


Fault Lines

dress and brand names and countries of manufacture differing little from
place to place. This is why, from one meridian to the other, you will feel
comfortable and seldom out of your element or exiled, because human
beings in 1999 share the same standardized competencies. How to use a car,
keyboard, or escalator will not change according to latitude and social
milieu. You may well be caught terribly off guard, however, by Chinese char-
acters and deftly handled chopsticks in Beijing, by the smooth sway of wor-
shipers gospel-singing at mass in Cape Town, or by an Indian’s shaking his
head up and down for “no” in Lima. Had you been visiting Peking, Cape
Town, or Lima in 1857 you might well not have come across a single one of
those banal, unprestigious innovations you had become so used to in

' Europe (so much so as to have missed their artifactual character). But then
as now you would have come up against the same ideograms, cuisine, and
set of gestures and experienced similar moments of foreignness.

All of this puts us on the trail of a further distinction worth noting. Let
us, again, designate culture from an anthropological viewpoint as the reper-
tory of forms, intuitive schemas, and corporealized memories every society
makes available to its members. Those cultural practices present weak vari-
ability over time and strong diversity over space. Conversely, technological
realities register strong variability over time (in particular, from the period of
the first industrial revolution) and consistent uniformity over space.” The dis-
symmetry between properties results in an almost perfect chiasmus. There
are some three thousand spoken languages in the world and only three
gauges for railroad track, two standard voltages for the world’s appliances,
and one International Civil Aviation Organization stipulating telecommu-
nication among all airships in one code, English. But the intensive and per-
sistent use of the French language would enable a resurrected Racine to con-
verse as an equal with Claude Simon. A technical system translates coher-
ences that for every age are woven among the different tools and
apparatuses, at all points in the space of practice. A cultural system ensures,
for one given locality and only one, those coherences that are knitted
between periods and generations.

A contrast in rates of change, between the evolutionary stability of civi-
lization’s “geology” (or spheres of activity), on the one hand, and industrial
innovation’s fast-forwarding, on the other, induces the cultural equivalent
of disturbed personality: a crisis of temporality. More than just discrepant
rhythms of growth, these two time lines at variance with one another mark
two wholly dissimilar regions of being. Our machines become dated like our
sports records; not so our dreaims or our poems. Human beings, who evade
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time through fantasy, plunge back into it through technology. Our objects
hold fast to their historical context while our works can escape from them.
These two orders of creation have a complicated history, certainly, but the
history of technological objects arrows forward and is by nature perfectible.
Successive technical variations of models and prototypes are arranged in
relation to a quantifiable, increasing performance scale. They always go
from aless to a more, as with speed or reliability; from a least to a better or
best, as in efficiency, performance, and output; from a larger to a smaller, as
with compactness; and so forth. In contrast, the history of civilizations
aligns incommensurable totalities. Cultural relativism is conceivable—no
culture legitimately being able to put itself forward as the standard for all the
others—whereas technological relativism would hardly make sense, except
aesthetically or speculatively. A tractor will outperform a plow, period.
These things are not open for discussion as tastes and colors are. A balance
sheet of yield per acre speaks for itself. For the descriptive ethnologist, no
one group of people is superior to the others; for the historian of technolo-
gy, or the technologist, some tools are indeed superior to others. In the cul-
tural realm, before and after count for nothing; chronology is never an argu-
ment for or against.

Which things exactly, then, are technological, and which cultural? I sug-
gest that technologic covers those devices or systems that, so to speak, carry a
one-way ticket, and cultural those that are open to trips back in time at any
moment in history. Once artillery was invented, no army sought to supply
itself with crossbows. After the appearance of the railroad, no transportation
authority made use of the stagecoach. After antibiotics, boiled decoctions
changed their status. But in, say, art history, no irreversible ratcheting ever
upward exists: Picasso can recycle art negre for his own purposes, and I am
permitted the luxury of preferring Cimabue to Dubuffet. All periods and all
schools are fair game; cultural history does not obey time’s arrow. And noth-
ing warrants the supposition that Rawls is a more pertinent political philoso-
pher than Rousseau just because he was born later or that the good Doctor
Schweitzer had loftier ethics than Saint Vincent de Paul because he had
stored up three additional centuries of spiritual experiences. In the history of
forms, norms, and values, the notion of an irreversible threshold or water-
shed lacks pertinence. Yesterday’s technological object informs me about the
one I had in my hands yesterday. Yesterday’s preserved painting or myth
teaches me about what I am today and can become tomorrow.

Information about our technological past is of very clear interest of
course, but of a different nature, as demonstrated by its cultural afterlife. The
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industrial object that has fallen into disuse will be stored in an open-air
museum of science and technology. The art object ends up in a museum fout
court. No engineer will go off to the museum of technology maintained by
the engineering institute in order to improve his present-day work, yet
Cézanne regularly looked at Poussins in the Louvre to learn how to paint bet-
ter: paradoxically, the work removed from its context continues to function,
whereas the desituated machine is kaput. An art museum can be a school for
apprentices, while a technology museum remains a storehouse of interesting
dead curiosities. A museum of modern art in the hands of the active artist
functions like a laboratory. A museurn of industrial arts and sciences, as far
as the active engineer is concerned, connotes only melancholy. Such is the
unjust role switching of the archives. In a confrontation with the works that
preceded it, the art object transmits futurity. The once-revolutionary indus-
trial object, however, once it is withdrawn from circulation, transmits only
pastness. Those who dismiss the philosopher’s method of the distinguo as
idle diversion will recall that in a sense not keeping the political and techno-
logic orders separate has cost our species over the last two centuries a few
hundred million souls. Were not the illusions of linear progress or progress
as a mechanical certitude toward the end of the eighteenth century and the
beginning of the industrial revolution the fruits of an excessive extrapolation
of technoeconomical time onto politicocultural time? This conceptual con-
fusion has engendered hopes without an object and thus in the end, at the
point where we now find ourselves, a kind of groundless depression.

Let me put the same idea in other words. Culture is inherited; technology,
received. Culture is transmitted by deliberate acts. It is a singular content of
intimate concern to me, to my identity proper, for which I am personally
responsible, jt being incumbent on me to will it to those who will come after.
Technology is transferred and disbursed spontaneously: T derive good from
it but am not really needed by it; it stands in availability. (This points up the
difference between conserved things and stocked items.) There are techno-
logical lineages but only cultural legacies. For those things that differentiate
me from others, that single me out as different, I feel a sense of responsibili-
ty. Of those things by which we all resemble one another, I am a consumer, a
user, a receiver, and a victim but not a designated recipient or beneficiary. For
all its rendering possible and easy the act of messaging, technology is never
itself a message. Only culture can be addressed to someone.



[All translations are mine, unless otherwise indicated. Wherever possible,
French ftexts cited in the original are followed by citations, within square
brackets, of English translations. Translator’s notes are set off in square brack-
ets and followed by the abbreviation “Trans.”—Trans.]

L. THE MEDIUM'S TWO BODIES

1. One can contrast this enterprise of constructed duration with post- or pre-
modern declarations of precariousness and transience, apotheosized in the hap-
penings of the 1960s. Let us recall, however, that even Hinduism and Buddhism’s
consecration of impermanence is taken to give entry to the atemporal. And though
Navajo sand paintings, which so fascinate contemporary tastes, are designed to be
erased, the shaman'’s elect training in the execution of an ephemeral work still pre-
supposes the transmission of a know-how, that is, a collective victory over the
ephemeral.

2. [The sociologist Rodney Stark undertakes just such an inquiry into the net-
works of transmission of early Christianity. See his Rise of Christianity: How the
Obscure, Marginal Jesus Movement Became the Dominant Religious Force in the
Western World in a Few Centuries {San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1997}, In a sense,
Stark goes in the reverse direction, by using source material and statistics on con-
temporary cult activities to better reconstruct the new faith’s plausible routes of
transmission in the first few centaries A.D. But the same mutual insights into past
and present to which Debray refers apply in this study.—Trans.]

3. [The classic elaborations are by Pierre Bourdieu. See his “Cultural Reproduction
and Social Reproduction,” in J. Karabel and A. H, Halsey, Power and Ideology in
Education {New York: Oxford University Press, 1977): 451-487; and his Reproduction
in Education, Society and Culture, 2d ed. (London; Sage, 1990}.—Trans.]

4. [Debray avows his debt in this area to a growing body of scholarship tracing
the history of libraries and literature as an official, popular, or pedagogical institu-
tion. Pertinent overviews in English include Roger Chartier, The Order of Books:
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Readers, Authors, and Libraries in Europe Between the Fourteenth and Eighteenth
Centuries, trans. Lydia Cochrane (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994); Robert
Escarpit, Sociology of Literature (London: Cass, 1971); Robert Darnton, “Reading,
Writing, and Publishing in Eighteenth-Century France: A Case-Study in the
Sociology of Literature,” Daedalus 100, no. 1 (1971): 214-256; idem, “What Is the
History of Books?” Daedalus 3, no. 3 (1982): 65-83; idem, “First Steps Toward a
History of Reading,” Australian Journal of French Studies 23, no. 1 (January—April
1986): 5—30; idem, “Toward a History of Reading,” Wilson Quarterly 13, no. 4 (1989):
86-102; and Lionel Gossman’s essays “Literature in Education,” “The Figaros of
Literature,” and “History and Literature: Reproduction or Signification,” chs. 2, 3,
and 7 in his Between History and Literature (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1990).—Trans.|

5. Jean-Luc Piveteau, Temps du territoire (Geneva: Zoé, 1995).

6. [“SPEUSIPPUS (b. circa 407, d. 339 B.C.), Athenian philosopher, son of Eury-
medon and of Plato’s sister Potone. He accompanied Plato on his last visit to Sicily
(361) and succeeded him as head of the Academy from 347 to 339. Of his voluminous
writings only fragments and later reports remain, but Aristotle treats him with
respect and it is clear that he continued and helped to shape some major philosoph-
ical interests which the Academy had acquired under Plato.” (Gwilym Owen, entry
in The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 2d ed., ed. N. G. L. Hammond and H. H. Scullard
[Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970)).—Trans.]

7. [“XENOCRATES of Chalcedon, son of Agathenor, disciple of Plato and head
of the Academy from 339 to 314 B.c. POLEMON of Athens, head of the Academy
from the death of Xenocrates (314-313 B.C.), who converted him from a dissolute life
and whose zealous follower he was, to his own death in 270, when he was succeeded
by his pupil Crates.” (Guy Cromwell Field and William David Ross, in ibid—Trans.]

2. CROSSROADS OR DOUBLE HELIX?

1. |Historical spadework of the kind Debray’s approach champions is not lacking.
There is sociological inquiry into the genesis of technical systems, as well as techni-
cal inquiry into social ones, though it is arguable that one or the other focus tends to
dominate in one or the other kind of research. Of the former, there is especially the
work of sociology of scientific and technical knowledge, as in Steven Shapin and
Simon Shaffer, Bruno Latour and David Bloor, David Landes and Otto Mayr, but
much of their work, which oscillates sharply between the documented details of case
histories of empirical science and more sweeping theoretical pronouncements, is
laudable more in its reconstructive detail and as monographs of social construc-
tivism in scientific knowledge rather than of daily life in its concrete material-tech-
nological determinations. To cite stray examples more in this latter vein (whatever it
may lack of theoretical or mediological self-consciousness), Georges Vigarello traces
the history of cleanliness and plumbing as a social institution in Le propre et fe sale:
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L'hygiéne du corps depuis le moyen dge (Paris: Seuil, 1985). Benson Bobrick offers a
social history of city transport with Labyrinths of Iron: Subways in History, Myth, Art,
Technology, and War (New York: Holt, 1981). Margaret and Robert Hazen’s Keepers of
the Flame: The Role of Fire in American Culture, 1775—1925 (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1992) documents the social organization of heating and flame.
Wolfgang Schivelbusch does much the same thing for urban and rural lighting in
Disenchanted Night: The Industrialization of Light in the Nineteenth Century
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995) and for railway travel in The Railway
Journey: The Industrialization of Time and Space in the Nineteenth Century (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1990). Catherine Bertho-Lavenir has edited an insti-
tutional study of Lhistoire des Télécommunications en France (Paris: Eres, 1984) (see
also n. 4, below). Thomas P. Hughes takes up electrification in Western society
(1880-1930) in his Networks of Power (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1983). And the development of astronautics appears as a sociopolitical and cultural
phenomenon in Howard McCurdy’s Space and the American Imagination
(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian University Press, 1997) and Peter Redfield’s
“Beneath a Modern Sky: Space Technology and Its Place on the Ground,” Science,
Technology, and Human Values 21, no. 3 (summer 1996): 251—274. A thorough (and
brief) overview of the professional impact that the U.S. history of technology and
media has had on a generation of French historians is traced by Catherine Bertho-
Lavenir in her “Clio médiologue,” Les Cahiers de médiologie, no. 6 (2d semester 1988):
106-114. While these studies pass for something we might vaguely term “material his-
tory,” they also flesh out the historical component of a mediological approach, to the
degree that machines in these cases constitute the very medium, or ecology, in which
new social groupings adapt, commune, suffet, and the like, vis-a-vis the technologi-
cal world. For similar monographs on the material history of painting, see Debray’s
remarks in ch. 7.—Trans.]

2. Emile Benveniste, Le vocabulaire des institutions indo-européennes (Paris:
Minutt, 1969), vol. 2, ch. 7 [Indo-European Language and Society, trans. Elizabeth
Palmer (Coral Gables: University of Miami Press, 1973)]

3. [By “angelism,” Debray seems to be referring simply to the reduction of the
actual material mechanics of message bearing to the nonessentiality of an instru-
ment (in the sense of a mere means to an end), alongside the respective determinate
political realisms with which it is paired. The term in French typically betokens a
disposition to believe oneself discarnate, to behave in the manner of pure spirit. For
more on medieval angelology, however, as a once heavily freighted code for the hier-
archies and dynamics of transmitting messages and doctrine, see ch. 3.—Trans.]

4. Frédéric Barbier and Catherine Bertho-Lavenir have observed this guiding
principle of historical inquiry admirably with respect to the last two centuries (from
the ancien régime’s library collections to Japanese video) in their Histoire des médias:
de Diderot a Interner (Paris: Armand Collin, 1996).

5. [ Truly, truly, Tsay to vou, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies,
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it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. He who loves his life Joses it, and
he who hates his life in this world will keep it for the eternal life” (John 12:24-25).—
Trans.]

6. A. Berman, “Traduction, communication, entropie,” presentation at the collo-
quium “Mémoire du futur;” 198s. ‘

7. Charles Péguy, “Note sur M. Bergson et la philosophie bergsonienne,” in
Ocuvres en prose (Paris: Gallimard, 1992), 3:1273.

3. THE EXACT SCIENCE OF ANGELS

1. [This translation is slightly modified from A. Poulin, “Duino Elegies” and “The
Sonnets to Orpheus” (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1977), p. 13.—Trans.|

2. [“Let no one disqualify you, insisting on self-abasement and worship of angels,
taking his stand on visions, puffed up without reason by his sensuous mind, and not
holding fast to the Head, for whom the whole body, nourished and knit together
through its joints and ligaments, grows with a growth that is from God” (Colossians
2:18-19).—Trans.]

3. [This unknown late-fifth-century author of mystical texts on angels was for a
long time erroneously conflated with a Dionysius the Areopagite mentioned in The

Acts 17:34. By the middle ninth century, both were also confused with the bishop .

Dionysius or Denys (Denis) who had been sent to Gaul by Pope Clement | in 250 and
was martyred in 258(?), along with a priest, Rusticus, and deacon, Eleutherius, on
present-day Montmartre (occasioning the legend of the beheaded saint carrying his
own head to burial at the site of the église Saint Denis).—Trans.] _

4. [For a more elaborate genealogy of the metaphysics of light and solar radiation
as the basis of “mediologically naive” models of classical Reason, see especially Régis
Debray, Media Manifestos: On the Technological Transmission of Cultural Forms,
trans. Eric Rauth (London: Verso, 1996), pp. 81-86. Thomas Kuhn offered a con-
densed textual history of Neoplatonic sun worship, addressing its philosophical per-
tinence to Copernicus’s and Kepler's heliocentrism, in The Copernican Revolution:
Planetary Astrononty in the Development of Western Thought (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1957), pp. 129—133.—Trans.]

5. The royalist character of the church and the clerical character of the royal court
mirror one another. In the French Republic the president still has his “House” (the
official appellation of the staff of the presidential palace). And the ceremonials of
democratic life are as suffused with precedents and the according of status, and min-
isterial councils as obsessed with quarrels over formalities, as in the old Merovingian
rituals or Saint-Simon’s memoirs. While the order of protocol may change, the pro-
tocol itself endures. Observing formalities is doubtless what is deepest in political
existence; so too does it withstand all changes in regime, latitude, and vocabulary.
Men must be separated by rituals to keep them from slaughtering each other, a truth
Sartre considered self-evident.
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6. L'univers dionysien: Structure hiérarchique du monde selon le pseudo-Denys
(Paris: Aubier, 1954), p. 104.

7.[See Serres’s Diderot-like dialogue about angels between Pia and Pantope in his
Angels: A Modern Myth, trans. Francis Cowper (Paris: Flammarion, 1995). A (simi-
larly dialogic) overview of Serres’s work, a good portion of it by now translated into
English, can be found in Michel Serres, with Bruno Latour, Conversations on Science,
Culture, and Time, trans. Roxanne Lapidus (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1995).—Trans.)

8. [Plato’s Symposium; or, The Drinking Party, trans. Michae! Joyce (originally
published in London by Everyman’s Library in 1935), in The Collected Dialogues of
Plato, ed. Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1961), p. 555, 202¢.—Trans.]

4. FAULT LINES

1. [See especially, in English, Tzvetan Todorov’s meditation on Columbus and the
conquista in a founding text of “Cultural Studies,” The Conquest of America: The
Question of the Other, trans. Richard Howard (New York: HarperCollins, 1984 [orig-
inal published in 1982]).—Trans.]

2. [Lucien Febvre and Henri-Jean Martin, The Coming of the Book: The Impact of
Printing, 1450-1800, trans. David Gerard (London: Verso, 1990 [original published in
1958)), pp. 20-24.— Trans.]

3. Nor is this tendency in contradiction with archalc technological stages occu-
pying the same territorial space. Virtually Paleolithic practices in parts of Australia
and Neolithic ones in Venezuela can still be found, but they are a survival of the past,
marginal anachronisms in the process of being assimilated (with whatever resist-
ance) precisely because of the universality and uniformity toward which the most
recent technical systems tend.

5. TOOL LINES

1. Emile-August Chartier (“Alain”), Propos (Paris: Gallimard, 1920), p. 60.

2. On the origins and foundations of reticulation, one can profitably consult
Daniel Parrochia’s Philosophie des réseaux (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France,
1993), André Guillerme’s noteworthy articles (in association with the Ponts et
Chaussés), and the research presentations collected under the title Réseaux et terri-
toires: Significations croisées, published by L'Aube in 1996 and edited by Jean-Marc
Offner and Denise Pumain.

3. [In the Anglo-American context, one notable instance of this disciplinary drift
is the work of Benedict Anderson, a professor of international studies who incorpo-
rates strong doses of comparative ethnography into his study of nationalisms in
colonial and postcolonial history. To point out, additionally, the attraction exerted





