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Good afternoon! Today I want to explore some higher-level political 

implications of an emerging philosophical concept called ‘Originary Technicity’. 

My intention is to make this as clear and approachable as possible because, in the 

words of Bernard Stiegler, the theorist I will discuss today, originary technicity 

“concerns each and every one of us” and “thus becomes a primary question for 

the world as a whole”.1 

So, what in the world is ‘originary technicity’? At the ground level, it is the 

theory that what we call ‘the human being’ is always the product of its 

prostheses, its supplements, and its technological objects. This means that there 

is something fundamental about the human tendency to exteriorize itself into 

tools, artifacts, language, and technical memory devices. More than this, our life 

proceeds in relation with these ‘non-autopoietic’, or non-biological, elements. 

This means that technologies are not something external and contingent but are 

rather the essential dimension to the human and its becoming. Put simply, 

originary technicity claims that the human and technology are found in an 

                                                        
1 See Bernard Stiegler, What Makes Life Worth Living: On Pharmacology (info), 4. 



irreducible, co-constitutive relation wherein one element cannot exist without the 

other.  

In order to better catch sight of this concept, I want to discuss it in light of 

something which, on first glance, seems to contrast it: memory. The question of 

human memory and its relation to technology is one that is as old as western 

civilization itself. For instance, through Socrates, Plato argued that there is a 

qualifiable difference between ‘natural’, ‘human’ memory, or what he called 

anamnesis, on the one hand, and ‘artificial’, ‘technical’ memory, or what he called 

‘hypomnesis’, on the other. Anamnesis can be thought of as the embodied act of 

memory: for Plato, remembering, reminiscing, or recollecting all denote a ‘true’ 

form of knowing that is autonomous and ‘free thinking’. Against this memory, 

Plato opposed hypomnesis, or the exteriorization of human memory into non-

human ciphers. These technologies help us remember, no doubt, but because 

they are disembodied and artificial, and because they disable the autonomy of 

human thought, they signal a lesser-form of knowing, or even a ‘false’ knowing. 

Importantly, Plato argued that artificial memory is a pharmakon, or a gift that is 

also a threat. While ambiguous in nature, Plato sided more with the ‘threat’ side 

of its meaning: a technology such as writing, for instance, might help us retain 



more, but it simultaneously makes the development of our own memory less 

important.    

Stiegler responds to Plato in two fascinating ways. First, he argues that the 

human exteriorization of memory has always seemingly created the hypomnesic, 

or technological, context and conditions for human memory, or anamnesis, to 

exist in the first place. This means that everything from the first stone tools to 

ideogrammatic writing to alphabetic writing to analog and digital recording 

devices—all of these hypomnemata are historically specific examples of 

anamnesis composing with hypomnesis. This is to say that autonomous human 

thinking always has something to do with technological memory. Hypomnesis, or 

exteriorized, technical memory, works together with, interfaces with, and is co-

implicated with anamnesis. They compose through one another.  

Let’s take an example used by Stiegler to better see this process. 

Archeological evidence suggests that in the transition from the Zinjanthropic to 

the Neanderthal prehominid, we find both the development of the prefrontal 

cortex in the skull and the development of the first tools. Often, our tendency is 

to approach this phenomenon through binary thinking, or “chicken-or-egg” 

questions: Did the tool precede and allow for the development of the prefrontal 

cortex? Or was there some sort of cerebral development that inspired the 



invention of stone tools? Stiegler suggests that they are co-evolutionary and 

characteristic of this dynamic composition between hypomnesis and anamnesis.  

To take a more contemporary example, consider the practice of 

orthographic writing. Writing is a technology that allows us to record, archive, and 

transmit speech’s spoken past. It is also one that allows us to think, to learn, and 

to transform. We are able to meditate on Plato’s philosophy because he wrote it 

down and also because we have learned how to decode texts through the process 

of reading. In other words, reading and writing are skills or know-how that we 

adopt over a long period of time in order to set in motion.  

Following from this, Stiegler makes a second observation: if everything 

hinges on how exteriorized, technical memory is articulated with anamnesis, then 

we are left with a collective question and not merely an individual one. It could be 

posed like this: how might the relation between the collective and technology 

facilitate the deployment of memory in composing meaningful symbolic practices 

and communal formations? It might sound strange to discuss symbolic communal 

practices here but remember: we humans live and evolve by recording and 

transmitting our experiences to others through technical artifacts and support 

systems. Given the fact that I was born into a world not of my making, my 

consciousness must be constituted and oriented by objects and practices that 



were not created by me. Each of us is thus the product of traditions, cultures, and 

habits, and each of us have activated and grown into these experiences that were 

not personally ours through technical systems. Collective memory is 

technological—it is not merely intersubjective.  

More than this, the temporal nature of a collective memory works both 

ways: not only does it allow us to remember, a collective memory permits us to 

set memory into motion for a future collective anticipation: the future becomes 

our relation to what the past left incomplete. Again, consider Plato: we could 

neither inherit nor practice the art of philosophy if his works were not written 

down, if his students had not engaged his work in an attempt to refine it, to clarify 

it, to change it, or to outright reject it and then pass on that tradition on to us. Or, 

again, consider the flint knife, which Stiegler calls one of our species’ first memory 

devices.  

How is this the case? The flint knife allowed life to “preserve the trace of its 

individual experience and to transmit that trace between generations.”2 This 

means that a knife is not merely an instrument for cutting; it is also a memory 

support that contains, conserves, and transmits an inscribed cultural heritage (of 

                                                        
2 See “Man & Technics: Bernard Stiegler” from the film, The Ister: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Znvdk5cq9f4 



cutting, of stabbing, of throwing, of killing, etc.). In fact, Stiegler argues that this is 

how we ought to think of technological objects: they are “the condition of the 

constitution of a relation to the past.”3 In other words, we inherit and adopt a 

collective memory through technological means: through that which was 

recorded and whose trace is given to us. We do not simply use our technological 

tools so much as connect ourselves through them to a collectively lived and 

culturally shared memory.  

So, to briefly summarize: originary technicity signals the world-forming 

dynamic that exists between human and technical memory, which work together 

to produce the milieu in which we live. Here, a kinetic, transformational 

relationship takes place between an individual “I”, a collective “We”, and a 

technological “It”, in which each element transforms through one another. This 

relation creates and transmits an ecology of practices and communal formations 

that are taken up and inhabited by later generations of “Is”, “Wes”, and “Its”, who 

continue in this transformational process through their own communal 

anticipations. This is to participate in what Stiegler calls “transindividuation”, or 

processes of transformation that affect all three elements in question: the I, the 

We, and the It. 

                                                        
3 Ibid. 



Now, with the short time I have left I want to suggest the political 

significance of originary technicity for our digital ecology. First, we must 

remember Plato’s assertion that technologies are pharmakon: a gift that is also a 

threat, a poison that is also a cure. Too often today, we see one asserted over the 

other: that technology is either leading us to all sorts of pathologies and 

addictions OR that it will solve each and every societal problem we have. Stiegler 

argues that both sides miss the pharmacological nature of our condition of 

originary technicity. We can indeed compose different worlds through our 

technological structures and systems, but these compositions must take the dual 

nature of the pharmakon into consideration. We must question whether the 

relation between the I, the We, and the It leads toward the adoption of 

communal formations centered on know-how, care, and an inheritance for the 

generations that follow us OR WHETHER this relation leads to the collective 

adaptation around structural dependence, addiction, blind consumption, and as 

the discourse of the Anthropocene is teaching us, an absence of an inheritance 

for future generations. Adoption signifies stability: you adopt a practice because it 

contains and generates a certain persistence and consistence through flux. On the 

other hand, adaptation is inherently instable and asks us to become structurally 

precarious. As it stands, many, if not most, of our inherited practices, symbols, 



and communal formations were composed through the industrial imperatives of 

capitalism, which creates a structural need to constantly adapt and innovate.  

Thus, from the birth of the industrial revolution to whatever stage of 

capitalism we now inhabit, one thing has remained the same: the structural 

annihilation of embodied knowledge and the liquidation of worlds—if not the 

world—through persistent innovation, all of which is conducted for the sake of 

shareholder return. We must begin to interrogate the ways in which addictions, 

dependencies, and the neoliberal commodification of the self are not the fault of 

the technologies per se but are instead driven by the industrial demands 

underwriting the objects in the first place. To put it simply, most of the tech speak 

we see—innovation, disruption, connection—is founded on the economic logic of 

neoliberal capital. We must begin to see this form of collective memory for what 

it is and to question not only the quality of the communal forms we are recalling, 

but what future might be inherited by those we transmit this heritage to.   

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Trace the relationship between technics as time and digital speed? The 

technical gives us time – recollection and foresight, remembering and anticipation 
– and is thus the ground upon which we are able to temporalize into past, present 
and future. Remember: memory is also tied to anticipation, and necessarily to 
invention: the future is an open opportunity. But this does not mean that it is 
open to infinite possibilities. Contingency between technics and memory, 
between anamnesis and hypomnesis, results in invention rooted in a collective 
memory.  

 
“The Question of Hypomnesis” is good…so is  

 THOUGHTS 
 Tie collective memory to time: we remember because, in the present, we 
are seeking to resource that memory for the sake of what’s to come. We around 
found in the flux of recalling and anticipation 
 Digital technology: a milieu in which we are seeing 1) a transition from 
orthographic to digital writing converge with 2) the industrial organization of 
modern technologies.  
 The result: real-time temporalization, which eviscerates the past and 
future—memory and anticipation—in the name of an ‘always-now’ 
 This hampers personal and collective memory, for sure. What do we 
remember? Less and less, for various reasons (Google it!, desire for the now). But, 



seeing that memory is always in relation to the future, we can say that it also 
hampers transmission.  
 Remember: we are the product of a formation that is not our making; are 
made by culture, tradition, etc. These chains of memory were passed on to us; we 
inhabit them and become in their midst because technical and biological others 
passed them to us.  
 A politics of memory is thus concerned with what we are transmitting to the 
generations.  
 The digital tools and the technical milieu it creates—what are we 
transmitting? What will be the collective memory of our future?  
 Alternative political economies?  
 
 
__ 
 
 
OLD SHIT 
 
These collective memories form the horizon of my recollection and my 
anticipation; they are the criteria I use to select what I ought to remember and 
how I ought to anticipate in every moment of perception.   
 
It is here that we see the intersection between the development of a collective 
memory, the technological environment that grounds that development, and 
what any of this has to do with time. Let me explain.  
 
USE THIS 
Through the process of exteriorization, in which the human inscribes its ‘inner’ 
realities upon objects ‘outside’ itself, a horizon of future possibilities is 
established upon which the human experience of time becomes possible. This is 
to say that our sense of retention—of our ability to faithfully recall past 
memories—and the related sense of anticipation—or how we project a vision of 
ourselves into a future becoming—is a synthesis that is the result of technics. 
 
AND THIS 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As Stielger tells the story, we can approach originary technicity via various 
avenues. We can come at it from the angle of paleoanthropology, for instance. 
(MORE?). We might also approach originary technicity through the philosophy of 
difference. Though difference is the obsession of what is commonly known as 
‘postmodern philosophy’ and could generate a bibliography that is over one mile 
long, we might best define difference as the attempt to avoid opposing 
differences by thinking difference itself as a unity of binaries. Derrida’s neologism, 
différance, for example, fuses together differentiation (a spatial concept) with 
deferral (a temporal concept) in order to better illuminate the conceptual unity 
that produces the relational movement of differences. As it is thought in the 
human’s relation to technics, Stiegler writes that différance is what binds together 



the human and technology while also keeping them apart. He writes that 
différance is “neither the who nor the what, but their co-possibility, the 
movement of their mutual coming-to-be. The who is nothing without the what, 
and conversely.”4 We can also approach originary technicity through the ancient 
Greek myth of Prometheus and his brother, Epimetheus. Classically, this myth 
focuses on Prometheus, who steals fire from the gods to give to the humans. 
Stiegler suggests that we should suggest instead on Prometheus’s forgetful 
brother, Epimetheus, who is given the task of distributing qualities to all living 
creatures. As the myth goes, Epimetheus allocates qualities to everything except 
the human being. As a result, the human is left without qualities and is in need of 
something outside itself to provide its essence. That ‘something outside itself’ is 
fire, or technics (what does ZEUS say about fire?). Now, according to Stiegler, 
these various sources provide four universal consequences to the human 
condition.  

First, this originary relation sets the parameters for human time 
consciousness itself. Through the process of exteriorization, in which the human 
inscribes its ‘inner’ realities upon objects ‘outside’ itself, a horizon of future 
possibilities is established upon which the human experience of time becomes 
possible. This is to say that our sense of retention—of our ability to faithfully 
recall past memories—and the related sense of anticipation—or how we project a 
vision of ourselves into a future becoming—is a synthesis that is the result of 
technics. As Arthur Bradley writes, the radical nature of Stiegler’s claim is this: “It 
is not enough to attempt to think technics in time (in the sense of technology’s 
own evolution through history) nor as a question of time (in the sense that using 
even the most basic tools inevitably involves a sense of anticipation and retention 
on the part of the operator) but something more radical: we must understand 
technics as time in the sense that technical objects are what make possible our 
phenomenological temporalization of time into past, present and future in the 
first place.”5  

Second, technological objects of any sort—from the flint knife of the 
prehominid to our contemporary digital devices—must be thought as memory 
devices, or mnemotechnics upon which a cultural memory can be inscribed. 
However, this is not to say that technological objects are not memory aides so 

                                                        
4 Stiegler, Technics and Time, 1, 141. 
5 Arthur Bradley, Originary Technicity: The Theory of Technology from Marx to Derrida, London: Palgrave 
Macmillan UK), 124.  



much as memory itself. As Stiegler writes, “Technics does not aid memory; it is 
memory, originarily assisted ‘retentional finitude.’”6 MORE HERE. 

Third, and inseparable from the points already made, technics provides 
access to a collective heritage that one has not lived. Stiegler explains how the 
flint knife, among many examples, is one the first memory devices that allows life 
to “preserve the trace of its individual experience and to transmit that trace 
between generations.”7 This means that a knife is not merely an instrument for 
cutting; instead, it is a memory support that contains, conserves, and transmits 
the cultural heritage that is inscribed upon it and within it. Thought in this way, 
any technological object—spears, drinking glasses, books, automobiles, iPhones—
is “the condition of the constitution of the relation to the past.”8 We do not 
simply use our technological tools so much as connect ourselves through them to 
a collectively lived and culturally shared memory.  

Finally, the relation between the three elements in question here—
between what Stiegler calls the individual “I”, the collective “We”, and the 
technological “It”…when this relation produces a kind of metastable agreement 
that becomes a rule, the relation begins to generate ‘long-circuits’ of praxes are 
open to the transformative process of transindividuation. What is 
transindividuation? Put simply, individuation is a process of transformation in 
which humans participate. The nature of reality is that it is always in flux. We 
participate in this flux whether we know it or not: we individuate, or transform, 
along with this process. We humans are only a phase of this ongoing 
transformation process; what counts, then, is not how we are changed but what the 
transformation process does through us. Now, keeping ‘originary technicity’ in 
mind, Stiegler argues that transindividuation names the process through which the 
I, the We, and the It individuate through one another. Moreover, these ‘long-
circuits’ that open spaces for transindividuation demand certain ritual forms. As 
Stiegler writes, “if you don’t practice those technics, you cannot enter their 
circuits.”9 To say it another way, particular technics produce particular rituals that 
create particular openings for transindividuation. And, as we’ve said, these 
circuits are intergenerational—they consist just as they persist—and allow that a 
lived past be inherited by future generations of those who participate in its 
circuits. To be bound to an inherited memory—i.e. to one’s culture—is thus 
impossible without technics. 
                                                        
6 Stiegler, Technics and Time, 2: Disorientation, 65. 
7 See “Man & Technics: Bernard Stiegler” from the film, The Ister: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Znvdk5cq9f4 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 



 Now, my intention today is not only to discuss ‘originary technicity’ as a hot 
philosophical idea, but also to catch sight of the potential political consequences 
that arise because of it. So, at this point, I hope you are able to see some of those 
consequences, which I will now discuss.   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
____ 
 
First, let’s travel back to ancient Greece for some historical background.  
 
Now, though these basic points remained firm for the ancient Greeks, they also 
often expressed ambivalence about these issues. For instance, they realized 
that techne also required and involved a certain kind of knowledge (such as that 
of the 'master craftsman' or a skilled mechanic) and that such 'technical 
knowledge' was essential for providing the conditions necessary for living a good 
life. Next, this ambivalence manifested itself in subjects such as mathematics, 
since they realized that there were both 'pure mathematics' like Geometry, which 
is based on ideas such as lines, numbers, and logical proofs, as well as 'applied 
mathematics' that are used to measure land areas, navigate ships, and design 
buildings. Next, the Greeks also were ambivalent about the role of techne within 
philosophy itself, since they realized that even philosophy required certain 
'techniques' of logical argument, persuasion, and procedure. Finally, while they 
were certain that 'true knowledge' was always something unqualifiedly good, 
they also realized that technical know-how was a double-edged sword: it could 
good or evil depending upon the virtues of the one using it.  
 
(Now, keep in mind the binaries that these thinkers set up between what is real 
and what is false knowledge; what is true and what is artificial; what is good and 
what is evil…) 
 



As an example, consider the technology of writing. As Socrates (i.e. Plato) argues 
in the Phaedrus, the god Theuth presents King Thamus, who is the Egyptian 
equivalent of Zeus with the gift of writing. Theuth claims that writing “will make 
the Egyptians wiser and will improve their memories, for it is an elixir of memory 
and wisdom that I have discovered.” But King Thamus counters that writing, in 
fact, results in the opposite: writing will “discourage the use” of an individual’s 
memory and will produce only forgetfulness. Theuth’s elixir is concerned with 
reminding, not memory, and though it has the appearance of wisdom, it is only 
that: an appearance. Plato goes to oppose what is ‘living’ or ‘genuine’ memory 
what is artificial or supplementary. In another dialogue, Plato’s Meno, Plato 
opposes human memory, or anamnesis, against technical or artificial memory, or 
hypomnesis. Again, all knowledge comes from contemplation of the forms, and 
this contemplation is an act of anamnesis. Hypomnesis does not encourage 
contemplation and recollection so much as forgetfulness. We are presented with 
a clear binary: on one side we find philosophy as contemplation, knowledge, and 
the search for wisdom; on the other side we find technology as artifice, 
empiricism, and forgetfulness.  
 
For the most part, this binary remained unchallenged for over 2,000 years of 
western history. Years later, the French philosopher, Jacques Derrida, challenged 
this notion in his reading of Plato. In his essay entitled “Plato’s Pharmacy”, 
Derrida argues that memory is from its inception reliant upon non-living or 
technological supplements. Because human memory is unstable and stands in 
need of supports, writing can be both a poison and also a cure, a drug and also a 
remedy. (MAKE THIS CONNECTION CLEANER).  
 

Aristotle: 

Speaking of beginnings, let’s go back to ancient Greece to gain a sense of our 
western philosophical background regarding humanity and technology. Even in 
the early days of the western philosophical tradition, thinkers such as Plato and 
Aristotle tried figuring out the tension that existed between wisdom and 
knowledge, on the one hand, and techne and artifice on the other. In general for 
these thinkers, genuine knowledge could only be of universal and unchanging 
things, what Plato called 'ideas' or 'forms', while techne was the skill, craft, or 
'know-how' involved in producing ordinary and perishable things (like pots, 
saddles, swords, etc.). Not only did they agree that 'knowledge' and techne 



are essentially different, but also that knowledge was always superior to techne, 
since knowledge provided the ultimate values and ideals by which we ought to 
live our lives, while techne only produced particular means to these ends. In fact, 
in his Nichomachean Ethics, Aristotle ranks three orders of knowledge: 
“Theoretical Knowledge”, or the knowledge of the ultimate kinds of things 
and their causes (metaphysics, mathematics, and astronomy); ‘Practical 
Knowledge’, or the knowledge of how to live a good, happy, or fulfilled life 
(ethics and politics); and “Productive knowledge”, or the kind of ‘technical 
knowledge’ that is good ONLY on the basis of what it produces. Aristotle 
here uses the word 'poiesis,' from which we get words such as 'poetry' 
and 'production.' If what this knowledge produces serves to promote a 
happy or fulfilled life, or a politically just state, it is good; if not, it can be 
bad or evil. Here we see that ‘technical’ knowledge is ambivalent and 
valuable only to the degree to which it serves as a means to support and 
promote the first two. 

 

MARX 
Now, as I mentioned a minute ago, perhaps this theory of originary technicity 
could fully emerge only in a post-industrial age of cybernetic machines and digital 
technologies. But even in the early days of the industrial revolution, thinkers such 
as Karl Marx were pondering the dynamic relationship between man and 
machine. Through his writings on the processes of labor and alienation and the 
relationship of those processes to the machine, Marx hypothesized  
 
 
STIEGLER QUOTES 


