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In Defence of Serendipity


Praise for In Defence of Serendipity

“I was deeply moved by this melancholy work, which sums up a generation of hectic labor by so many of my innovative friends and colleagues. Yes, the Digital Revolution has eaten its young, as indeed most revolutions do. It went from movement, to business, to racket, and if you read Seb Olma, you’ll have an inkling of how and why that happened, and what must come next.”

Bruce Sterling, sci-fi writer and futurist

“In this practice-driven and original essay, Sebastian Olma successfully catapults dialectics into the heart of the brutal ‘creative industry’ rhetoric. Good luck picking up the bits and pieces after the blast!”

Geert Lovink, net critic

“Sebastian Olma’s timely meditation on the uses and abuses of serendipity sets out to free chance invention and accidental discovery from its corporate and state captivity in the ‘creative industries’. His defence of serendipity as a sagacity of resistance dedicated to an open future is made with a wit and lightness of spirit conspicuously absent in the lugubrious managerialist appropriations of the term. His erudite polemic convinces the reader that – as Pasteur might now say – chance favours the mind prepared to change.”

Howard Caygill, philosopher
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PREFACE

The Great Digital Swindle

by Mark Fisher

Who dares dissent from the gospel according to Silicon Valley? There is – we are insistently told – no alternative to the invasion of capitalist cyberspace into all areas of consciousness and culture. Anyone who expresses even the mildest scepticism about social media and smartphones is roundly denounced as nostalgic. The old, desperate not to seem out of touch, rarely dare question the young’s compulsive attachment to their smartphones. Anti-capitalists join with tycoons to celebrate the potentials of network society. In article after article, conference after conference, the “new” is routinely equated with “the digital”, to such an extent that is now difficult to remember a time when “technology” wasn’t a shorthand for communicative software. When mobile phones entered the marketplace, they were the object of mockery: who could be so self-important as to believe that they needed to be contactable everywhere and anywhere? Now, everyone is required to act like some cross between a hustler always on the make and an addict jonesing for contact.

But how has this model of progress, in which history culminates in the glorious invention of iPhones and apps, become so uncontested? And, if we attend closely, isn’t there a desperate quality to all this cheerleading? Addicts always rationalise their compulsions, but the desperation here belongs to capital itself, which has thrown everything at the great digital swindle. Capital might still swagger like some data cowboy, but iPhones plus Victorian values can only be a steampunk throwback. The return to centuries’ old forms of exploitation is obfuscated by the distracting urgencies of digital communication.

What if Silicon Valley was not – as we are relentlessly hectored to believe – a stupendous success story, but a massive monument to failure? In Defence of Serendipity encourages us to pose this counter-intuitive question. Sebastian Olma demonstrates that neoliberal capitalism has systematically destroyed the conditions which allowed Silicon Valley to emerge, at the very same time as it pimps 70s California as the definitive model for all cultural as well as business innovation. In Olma’s narrative, Steve Jobs and the other Californian oligarchs come to seem like the hapless figures from a fairy tale. They wished to totally transform the world, but instead they received unimaginable wealth. Their devices only led to more of the same: the “changeless change” of a capitalism that endlessly crows about innovation in a manic attempt to cover over the glacial monotony of its homogeneity and repetitiveness. The Silicon Valley princes provided capital with new tools of capture and captivation. More than that, they gave capital a new hymn sheet, a way to sell drudgery as creativity and hyper-exploitation as sharing, so that we are all expected to be “passionate” about our cyber-serfery.

It is by now screamingly clear that innovation does not spontaneously effloresce when capital dominates society and culture. Generalised insecurity leads to sterility and repetition, not surprise and innovation. The conditions in which the new can appear have to be produced and nurtured. This, Sebastian Olma demonstrates, is the real import of the concept of serendipity when it is properly understood. The irony of Silicon Valley is that its very hegemonic dominion has contributed to the disappearance of such conditions in the capitalist world. Silicon Valley emerged from the serendipitous synthesis of the counterculture and state-sponsored cybernetics, but neoliberal capital has destroyed the possibility of a counterculture even as it has annexed and subdued the state. In Defence of Serendipity shows that that the real future is building itself beyond the instrumentalising urgencies of business, in the spaces between a new bohemia and a revived public sphere.


PROLOGUE

Serendipity, Innovation and the Question of the Future

1. In Defence of Serendipity

Serendipity is a unique term in the English language describing the process by which one finds something useful, valuable or just generally ‘good’ without actually looking for it. Throughout the history of invention and discovery serendipity has functioned as a sort of Freudian unconscious, leading – or perhaps better, tricking – the curious human mind onto unexpected novelty. And yet, it is only recently that we are becoming truly aware of the crucial role serendipity plays in our attempts to creatively grasp toward the future. Over the last few years, it has become an important, if not overused, reference for the creative industries, as well as for our innovation-obsessed economy in general. This is remarkable as ‘serendipity’ was originally conceived in the middle of the 18th century within literary circles, where it led its marginal existence until very recently. Horace Walpole, art historian and eccentric son of the first British Prime Minister, coined the term in 1754. He had come across the “silly fairy tale” Peregrinaggio di tre giovani figliuoli del re di Serendippo, which was the Italian translation of the ancient Persian parable of the three princes of Serendip, the Persian name for Sri Lanka.1 The king had sent his sons on a punitive expedition for having refused succeeding him after their education. As Walpole writes, during their travels the smart royal kids “were always making discoveries, by accidents and sagacity, of things they were not in quest of…”.2 This became Walpole’s definition of his newly coined term serendipity and as such, it spread through the world of literates and bibliophiles. Scientists, of course, were always able to relate to the term, as it describes pretty much the principle of scientific discoveries and inventions. Louis Pasteur’s often-cited adage about chance favouring only prepared minds is only the most famous statement as to serendipity’s significance for the world of science.

Today, serendipity has left the libraries and academic circles in order to start a new life in a society that doesn’t seem to tire of its endless chatter on innovation. As a term that almost lyrically articulates the strange occurrence of an unexpected finding, serendipity is quickly becoming an important reference for those whose profession it is to make our economies more innovative, our industries and cities more creative, and our future, well, better. Within the creative industries, with their co-working spaces, creative hubs and start-up centres, the notion has become a guiding reference for the new generation of freelancers and entrepreneurs for whom the principle of valuable unexpected encounters (of new ideas for products and services, funding opportunities, contracts, business partners, etc.) is something like the foundation of economic survival.3 For popular nonfiction authors and academics working within the field of the creative industries, serendipity is often instrumental for understanding the dynamics of ‘creativity’. Think, for instance, of the way in which scholars such as Richard Florida or Charles Landry conceptualise their vision of the creative city. Yet, in this wonderful world of TED, PechaKucha and awesome one-liners, it should not be surprising that serendipity is quickly becoming a fad. This is unfortunate as I believe that the notion offers more than meets the Google-glassed eye. I would therefore like to suggest that we begin our investigation by looking into serendipity more thoroughly than is usually done so.

2. Understanding Serendipity: Troubled Etymology

Let’s start with a bit of etymology, then. We know about the moment of Walpole’s coining of serendipity from a letter in which he shares his linguistic invention with his friend Horace Mann, who had just sent him a portrait of the Grand Duchess Bianca Capello. Walpole uses this occasion to report to Mann on a “critical discovery” he just made about the Capello arms in an old book of Venetian arms. This discovery, he writes, was one of the kinds of “accidental sagacity” for which he is happy to have created his neologism.

Although today Walpole is mainly remembered as a trendsetter for the Victorian revival of the Gothic – by virtue of Strawberry Hill, his neo-Gothic home he built in Twickenham, South West London, as well his Gothic novel The Castel of Otranto – he was also a reluctant politician and active publisher. His numerous letters were posthumously published and are seen today as a valuable source of historical documentation. Besides, they also testify to Walpole’s talent and wittiness as a communicator. The 18th century, of course, was a time in which the nobility distinguished itself through the display of conversational skill. The salons of London and Paris provided the stages for ‘great conversation’, as did the art of written correspondence. Walpole was very much part of this world, a great conversationalist and inventor of many a neologism. In this sense, his invention of the term serendipity was certainly no accident.

Yet, there is something rather confusing in his letter to Horace Mann, and this confusion results from the very story of the three princes from which Walpole derives his new word. The puzzling fact is that the story of Peregrinaggio di tre giovani figliuoli del re di Serendippo itself does not at all convey the sense of ‘finding the unexpected’ through a combination of accident and sagacity. In fact, the tale resembles much more what today we would call a detective story than, say, an unintended treasure hunt. The princes impress the locals they meet on their travels with their wittiness, great powers of observation and intuition, skills that lead them to all sorts of smart inferences and deductions. They also save Emperor Beramo from being poisoned by one of his counsellors (and later from a broken heart) and solve a great metaphysical riddle for a “virgin queen”. They do not, however, make any unexpected discoveries or unsought findings. Indeed, nowhere in this fairy tale do we find anything close to the notion of serendipity that Walpole seems to intend when he defines it in terms of “accidental sagacity (for you must observe that no discovery of a thing you are looking for comes under this description)”.4

This is equally true for the part of the Peregrinaggio that most impressed our language artist, i.e., the story of the camel. Pek van Andel provides a great summary of this fragment, which I quote here for the sake of convenience, in its entirety: 

One day they walked along the track of a camel. The eldest brother saw that the grass on the left side of the track was grazen bare, while the sappy grass on the right was undisturbed. He concluded that the camel’s right eye was blind. The middle brother observed in the left verge many plugs of chewn grass. That gave him the idea the camel might miss a tooth. The youngest brother inferred from the relative faint imprint that the left back leg of the camel was crippled. Further on, the eldest brother noticed on one side of the track over a distance of a mile an endless stream of ants consuming something and on the other side a vast mass of bees, flies and wasps nibbling a transparent sticky stuff. He gathered that the camel was loaded on one side with butter and with honey on the other. The second brother discovered traces indicating that the animal had kneeled. He also found there marks of small human feet and a wet spot. He touched it with his fingers and even before smelling them he felt a carnal temptation. He concluded that a woman sat on the camel. Handprints on both sides of the place where she had watered were noticed by the third brother. The woman had supported herself because of the size of her body and might be pregnant, he thought. Later the three brothers met a camel driver, who missed one of his animals. Because they had seen so many tracks they joked that they had seen the camel and to make it credible they mentioned the seven marks, which all appeared right. Accused of theft the brothers were put in jail. But the unharmed camel was found and they were released. After many other travels and adventures they succeeded their father in Serendip.5

Again, we encounter inference and observation but nothing that would ground the logical derivation of the term in the story of the three princes. What the princes do is demonstrate great wit; they are extremely smart and conduct themselves with great courtesy and modesty, which is something that doubtlessly appealed to the English nobleman. It was probably Walpole’s sympathy for what he took to be three men of his kind, combined with a certain Oriental fashion of the time – derived, not least, from European commercial and political involvement in Asia – that made the story stand out to him. Perhaps he even thought of his act of linguistic innovation as a practical continuation of the three princes’ ancient royal wit.

In The Travels and Adventures of Serendipity, sociologists Robert K. Merton and Elinor Barber have beautifully reconstructed the historical trajectory of the term. They are puzzled too by the etymological confusion around Walpole’s inception of serendipity, which they discuss in much greater detail than would be appropriate in these preliminary remarks. The authors find their way out of this conundrum with reference to the importance of Walpole’s experience as an eclectic collector of art and, most importantly, books. This particular occupation, they argue, must have coloured his reading of the parable of the three princes. And this is also the very likely reason why serendipity was taken up and spread at first in particular through the circles of collectors, antiquarians and bibliophiles. For the collectors, Merton and Barber muse, serendipity “described that unknown quantity that intervened between [their] assiduous efforts and certain success”. As they continue:

All collectors are familiar with different aspects of this experience, the recurrent discrepancy between efforts and results. The experience may take the form of a windfall, of a valuable item that ‘just drops into one’s lap’, as it were; or, conversely, it may take the form of an endless, devoted, and ever-unsuccessful pursuit of a valued item; or, finally, and most commonly, the discrepancy between efforts and results may be less extreme than the totally unexpected windfall or the ever-elusive Grail, yet ‘just a little bit of luck’, good or bad, will make a great deal of difference to the satisfactory outcome of a collector’s enterprise. In a collector’s life the conditions of success are to an unusual extent unknowable, and the notion of serendipity (whatever its particular interpretation may be […]) serves to make some sense out of this uncertainty.6

Hence, what Walpole’s explanation of serendipity obscures, his occupational experience as a collector brings back to light. Serendipity for Walpole is inextricably connected to his life as a collector. It is that which intervenes in between the effort of searching for something valuable and the eventual result of this search. It articulates the accidental sagacious efforts needed in order to be thrown off the beaten path and led into the unchartered territory where the ‘new’ – understood here in terms of something relevant to the collector that previously had been overlooked – is hiding. Inversely, such an accident requires the informed intuition of the collector that enables him or her to lift the accidentally found ‘old data’ into its meaningful new context. As Pasteur is going to say exactly one century after Walpole’s invention of serendipity, the relevant accident presents itself only to those who make such a sagacious effort: “Chance only favours prepared minds”.

Yet before the notion of serendipity as such enters the minds of scientists, almost two centuries are going to pass. Merton and Barber’s description of the puzzling and confused emergence of the term illustrates the birth defect of serendipity that creates the etymological fuzziness leading to the diversity of interpretations that the notion affords until this day. By creating this “very expressive word”7 on a whim, Walpole gave us an enormously rich term that took on a life of its own while traveling through the centuries and spreading through different social groups and cultures. Today, it is returning with a significance that its inventor could not have had even the slightest premonition of.

Walpole’s correspondence was published posthumously in 1833. The early Victorian literates, however, proved way too serious to appreciate his eclectic style, not to mention his obscure linguistic creation ‘serendipity’. Its travels and adventures only take off with the ‘bibliomaniacs’ of the later Victorian period, when the literary dilettantes and amateur scholars begin to discover the term. Leading their readers through the serendipitous labyrinths of collectors, booksellers, writers, literary scholars, lexicographers and medical humanists, Merton and Barber eventually arrive at the world of scientific and academic research.

3. Serendipity Pattern: Accident & Sagacity

Once Merton and Barber turn their attention toward science, it becomes clear that much more is at stake in their story than a whimsical etymology of a strange linguistic phenomenon. James Shulman, in his introduction to The Travels and Adventures of Serendipity, provides an excellent lead regarding the motivation for the authors’ scholarly application to this particular piece of etymological obscurity. “In that it emblematizes the Eureka moment in its distilled form”, Shulman writes, “serendipity can be read as a synecdoche for all the ambiguities of the process of discovery more broadly considered.” 8

Indeed, what Merton and Barber are after is a lateral entry into the theory of scientific knowledge creation. They believe that serendipity can serve as a conceptual tool, addressing the inherent ambiguities of scientific creativity without either diminishing the integrity of the scientist or attacking the necessity of planned and structured research. Instead, they are looking for the mechanics behind the process of scientific discovery. Merton and Barber find these mechanics in what they call the “serendipity pattern”.9 The serendipity pattern describes the logic of what happens when the observation of unanticipated, anomalous and strategic data (or, as they have it, a singular “datum”) leads to a discovery, a new theory, or the extension of an existing one. Serendipity is understood here as a sort of triple jump, starting with the occurrence of an unanticipated piece of data. First jump: a research effort directed toward the test of a particular hypothesis yields an unexpected observation bearing upon theories that were not initially questioned by the research. Second jump: apparently inconsistent with prevailing knowledge, the unexpected observation raises the curiosity of the scientist who tries to make sense of it. Third jump: the scientist inquires into the possible implications – destructive or expansive – the unexpected data has on an existing body of knowledge.

Merton and Barber’s serendipity pattern provides us with a snapshot of the moment when the complex ingredients necessary for discovery converge on this one point in space and time through which the new enters into the world. However, this snapshot was taken as early as the 1940s, predating the post-war debates on the nature of scientific truth claims. Their ‘discovery’ of the serendipity pattern therefore displays an innocence that is untouched by the academic crossfire that social constructivism, post-structuralism, actor-network theory, and a number of other camps have exchanged since. It is, luckily, not our task here to throw serendipity into these academic trenches. It seems to me that much more can be gained by using the momentum of the serendipitous triple jump to leap out of the context of scientific research altogether and into the realm of contemporary economy and culture. Such a move seems justified to me as long as we do not pretend that the serendipity pattern presents a full-blown and exhaustive theory of discovery – scientific or otherwise. It is quite clear that this was not at all Merton and Barber’s intention and neither is it mine. Rather, I would like to take it as a point of departure from which an investigation into the contemporary conditions for innovation can be launched. The significance of the notion of serendipity that can be extracted from Merton and Barber’s pattern lies in its ability to articulate the structure of an important dimension of human creativity condensed into one crucial event.

What we get from Merton and Barber – which is something that was already present in Walpole’s initial formulation of serendipity in terms of accidental sagacity – is a basic pattern of discovery made up of two crucial dimensions: accident and sagacity. The first dimension, accident, stands for the unanticipated occur-rence of an anomalous set or piece of data. The second dimension, sagacity, denotes the ability of the researcher to recognise the anomaly as such, make sense of it and turn it into a creative alteration of the existing body of knowledge. Serendipity, one might say, is what happens when both accident and sagacity connect in space and time, with novelty as their outcome.

While even in a laboratory setting, there is a host of contingent factors that feed into the serendipity pattern, from the instruments producing the data to the diverse internal and external influences on the researcher – outside the laboratory things get a lot messier. To begin with, there is not necessarily an intentionally controlled relationship between observer and data. When serendipity happens in the real world, the ‘unanticipated data’ tend to emerge out of the conjuncture of ideas, objects, intuitions, knowledge fragments, etc., that in the usual course of things would not encounter each other. In fact, the history of discoveries, inventions and innovations since Archimedes’ Eureka moment in the bath tub can be read as an endless chain of such unexpected encounters while taking a stroll, relaxing for a bit from work or just generally directing one’s senses for a change in an unusual direction. This is the moment that one becomes part of what contemporary philosophers working in the tradition of Friedrich Nietzsche, Henri Bergson and Gilles Deleuze refer to as a virtual multiplicity: a set of relations is formed, accidentally harbouring the potential for novelty that is ‘unanticipated’ insofar as it carries an anomalous datum. Yet, just as in the laboratory, somewhere within the unexpected set of relationships there has to be a consciousness with the curiosity and the ability to recognize the potential value of this newly emerged multiplicity. This is, then, the second dimension of serendipity, sagacity, where the potential gets embodied, where the virtual multiplicity is actualised and enters into the ‘real’ or actual world. Without this second dimension, serendipity does not work, which is to say that the act of creation does not take place. Sagacity is where the depth of experience, expertise, craftsmanship, etc. enter into the game, initiating the creative process by which unexpected encounters acquire their novelty value. So serendipity needs both the multiplicity of the unexpected encounter (accident) and the creative act (sagacity) actualising the encounter for and into the world.

Serendipity thus articulates the event of discovery or invention understood as the precondition for innovation. It is in this sense that serendipity can be taken to describe an important nexus through which what the Greeks called poïesis takes place: the ontological process of something passing from nonbeing into being. In Plato’s Symposium, Diotima of Mantinea explains to Socrates that the cause of something passing from not being into being is called poïesis. What Diotima wants to make clear is that every production as activity that brings something into the world is poïesis, even though the name has come to be reserved for the particular activity within the arts that is called poetry. In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle opposes the notion of poïesis to that of praxis: “[T]he genus of action [praxis] is different from that of production [poïesis], for production [poïesis] has an end other than itself, but action [praxis] does not: good action is itself an end.”10 In other words, poïesis is the process that generates something new. In Aristotle’s definition it is that which has its end and limit outside itself. Poïesis is thus always in material excess of itself, whereas praxis remains immanent to itself.

Serendipity takes the creative process of poïesis, i.e., the kind of creative process at whose end something new will have entered the world, and compresses it into the incident where it really happens. This gives us a sort of minimalist mechanism through which the creative human ability to create novelty can be approached. Serendipity by itself does not of course provide anything close to a theory of creativity, but it gives us a basic mechanics of the moment when genuine novelty is born, when poïesis throws something new into the world through that opening produced by the synchronicity of accident and sagacity.

But let’s take another, even closer look at the two dimensions of serendipity, one that gets us even further away from the laboratory context. The first dimension, accident, stands for an unintended departure from the usual course of things. In the first instance, we might understand this swerve from the ordinary in the sense of what Lucretius in his beautiful poem De Rerum Natura calls the clinamen: a deviation from the laminar movement of atoms causing a vortex out of which something new might emerge.11 In the 20th century, of course, Lucretius’ Greco-Roman atomism has experienced its popular modern isation by the theory of complexity.12 Applying complexity theory’s insights to the dimension of social life, we could say that the deviation is caused by an extraordinary conjuncture of ideas, objects, intuitions, knowledge fragments, etc. As I said above, I would like to approach this dimension of serendipity in terms of what contemporary philosophers refer to as virtual multiplicity: these are relations forming a potential prior to any subjective or objective embodiment. Multiplicity is the philosophical expression of an ontological network consisting of relations – forces, affects, desires – that don’t yet have what we might call social efficacy. They have a latent meaning that still requires a creative (sagacious) act in order to become actualised (as something new, an innovation, etc.). Nonetheless, the virtual dimension of accidents is real; it represents the essential precondition for the new to actually emerge.

Which brings us to serendipity’s second dimension: sagacity. This is where the potential that emerged within the virtual multiplicity gets embodied, where it is actualised and effectively enters into the world. Here is where the magic happens, except that it isn’t magical at all. In fact, the creative act is essentially one of resistance. This is to say that the accident acquires social efficacy through the sagacious realisation that something new is potentially occurring, followed by an act of resisting the alignment of this occurrence with the existing vectors of knowledge and power. In other words, he or she resists the temptation of going down the path of least resistance in favour of a sagacious effort. In science, the responsibility for the sagacious act rests on the shoulder of the scientist who observes an anomalous datum and follows its lead rather than trying to ignore it or force it under an existing theory. However, this doesn’t mean that sagacity is a question of an autonomous individual mindset, as the scientist who recognises the relevance of the anomaly and turns it into a discovery or invention has been shaped by a communal ethics of scientific curiosity. Rather, sagacity is the expression of what Lucretius defined as the joy of advancing our understanding in the “nature of things,” the joy, as Gilles Deleuze would say, of accomplishing a moment of le survol, i.e., of being in sync with the creative movement of becoming. Which is to say that we need to define sagacity as an act of joyous resistance that pushes the world forward.

4. The Problem: Future in Hiding

The problem we are facing today is that our infrastructures of innovation are programmed in such a way that they are neither susceptible to accidents of the disruptively generative kind nor particularly hospitable to the kind of sagacity that would recognise disruptive potential – understood strictly in the non-Californian sense of the term. True, we constantly talk about disruption and innovation, yet at the same time, we feel that our societies have become subject to an overwhelming stasis. Which is exactly why we are obsessed with innovation. Charles Leadbeater, one of Europe’s chief innovation gurus, is asking the question: “Could we now live in an era where the economy is stagnating in part because there is so much innovation?”13 And he is partly right; although there certainly is no shortage of new patents and technological inventions, something seems to prevent them from feeding into social processes of innovation proper. In other words, the problem is not, as Leadbeater seems to think, too much innovation, but rather the predominance of strangely parochial approaches to innovation that stage the spectacle of the upgrade (which, from a non-technological perspective, often entails a factual downgrade) as actual disruption. The stasis many of us perceive today is closely linked to this lack of ambition regarding innovation understood as a process of qualitative change.

One of the areas particularly vulnerable to the charge of innovation inertia is contemporary pop culture. British philosopher and cultural critic Mark Fisher is an important voice in this debate, highlighting the repetitiveness of, above all, popular music culture. This is not, he argues, a question of the ‘old’ recoiling from the ‘new’ in the sense of a previous young and now ageing generation failing to come to terms with the new ‘new’. According to Fisher, our current pop culture gives ample evidence that the ageist assumption that young equals culturally progressive is now out of date. There seems to be a lack of cultural newness that he illustrates beautifully by placing himself in an imaginary time machine:

Imagine any record released in the past couple of years being beamed back in time to, say, 1995 and played on the radio. It’s hard to think that it will produce any jolt in the listeners. On the contrary, what would be likely to shock our 1995 audience would be the very recognisability of the sounds: would music really have changed so little in the next 17 years? Contrast this with the rapid turnover of styles between the 1960s and the 90s: play a jungle record from 1993 to someone in 1989 and it would have sounded like something so new that it would have challenged them to rethink what music was, or could be. While 20th-century experimental culture was seized by a recombinatorial delirium, which made it feel as if newness was infinitely available, the 21st century is oppressed by a crushing sense of finitude and exhaustion. It doesn’t feel like the future.14

While some readers may find that the spirit of Kulturpessimismus has a certain presence in Fisher’s writing, I don’t think it can be reduced to that. What he seems to be saying, and rightly so, is that there is no good reason to assume for innovation to be distributed evenly across history. We simply live, as Fisher argues against received wisdom, in particularly un-innovative times. Serendipity might increasingly be the talk of the town, but it doesn’t manifest in anything like the “recombinatorial delirium” Fisher refers to – neither in popular music nor, I am afraid to say, anywhere else.

Perhaps surprisingly, this kind of reasoning also registers with those whose very business is the future. Veteran futurist and trend watcher Matthias Horx, for instance, identifies our present cultural condition as Gegenwartseitelkeit, i.e., presentist narcissism.15 The constant chatter about innovation, disruption and creativity remains credible only to those who believe that our time has to be unprecedentedly innovative by virtue of being the latest edition of the present. Yet, kairos, according to Greek philosophy the tip of the arrow of time, seems to have become blunt. Clayton Christensen, Harvard Business School professor and high priest of market disruption, believes that capitalism is losing its creative momentum thanks to its entrenchment in the matrices of finance. The regressive logic of finance prevents economic actors from investing in potentially disruptive products and services. What is most interesting about Christensen’s argument in The Capitalist’s Dilemma is that it links the current innovative impotence to business’ increasing inability to serve society. Thanks to its thorough financialisation, the economic game has become so radically self-referential that even Niklas Luhmann would be shocked. The result of this economic hermeticism is not just soaring social inequality, as bemoaned by Thomas Piketty. It also cuts off economic rationality from the diversity of non- economic inputs that are necessary to move the economy forward. It’s almost like in the olden days, towards the end of the Eastern Bloc: while the global party press (TED, Wired, O’Reilly, etc.) runs hot churning out the credo of the innovation economy, the hiatus between the image of the world according to the innovation gospel and real existing stasis is becoming so great that even the true believers are starting to doubt.

We encounter this predicament also within the realm of technology itself. In The Utopia of Rules, the American Anthropologist David Graeber files a complaint against the absence of truly awesome innovations, such as flying cars and robot factories. Technology pundits and futurists promised their arrival decades ago but so far, they don’t seem to have materialised. Certainly, tech-savvy readers might point to existing prototypes and the developments in the field of Smart Technology or Industry 4.0. Yet, one is bound to give at least some credit to Graeber’s scepticism in a time where the icon of innovative consumer tech is a pimped digital wristwatch and the pinnacle of the experience economy consists of a car robbing the customer of the experience of driving. And while the personal computer has given us things like the paperless office, Graeber argues, its effect on management processes broadly speaking has much less been digital disruption for the sake of efficiency than the increase of the very bureaucratic obesity neoliberalism promised to eradicate. Today’s bureaucracies – both public and private – run on a managerial operating system of Digital Taylorism that has introduced an extra layer of consultants and bureaucrats whose procrustean task is to trim professional activities to the standards of the relevant software. One of the perfidies of this system is that it combines urgent requests for creative, innovative and, indeed, serendipitous behaviour with a managerial infrastructure making exactly this impossible. The frustration generated by the daily experience of being trapped between constant demands for creative self-actualisation and a professional infrastructure effectively preventing anything close to it obviously has an effect on our individual and collective psyches. Where stasis is promoted in the name of innovation, it becomes increasingly difficult to even imagine a possible beyond.

This problem is increasingly recognised in design-related fields as well. Harald Welzer, Germany’s authority on transformation design and author of Selber Denken (Think for Yourself), speaks of the dominance of an unfortunate tunnel vision when it comes to imagining the future. His analysis operates with a fairly wide and ethically cut lens, locating the innovation problem with capitalism’s systematic insistence on growth that is not just ecologically dangerous but also boringly self-referential. It’s not getting us anywhere new, he argues, but instead shoving more and more down our throats and up our brains, making us humongous in every sense – like the Mini Cooper turning into a shopping tank. The future disappears under the consumerist flab of the present.

An even more pessimistic take on our present problems with the future comes from the Italian philosopher Franco (Bifo) Berardi. According to the title of his book on the issue, we are already living After the Future. He diagnoses a veritable futurelessness of the present as the result of a digitally induced regression of our anthropological capacity for what he calls “conjunction”, or, as we might say, sociability. Georg Simmel, one of the fathers of the discipline of sociology, defined the impulse to sociability in human beings as the drive to create “associations... [through which] the solitariness of the individual is resolved into togetherness, a union with others”.16 This capacity to move from solitariness to solidarity, Berardi claims, is what we are in the process of losing. Swimming constantly in what Nicholas Carr branded “the shallows” of digital information titbits, human beings in the 21st century are departing from the political animal Aristotle once spoke of. And this is causing our loss of future because “conjunction is becoming-other”,17 as Berardi says, meaning that one needs to be able to meaningfully connect to one another in order to change one’s standpoint, i.e., move forward into one’s own future. The individual is literally wrapped in a cloud of pseudo- information (think quantified self), inhibiting the emergence of the abstract solidarity that is fundamental to society as a future- directed project. German-Korean philosopher Byung-Chul Han has made a similar argument in his book on Psychopolitik, referring to digital media in terms of a narcissistic surface or mirror turning the individual into a perpetual loop of proto-pathological self- reference.

While there can be no doubt as to the detrimental effects of the massive use and, indeed, abuse of digital media on our individual and collective psyches, putting the blame on technology per se is less than convincing. It is certainly true that our relationship to the digital in the context of innovation and creativity merits close analysis, and I hope to contribute modestly to such an analysis throughout the chapters of this book. However, in its essence, digital technology is no more or less than a pharmakon, to use Bernard Stiegler’s term, meaning that it bears at once the potential of being poison or antidote to our contemporary condition. By condemning the digital as such we run the risk of overlooking the great potential it harbours. The problem is not digital technology, but the bad programming on which it runs today.

And this is also the general direction in which I would like to understand the discussion around the ‘lack of future’ we seem to be suffering from in the present. Highlighting the factual shortage of cultural, economic and technological experimentation can serve as a helpful antidote to the vacuous celebrations of changeless change washing over us on a daily basis. It would be fatal, though, if we were to extrapolate this unfortunate state of affairs to the doomsday diagnosis of a lost future. The problem we are currently confronted with has nothing to do with imperial decadence or ‘living at the end times’ or any such dystopian scenario.

There certainly are great challenges ahead and the neoliberal programming of our social and political infrastructure that has now lasted several decades does make it increasingly difficult to separate the future wheat from the chaffy simulations thereof. The future isn’t gone; it is merely hidden behind the ideological dust constantly thrown into our eyes by the stakeholders of a social infrastructure that has become dysfunctional with regard to real innovation and progressive disruption. Today, digital technology forms a crucial part of this infrastructure, whose current bad programming prevents those ‘modes of conjunction or sociability’ that would generate the accidental sagacity necessary to serendipitously move into a desirable future. And it is exactly this bad programming against which this book sets out to defend serendipity.


_______________________________

1 Lewis 1937-83: 407. Michele Tramezzino published the Italian translation in Venice in 1557. English translations exist but seem to be out of print. A renarration of the tale by Richard Boyle can be found here: http://livingheritage.org/serendipity.htm.

2 Ibid.: 408.

3 E.g., Johns&Gratton 2013. Academics working in the areas of organisation and management studies, as well as in the social sciences, are slowly picking up on this phenomenon. The reason why I abstained from providing more than the one HBR reference here is that the proper academic work on this issue tends to be of excruciating triviality. For those interested in an up-to-date (yet free of any critical reflection) picture of this world, I’d suggest to go to the online magazine deskmag.com.

4 Lewis 1937-83: 408.

5 Van Andel 1994: 632.

6 Ibid.: 124-125.

7 Lewis 1937-83: 407.

8 Merton&Barber 2004: XVI.
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