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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Against the Monotony of Singularity

Humanities Institutions and Collective Intelligence

Alan Liu

Society for Digital Humanities,

Montreal, June 2, 2010

I begin with two apologies.  The first is that I do not speak French, and so cannot on this occasion engage Pierre Lévy as fluently as we both would like.
  The second is that, while the format of a debate artificially creates a binary distinction between the "affirmative" and "negative" positions (according to which I am cast here as a negational critic), I am actually dialectical in my thought–half negative and half affirmative, half critic and half builder (as will be clear in the "half" critique I offer of Lévy).


Pierre and I agreed to constrain our opening statements to a maximum of three slides with accompanying explanations.
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I have organized my opening statement into three meditations.

Slides: http://www.english.ucsb.edu/faculty/ayliu/research/talks/2010-SDH/liu-slides.html
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  = slide animation advance;         = next slide
Slide 1 Meditation One: The Monotony of Singularity

Is human knowledge, and the humanities, fated to become one with networked collective intelligence?


That is one surmise, an extreme version of which is the Singularity hypothesis expressed, for example, in Ray Kurzweil's The Singularity is Near [image: image2.png]


.  In this hypothesis, the Singularity–that moment when smart technology races ahead of human control and consciousness to become the platform for an expanded human consciousness–will occur not just because smart technologies accelerate, but because they also converge on a single point of upward inflection where a new machinic intelligence able to host an ascended human intelligence wakes up.  (In Epoch 6 of Kurzweil's graph, "The universe wakes up.")
  The formula is: acceleration + convergence = Singularity.


Web 2.0 has its own singularitarians, whose “hive” ideologues and “wiki enthusiasts” Jaron Lanier has recently called "cybernetic totalists," "digital Maoists," and "noospherians."
  For this crowd, the "wisdom of the crowd," "hive mind," "rule of many," "long tail," and so on will eventually mash up with, and through, machinic aggregators to become–like Neo in The Matrix–the One.  In Web 2.0-speak, the social graph wakes up.  The formula is: acceleration + convergence = collective intelligence.


Of course, Silicon Valley–not to mention the knowledge-work companies it sells its products to–also has a business plan for all this.  The extended or virtual corporation wakes up. [image: image3.png]


  The formula of the postindustrial corporation is: acceleration (e.g., "reengineering," "just-in-time") + convergence (e.g., "team work," "restructuring") = corporate intelligence.  Sounding almost like a singularitarian or noospherian, we note, business guru Peter Senge speaks of corporate intelligence in "learning organizations" as "metanoia . . . a shift of mind."

Meditation Two: N - 1

To his credit, Pierre Lévy is only half a singularitarian.  On the one hand, we recognize in his buoyant writings about collective intelligence, in his Knowledge Tree project, in his IEML (Information Economy MetaLanguage) project, and so on certain symptoms of the dream of runaway convergence.  Thus the apparent resemblance between his techno-social-phenomenological diagrams and Kurzweil's graphs. [image: image4.png]




But, on the other hand, Lévy envisions "the universal without totality" [image: image5.png]


 Slide 2.  Witness this passage from his Cyberculture, for instance, which (in the sense I give the word in my Laws of Cool) is very cool [image: image6.png]


 :

Digitally mediated universality . . . tends to maintain its indeterminacy because each new node on the expanding network can become a producer or transmitter of new and unpredictable information and can reorganize segments of the network for its own use.


Cyberspace is . . . a chaotic system.  The maximum embodiment of technical transparency, through its irrepressible activity, it shelters opacities of meaning.  Cyberspace ceaselessly redefines the outlines of a mobile and expanding labyrinth that can't be mapped, a universal labyrinth beyond Daedalus's wildest dreams.

Universal Labyrinth, in other words; not Singularity.  Lévy's Borges-like idea of cyberspace as labyrinthine, chaotic, and opaque–something like "information designed to resist information," as I defined information cool–contrasts strikingly with the rectilinear regularity of Kurzweil's Singularity.  Looking at Kurzweil's many graphs [image: image7.png]


, we see that all their trend lines–of microprocessor clock speed, transistor per microprocessor, growth of computing and supercomputing power, number of Internet hosts, and so on–point up along the same time Y-axis toward the vanishing point of the Singularity.
  It's a monotony of Singularity.  But, really, the monotony is an illusion created through hypnotizing us into thinking that techno-social development has just one "up" time line.  Break the spell, however, and we will see that both the speed and direction of the techno-social vector vary–speed due to "uneven development" (in the Marxists' phrase) and direction because of what uneven development really means: assigning different people different endpoints on the civilizational graph.  In short, exert any real-world pressure on Kurzweil's graphs and they will show divergence among psychological, social, economic, national, ethnic, religious, gender, geographical, and other developmental trend lines–all of which only uneasily mesh with a modernizing technological time line.


After all, we recently learned that however much Google U.S. may be what Siva Vaidhyanathan calls "The Googlization of Everything"
 (the closest we now have to the Singularity), it is clearly not the same as Google China.  This is because there are competing ideals of singularitarian monotony–e.g., one for Silicon Valley "digital Maoists," another for the original communists behind their Great Digital Firewall.  Humanly meaningful development is not columnar flow, but chaotic turbulence; not grid, but dizzying labyrinth. [image: image8.png]


   It's "the universal without totality."


In Deleuze and Guattari's formula, there is not One but n - 1.  Singularity is rhizomatic Multiplicity.

Meditation Three: I(n-1)stitutions

But "the universal without totality," I think, is not by itself enough to stand up to runaway singularitarian, collective, and corporate intelligence.  (Other names for the singularitarian new world order, by the way, are neoliberalism and globalism.)


To see what is missing, let me zoom in on the first part of the passage I quoted from Lévy:

Digitally mediated universality . . . tends to maintain its indeterminacy because each new node on the expanding network can become a producer or transmitter of new and unpredictable information and can reorganize segments of the network for its own use.

Whether we take the case of Lévy's non-totalitarianism or Jaron Lanier's more aggressive counter-totalitarianism (in his You Are Not a Gadget), I think there is something absent in binary formulations championing the individual (Lévy's individual "nodes," Lanier's traditional "author") versus totality.


What's missing is something (anything) intervening between the individual and the universal that can serve as the staging ground for reciprocal acts of negotiation, critique, dissent, and maneuver.  As emblematized in the now iconic footage of Tiananmen Square, the lack of such an intervening social ground can severely, even cruelly, constrain the relation between individuals and the universal.  An individual has to resort to throwing his body in front of a column of tanks, which itself is equally impoverished in tactics.


What is the social ground that lies between the individual and the universal?  In the West, and especially the Left Coast West where Hollywood is now melding with Silicon Valley, we tend to answer, "media" or "economy" (whose new-media platform is "network").  In Eastern nations, they often say "state."  Elsewhere, it is "religion."  In some respects, there is little difference.  Media-centism, global economism, statism, and totalitarian religionism are all imperialisms asserting that there is just one space intervening between the individual and the universal, and that they (media, currency, state ideology, or faith) should fill it all.


But something else lives in the space between the individual and the universal that can withstand mono-logical solutions to the binary one-versus-all problem.  Both the curse and blessing of modernity, that something else is institution–or, more properly, institutions [image: image9.png]


 Slide 1.  More fully, we would need to consider not just institutions but also professions and disciplines–all halfway creatures essential to, but incompletely assimilated in, modernity due to their semi-autonomous organizations, protocols, standards, and practices descended from pre-modernity.  Examples of such institutions include organized religion, the legal profession, medicine, education, the military, government, business, and media itself.  The fact that some of these are currently dominant (business and media in the West, for example) does not obviate the fact that they are institutions like others before they are hegemons.


So (to return to my original question), is human knowledge, and the humanities, fated to become one with networked collective intelligence?  The ambiguity between human and humanities here is crucial.  All of us are human and have knowledge.  But only some of us work in humanities institutions and have humanities knowledge.  "The humanities," in other words, is like "the academy" (or such cultural institutions as "the theater" or "the arts") in which it is nested.  The definite article prefixing humanities, academy, theater, arts, etc., indicates the semi-autonomous status of these institutions, professions, and disciplines embedded in, but also held in reserve from, the totality of modernity.  That is, the institution of the humanities prepares the individual (e.g., the student) to become part of the universal (society).  But it fulfills that mission in ways different from military institutions inducting a recruit, business institutions recruiting a graduate, etc.  An illustration of such institutional difference is the "map of science" developed by researchers at Los Alamos National Lab based on actual user interactions (as opposed to only citation analysis) of online scholarly journals, which shows the surprising centrality of humanities and social-science journals in bridging between science journals [image: image10.png]


.
  This is an image of collective intelligence–but one in which the humanities and other disciplines are differently positioned and contribute value through their difference.


Of course, championing institutions is less romantic today than celebrating either cyberlibertarian individualism or Web 2.0 digital collectivism.  But I have come to believe that the institutional form is the necessary buffer between individuals and totality in the digital age.  At least in its best light (omitting here a separate critique of institutions as themselves capable of totalitarianism), the institutional form is the protector of difference in what would otherwise be a world of human knowledge become totally One.


I thus close with a research agenda for digital humanists.  So far, as in the case of any new field, the digital humanities have been primarily expansive and exploratory–i.e., outward looking and "new."  Now there is also a need for inward-looking and historical self-reflection to guide the next generation of expansive exploration.  To bring their field to maturity, I predict, humanists interested in cyberspace will need to articulate the institutional specificity of the "digital humanities" and "new media studies."  What are the organizational, procedural, social, cultural, political, economic, gender, racial, and other historical specificities of these new fields; and how does the institutional difference of these fields contribute to the universal without totality?

Coda

Observing Pierre Lévy's last slide titled "Human Development" with its perfectly hexagonal diagram of epistemic, ethical, practical, biophysical, social, and communication capital, one might open a critique by asking how comprehensive the diagram actually is (what it leaves invisible).  Or one might question whether "capital" is the appropriate descriptor for all the diagram’s domains (how that term makes unspoken assumptions about the nature of the "human").  But I will single out for questioning just one aspect of the diagram: its perfect symmetry.  From the diagram’s neutral, god's eye view, it appears that persons, bodies, knowledge, documents, or ethics, for example, are equal players with the corporate aggregators of "capital" in its most powerful forms.  But a historical view would be perspectival from within the plane of forces in the diagram.  In the ground-level view, after all, some domains–let us name them for what they are: institutions–clearly have more power, more persons, more bodies, more knowledge (or at least "knowledge work"), more documents, and less ethics than others.  This is why we need more institutions than One.
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