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Invisible PhilOSOpherS - ‘Hi, my fellow travelers in space and time,’ | think,
My FG"OW Travelers as | read the protocols of the invisible philoso-

phers. | read how they ponder on the good life,
how they wrestle for truths. Truth, as Foucault
has said, requires the subject’s practice; in speak-
Prof. Dr. Dorothee Richter ing truly, this changes. The event hits us and
Professor in Contemporary Curating sweeps us away." But what do | understand of
what my fellow travelers, the invisible philoso-
phers express, and how are we connected? Here,
my perspective from central Europe, amid
financial power; there, in China, in peripheral

and precarious situations? Where are we similar
and, yet, where are we completely different?

What, for example, does it mean to argue in a
different language system; how do thoughts
written out in logograms develop? Do they follow
fundamentally different rules of discourse? Is
the inherent point of reference different from the
practice of thinking in opposites that is common
in western parlance?
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And am | not trying to install an opposition here?
I’m touched by the descriptions of struggling

to survive, which remind me of my own; the efforts
to earn enough money to provide for the children,
the struggle to find a meaningful job and

maintain bearable conditions. As if | were looking
in a funhouse mirror, | recognize the difficult
living conditions common among the academic
proletariat in a far more attenuated form.

| cannot tell whether

itis adream, or a fantasy,
which is so simple that is
making more money

to let my family live a happy life.
Sometimes | wonder:

Can I realize this simple dream
relying on my own efforts?
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Today, when messages can go around the world
in milliseconds, is there a new amalgamation

of shared wishes? Our real/false wishes? Is there
an actual awareness in falsities?

The Digital Present

In The Shape of Things Vilém Flusser describes
the historic moment of the digitalization of all
spheres of life as follows:

“Our environment consisted of things until
recently: of houses and furniture, of machines
and vehicles, of clothing and laundry, of books
and pictures, of cans and cigarettes. Humans
were part of our environment then, but science
had largely objectified them. They became,
like the other things, measurable, predictable
and manipulatable. In short, the environment
was the condition for our existence.”®
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Now, however, we are catapulted into the world
of non-things; somewhat disoriented, we are
confronted with processes we only understand
with difficulty. Flusser already strikes a nostalgic
note: “Non-things currently intrude into our
environment from all sides and they change the
things. One calls these non-things ‘information’.”®
And envisioned as a phenomenological draft,

he tries to describe these non-things:

“They are immaterial information. The electronic
images on a television screen, the data up-
loaded into a computer, all the rolls of films and
microfilms, holograms and programs, are so
‘soft’ (software) that any attempt to grasp them
with your hands fails. These non-things are
‘ungraspable’ in the precise meaning of the word.
They are only decodable. Although they seem,
like the old information, to be recorded in things:
in cathode tubes, in celluloid, in chips, in laser
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beams. But despite this being ‘ontologically’ true,
it is an ‘existential’ deception. The material
substrate of this novel information is existentially
suspicious.”®

From Flusser’s point of view, the environment in
which one has to orient oneself becomes more
and more “soft, nebulous, ghostly.”®

Now, as an art historian educated on Roland
Barthes, | don’t see an absolute difference in
processes of signification; meanings are created
when several symbols are joined together in new
formations. Material constitution plays a part

in this, but, in the end, the ideological meaning is
decisive. Yet, Flusser’s text in particular shows
that the 0/1 machine is even more ubiquitous now;
all processes of production and information pass
through this machine nowadays. Entirely new
infrastructure has emerged; the previous unity
of space and time has been completely destroyed,
as Peter Weibel convincingly explained in a
lecture on the transformation of space and time.®
Railways have already killed space these days,
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Weibel says; the North Sea surges up against our
very doors, images from all over the world flood
directly into our living room, while the landscape
in between becomes invisible. Telecommuni-
cations initiated a new form of communication;
bodies remain, images are reproducible, mobility
and multiplication are dominant. In the remote
society the logic of distribution changes; it is
marked by the dissolution of the power of the
location. It transports dislocated visual spaces,
while they simulate spooky action at a distance.
The image obtains unprecedented power; the
historic, contextual character of images is lost.
They become epistemic things, still objects

and already symbols - or still symbol and already
object? The longing for the object, the aesthetic
object, therefore happens within this historic
moment; right here and now things evanesce;
their material constitution, their place, their
presence become nebulous.
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Globalization of What?

These objects that are already symbols, or
symbols that are already objects, circulate as
images and as wish-production machines.
They are global, accessible everywhere, and
they flood us more than the water of the North
Sea. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak convincingly
describes the process of the emergence of
culture:

“What people call transculture is culture as it
happens. Culture alive is its own counter-example.
Transculturation is not something special and
different. It is a moment in a taxonomy of the
normality of what is called culture. To assign one-
self the special task of cultural translation or
plotting cultural translation has therefore to be
put within a political context.”®

In this respect, the overlap and mixing of culture
is neither new nor extraordinary. New and
extraordinary, though, is the speed at which this
happens. New is the intensity of the appeals
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that are contained in images circulating the globe.
Appeals, as Althusser understands it, form
subjectivities.® In a reactive process, the subject
responds to being addressed from outside.
When we revise this, using Lacan’s overlapping
triangle of visual regimes, it becomes apparent
that a subject, as a subject of representation,
always believes it is seen from the outside.
Accordingly, the subject endeavors to project
images of itself outward onto an imaginary
screen. Lacan reverses the paradigm of the self-
aware subject of a central perspective viewing
space, “[I]n the scopic field, the gaze is outside;

| am looked at, that is to say, | am a picture.”®
The flood of images in which subjects are drowned
is similar; this is the transparency upon which
we draft our subjectivity. In this respect, these
images consistently operate on the basis of our
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subjectivities, and the relation between being
singular or plural, so accurately characterized
by Nancy - the basis for profoundly social,
functioning entities — also establishes a stream-
lining of subjectivities worldwide. These oper-
ations on the open psyche, if you will, don’t
dissolve on a one-to-one basis into subjects that
resemble each other, but also act as a potential
for disturbance, as a non-integrative foreign
object, as non-integrative wish production. As
Spivak correctly establishes, this can’t be thought
of without a political dimension - that is, the
interests of different groups, production process-
es, the distribution of labor, and added value.
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Globalization for whom?

The wonders of globalization, however, have
not leveled the stark differences in distribution,
but aggravated them. This is about labor in

the post-industrial age, when the antagonistic
positions of employer (that is, industrialist)

and employee (that is, factory worker) are no
longer a given. The labor struggle and the rights
derived from it are no longer pertinent, as Toni
Negri asserts: “The process of decentralization
is pronouncedly far-reaching. It makes up an
essential aspect of that which will be called the
transition from Fordism to post-Fordism some
years later. Firstly, the decentralization of some
core areas of industry on the part of entre-
preneurs aims at making the unyieldingness and
resolve that defined the antagonistic attitudes
in factories impossible.” (1%
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If | wanted to succeed, | had to be
ruthless. Nobody could help you.
If there was a stepping stone or
shoulder, you had to step onit, so
you could go further. Now | feel it
was quite reasonable, but not
absolutely right. There were many
ways to success, while he just
chose a ruthless way.

What | hear in the messages from the people
who strive to abstract essential wisdoms from
their life in China is, that events befall them -
economic circumstances, the violent husband,
the ilinesses, the overextension. The conditions
under which solidarity is difficult, under which
public discussions are impossible. What | hear
is that structural violence hits, just like everyday
misfortunes and strokes of luck, the disabled
child, the new love. What | hear is that what sepa-
rates us — a different language, a different way
of expressing oneself, different points of referen-
ce; what | hear is what connects us, the impact
we all experience during the event.
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Money is essential to human beings, and old
Chinese sayings reflect this:

You can force even ghosts to work
for you if you have enough money”;
“Money is a knife that can kill

you before you know it”; “You can
pursue anything in the world except
diseases, and you can live without
everything except money”;

“Money is not omnipotent, but with-
out money, even God is no longer
omnipotent.

“The absolute gap between the richest and poor-
est states of the world has increased, no matter
which parameter you use to measure it: income,
health or education,” we are informed by David
Held in the article ‘Globale Ungleichheiten’:

“In 1960 the income of the richest twenty percent
of the global population amounted to about
thirty times that of the poorest; in 1997 the factor
was already seventy-four. Today, the richest
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five percent of humanity receive 114 times that
of the poorest five percent; and the one percent
at the top of the income column have at their
disposal the same as the yearly income of the
poorest fifty-seven percent combined.”™

Money becomes a sinister fetish and nothing
seems to indicate that a more just kind of
distribution is in sight on the macro level; on the
micro level, everyone fights for themselves.
Women probably suffer twice as much in many
societies, not just because of social injustices,
but also from gender-specific oppression, as

a female philosopher drastically describes. Her
husband beats her — a phenomenon that affects
all classes of Western society too. Raising
children entails dependence on family structures,
as the sister in China formulates:
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Raising my kids stopped me from
starting my own career, soam |
useless?

When | was twenty-seven, | gave
birth to twin sons. They brought
me hope as well as struggle. How
could | raise them? They were both
in poor health at four. Life was so
difficult. | bought them clothes and
food but had little time to care for
them. | prepared dinners for them,
but | had no time to eat, because

| had to put the kids to bed. Around
one o'clock in the morning, | always
reached out from my bed to grab
some steamed bread. | was 1.6 me-
ters tall and weighed no more than
fifty kilos. | was too weak to even
stand still. But my husband always
scolded and beat me, even when

| was that busy.
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My children gradually grew up, and
| always became tired easily. My
biggest dream then was to see my
twin sons go to school (I being
alive) one day, and | would be able
to sleep for three whole days. Luck-
ily, I saw my kids grow up and sent

them to school.

Alienation

The crisis and excessive demands that our
fellow travelers describe is caused by the
continuous crisis of capitalism. It acts as an

instrument of power:

“To put the question in terms of theft (of alien
labor time) has the advantage of revealing that
capitalistic relations of production rest intrin-
sically upon forms of exploitation. This approach
can shed a different light on the (financial) crisis
we have been experiencing for several years
now. In reality, we should acknowledge that the
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crisis is permanent. It is the horizon of our
existence. Crises take different names; their
phenomenology varies and, accordingly,

the forms of our fear also change. But we were
never in a situation relieved by crises. No
single moment of our existence was exempt
from one or another crisis. And we will never
overcome crises or be drawn from them.”"?

The alienation that arises from these circum-
stances manifests in the alienation of personal
relationships. And so | read of the invisible
philosopher’s struggle to raise the children, often-
times at the cost of rarely seeing them, because
they live in different cities, and the sadness

of not being able to be there for the parents.
Manufacturing processes and what is expected
of wage labor have long since radically changed.
In the sense of the New Spirit of Capitalism,

as Eve Chiapello and Luc Boltanski investigate
it, unconditional availability and mobility is
expected of everyone.®So the lament of one of
the fellow travelers resonates with me:
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I’'m a migrant worker in Beijing,
from a rural area, with regret for
the past and hope for the future.
My father died in a car accident on
September 29 (according to the
lunar calendar) last year. Until now
I’'ve wondered if | had stayed with
him, talked to him, bought him
delicious food, and seen him one
last time, | might have felt better.

Nevertheless, it is dangerous to feel alike on

an affective level, as it can shroud the real
circumstances. Labor as such, its distribution,
and the distribution of profits have shifted
radically within the last thirty years. While
planning and organization remained well within
the network of the first world, manual labor and
mechanical tasks were relocated to so-called
developing countries. A working class is there-
fore still needed, however it has to be imple-
mented geographically in the home countries
of the workers, because otherwise the low wage
system would no longer function. Western
industrial nations strive to limit subjects willing
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to migrate to certain territories. Migration across
national borders calls national sovereignty itself
into question. To consolidate the state of affairs,
nationality is directly linked to nativity, as Giorgio
Agamben outlines it:

“If the refugee represents such a disquieting
element in the order of the nation-state, this is so
primarily because breaking the identity linking
the human and the citizen, nativity and natio-
nality, put the originating fiction of sovereignty in
a crisis. Single exceptions to such a principle,
of course, have always existed. What is new in
our time is that growing sections of humankind
are no longer represented inside the nation-
state, and this novelty threatens the very found-
ations of the latter. Inasmuch as the refugee,

an apparently marginal figure, unhinges the old
trinity of state-nation-territory, the refugee
deserves instead to be regarded as the central
figure of our political history.”(4
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While the impoverished (European) working class
was directly confronted with a rich upper class

in the eighteenth century, today the lines of con-
flict run horizontally across the whole world."®
How can we build solidarity? Where can we locate
enemies and where can we connect with friends?

Deleuze und Guattari, too, ask: what is philoso-
phy?(®They see philosophy as the process

of working on concepts. “The philosopher is the
concept’s friend; he is the potentiality of the
concept. That is, philosophy is not a simple art

of forming, inventing, or fabricating concepts,
because concepts aren’t necessarily forms, dis-
coveries, or products. More rigorously, philosophy
is the discipline that involves creating concepts.”('”
And once again they reject an applied notion

of philosophy:

“What would be the value of a philosopher, of

whom one could say: “He has created no
concepts; has not created his own concepts?”
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We at the very least see what philosophy is not:
it is not contemplation, reflection, or communi-
cation. This is the case even though it may
sometimes believe it is one or other of these, as
aresult of the capacity of every discipline to
produce its own illusions, and to hide behind its
own peculiar smokescreen. It is not contem-
plation, for contemplation are things themselves
as seen in the creation of their own specific
concepts. It is not reflection, because no one
needs philosophy to reflect on anything”.(®

Deleuze and Guattari plead for the irreducibility
of philosophy (plane of immanence, form of

the concept), art (compositional plane, strength
of invention, affect), and science (planes of
reference and coordination, function of cogni-
zance, partial observer).
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Currently, this precise order seems to have

been dissolved. Art is supposed to function as
research and an emotional element is attri-
buted to science. Regardless of how one may
want to evaluate this, the political dimension

of philosophy, or invisible philosophy, is signifi-
cant to our topic. And any theory that wants

to be political needs to be operational to a certain
degree. For if we want to become politically
effective, argued Oliver Marchart during a presen-
tation in Zurich," we have to fulfill four criteria:
first, acting politically means acting together;
second, acting politically means acting in an
organized fashion; third, acting politically means
acting strategically; and fourth, acting politically
means acting through conflict.

In the digital age this means that not only is

the site of production obscure, but the means of
production the working class is supposed to
take over is, too. The media theorist Alexander
Galloway said in an interview,
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“... But what is decisive is, that we are dealing
with a new reality, no longer with a ‘mystical
shell’ and a ‘rational kernel,” as Marx wrote of the
commodity, but with a rational shell and a
mystical kernel. Computer experts speak with
great pride of the technology of obfuscation,

of ‘darkening.’ Therefore, today, it has less to

do with decoding the inner workings of the ‘black
box,” and more with functionalizing it through
programming. Yes, it could still open up, but these
days, of course, it’s substantially more difficult

to know what these means even are and where
they’re located. The political power of the labor
strike, for instance, resulted from the knowledge
that the factory was the place of production.

But how is it today? ‘Taking to the streets’ doesn’t
achieve anything anymore, because the streets
are, in a way, dead capital, a Potemkin village
with nothing behind it. On no account do | want to
deter people from political activism, but | think
that the places and methods have to change -
which isn’t easy in a time of consistent decentra-
lization of power.” %
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Galloway attests to the contemporary (digital)
network’s ability to integrate or ignore practically
any input or source of disturbance, which makes
resistance so difficult; he sees the refusal of
hierarchical structures as a possible strategy for
the Occupy movement, the refusal of very
concrete demands and spokespeople. Here we
arrive at the problem of what can be politically
effective, and that requires, in my opinion,
something Marchart demands: a rudimentary
organization, which can then express protests
or demands. And here, once again, commentary
from an invisible philosopher, who justifies

why anti-hegemonial movements in art, in culture
are important, why political demands are still
necessary:

What a party, or a government
should do is to ensure the
well-being of its people, and to
take the principle of serving
the people wholeheartedly, as a
lifelong duty. No country can
exist without the support of its
people.
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