hope in the
ability of people faced with the loss of work to “wander off diagonally”124 and find or
establish new and unexpected jobs and lives. It happened before, and is quite
imaginable when applied at a scale of a certain industrial sector or two. And certainly,
we need to share such hope and trust in the resilience of humans. But if even the vast
majority of the very actors of the tech scene—as the situation develops125—become
redundant, not to speak of most of the other specialist jobs that will already be
automatized, what happens when pretty much everybody starts out in such diagonal
motion? When 8 out of 10 people have to “wander off diagonally”, it is not easy to
imagine where all these diagonals would lead, as the grid itself (probably) disappears.
And what if “it is really different this time and that something genuinely new is
happening”? The default condition would be that “human labor will simply fall below
commodity rates for the foreseeable future; it just won’t pay to have people do what
they normally do. Which would be the proletariat turning into the precariat and then
becoming the unnecessariat.”126
***
Bruce Sterling imagined a dozen ways UBI could go wrong; Wolfgang Streeck thinks
“the right” version of it may be the worst:
“[The corporations] are demanding a universal basic income and redistribution
because they see they will have a problem if states do not redistribute wealth.
[…] They need people to participate in the Facebook game of buying—or no
one will pay Facebook for advertising. […] Ironically, the same people move
fortunes in order not to pay for the universal income.”127
Besides “traditionally wandering off diagonally”, what still seems like an elegant and
very human—or very algorithmical?—way to deal with the ways of the world, what
other options could people derive from history when faced with such a situation of
total dispossession? What about a “traditional” revolution?
(100 X 100 - REVOLUTION)
Exactly 100 years after that October, which in the meantime became November, the
word “revolution” is still being frequently mentioned. Besides being connected almost
exclusively with telecommunication products, it is used to describe the expectation of
the present as “spiritual revolution”, “industrial revolution”, “intelligence revolution”,
“manufactured revolution”, and “boring revolution”. But it turns out to be not very
spiritual, dubiously intelligent, and very post-post-industrial; it is probably indeed
“manufactured”, and somewhat “boring” but in a new sense of the word. So, what is
it? Pretty much everybody agrees that a “historical” revolution, like the October one
was, is not very likely today, and that it probably never will be. But, to use the old
trope, how likely was the October from the perspective of September 1917 anyways?
What were the probabilities?
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(-72)
Today, the best hope for tomorrow seems to be that it could be a slightly better, and
not slightly worse, rendition of today. By constantly condensing all time into “real
time” and constantly re-arranging the past, the future is being dispossessed as
category. All history runs in parallel now, and once again we no longer know who will
win World War II. It has to do with the case of missing future; as Franco “Bifo”
Berardi notes, all 20th century movements, from liberalism to social democracy, from
communism to anarchism, shared the same certainty embodied in the formula
“notwithstanding the darkness of the present, the future will be bright”.128 But, such
dynamics seem to be finished; with Bifo defining the future as “a feature of
expectation and attention”,129 what “has disappeared more than anything else” is “the
credibility of a progressive model for the future”:130
“Of all the utopias of the 20th century, the Virtual Utopia is one that has
produced more consistent effects in the spheres of technology, economy and
daily life, giving way, in a sudden (but largely predicted) reversal, to the final
Dystopia: the disappearance of the human, or perhaps the submission of the
human to the chain of techno-linguistic automatisms.”131
The future did not simply disappear to some nowhere: however much it is nonexistent, or precisely in being so, such a future will act and intervene into shaping
present-day reality. As Boris Buden confirmed, seeing the similar dystopian horizon at
the very end of 2017 and describing the future as the place from which present-day
fascism arises,132 it is precisely about how this cultural “expectation and attention” is
being set, what it is being sensitive towards. He finds that the current incapacity of
art, history or any culture to intervene in defending against the fascism from the future
is based on the inability, first of all, even to detect it, and further, on the inability to
process it. It has to do with both the change of the perception of meaning (where
fascism is being guarded against in the wrong time), and with technological protocols
transforming the nature of communication (leading the instance of evaluation to
unfold in the wrong place):
“There is no subject anymore to rationally evaluate what the past is, as the past
is being crystalized through the practice of communication, through the
rationality of conversation. The German mechanisms of ‘coming to terms with
the past’ are extremely sophisticated,133 but what they all have in common is
this immense belief that the means against the fascism, against the return of
fascism, are found. And, of course, no one asked ‘but what if the fascism will
not in any way return from the past, but arrive from the future’? That question
was not posed.”
Over time, such visions of the future, or the lack of it, become internalized as
depression, disorientation, as hopelessness and a sense of loss, as a certain pessimismas-paradigm. (Pessimism, being “a melodrama of the futility of the brain … always
falling short of being philosophical”, as Eugene Thacker notes, also renders the
problem as unthinkable in a particular way.134 ) Everything should end once; what
does it mean to keep losing the same war, seemingly forever? For how long can
“losing” be extended before it becomes a defeat? To understand oneself to be exposed
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to the consequences of the fascist time capsule devastating the present from its nonexisting, non-accessible fortress of the future is beyond defenseless, beyond
frustrating, beyond hopeless. And probably reason enough for channeling collective
depression towards manic jouissance.
(10 X 10)
It is one thing if the future is being perceived as inaccessible to intervention but still
open-ended, and quite another if it is seen as the inevitable, unavoidable, irreparable
dystopian destination. Can it be said that the more—the longer—the future is
cancelled, the more fascism it will bring? The “winners” of today would have no
reason not to want more of the same. Perhaps the fascism from the future is (simply)
about the future turning into the “futch” ? In the words of writer Joanne McNeil:
“As a way of thinking about the internet, ‘the future of’ is a particular form of
procrastination. Recently, Kanye West said in an interview that he talks about
‘the futch’ with his pal, Elon Musk. I suggest we borrow West’s coinage the
‘futch’ to describe the ‘futurism’ of snake oil internet gurus. The Shingys. The
idea-ators. Everyone who instructed us to keep looking toward the horizon and
never look down is guilty now. The ‘futch’ is the recognition that we cannot
begin to categorize let alone solve any problems in this moment now.”135
One of the early articulations of such a state of affairs came in the 2005 Chaos
Computer Congress talk by Frank Rieger and Rop Gonggrijp, as documented in
Rieger’s text “We lost the war. Welcome to the world of tomorrow.” in which the
previous enthusiasm is reflected as the measure of the current despair:
“The waves of technology development seemed to work in favor of freedom,
most of the time. The future looked like a yellow brick road to a nirvana of
endless bandwidth, the rule of ideas over matter and dissolving nation states.
The big corporations were at our mercy because we knew what the future
would look like and we had the technology to build it. Those were the days.
Remember them for your grandchildren’s bedtime stories. They will never
come back again.”136
As explained by Magnus Eriksson and Evan Roth from Free Art and Technology Lab
(FAT), “the context of this talk came out of the last great battles for privacy and
against biometric identification in a Germany with the cold war still fresh in memory,
and from the fight against surveillance in a terrorism-frightened Netherlands.” Free
Art and Technology Lab will underline the problem McNeil wrote about by creating
“The Futch Firefox plugin”, 137 which for whoever uses it will replace all the instances
of the word “future” with “futch” in everything one reads online. (This text would
probably benefit from a similar intervention that will replace all the instances of the
word “revolution” with a series of question marks or a random string of garbled text).
But now all this, and more, has settled in; and again, there is another ten-year mark.
Reflecting the general sentiment of the recent turning towards pessimism and
acknowledgement of defeat by almost everybody (perhaps exploring the new and yet
untested tactics of the weak), Eriksson and Roth will announce the closure of FAT,
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quoting the Transmediale 2015 talk by colleague Peter Sunde of Piratbyrån and The
Pirate Bay138 as the certain reenactment of Riegler’s declaration of defeat:
“[Ten years later], the message is the same - we lost. We, who believed the
Internet could change society, that technology could take other paths than
surveillance, centralization and consumerism. The battle is lost and the
juggernaut of the security industry, power and capital has been unable to stop.
[…] It would be unwise to predict ten years into the future again. But one
thing is clear, tactics of the last five years whether legal, political, activist or
artistic have resulted in little progress and have not kept up with the latest
control measures. There’s no use banging our heads against the wall anymore.
Either your head will explode or they will simply open the door and let you in.
Either way, no house will come crumbling down. It was as true in 2005 as
when Peter says it in 2015. Let’s face it, we lost, we all lost.”139
***
The already vanishing momentum of the “hacker’s paradigm” was replaced by the
“leaker’s paradigm” approximately 10 years ago, at the onset of Austerity and
smartphones. This brought fundamental changes in the image of resistance. The
enthusiastic hacker, a bottom-up figure able to find the way around any walls, was
replaced by the figure of cynical “leaker”, who already has to be positioned on the
other side of the same walls. The hacker is someone about to learn, and wants more of
the thing; the leaker is someone already involved, who already knows, and wants less
of it. The situation once again turns dystopian; the fortress can only be opened and
exposed from the inside, and what matters is only what may or may not happen in
there. (If you look for any chance to influence anything, you must first become part of
it. First you need to capitulate, before trying to negotiate.) In this very issue of Red
Thread, theorist Rastko Močnik gives some reasons for why leaking in its established
form is structurally incapacitated from producing change, and why, after all, leakers
are “inefficient and reproductive [of the system]”. Within the current constellation
what leakers do is rendered in effect as “grand gestures, dissident gestures, gestures
that prove the liberalness, the openness, the freedom of expression, but gestures that
never represent a collective act of resistance”.140 The leakers, as the atomized
reminders that change was once possible, remain individual heroes; they remain
entangled in the net of contradictions of the age of one-person Utopia that results in
and from the insurgence of the individual guerilla.
So the dystopian sentiment continues: in late 2017, with the idea of “democratizing”
surveillance, so that everyone could use their mobile phone left in a convenient place
to track and record remotely what is happening at a certain location, Edward Snowden
presented his latest application called Haven. 141 The idea is that potential leakers
could, for example, monitor who may be accessing their computers when they are not
around. While certainly useful for activists (but also for various blackmailers and
psychopaths), what is proposed is to fight suspicion by creating a “chaos of
suspicion” in which no one will be sure who is spying upon whom. It can be viewed
as the way people can take over the power of technology from agencies and
corporations. But despite their practical intentions, things like Haven deepen the sense
of prevailing social cynicism. Such things also redefine the notions of victory and
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loss. Would the people stripped naked and tied to their airplane seats as part of
standard procedure feel like winning or losing in the “war on terrorism”?
***
The last days of 2017 brought more news; after all, the long battle for Net Neutrality
was eventually (the hopes are weak, but perhaps not finally) lost.142 The algorithms
advanced so they can manipulate and alter real-time video now pretty convincingly,143
and the idea of a “shared reality” seems to be the next concept to be seriously
revisited and revised. Facebook announced “Messenger Kids” so that children under
13 can now legally be part of the world of profiles.144 2018 is just about to begin.
(This paragraph last accessed December 30, 2017.
(-)
Whenever this text attempted to bring itself to a finish, the results were the same: it
auto-magically restarts anew over and over again. Perhaps reflecting the problem it
observes, it constantly wants to add to what is already too much to take; it wants to
continue further before what is already there is even recognized; it wants, deceivingly,
to offer a clear, streamlined passage through the complexity of the matter, as if it sees
any clear direction itself. What it eventually does is that, unable to distance itself so as
to show the full picture, it zooms from one thing to another before any narrative is
settled, turning itself into another declaration of defeat. It became the hostage of what
it aimed to observe, unable either to turn the gaze, or to decide what it is looking at.
This text is sorry for the inconvenience. What can we do? The internet doesn't refund
time.
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