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Paradoxes of contemporary knowledge 
Between invention, creation, information and control


We would like to start thanking the organizers for the invitation and Mrs. Botti for the hospitality, here in Corfu. This should have been a panel consisting of three persons, but we will come back to this later. 

In this conference I have learned a lot concerning your worries about ethics in an era which is characterized by the predominance of information technologies. Having followed the presentations and debates in the last three days, we would like to bring to the discussion some further points.

It seems nowadays to be apparent that the total technological and economic acceleration of global capitalism, that followed the 'cybernetic turn' launched in the 1970s, has had as consequence a reconfiguration not only of the domain of work, but also of science – hard science, life sciences and  social sciences – I mean of knowledge and even of life as such. As a matter of fact, always faster et more flexible communication technologies, combined with an increasing digitalisation of knowledge, with Internet, with the establishment of databases and the invention of search engines like Google have raised access to information as one of the most crucial questions, contributing to a radical transformation of what we understand knowledge to be.  Because, even if it still remains important to be in possession of knowledge, it is more important to be capable of 'treating' it, according to the complex context  that is needed for its actualisation. This means that the 'know what' is supplanted by the 'know how'. And that we have to consider not only digital information technologies but also the cybernetic turn as a whole.

In this sense, knowledge presupposes new links between culture and technology, because it is based on the relationship between man and machine. However, in its new status, the 'know how' is like a double-edged sword that may be directed either towards management or towards transformation. In this latter case, knowledge becomes rather related to invention and creation.

Today, more than ever, what is requested from us is not a mere encyclopaedic or even critical knowledge, but one that enables us to act in function of two complementary operations that the  North-American inventor Buckminster Fuller characterised as information gathering and problem solving.

Two short stories, two real episodes which have taken place recently, can perhaps give us an insight about the new status performative knowledge is acquiring in contemporary social life.
The first event happened to a young man working in IT in a Brazilian bank. Spotted by head-hunters of a leading corporation of the telecommunications sector, he was invited to submit himself to a recruiting process for a new job. Accepting to play the game, he was introduced into an office, and then was given three minutes to answer the following question: “How many golf balls are in the air at the present moment?” The person who elaborated such a bizarre and apparently absurd quiz-challenge left the room immediately after, and the candidate was left alone with his laptop. Under such pressure, the young man started thinking how he could tackle the problem and said to himself: ‘Golf is a sport one plays only in day-light. This means that, in latitudinal and longitudinal terms, only a range of countries in the Northern and Southern hemispheres have to be taken into account.’  So, with the help of his laptop he drew the lines of his research field and developed a sort of strategy to find a probabilistic response to his question. Three minutes later, the corporation officer came in again. But the young man was not allowed to announce his findings; instead, he was asked to talk about all the steps made to reach a final figure – a procedure suggesting that what mattered was the process, not the “product”. After explaining how he had designed his problem, he was told he would be informed soon on the company’s decision. A week later, the corporation officer contacted him, and told there were five divisions willing to hire his services and that it was up to him to say if and where he wanted to work. The young man chose the corporation’s Intelligence Division. 

The second short story concerns a mature Sweden lady, also working in the financial markets. Since her husband was forced to undergo the transplant of spine marrow due to a rare leukaemia three years earlier, she had been following closely all the developments of his disease and treatment, including the infections to which his body was very vulnerable. And then, he suddenly got unusual bacteria, forcing him to go to one of the leading hospitals in Sao Paulo, for treatment. During a long conversation with the doctor who was in charge of her husband since he fell ill, the lady was provided with the most important data on his case and informed that a blood analysis would tell which sort of bacteria were causing such a big damage. Taking into consideration all the relevant information she had gathered as keen observer of her husband’s illness, and combining them with the new elements the doctor had dispensed, she went to Google, laid down the key words and started the search, asking the good questions.  
Before the hospital laboratories had released the outcomes of the blood test, she became aware that the infection was due to rare bacteria which were found in only six patients all over the world, and to which there was no medicine available. Yet, surprisingly, the test contradicted those findings, stating that the infection was related to another bacteria. Unfortunately, the laboratory and the physicians that had relied on the test were wrong: the patient died  some days later. A new test had already proven that the search performed by the lady had delivered the correct results. 

These two short stories seem important in the context of our discussion because they are enlightening and emblematic expressions of how the issue of performative knowledge might be viewed today. Information gathering and problem solving were here the crucial factors that were seriously taken in consideration in a new kind of relationship between man and machine.  But also, one has to realize how sensitive were the issues of speed, time, intuition, perception, memory and context awareness in the whole knowledge process. As if the logic of recombination had acquired a new quality and had become operational in a new way…

We are facing new ways of acquiring and “processing” knowledge in complex contemporary societies. Thus, in my view, access to knowledge nowadays is not a matter, or at least not only a matter of democratization of existing cultural matrixes and cultural heritage  through new technological devices and media. For better or worse and, perhaps, for both at the same time, the so-called “knowledge society” and “knowledge economy” seem to express a new historical formation requiring a new ontology and a new epistemology.
In our group’s preliminary discussions for this panel, a “creative discord” appeared  among us concerning the relationship between knowledge, information, creation and invention. In Partenheimer’s view, an artist’s point of view, there is a tension, an asymmetry, between knowledge, real knowledge based on experience, and know-how, the main characteristics of which is the instrumental drive. But it does not seem to me that the problem is between knowledge acquired through experience and knowledge acquired through information technology, because the last one can also be a tremendous experience, if sensation, feeling and affects are taken into account in the man-machine relationship. Up to now, the prevailing perspective of man-machine relationship is what the French philosopher Gilbert Simondon called an autocratic philosophy, in wich either man is subjected to machine, or machine is subjected to man. 
But things could be otherwise if contemporary information gathering and problem solving is understood as Francis Ponge conceived knowledge. In fact, for the French poet knowledge is “co-naissance”, the simultaneous and co-related birth of subject and object. This means that the individual does not precede the moment in which knowledge “is given”; there is neither subject of knowledge nor object of knowledge but the “event” of knowledge taking place between them and giving them consistance. Information is a key factor in the processo f individuation, a well as in the process of knowledge production. I think this co-naissance can also happen through information technologies, when the potentials of man and the virtualities of machine are actualized through creation, through invention and through the consideration of information as the production of meaning in a unique context.
==> KK

I like the 'co-naissance' jeu de mot, the non-existence of the subject until she is 'hit' by an object (or another subject?) comes close to Quantum physics. I also agree that one can only 'learn' if one is open to such encounters, if the subject does not totally control the object. 

As you also say, the per se old processes of information gathering and problem solving are now put in a new context, as computing, network and telecommunication technologies give birth not only to new ways of producing knowledge but lead to deterritorialisation of its production. The vertical modularisation of the innovation process, driven by flagship corporations, means that 'global innovation networks' have followed the establishment of 'global production networks'. Innovation and design do not anymore occur within an exclusive club of scientifically proficient countries, but are increasingly outsourced and off-shored in technologically fast-follower countries.

As codified knowledge is at the heart of production and control of cutting-edge  technology that is not only a major driving force for societal development, but also a key instrument for hegemony, fierce battles around its ownership are intensifying. Globally acting corporations, state governments and civil society groups fight against or ally to each other, with often changing fronts, in an essentially Orwellian conflict for control of codified knowledge, fitting to the mentioned information gathering and problem-solving purposes and its imaginary of omnipotence. This is becoming a new global Trojan war with intellectual property as the Trojan horse and techno-fix as Helena, the object of desire. The current, escalating conflicts around patented technology within most international ICT standardisation bodies but also in the UNFCCC, with their societal and geopolitical implications, are clear signs of what is coming.

EPO's scenarios

These battles could get out of control with serious geopolitical consequences, as the governance structure of the global knowledge economy looks less compact than a block of Swiss cheese, leaving too much room for individual optimisation strategies.  Due to the growing intensity of the conflicts and volatility across all vital systems, attempts for quick and partial fixes, without looking at the essential issues at stake, in particular the social and geopolitical gaps in the perception of fairness and equity, will have no real impact.  

Further, as we know, the transformation of data into information and then into knowledge – information that can be utilised to build capabilities – is far from being straightforward. This raises the issue of the knowledge paradox: 

As information becomes increasingly abundant, what knowledge has value? 

If the rules around access, management, production and ownership of knowledge are not chosen properly, more information could even equal less knowledge – and less innovation. 

The European Patent Office, as a broad regional intergovernmental organisation,  recognised that conflict potential is rapidly growing and that retreat is not a good option. One of the visible expressions of the will to understand, to reach out and to engage more pro-actively into the public debate is EPO's "Scenarios for the Future" project. The scenarios have precisely the battles around knowledge, its production, appropriation and control at their heart and can be used to examine how these battles could shape the future world architecture or test specific policies and strategies. Four key scenarios, each one based on the predominance of a mega-driving force, relentlessly and uncompromisingly following its own logic, have been published by the EPO as the outcome of a 3 years long, collective undertaking and have been validated in many different contexts since then by many different actors across the globe. Their findings in a nut shell:

If the unfettered free market logic survives  and continues to rule, then western or westernised corporations and the financial capital behind them, will continue to be the dominant driver. Cutting-edge ICT is the backbone of their hegemony and global sourcing is the ratio of these techno-globalists. Only the flagship corporations which manage to position themselves as a hub, able to appropriate the innovation potential of vast networks, including users and consumers, can survive the increasingly violent and faster waves of Schumpeterian creative destruction. Current incumbents and IP title holders as well as 'domesticated' newcomers will aggressively assert their monopoly rights, throughout the globe. Knowledge continues to be 'my house', trespassers receiving an 'armed response'. 

If geopolitics reinforces its current position and becomes the dominant driver, what counts would no longer be profits or shareholder value, but national interests and hegemony. It would be the techno-nationalists' game.  At the same time, this could become the story of a boomerang effect striking today’s dominant players, as the new entrants play with the rules to cement their new hegemony. The financial and economic meltdown and the collapse of the Washington Consensus, reinforce the rise of the BRIC power.  This eventually leads to new block building and a deeply fragmented and polarised political and knowledge landscape. Transferring knowledge between the block division lines would be seen as unpatriotic.

Were status-quo critical, societal groups to gain significant political influence, this could lead to diminishing societal trust and growing criticism towards the current system for appropriation of knowledge, including the IP system, causing its gradual erosion. Only a few patents would be granted and enforcement would be avoided where possible. The 'pirates' this time started not from the Caribbean, but from a small Nordic harbour and expanded quickly throughout western societies. But is the predictable fallback to secrecy going to reinforce knowledge generation and sharing? Will Androidal free-SW platforms offer us more freedom or rather be used to track our behaviour and thus to manipulate us in a much more efficient manner?

Finally, the logic of technology (doability) is not necessarily the one of capital (accumulation). In a world where techno-science, driven by techno-politicians and futurists, takes the lead, too much control could be seen as a break rather than an accelerator. A split of the patent system across industrial sectors occurs in the wake of a series of climate change driven natural disasters hitting the North. IP rights in several technological sectors would lose their most powerful weapon, the monopoly right. Since code is code and improving human kind in moral and physical terms is a key goal in this techno-world, soft IP extends to cover all kinds of genetic information, including human genome.

These stories are not EPO's visions or strategies, since the actors and their acts are largely beyond anyone's reach. Further, as analytical abstractions (in reality all four driving mega-forces are working in parallel) they are not meant to be exact forecasts or previsions.  However, this approach is proving useful, because it helps many persons and institutions around the world to better understand the extremely complex processes happening already now, in front of our eyes. 
==> Transition to Jürgen 

However, there is one more aspect that is fundamental and critical. It concerns a specific type of science, assuming that it still exists: the one that is not confined within the logic of technology or of the market, but is linked to an emancipative process, commonly viewed as the search for 'truth'. Further, it is almost instinctively understandable that by remaining within an unchallengeable context and respecting a priori fixed boundaries one cannot produce this type of science. Some philosophers go so far to argue that this process is a 'truth procedure' which cannot take place outside the broader process of political emancipation, 'art' being another such a process.  And like all emancipative processes, this is a double-edged sword. 

It would indeed be interesting to have an artist exposing how he sees art, as a domain of creativity in the era of cybernetic turn. We are therefore very sad that Jürgen Partenheimer, the 3rd person of this panel, was not able to join us. We could read a part of his nice essay, which is printed in the proceedings you've got. However, we prefer his absence to be felt as such, even in the time of ubiquitous virtuality, real presence and absence matters. 

Instead I would like to read his last mail, where he informed us he is not able to come:

"Let me, however, share some thoughts in reference to Corfu, which, particularly in view of the current „economic turn“ seem to pose questions concerning contemporary culture and „access to knowledge“. I have a feeling that access to knowledge might imply a rational misbalance (misunderstanding) by definition within the territory of culture. Two quotes address this issue: „Much madness is divinest sense to a discerning eye“. (Emily Dickinson) and „Man is a product of the refined disintegration of nature by time. (W.H.Auden)  It is the absence of a „discerning eye“ and the disconnection from real experiences, which seem crucial. How can discerning presence and sensitivity be translated into accessible knowledge?

 Consumer configurations and interest as well as balance of power determine general information behaviour and constitute the critical framework within an information society. How are access codes for this society to be defined, translated and applied within an increasing diversity of domains of information technologies and how will culture then be „codified“ within this framework?

 I would like to introduce the term „asymmetry of knowledge“ or „asymmetric knowledge“ since economic analysis and pragmatic evaluation strategies rather than empathetical perception/insight seem to be the current operating parameters to control and define the scope of available knowledge and its appertaining terminology. Availability on the level of computer information seems inevitably linked to pragmatic use, „designed to fit“ and to serve its purpose. The purpose, however, seems not clear beyond facticity.

 The objective between access to knowledge and its asymmetric status remains an issue, where, for example, a wider and more differentiated definition of terminology seems appropriate when referring to „forum“, „market-place“ and „user“, indicating a rather unmasking approach to language.

 How does culture fit the proclaimed access to knowledge? How do we establish access to a poem? "If art teaches anything (to the artist, in the first place), it is the privateness of the human condition. Being the most ancient as well as the most literal form of private enterprise, it fosters in a man, knowingly or unwittingly, a sense of his uniqueness, of individuality, of separateness - thus turning him from a social animal into an autonomous "I". Lots of things can be shared: a bed, a piece of bread, convictions, a mistress, (information), but not a poem by, say, Rainer Maria Rilke. A work of art, of literature especially, and a poem in particular, addresses a man tête-à-tête, entering with him into direct - free of any go-betweens - relations." Joseph Brodsky

 How do we encounter contemporary music and visual arts beyond their categorization of value or style? If access to knowledge is the sum total of theoretical and practical experiences, then, is knowledge conceivable without the experience of emotion  and how is that particular access intelligently established or conveyed in computer information ?

 „To advance further than others you need heart and knowledge“ Luis Ferdinannd Céline  (Journey to the end of the night / Voyage au bout de la nuit)".

You may have noticed that our discours does not lead to a synthesis and is deliberately not conclusive. It creates, instead, a sort of patchwork of issues, problems, questions raised in three perspectives which sometimes overlap, sometimes resonate, sometimes create a synergy from our impressions, sensations, thinking and findings related to the new ways of acquiring and “processing” knowledge in complex contemporary societies. 
Beyond the analysis, the really interesting question is how one could deal with these unique challenges at individual and collective levels ?  Is defending 'privacy' a promising strategy ? Some critics are nowadays stating that bioethics is powerless to protect the rights of individuals and populations against the control of their genetic information by the State and the Market and the transformation of life into a commodity. Does infoethics have enough power to counter the collateral side-effects of the cybernetic turn on such concepts as privacy, human dignity, individual, human rights, environment and so on? 

The point is: what about start thinking on new ways to create, to invent and to resist control in the context of the cybernetic turn?

* Strategies of subversion 
Discontinuity as a reflective attitude of contemplation. A sudden or anticipated standstill, “time-out” as an important corrective, which pertains to the slowing down of the state of affairs that leads to contemplation, re-evaluation and distance as a free decisive choice or by forced circumstance (current financial crisis). The artist / scientist should take that distance and it is through this distance the she intervenes.

Paradox. It pertains to surprising situations or is a logical demonstration of absurdities. A true statement that leads to contradiction heightens attention and causes reflection and offers brisk surprise, triggers unconventional solutions.

Precision in order to ensure clarity, conceptual awareness, a focused mind, anticipation and perseverance.

PAGE  
1

