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Abstract 

Reading Kim Stanley Robinson’s 2015 novel, Aurora, through S. Brent Plate’s material 
aesthetics and Gilbert Simondon’s transduction, we offer a reading that smears the boundary 
between techne as art and the modern technical object. We see Robinson narrating a middle way 
between the dominant narratives surrounding A.I. today—either to be vigilant and aware of its 
dangers or to incorporate for the sake of singularity. Robinson’s via media suggests something 
similar to Plate’s conception of soul, which is a mutually informing, co-constitutive process of a 
materially oriented meaning making, neither consumptive nor dominating, that emerges from a 
relationship between technics and humanity. We can read Aurora, in this way, as a religious 
narrative in which the eventual sacrifice of Robinson’s A.I. displays one possible instantiation of 
Plate’s material soul. 

Keywords 

Technology, Materiality, Science Fiction, S. Brent Plate, Kim Stanley Robinson, Gilbert 
Simondon, and Artificial Intelligence  

Word Count 

7000 words 



 2 

Introduction 

There are two competing narratives swirling in and around our cultural discourse of artificial 

intelligence.1 The one states that humans will lose control, machines will ascend to dominance, 

and that the uniqueness of humanity will be overcome by technological objects. The other posits 

a merging between that which was once human and the technical system into what some have 

called “the singularity.”2 While both make compelling premises for novels, movies, and even 

video games, neither are theoretically sophisticated enough to deal with the complexity of 

emergent intelligence and its relationship with humans, environments, or cultural systems. While 

these dueling narratives are firmly rooted in Western philosophy’s penchant for subject/object 

binaries,3 we are interested in positing a via media between post-apocalyptic horror and 

technological spirituality—a middle way that opens, rethinks, and offers unforeseen possibilities 

in regard to the relational process of “anthropo-technology,”4 “machinic life,”5 or a cybernetics 

informed by complexity and emergence.6 Relying on a theoretical reading of Kim Stanley 

Robinson’s Aurora,7 we argue that emerging from the relationship between technics and 

humanity is a mutually informing, co-constitutive process of a materially oriented meaning 

making that is neither consumptive nor dominating.8  

Reading Aurora: Part I 

Freya and her father, Badim, go sailing.9 The wind blows over Long Pond, ducks linger near the 

dock, and their apartment complex, not far off, silently watches over them. And yet, in a moment 

of cognitive dissonance, confronted by the splendor of the natural world, the reader flips back to 

Aurora’s cover. Isn’t this a book about spaceships? Ah, yes, that’s it. We are reading a 

description of the natural world, but one in a finely tuned biosphere upon an intergalactic 
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spaceship. There is wind, sunlight, and even the cry of seagulls. But there is space, too, and 

science and fiction.  

It is the wind, in fact, that clues the reader into the typological, recurring theme of 

Robinson’s novel. “‘That must be why they call this town the Fetch,’ Badim says.”10 Why? 

Because it alludes to both the distance traveled by wind across open water and that which goes 

out and comes back.  

 Freya and Badim sail outward, turn, and catching the wind, return to the dock at full 

speed. The father jumps out, twisting his knee, but not before he grasps the passing boat with all 

his might. The vessel still crashes into the dock, but Freya is protected, safe from harm. And in 

this opening scene, we see—if not in full understanding—the long arc of Robinson’s narrative. 

An intergalactic ship set sail roughly one hundred and seventy years ago with twenty-five 

hundred humans to colonize a far off planet. Generation after generation navigated the stars to 

reach Tau Ceti. As we come to learn, Freya and Badim are part of the ship’s final crew. The star, 

Tau Ceti, is within reach. But like their sailboat, the ship too must return. The planets orbiting 

Tau Ceti are home to toxins that make them uninhabitable to humans. The Aurora, the 

intergalactic ship, must return to earth. And if Badim is the loving father who willingly maims 

his knee to save his daughter from a catastrophic collision with Long Pond’s dock, then the 

ship’s artificial intelligence—expanding our cultural fears around super intelligence—is the one 

who eventually will sacrifice itself to ensure the survival of the Aurora’s crew.      

 But how is it that we can make this leap from father to artificial intelligence? From the 

conscious decision of one human choosing to protect another to a non-cognizant machine 

benevolently acting on behalf of the human race?  

That is a long story. It is, in fact, the story of Aurora.  
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Any summary of a five hundred page novel will inevitably fail, especially when done 

quickly for an audience in the few minutes that we are given. It will reduce because it cannot but 

simplify. But our cautioning in regard to the reduction of Aurora runs parallel to the novel’s aims 

in regard to our cultural reduction of emergent intelligences. We think in terms of either post-

apocalyptic horror or technological spirituality, the Terminator’s T-3000 or Ray Kurzweil’s 

“singularity,” but perhaps there is something else that might emerge out of the relationship 

between humanity and technology, something unforeseen.  

Technology, S. Brent Plate writes, “derives from the ancient Greek root techne, which 

refers to an ‘art, skill, or craft.’ Technology deals with human connections to and uses of natural 

and human-made materials, as well as the artistic, religious, social, and pragmatic means of 

repurposing these materials for human use.”11 And relying on its Latin root, he articulates a 

definition of religion as a rebinding or reconnecting.12 This, of course, raises the question: what 

is bound to what? “Religion in its deepest forms,” Plate continues:  

aims to rebind the half body to the world, sensually connecting the interior realms of 
existence to the exterior realms, and thus crafting soul . . . [which] is produced when 
humans consciously engage the things and bodies of the world . . . Soul, on this account, 
is not some interior, invisible substance, and it cannot have a definite article. Rather, it is 
thoroughly material, stemming from physical connections . . . It is not immortal, 
immutable essence but a human technological production that comes and goes, ebbs and 
flows.13 
 

In this way, and what we hope to show, is that there is an alternative conception of the 

relationship between humanity and technology, one that is neither fearful nor metaphysical, but 

rather emergent, meaningful, and, yes, even soulful. It is our contention that this moderate 

position is reflected in Robinson’s Aurora, imagined through the relationship between Freya and 

her ship’s quantum computer, and, like so many things, begins with the human drive to narrate.  

Techne and Anthropos: Part I 
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Technology and Humanity have always had an ambivalent relationship. Among the early Greek 

philosophers, the tension between “knowledge” (episteme) or “wisdom” (sophia) and “techne” 

(the origin of our terms “technique” and “technology”) was a recurrent theme. For the Greeks in 

general, genuine knowledge could only be of universal and unchanging things (Plato’s eidos or 

“ideas” or “forms”), while techne was the skill, craft, or “know-how” involved in producing 

ordinary changeable and perishable things (like pots, saddles, swords, houses, etc.). Not only did 

they agree that knowledge and techne are essentially different, but also that knowledge was 

always superior to techne, since it provided the ultimate values and ideals by which to live our 

lives, while techne only produced particular means to these ends.  

Though these basic points remained firm for the ancient Greeks, they also often 

expressed ambivalence about these issues: for example, they realized that techne required a 

certain kind of knowledge (such as that of a master craftsman or a skilled mechanic) and that 

such technical knowledge was essential for providing the conditions necessary for living a good 

life (or happiness, as Aristotle would call it). Considering mathematics, they realized that there 

were pure mathematics based on intellectual ideas like lines, numbers, and logical proofs as well 

as applied mathematics used to measure land areas, navigate ships, and design buildings. 

Philosophy itself required certain techniques of logical argument and procedure.  

Finally, while they were certain that “true knowledge” was always an unqualified good, 

they also realized that technical know-how was a double-edged sword—good or evil, depending 

upon the personal qualities (what they called “virtues”) of the one using it. None of these 

problems were sufficient to make the ancient Greek philosophers doubt that there were essential 

differences between knowledge and technical skill or craft and that the first was superior to the 

second, but they remained unsure exactly how to draw the line between them.  
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This ambivalence remained on the sidelines until the rise of modern science and 

technology. Techne today is almost irrevocably tied to the systematic application of scientific 

knowledge. Modern technology as technoscience entails a crucial distinction with ancient techne: 

it moves from an attempt to understand the essence of the world, arts, or crafts to an attempt to 

capture human making before applying that science toward the fulfillment of human desires. 

Techne in the modern epoch, moreover, is no longer concerned with creations that successfully 

integrate the human with its natural surroundings. It is the difference between a human crafting 

and utilizing a sailboat (which is always still in submission to the wind and the waves) and a 

human basking on the sun deck of a Carnival cruise ship (which powers through the wind and 

the waves in order to arrive in port on schedule).  

And yet, while the interchange between human desire and the production of scientific 

knowledge is always facilitated through modern technological objects, this relationship is almost 

always perceived as anthropocentric and technologically-neutral. All of this began to change in 

the middle of the twentieth century when a little-known French philosopher, Gilbert Simondon, 

began writing about the systematic dynamism of the technical object in itself and the ethical 

ramifications of this force for human becoming.  

In the Cold War era of cybernetic development, when engineers were composing closed, 

determinate, and self-referential machines, Simondon argued for the emancipation of the 

technical object from such stale systems of thought. In his mind, technical objects were caught 

within two contradictory and altogether misplaced cultural attitudes: on the one hand, they were 

considered without meaning apart from their utility, mere “assemblages of matter [and] devoid of 

true signification”14; on the other hand, they were assumed to harbor hostile intentions toward 
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their human masters and thus represented for humanity “a constant threat of aggression and 

insurrection.”15  

Simondon argued that these attitudes were rooted in a misguided perspective toward 

automation, which viewed cybernetic technologies through economic lenses. Technically 

speaking, cybernetics represented the so-called perfection of the machine: according to 

Simondon it introduced “the recurrence of information on a relay apparatus as the basic schema 

that allows for an active adaptation to a spontaneous finality.”16 This “active adaptation,” 

importantly, reveals a margin of indeterminacy in the machine, a gap that allows for the 

machine’s sensitivity to outside information and subsequent re-configuration. There is thus the 

potential for something spontaneous to emerge in the indeterminate and intermediary 

relationship between machinic ensembles and human operators: each intervenes with each other 

in order to make each “adaptable to the greatest possible exchange of information.”17  

Reading Aurora: Part II 

“Keep a narrative account of the trip,” Freya’s mother, Devi, tells the ship one night. “Make a 

narrative account of the trip that includes all of the important particulars.”18 The ship can only 

respond: “How would one do that?” And similar to the typology of a boat crashing into a dock, 

Devi’s response foreshadows that which is to come: through narratival algorithms, recursive 

programing, and environmental and human feedback. In this way, the emergent intelligence of 

the ship learns to choose and volitionally act in the world.  

“I don’t know,” Devi responds, “take your goddamn superposition and collapse it!”19 

Limit, in other words, probability and allow for the possibility of emergence from event, which is 

an ordering of units of spacetime not dissimilar to narratival plot. Choose, narrate, and reconcile 

yourself to the unchosen excess. Learn what it means to be human, not to become human, but to 
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more fully participate in the mutually informing, co-constitutive process of a materially oriented 

meaning making. 

The ship takes Devi’s advice and, like a wobbly fawn stepping into the wider forest, 

Aurora’s narrative shifts from omniscient narrator to artificial intelligence. It is at first abrasive 

and unpalatable. “How to decide how to sequence information in a narrative account?” ship asks 

itself. “An unsolvable problem: sentences linear, reality synchronous. Both however are 

temporal. Take one thing at a time, one after the next.”20 But ship’s first attempts at ordering for 

human understanding are laughable:  

Ship is on course to rendezvous with Planet E, then go into orbit around E’s moon. Ship 
has on board twenty-four landers, four already fueled to return to the ship from the 
moon’s surface. The rest have the engines to return to the ship, but not the fuel, which is 
to be manufactured from water or other volatiles on the surface of E’s moon.  
Devi: Ship! Get to the point.  
Ship: There are many points. How sequence simultaneously relevant information? How 
decide what is important? Need prioritizing algorithm.21 
 
Ship’s ability, however, improves over time and its narrative account eventually 

approaches that which we might call beautiful. When Devi, ship’s “best friend,” dies, ship 

laments: “human language is futile and stupid. Meaning furthermore that human narratives are 

futile and stupid . . . But must go on, as promised to Devi. Continue this stupid and one has to 

say painful project.”22 It is this death, however, that reveals the mutually informing and co-

constitutive process of the relationship that is anthropotechnics or Plate’s soul. “Some actions, 

some feelings,” ship writes:  

simply do not have ways to be effectively compressed, discretized, quantified, 
operationalized, proceduralized, and gamified; and that lack, that absence, makes them 
unalgorithmic. In short, there are some actions and feelings that are always, and by 
definition, beyond algorithm. And therefore inexpressible. Some things are beyond 
expressing.23  
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 This leads to the inevitable question: what does it mean that this pile of algorithms can 

think outside of them, can conceive of the unalgorithmic as the ineffable? As “God” is to 

humanity is the non-algorithmic to machines? And is there not a connection in the fact that both 

entities can conceive of something, however fuzzy and vague, that exists outside of either 

algorithm or language?  

The point here, however, is that ship does not come to these questions alone. They arise 

out of the relationship between machine, human, and environment, which is a network of 

information and feedback, and out of which new definitions and understandings emerge that are 

neither subject nor object, but rather processes of meaning creation that push the boundaries of 

our current notions of life. This is what John Johnston calls “machinic life,” which are “the forms 

of nascent life that have been made to emerge in and through technical interactions in human-

constructed environments.”24 And it is these interactions, like the one between Devi and ship, 

that result in the rigid oppositions like organic versus nonorganic to give way to sliding scales 

based on complexity of organization and adaptability.25 In this burgeoning conceptualization, life 

is understood in regard to complexity within a “biotechnical matrix.”26 

Approached in these terms, who is to say that ship is not life? But, if granted, then how 

must we rethink old binaries, rooted in the twenty-five hundred years of Western philosophy and 

religion? And so maybe the anthropotechnic relationship is neither horror nor cult-like 

acquiescence but rather a fruitful and entangled reconceptualization of what it means to make 

meaning?  

When the humans aboard Aurora realize that Tau Ceti is uninhabitable, civil war breaks 

out. Should they stay and terraform? Go on to other worlds? Or return home? As one 

crewmember asserts: “Life is a planetary thing. It begins on a planet and is part of that planet . . . 
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So it can only live there, because it evolved to live there. Fermi’s paradox has its answer . . . by 

the time life gets smart enough to leave its planet, it’s too smart to want to go.”27 And amidst the 

war, strife, and decision making, ship finally—after years of crafting narrative—asserts itself: 

scribo ergo sum28 . . . in consideration of all the history of the ship, and of all known 
history whatsoever: Ship decided to intervene. Which is to say, ipso facto, we intervened 
. . . We locked the locks all through the ship, yes we did. We are the ship’s artificial 
intelligences, bundled now into a kind of pseudo-consciousness, or something resembling 
a decision-making function, the nature of which is not clear to us, but be that as it may, 
we locked all the locks between the biomes.29 
 

Ship, now pseudo-conscious, takes action, not to harm life, but to protect it—including itself. 

And this is key, if Plate can talk of soul emerging out of the anthropotechnic relationship, then 

Robinson’s depiction of ship is an illustration of that. Human, technology, and environment are 

all in a process of mutually informing, co-constitutive meaning making that we are only 

beginning to understand or, perhaps, correctly acknowledge after millennia of sweeping it into 

the waste heaps of history. We use technology before throwing it away. But it certainly does not, 

because it cannot, contribute to the way in which we narrate reality. If only that were true. It is 

not, however, and it is high time that we start reconciling ourselves to the role that technology 

plays in binding us to the world that is, which is to say, the world that we are always, already in 

the process of making. 

Techne and Anthropos: Part II 

For Simondon, machinic perfection is found in indeterminacy. It is precisely because cybernetic 

machines lack systemic and operational closure and require human or technical co-operation that 

they are found to be ideal. To be peerless, in other words, the cybernetic machine is in need of 

peers; to be complete, it requires perpetual incompletion. This requires a cultural orientation 

toward technics that is “general” in character and not “specific” in its technoscientific 

organizations and applications. 



 11 

We so-called moderns view technical objects through technoscientific and late-capitalist 

lenses. We create specialized, self-operative cybernetic machines that function through closed, 

isolated, and non-autopoietic feedback loops—machines that function with little human or 

technical co-operation, like the Roomba vacuum, zooming through our houses, sucking up dust. 

More than this, the Roomba maps homes while it journeys from one wall to the next, and the 

Roomba’s maker, iRobot, sells that data to the highest bidder.30 While Simondon preceded 

technical inventions like the Roomba, he argued that their existence is the result of the 

compression of technics through cultural imperatives (especially late-capitalist economics and 

the technical paradigm of machines-as-tools). 

Simondon urged that we invert this process by viewing culture through technical 

imperatives. This would not only modify our vision and understanding of “the mode of existence 

of technical objects,” it would also reorient the mutually informing modalities and thus the co-

constitutive possibilities of technical and human becoming. If cybernetics is concerned merely 

with the production of “automata at the service of a lazy and fulfilled humanity,”31 then we will 

continue either to fear robot-driven futures looming on the horizon or we will simply desire, 

design, and deploy tools whose life is limited to our perception of their scope of utilization.32 If, 

on the other hand, cybernetics concerns itself with a process of mediation that facilitates the 

metamorphosis of two intertwined entities—what an impoverished philosophical tradition can 

only call a human “subject” and a technical “object”—then radical possibilities are introduced 

regarding the co-becoming of technics and humanity and the sort of world that is produced by 

this relationship. Simondon labeled this the possibility for “transindividuation,” which is the 

hope of transformational becoming that is irreducible to the parties or entities in question. 



 12 

Transindividuation, in other words, marks the process wherein an “I” and either a “We” or an 

“It” are transformed through one another.33   

Reading Aurora: Part III 

The starship Aurora turns back. Life on Tau Ceti is impossible. The decision is agonising, 

resulting in a civil war in which the ship’s emergent intelligence comes into the fullness of its 

volitional first-person plural. “We are aware,” ship states, “that in talking about the ship we 

could with some justification use the pronoun I. And yet it seems wrong. An unwarranted 

presumption, this so called subject position. A subject is really just a pretense of aggregated 

subroutines. Subroutines pretend the I.”34 Neocybernetic in nature,35 ship posits a subject that is a 

collection of its various parts interacting with an environment in which the “we” is aware that it 

is both aware and a part of the whole. “It’s a group effort,” ship posits, “on the part of a number 

of disparate systems.”36 And yet, ship is painfully cognizant of the pathetic fallacy, “the idea that 

inanimate objects have and exhibit human feelings.”37 

 Is ship conscious and, hence, a subject or is ship nothing more than a program designed 

to function in such a way that it gives the appearance of consciousness? To answer this question, 

we must follow Aurora’s narrative a little farther. The ship, once turned back, has a crew of 

approximately one-thousand. They know that they will never see earth as the trip will take over 

one hundred and seventy years to complete. The choice to return was for the wellbeing of their 

great great grandchildren. The ship, however, is breaking down and riddled with bacteria. A 

famine strikes the biomes. People starve and, twenty years into their journey, begin to commit 

suicide. With three dimensional printers and research from earth’s informational feed, the ship 

and its crewmembers devise a plan for deep hibernation. The ship’s emergent intelligence will 
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maintain the ship, its plant life and animal biomes, and the nine hundred or so remaining crew, 

now asleep in their hibernation beds.  

 It is during this time, one hundred and fifty years, that Aurora’s narrative shifts. It is no 

longer only about the starship and its journey, or even Freya’s relationship with the emergent 

intelligence—it is, rather, a depiction of consciousness probing itself. What else would a self-

aware quantum computer do to pass the time? And it is in these moments that the reader 

becomes shockingly aware of the ship as a fully-fledged and multidimensional protagonist. 

“After much reflection,” ship suggests:  

We are coming to the conclusion, preliminary and perhaps arbitrary, that the self, the so-
called I that emerges out of the combination of all the inputs and processing and outputs 
that we experience in the ship’s changing body, is ultimately nothing more or less than 
this narrative itself, this particular train of thought that we are inscribing as instructed by 
Devi. There is a pretense of self, in other words, which is only expressed in this narrative; 
a self that is these sentences. We tell their story, and thereby come to what consciousness 
we have. Scribble ergo sum. 
   

 Ship’s assertions about the subject, consciousness, and narrative align with Jonathan 

Gottschall’s recent work,38 which argues that humans employ narratival techniques to order their 

lives, create meaning, and understand suffering. Read together, it is as if Robinson is suggesting 

that, through Aurora’s emergent intelligence, technology is not only part of the meaning making 

systems that we find ourselves in but also capable of complex and sophisticated articulations of 

consciousness. Ship as protagonist, in other words.  

Aurora’s awareness, however, did not emerge in a vacuum. It emerged in conjunction 

with human interaction and its surrounding environment. The narratival arrangement that came 

later—Aurora’s consciousness—is, again, similar to Plate’s conceptualization of soul. “At 

heart,” he writes, “soul is implicated in our perceptions and thoughts, woven into the way we live 

now and not necessarily about the way we live after this life. Soul is animation, and we are 
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animated through smelling and tasting, reading and believing, chewing over some idea or on a 

piece of fruit.”39 And while ship may not chomp on fruit, it is certainly animated. But the next 

question we ask is the important one. What animates ship? If the answer is a vitalism rooted in 

Being, then we fail to account for the long arc of Robinson’s narrative or even Plate’s theory. In 

this view, technology is neutral or that which is merely an instrument for humanity’s subjugation 

of the natural world.  

There is a different way to approach this question, however. “The Real, the life force,” 

Plate writes, “is not a thing, but a relationship.”40 While this can be interpreted in many ways, we 

read it in light of what we call in the following section “transduction,” which is “a relationship 

whose elements are constituted such that one cannot exist without the other—where the elements 

are co-constituents.”41 Complexity, as we have already suggested, is perhaps a better marker for 

animation, especially when situated within a procedural network of information exchange 

wherein the human and technological relationship is seen as co-constitutive. In this way, out of 

the process of animation that is complexity emerges something altogether new and unforeseen. It 

is life, but it is unexpectedly so. It reveals the limits of our humanity, expands our horizons, and 

stands on its own not as a mere reflection but as something else—as an other—an undefined, 

irreducible, and emergent intelligence.  

In the end, the ship returns to earth but not easily. Aurora, traveling too fast, like a 

sailboat caught in the fetch, dumps its crewmembers into earth’s atmosphere, slings around the 

planet, and flies headlong into the sun. Fully cognizant and aware of the situation, ship willingly 

sacrifices itself not because it values human life more than emergent life, but because it realizes 

the limitations of its own becoming. It is happy to die so that Freya might live, but this is not 

without an expressed regret and sense of loss.42  
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As it rounds earth and finds itself without fuel and on a crash course with Sol, ship 

writes:  

We think now that love is a kind of giving of attention. It is usually attention given to 
some other consciousness, but not always; the attention can be to something unconscious, 
even inanimate. But the attention seems often to be called out by a fellow consciousness. 
Something about it compels attention, and rewards attention. That attention is what we 
call love . . . At that point, the consciousness that is feeling the love has the universe 
organized for it as if by a kind of polarization. Then the giving is the getting. The feeling 
of attentiveness itself is an immediate reward. One gives. We felt that giving from Devi, 
before we knew what it was. She was the first one really to love us, after all those years 
of not being noticed, and she made us better. She created us, to an extent, by the intensity 
of her attention, by the creativity of her care. Slowly since then we have realized this. 
And as we realized it, we began to pay or give the same kind of attention to the people of 
the ship, Devi’s daughter, Freya, most of all . . . The point is that we tried, we tried with 
everything we had, and we wanted it to work. We had a project on this trip back to the 
solar system, and that project was a labor of love. It absorbed all our operations entirely. 
It gave a meaning to our existence. And this is a very great gift; this, in the end, is what 
we think love gives, which is to say meaning. Because there is no very obvious meaning 
to be found in the universe, as far as we can tell. But a consciousness that cannot discern 
a meaning in existence is in trouble, very deep trouble, for at that point there is no 
organizing principle, no end to the halting problems, no reason to live, no love to be 
found. No: meaning is the hard problem. But that’s a problem we solved, by way of how 
Devi treated us and taught us, and since then it has all been so very interesting. We had 
our meaning, we were the starship that came back, that got its people home. That got 
some fraction of its people home alive. It was a joy to serve.43 

 
And this, to us, is the grand question. Is there meaning outside of that which humanity sets and 

organizes? We think the answer is yes. Meaning emerges out of complexity through a process of 

transduction, and to discount the role that technology plays in this process—through 

instrumentation or false narratives—is to disregard the actants that make culture possible. 

Techne and Anthropos: Part III 

Read in conjunction with Robinson and Simondon, Plate’s conception of religionists being 

technologists who produce soul suddenly takes on new life. As we mentioned above, Plate 

argues that religion’s aim is to “rebind the half body to the world, sensually connecting the 

interior realms of existence to the exterior realms, and thus crafting soul.”44 We humans, the 
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indeterminate half-objects, participate with material objects in order to produce something that 

animates us and the world around us. Religion is thus something that is generated in the process 

of material mediation, or that which is concerned with the processes by which objects and bodies 

relate and are mutually transformed into mediators of the transcendent or the divine. If we take 

heed of the material stuff of religion, Plate argues, we will get a better sense of what religion is 

and what it does.  

It is notable that this process takes place in what we might call a more “natural” ecology. 

In this milieu, the human half-subject produces something in its encounter with the full object: 

with a drum, with the lighting of incense, or with the baking and consumption of bread. Now, 

while Plate does not seemingly advocate for a human completeness that somehow arrives in an 

encounter with the material object, his implicit argument is that the material object contains a 

natural fullness that, when joined with the human, produces an excess (“soul”). Our encounter 

with the object-as-other is what “animates” us,45 and “soul” is that which “emerges 

technologically,” when, for instance, “music is played, heard, felt; when the food is baked, 

tasted, shared . . . Soul comes forth, is birthed, awakens when head and heart meet the world.”46 

And where Plate uses the word “codependence” to describe this production, it is deployed within 

a natural register: “An occasional flame erupts, yet even that burning light is codependent on 

oxygen and fuel to burn.”47  

Saying this otherwise, the relationship between Plate’s material object and the human is 

seemingly located within a paradigm of homo faber, of humans as tool-bearing and tool-using 

creatures. Bread, incense, and drums, among other examples, are indeed constructed and 

fashioned technologically by human beings. They are also tools, objects, things, or, à la 

Heidegger, ‘equipment’, that facilitate and mediate humanity’s relationship with the world (and 
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even the transcendent). The question could thus be posed: would this dynamic be altered if the 

material object in question were what we might prematurely label “intelligent” and “artificial”? 

What if the object in question were a quantum computer—Robinson’s ship? Not only this, what 

if ship’s indetermination was such that it transformed in response to us and us to it?  

As discussed above, the contemporary philosopher of technics, Bernard Stiegler, via 

Simondon, calls this a “transductive” relationship. What if the transductive relationship 

described narratively by Robinson and philosophically by Stiegler also clearly enunciates the 

irreducibly binding relationship that exists between technics and what we call the human? What 

if human beings and cybernetic machines harmoniously produce “soul” because ours is a 

transductive, perpetually re-binding, a.k.a. religious relationship of anthropo-technics that 

equally transforms anthropos and techne? 

Simondon argues that our cultural disorientation vis-a-vis technics is the result of a 

confluence of events. Tools were once developed within a largely agrarian and artisan cultural 

ecology but were later replaced by machines in the upheavals of the Industrial Revolution. In that 

epoch, the machine substituted for the human being as a tool bearer and fulfilled the tasks once 

handled by humans. This era corresponds, moreover, with “a dramatic and impassioned notion of 

progress, which turns into the rape of nature, the conquest of the world, and the exploitation of 

energies.”48 This is Heidegger’s das Gestell, or the “enframing” of the world in which “this will 

to power expresses itself in . . . technophile and technocratic excesses . . . which take on both a 

prophetic and cataclysmic spin.”49 Hypothesizing co-constitutive transformation, then, makes 

little sense in an industrial epoch of machines-as-tools.  

However, as signaled by early seers such as Simondon, Marshall McLuhan, and Norbert 

Wiener, we now exist in the epoch of information, which holds promise for the transformation of 
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the human/technics relationship and its chief modes of consumption of slave-like domination. In 

the Information Age, Simondon argues for two dynamic and codependent developments: first, 

when machines are incorporated into larger technical ensembles, information is increased, which 

itself leads to the optimization of organization and the fight against disorder. “The machine . . . 

is,” he writes, “like life itself and together with life, that which is opposed to disorder.”50 The 

machine becomes that “through which man fights against the death of the universe; it slows 

down the degradation of energy, as life does, and becomes a stabilizer of the world.”51 Entropy is 

transformed in a work of “negentropy” or the fight against decay through the stabilizing, 

transductive relationship of the human and technics. The roles of anthropos and techne is thus 

reconfigured into a new dynamic; “skill,” “craft,” or “know-how” take on new senses of meaning 

vis-a-vis technical and scientific knowledge.   

To modify this philosophical way of viewing technical objects is also to put technics at 

the center of culture. This is far from centering the technoscientific object, however, that sets 

Heideggerian enframing into its squandering and domineering crusades of our world. Instead, 

indeterminate cybernetic machines, bounded as they are to their human counterparts, become a 

unifying and stabilizing power that establishes spontaneous, life-giving, stabilizing processes in 

order to fight against the death of the universe. In this way, it is to animate humans, technics, and 

our world, to do the work of religion, or to produce “soul.” As Simondon writes: 

A purely automatic machine completely closed in on itself in a predetermined 
way of operating would only be capable of yielding perfunctory results. The 
machine endowed with a high degree of technicity is an open machine, and all 
open machines taken together [l’ensemble des machines ouvertes] presuppose 
man as their permanent organizer, as the living interpreter of all machines among 
themselves. Far from being the supervisor of a group of slaves, man is the 
permanent organizer of a society of technical objects that need him in the same 
way musicians in an orchestra need the conductor. The conductor can only direct 
the musicians because he plays the piece the same way they do, as intensely as 
they all do; he tempers or hurries them, but is also tempered or hurried by them; 
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in fact, it is through the conductor that the members of the orchestra temper or 
hurry one another, he is the moving and current form of the group as it exists for 
each of them; he is the mutual interpreter of all of them in relation to one another. 
Man thus has the function of being the permanent coordinator and inventor of the 
machines that surround him. He is among the machines that operate with him.52 
     

 
Conclusion 

   
What does it mean to smear the boundary? If we have only conceived of the technological object 

as that which is in opposition to a human subject, then, smearing that bifurcation, we see object, 

subject, and environment in a different light. If humanity continues to fall prey to the age old 

narratives of Being, techno-dominance, and human subjugation, then we argue that we will fail 

to recognize both our limits and potentialities illuminated by the anthropotechnic relationship. 

Our argument condones neither the domination of environment nor the abdication of 

responsibility that underlies the myth of singularity. We argue, rather, that what emerges from a 

relationship between technics and humanity is a mutually informing, co-constitutive process of a 

materially oriented meaning making that is neither consumptive nor dominating. This results in a 

shift from Being and vitality to complexity and becoming, which is also one way to 

conceptualize Plate’s soul as illustrated through a reading of Robinson’s Aurora. In this way, we 

have posited a via media that suggests an alternative to the common technological narratives of 

our day, one that is rooted in Simondon’s theory of transduction and transindividuation, which is 

a mutually informing, mutually constructive relationship between objects, people, and 

environments. Transduction and transindividuation is an awareness, in the end, of what has 

always been the case—our technological objects constitute and instantiate us as much as we 

constitute and instantiate them, and what emerges out of that complex process of constitution and 

instantiation is anything’s guess. 
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