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Introduction:
Here we are
We live in apocalyptic times. One might be eager to dismiss this very first
statement as hyperbolic. However, a speedy accumulation of information paints
an ever clearer picture of what can only be seen as a planetary crisis: oceans
acidify, stratospheric ozone depletes, biodiversity plummets and the nitrogen
cycle is disrupted.1 These climate changes are the effects of a jolt of carbon
dioxide that the human being has injected into the atmosphere. In just over a
century or two – a speck of time in the history of a 4.5 billion-year-old Earth –
man dug up and burnt enough fossilized carbon to effectively change the
thermodynamic system of the Earth. Human history moves fast. From 1945
onwards, it started to move particularly fast. The “Great Acceleration” of the
post-World War II capitalist economy, the threshold of the Keeling Curves’
exponential rise upwards (illustrated in figure 1), was the point of no return
according to many Earth scientists.2 That is when the human being wrested
himself free from the comforting embrace of the Holocene and supposedly
entered a new unpredictable epoch: the “Anthropocene”.
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The act of renaming the times we live in might seem arbitrary, and assigning a
planetary-scale tipping point oddly specific. After all, the human being always
already had a profound influence on its environment. But let’s be clear: the
‘Anthropocene’ is not just another name for the gradual increase of the ‘human
footprint’ on the landscape. It is meant to capture the changed nature of human
impact on the Earth. 3 As such, it demarcates an actual rupture in the Earth’s
history. But this only becomes clear when the Earth is viewed as a whole.
Considered as a single, dynamic integrated system (humans included, to be
sure), the Earth has undergone an ontological transformation.4 It no longer is
what it was. With the dawn of industrialization, human kind acquired macrophysical agency; it became an actual geological force able to influence the
functioning of the Earth-system, on a par with asteroid strikes and solar fluxes –
yet fundamentally different.5 We might be better off calling ourselves a
geological power, as this force is able to make conscious decisions. This new,
one could say, geopolitical and techno-industrial power singlehandedly
managed to lever the geophysical system onto a new and, importantly,
unknown trajectory. 6 Clive Hamilton vividly captures this true meaning of the
Anthropocene:
“In a few short decades we have seen the entire history of the Earth – from its
formation through to its eventual vaporization when the Sun finally explodes –
split irrevocably into two halves – the first 4.5 billion years in which Earth history
was determined by blind natural forces alone, and the remaining 5 billion years
in which it will be influenced by a conscious power long after that power is
spent.”7
Here we are. Somewhere we have never been before. We are uncertain exactly
how the effects of this new power are going to cascade down the myriad of
interlocking processes that is our Earth. Yet, most of us carry on as usual.
Perhaps the sceptic dismisses the state of alarm thanks to good old ‘humanist’
optimism: the undiminished faith in man’s control over nature using the
demiurgic power of technology. Indeed, forms of ‘geo-engineering’, like coating
the Earth with a layer of sulphate particles in order to cool it down, are
envisioned as means to once again put a bridle on our stubborn environment. 8
Or perhaps the sceptic’s sense of panic is lulled by that other phantasm of
modernity: that of an independent and resilient nature; the ever-reliant, robust
Hamilton, Defiant Earth, 17.
Ibid., 12.
5
Ibid., 5.
6
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backdrop of our lives – ‘out there’ – able to bounce back from any harm done.
However, if anything, the Anthropocene marks the expiration date of this
foundational distinction of the modern episteme – the separation between the
cosmological and anthropological orders, between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’.9 It
shows us that ‘nature’ itself has come to bear a human fingerprint. Conversely,
it urges us to rethink our supposed severance from it as we are revealed to
remain embedded in nature, are dependent on it and everything we do to it is
payed back in what one could call ‘geophysical karma’. 10

Setting the scene
With the modern world shattered, we are left searching for new ways of life that
do justice to the newfound reciprocity between ourselves and the world. Ways
that recognize our dominant role in the functioning of the Earth-system and take
on the responsibility and obligations that come with it. Growing in popularity is a
strand of philosophy which addresses these questions from an
anthropotechnical perspective; understanding the human condition as
fundamentally and originally technical. For Peter Sloterdijk and Bernard
Stiegler, the current frontrunners of this philosophical movement, the
Anthropocene signals the necessity for the anthropos to change the very nature
of his technogenic existence; to transform our constitutive technical relations
with the world, changing ourselves in the process. 11 After all, it was technoindustrial hubris that got us here in the first place. Both philosophers developed
their perspectives decisively in dialogue with the thought of Martin Heidegger; in
particular with his view on the essence of technology as Enframing [Gestell]
and the need for a radical turn from this very essence.12
Even though it presents itself for the first time as such with the dawn of the
Anthropocene, the planetary proportions of man’s technical influence were,
arguably, already sensed by Heidegger through his notion of Enframing. 13 He
noticed that modern technology ‘discloses’ the world in a particular way. This,
he establishes in his famous essay The Question Concerning Technology, is
the essence of technology: a form of ‘disclosing’ [Entbergen] – a way, let’s say,
in which reality comes to light. Whereas the essence of Greek technē is poiesis
Danowski & Viveiros de Castro, The Ends of the World, 14.
Ibid., 5.
11
Which entails a homeotechnic revolution in the case of Sloterdijk and a negentropic turn in
that of Stiegler; Yuk Hui & Pieter Lemmens. Reframing the Technosphere: Peter Sloterdijk and
Bernard Stiegler’s Anthropotechnical Diagnoses of the Anthropocene, (Krisis JOURNAL for
contemporary philosophy, 2 (2017): 26-41.).
12
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or ‘bringing-forth’ [Hervorbringen] – experienced not only in different forms of
artisanry, but also in the growth and budding of plants, the birth of animals; the
very unfurling of nature from out of itself – the essence of modern technology is
Enframing. The light that illuminates the modern world shines with a different
hue than the one in which the world of the ancient Greeks lit up. No longer a
poietic affair whose dynamic one should let be or, at most, guide along, reality
under the reign of Enframing is challenged [Herausgefordert] to yield – ever
more violently – what it has to offer. Modern technology sees in every being
exclusively the possibility to calculate, use and command, in other words, to
treat it as ‘standing-reserve’ [Bestand]. The Anthropocene, from this
Heideggerian perspective, can thus be perceived as the result of the blind
obeyance to this challenging claim of Enframing.
By imagining technological possibilities that elude the clutches of Enframing,
Sloterdijk and Stiegler seek to overcome what Heidegger called the greatest
danger [das Gefahr] of modern technology: the pitiful fate of losing touch with
other possibilities of disclosing, like Greek bringing-forth, and becoming
completely subsumed in the calculative-exploitative relation to beings of
Enframing – ultimately forgetting the openness of Being altogether – its
‘disclosedness’ if you will – blindly abiding but a single truth. Even though both
philosophers aim to envision alternative technical realities in which nature is not
fatally implicated in man’s productionism and consumerism, Yuk Hui, a new kid
on the block of the ‘anthropo-scene’, is not sure whether Heidegger’s danger
has completely waned with regard to Stiegler’s and Sloterdijk’s ontological
reconceptualization of technics. After all, by building their respective
philosophies on this Heideggerian edifice, they limit their analysis to Greek
technē and modern technology, which now take on a universal appearance. As
such, they risk being ethno- and/or Eurocentric. Hui is worried that their
universal ontologization of the human being vis a vis technics may push even
their envisioned alternative ways of life towards a homogeneous global
technological culture.14

Cosmotechnics
Hui is not content to speak of the Anthropos and its technical peculiarity in
universal terms. He considers anthropologists associated with the so-called
‘ontological turn’ to be much better equipped to denote ‘the human’ in his
multiple variations. Their proposal of ‘multinaturalism’ or ‘ontological pluralism’
poses a certain challenge to the universal onto-anthropological discourse of
14
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technology embraced by Sloterdijk and Stiegler.15 By adhering to a multitude of
different ontologies that ultimately found the different cultures and practices
around the world, Hui finds himself able to question the most basic assumptions
of what ‘technics’ is and could be, other than technē and technology. This way,
Hui completely re-opens Heidegger’s famous question regarding technology
and seeks new answers inspired by the ontological promiscuousness of the
anthropologists of ‘the turn’. He seeks to recover a plurality of technics, that
would be forgotten if the two philosophers in question would be left at the helm
of our terrestrial abode. In their envisioned technological futures, all those nonwestern collectives, their worlds and technical ways of life – that are in no way
offshoots of Greek technē – might succumb to an all-encompassing ‘onticide’.
Thus, next to an ecological crisis, Hui identifies an ontological crisis. The latter
cannot be relinquished in name of the former, because, as we will see, this
entails the end of not one, but many worlds.
On the brink of oblivion, these altogether differently constituted worlds risk
forever to conceal their truth, along with the wisdom and knowledge that guides
the technical ways of life that take shape within them. Yes, technical activity,
according to Hui is always shaped by cosmology – a world-order in which it is
grounded. As such, he considers cosmologies to be treasure troves of
philosophical potential that might offer ways out of the highway of modern
technological hegemony. That’s why Hui’s project consists of urging nonwestern localities to invent their own technical ways of life, based on their
respective cosmologies. ‘Cosmotechnics’ is Hui’s meta-concept to denote this
plurality of technical praxes.
Hui’s philosophy of cosmotechnics wants to overcome the Anthropocene whilst
respecting ontological difference. It aims to do so by “reviving a multiplicity of
cosmotechnics through an earth-oriented re-appropriation of both modern
technology and non-modern cosmologies.”16 In other words, traditional
cosmologies from all over the globe can form new grounds into which modern
technology can be embedded, potentially changing its way of innovation, use,
invention and production – in a way fitting its local world and biosphere alike.
Before this project can be taken on however, the notion of ‘cosmotechnics’
needs to be clarified. In this thesis, I will analyse the concept of ‘cosmotechnics’
with the aim of coming to a better understanding of its meaning, reach and
implications. I will do so on the basis of three sub-questions: what, why and
how. In chapter 1, I will address the what. What are cosmotechnics? In what
sense can technics be thought of as ontologically plural on the basis of different
15
16
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cosmologies? In order to provide an answer, we will analyse Hui’s transposition
of the ‘the ontological turn’ into the philosophical discourse on technics and
technology. The question of the why, addressed in chapter 2, expands on the
necessity of the cosmotechnical project, already touched upon in this
introduction. Why indulge in the scrutiny of foreign cosmologies and the
technical ways of life that take shape within them? Only by turning to
technicity’s very origin, as theorized by Gilbert Simondon, can we begin to
understand the cosmotechnical nature of these practices and the lessons they
have to teach us. Which brings us to chapter 3, in which we ask: how, then,
does Hui aim to take these teachings to heart and reinvent cosmotechnics?
Given its current developmental state, we will have to push the limits of
cosmotechnical philosophy’s capacity of answering this pressing question by
envisioning the possibility of constituting, what Simondon calls, transductive
relations between modern technology and non-modern cosmologies.

6

1. What:
Techno-diversity in the Multiverse
By marking consecrated powder with their fingers, Afro-Cuban diviners have
the power to render divinities present. In Northern Mongolia, shamanic
talismans are able to tap into the spirit world, but only when new pieces of
material are continuously knotted onto them. And the theriomorphic mask of the
Yawanawa Spirit dancer allows him to become an animal.

Cosmological Conundrums
These descriptions of different activities are sampled randomly from text-book
anthropology. They are fascinating, to be sure. The problem is, however, that
they make no sense at all. After all, we know that powder grants no particular
powers. It is just some dusty thing. Just like knotting pieces of cloth together
into talismans, marking powder with your fingers has no particularly interesting
effect. These activities are close to causally inert. To the same extent, the spirit
dancer’s animal mask is psycho-somatically impotent; it will never transform
anyone into something non-human. So what exactly are these people doing?
As these activities involve artefacts and intent certain effects they show a
resemblance of what we would consider ‘technical’. However, ‘real’ technical
activity, we know, leads to measurable results. It is a way of manipulating
materials, often by using technical objects that function somatically as the
extension of organs as Ernst Kapp or Marshall McLuhan theorized, in order to
have an effect on the objective world. It does not involve deities or spirits and it
doesn’t try to defy the rules of physical causality. That would be magic, or better
yet, make-believe. In our technical realm, the absurd has been sifted from
reasonable expectations by means of experimentation.
Yet, these seemingly pseudo-technical activities persist today. For the people in
Northern Mongolia, the knotting of talismans has not been rendered functionally
void. Quite the contrary, the activity involving talismans plays a pivotal role in
their shamanic cosmos. These people take the world to be teeming with
shapeshifting spirits, called Ongod.17 These spirits can take virtually any form,
from mountains, highways and skies to the flow of gossip in a community. But
most commonly they tend to manifest themselves materially in the form of these
17
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talismans. These Ongod are always changing. They are compelled to follow a
path of never-ending metamorphosis, absorbing ever more forms. These spirits
are not so much described as singular entities that hop from one thing to the
next, but are to be seen as manifolds; assemblages that are irreducibly
multiple.18
As such, Ongod are always other than themselves. Like the elusive present that
always turns to a past, the Ongod can only be ‘seen’ through their absence. In
this sense, they are not so much entities in time with the propensity to change,
but rather temporality or change itself.19 Now, only after this crash course in
shamanic cosmology can one begin to understand why people constantly need
to tend to their talismans. As effigies of these spirits, they need new elements to
be continuously added to them for the Ongod to be what they are. The knotting
of talismans into growing bundles of heterogenous elements is not only a
material reflection of the spirits continuous accumulation of forms but also its
precondition. It allows the spirits to be on their way and keeps the gears of
temporal change turning.
As much as it makes sense for the people in Northern Mongolia to actively do
time by knotting talismans together, it is possible for the Yawanawa spirit
dancer to change into an animal using theriomorphic masks. Not only the
possibility, but the necessity of this habitual transformation is prescribed by the
beginning of times of the Yawanawa world. Their cosmogony starts off in a
familiar way for those of Judeo-Christian descent: In the beginning “nothing yet
was”… but then takes a curious turn: “but people already existed.” 20 Thus at
first, for the Yawanawa, like several other Amerindian cultures, everything was
human. Up until the ‘time of transformations’, that is. In this Big Bang
equivalent, primordial men started to erratically transform into animals, plants,
rivers, mountains and everything other-than-human in the universe. Only once
this anthropomorphic substance settled down into a stable state, the world as
the Yawanawa know it today came to be. The present Yawanawa are the
descendants of the ones who made it through the time of transformations
unscathed. They find themselves in a world fundamentally different from the
one we call ‘Western’. In their world, what we call ‘nature’ is born out of ‘culture’.
For them, culture is the very fabric of the world: everything non-human, or
rather ex-human, still preserves a latent human side.21
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As such, their world is never one of stable and passive objectivity. Everything –
all flora and fauna, even the ground on which the Amazonians walk – is imbued
with a hidden human soul. This underlying human virtuality, however, imposes
a danger. It constantly threatens to break out, tearing the world at its seams,
reverting it back to the pre-cosmological chaos of constant transformation.22
The Amerindian Big Bang always imposes the risk of being set off again. This
means that the world needs constant regulation to keep its transformative
potential in check. In this sense, the Amerindian relation to the world is set on
reproducing its present state by actively counter-effecting the regression into
chaotic transformations. The animalization of the spirit dancer – and reciprocal
humanization of the animal – keeps this state at bay by recapitalizing it.23 In a
way, I would say, it is like a controlled detonation of the Big Bang in order to
minimize collateral damage.
By starting this chapter off with rather mind boggling cosmological
configurations and some of the practices they incite, I’ve tried to allow the
reader to warm up to the main tenet of Hui’s philosophy: the idea that technics
is always cosmotechnics.24 Which is to say that technics is not
anthropologically universal but always affected by cosmological understandings
of different cultures and has autonomy only within these different cosmological
settings.25 This chapter will elaborate on this very idea. Placing these activities
in their respective cosmological context, however, does not immediately clear
things up. Positing universal pan-psychism or the existence of inherently
multiple spirits that manifest time only serves to defer the issue. Not only the
technical activity as such, but the entire cosmological framework in which it is
embedded is now called for questioning. If anything, these ethnographical
descriptions form an anthropological and philosophical conundrum. After all,
they cut against the common sense that a thing cannot be multiple and people
cannot spontaneously change into different species.
The initial response might be to defuse the tension with no-nonsense
pragmatism (and as we will see ‘naturalism’) and ask why these people believe
these things to be true – for we all know they are not – reducing these initially
puzzling practices to social constructs that offer an array of socio-political
explanations. ‘Things don’t really contain human souls; this is merely the
Yawayana way of thinking about ecological preservation’, for example. This has
always been an effective and, more importantly perhaps, reassuring way for
Danowski & Viveiros de Castro, The Ends of the World, 68.
Ibid., 68.
24
Yuk Hui, The Question Concerning Technology In China. An Essay in Cosmotechnics,
(Falmouth: Urbanomic Media, 2016.), 19.
25
Ibid.
22
23
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anthropologists to understand the ethnographic anomalies in which they deal:
things with spirits, objects that are subjects, singularities that are multiple, time
that is circular, and so on. It allows the one that is doing the explaining to
remain comfortably within his own conceptual framework, tracing back the
explanandum to universal human traits or other underlying mechanisms that
may explain cross-cultural variations.26 This way, the cosmological conundrums
are exposed as culturally relative variations of a very familiar underlying human
nature.

A False Start
It is by treading down this explanatory path that one finds the means to be able
to dismiss the technicity of the activities involving animal masks, powder and
talismans. By comparing them to the western conception of technics and
technology seen as an anthropologically universal category, these activities are
indeed functionally and effectively impotent – they are not ‘real’ forms of
technical practice or are not considered to be ‘technical’ at all. This, however, is
not the path that Yuk Hui takes. He does not deny that these ethnographic
descriptions clearly do not match our conception of what technology is. But he
does not take this locution as a motive to disregard the technicity that governs
these ‘exotic’ activities. Instead, Hui’s philosophy takes it as a point of departure
to completely re-open the question of technology! If anything, ill-fitting
ethnographies make the idea of a universal technics budge: “There is a general
misconception that all technics are equal, that all skills and artificial products
coming from all cultures can be reduced to one thing called ‘technology’.”27 Hui
wants to open Western thought to the idea of a plurality of technics;
fundamentally different ways of relating to the world technically.
These different technical relations to the world, according to Hui, are always
conditioned by how the world is taken to be: its order. Indeed, the Yawanawa
are sure to minimize their ‘footprint’ in an anthropomorphic world where the very
ground one treads on is not a mere object to a subject, but harbors a human
perspective of its own. Their cosmopoliteia elicits different practices than the
Western mechanic materialistic manifestation of the world, which invites us to
systematically uncover and manipulate its inner causalities. Different worldorders incite different ways of being-in this world; of belonging to it and dwelling
in it – different man-world relations which, Hui emphasizes, are mediated by

26
27
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technical beings. 28 These technical practices are not simply different from one
another functionally and aesthetically, Hui claims, but also ontologically. 29 As
per the slogan of a relatively new approach in anthropology called ‘the
ontological turn’, Hui states that this plurality of technics can only be uncovered
by taking people and their cosmologies ‘seriously’.30 In the first place, this
means not to reduce puzzling ethnographies to mere belief-talk. After all, by
doing so the social constructivist projects a form of error onto the people he is
trying to understand! Saying that people believe that ‘objects are subjects’ is
like saying that they believe that 1 + 1 = 3.31
Instead of disregarding the ‘realness’ of non-Western world-orders and the
technical ways of life that take shape within them, the ontological turn sets out
to understand them as they are. Instead of blurring ethnographies with familiar
concepts and ontological presuppositions, it lets them speak for themselves.32
Hui reiterates his take on this philosophically inspired anthropological
orientation by stating that according to it cosmologies are not merely
‘constructed’, but ‘real’.33 To take these cosmologies serious is to turn to
ontology. This way Hui intends to avoid the ethnocentric pitfall of framing the
cosmologies within a supposedly self-evident universal order of being, a certain
way in which reality is; where nature is separated from culture, objects from
subjects, matter from spirit, the part from the whole and so on – an ontological
order in which these cosmologies and correlative practices ultimately make no
sense.
By turning to ontology, Hui instead aims to take into consideration the
completely different inferences about the essential nature of things that various
cosmologies reflect; different ‘ecologies of relations’ between the assumed
basic categories of the world. 34 These altogether differently constituted worlds,
according to Hui, incite different forms of technical participation.35 If Hui is to be
believed, the conceptual and ontological fog of cosmological conundrums
conceals hidden wisdom of what a human-technics-world relation could be;
Hui, The Question Concerning Technology In China, 65.; Speaking of ‘mediation’ between
cosmos and human being, as Hui does in this context, will prove to be an arguable choice of
words. As will become evident in chapter 3, this relationship is ‘transductive’, and as such
cannot be thought to be established between two already existing terms.
29
Yuk Hui, On Cosmotechnics: For a Renewed Relation between Technology and Nature in the
Anthropocene, (Techné: Research in Philosophy and Technology, 21:2-3 (2017): 1-23.), 3; Hui,
The Question Concerning Technology In China, xiii.
30
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31
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32
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ways of doing technology that just might offer a way out of our modern
predicament. 36
As will be clear by now, Hui’s book is highly programmatic. Hui aims to “unfold
the concept of technics in its plurality, […] to act as an antidote to the
modernization programme by reopening a truly global history of the world.”37
However, one must note, Hui omits to clearly delineate the program. Crucially,
The Question Concerning Technology in China leaves its reader with little to no
insight into how exactly he transposes the ontological turn into the discourse on
technics and technology. Hui jumps the gun: he sets off on his journey in
search for a Chinese cosmotechnics without letting other cosmotechnical
adventurers know exactly what they should be looking for. Hui does supply his
reader with a preliminary definition of ‘cosmotechnics’: “it means the unification
between the cosmic order and the moral order through technical activities.”38
Cosmotechnics, this much is clear, is a matter of living life according to the
cosmos.
Throughout his book, however, Hui refers to capitalism, Polynesian maritime
navigation, Chinese medicine, as well as ‘naturalism’ – the Western ontology
that separates culture from nature – as ‘cosmotechnics’.39 These referents do
not fit the definition in a self-evident way. In order to judge whether they fit at all,
we will have to analyse how Hui adopts the ontological turn in his
understanding of cosmology and how this inflects his conception of technics.
We will do so with the aim of answering the following question: how can a
plurality of technics be thought on the basis of an ontological understanding of
cosmologies? This means we will not be searching for an Amerindian, Northern
Mongolian or any other ‘cosmotechnics’. Less glamorous perhaps, we will focus
on the groundwork; on sharpening and filling out the conceptual framework
revolving the search for cosmotechnics in order to allow future cosmotechnical
exploration.

Deep Ontology
Hui seems to take the work of Philippe Descola to be synonymous with the
ontological turn, as is often done.40 Next to a mere mentioning of Tim Ingold,
Eduardo Viveiros de Castro and Bruno Latour, also associated with ‘the turn’,
Hui, On Cosmotechnics, 8, 19.
Hui, The Question Concerning Technology In China, 7.
38
Ibid., 19, 20.
39
Ibid. 10, 18, 21, 49, 61, 299.
40
Holbraad & Pedersen, The Ontological Turn, 62.
36
37
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Descola’s is the only theory Hui expounds upon in The Question as well as in
his essay On Cosmotechnics. The work of ethnologists such as Descola offers
a way for Hui to comprehend cosmological conundrums, which allows him to reopen the question concerning technology outside of the West.41 After all,
different cosmologies, we are lead to believe, harbour different ways of doing
technology. But without rendering it into cosmotechnical terms, Hui rests his
case by stating: “What Descola says about nature might also be said of
technics”.42 We’ll do well here to investigate what Descola indeed says about
nature and what this means for Hui’s understanding of technics as plural
cosmotechnics.
In contrast to those of the social constructivists, Descola’s theory embraces
ethnographic contingency. That is to say, instead of presupposing a uniform
nature subject to a diversity of viewpoints different only socially and culturally,
Descola considers different ways in which humans inhabit the world to be
manifestations of more basic assumptions as to what nature is in the first place
and how its constitutive elements are connected. Different natures incite
humans to do entirely different things. Thus, for Descola, the concepts and
phenomena with which anthropologists habitually content themselves are no
longer the end of the explanatory line. He pushes anthropological inquiry
beyond matters of economy, leadership, worldviews, institutions, values and the
like, towards the most basic, or deepest, level in which differences in human
ways of life can be found.43 The level of ontology, that is: what human
collectives take to be there at all. Hence the close association of Descola’s
work with the ontological turn, even though Descola was reluctant to use the
expression himself.44
Descola envisioned himself as following the ethnographical river ‘upstream’,
eventually uncovering the source from which all differences spring. 45 These
differences are no longer to be considered merely ‘cultural’, to be sure, but
ontological. As a matter of fact, Descola found four of such ontological sources
from out of which different ways of life trickle down. As these ontologies are
envisioned to be ‘located’ out there, somewhere ‘beneath’ the contingent ways
in which human collectives understand and inhabit the world, Descola’s spin on
the ontological turn has been dubbed by some as ‘deep ontology’.46 “These
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various ontologies imply different conceptions of nature and different forms of
participation”, Hui recapitulates Descola’s position. 47 However, this rendition of
Descola entails a slip of tongue, perhaps, as a small revision is in order here:
the various ontologies imply different natures as such and not conceptions
thereof, otherwise one would relapse into a multiculturalist perspective.
Descola’s position, on the other hand, could more accurately be described as
‘multinaturalist’.
In old-school structuralist fashion, Descola construes his ontological models. He
deduces four ideal-types of worlds based on the composition of two basic
categories, ‘physicality’ and ‘interiority’, which can either be identical to or
different from each other, amounting to the table illustrated by figure 2. This
would lead Descola to classify the Amerindian world as ‘animist’, for example,
and the Western world as ‘naturalist’. The Yawayana, after all, presuppose a
human openness behind the ‘physical’ guise of the non-human, whereas in the
West, this guise is taken at face value, affirming a categorical split between
souls, minds or consciousness on the one hand and mere matter on the other.
This world we know so well, the ‘Western’ one where human subjects take
themselves to be lording over an universal objective world, Descola mentions,
is actually a relatively recent product and ‘lacking in ancient roots’.48

We will not dwell on the specificity of each of these four ideal world-structures,
for we cannot do justice to their complexity here. Besides, we are not looking
here to chart a course through the thickets of these foreign worlds in search for
different technics, as Hui implores philosophers to do. We are still doing the
preliminary ground work: investigating what exactly this cosmo-technical quest
aims to accomplish, where to look, and whether it’s worth the trip. What matters
47
48
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to our current purpose is to understand that Hui follows Descola in positing the
Western ‘naturalist’ ontology that separates subject from object and culture
from nature alongside a plurality of different worlds which somehow give way to
different cosmologies and corresponding technical practices.
In some cases, however, Hui deviates from Descola by equating cosmology
with ontology altogether. He does so most explicitly when referring to
naturalism, animalism and the like as a ‘cosmology’ or ‘cosmological
imagination’.49 Admittedly, by turning to ontology to make sense of cosmologies
foreign to us, the two notions start to stick together. The difference is relegated
to a fine line between structures of the world and structures of ‘worldliness’;
between how the world is ordered and what the world is; between the
composition of things and their relations and that which decides what kind of
things can or cannot take place in the world at all.
Descola addresses the difference between ontology and cosmology in his
essay The Difficult Art of Composing Worlds: “an ontology is simply a concrete
expression of how a particular world is composed, of what kind of furniture it is
made of, according to the general layout specified by a mode of identification
(animism, totemism, etc.). By contrast with the latter, a cosmology […] is simply
the form of distribution in space of the components of an ontology and the kind
of relations that conjoin them.” 50 He goes on to make an analogy with political
systems, where ontologies would be the type of constitution that specifies a
certain political regime (monarchy, democracy, aristocracy, etc.) and
cosmologies the set of legal and regulatory texts that govern everyday life.
Thus, for Descola, ontologies serve as a point of reference for different
cosmologies.51 Each ontological composition within Descola’s matrix forms the
set of base rules according to which cosmologies can be traced out.
Cosmologies, quite literally, are the world’s make-up; its cosmetics. But what a
world is at all, or ‘worldliness’, is fundamentally determined by deep ontological
structures. In other words, instead of explicating structures of worldliness,
cosmology, according to Descola, is in the business of mapping the distribution
of things in the (meta)physical world and their relations; distances, proportions,
etc., as well as influences, reactions and so forth. It are these intra-worldly
orders in which I take the cosmotechnicist to be primarily interested, as they
carry traces of worldly wisdom able to reconfigure our technical way of life. This
becomes clear when Hui implores the cosmotechnical adventurer to scour
myths for various particular constellations of relations between humans, nature,
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gods and technics – a task which, indeed, can only be undertaken seriously by
taking these orders’ underlying ontology into account.52

Cosmo-relative-technics
Despite some deviation from Descola, it seems to be the case that Hui at least
upholds the ‘deep’ strand of the ontological turn, judged by his conception of
technics based on this ontologization of cosmologies. The most broad sense in
which Hui employs the term ‘technics’, is to refer to the general category of all
forms of ‘making and practice’53 – “which are always accompanied by technical
objects such as tools”, he is quick to add in On Cosmotechnics. 54 He solidifies
this notion of technics by employing Leroi-Gourhan’s theory of a ‘technical
tendency’: the necessary and universal disposition of the human being to make
and use technical artefacts.55 Indeed, it is hard to deny that humans are a
productive bunch. Artefacts sprout up wherever humans go. However, LeroiGourhan acknowledged, this universal tendency does not lead to universal
results. Not only does technological development march at varying paces,
different cultures tend to produce different ‘technical facts’: some wheels have
spokes while others don’t, some early fires were lit using a bow-drill and others
with flintstone, some cultures envisioned bloodletting to have the most curative
potential, others acupuncture, some dwellings are thatched, some tiled – the list
goes on almost infinitely, as one can imagine.
Hui breaks with Leroi-Gourhan on the point that these different facts result from
an encounter of the tendency with ‘thousands of coincidences of the milieu’.56
Indeed, a desert imposes challenges and offers opportunities different than a
highland does. This way, the technical tendency is inflected by geography,
shaping different artefacts, fitting their environment. Ski’s would not be invented
in a jungle. This might be so, but Hui thinks it impossible to avoid the question
of cosmology to fully explain the singularity of technical facts and pace and aim
of their development: “technical thinking emerges under cosmological
conditions that are expressed in the relations between humans and their
milieus, which are never static”.57 The Yawanawa mask and shamanic talisman
from the introduction already make Hui’s case. Hui himself mentions Chinese
medicine in this context, which applies cosmological principles, such as YinHui, The Question Concerning Technology In China, 11, 12, 17.
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Yang, to explain the human body. 58 These technical facts are the expression of
a metaphysical ‘milieu’ richer than geography. This is where Hui goes
ontologically ‘deep’: by suggesting a universal technical tendency that curves
out differently along local cosmological lines that underly and shape these
everyday practices.
Hui’s strategy of opening up a dialogue between ontologically inspired
anthropology and philosophical thought about technology starts to bear its
fruits, as it effectively re-opens the question of technology, which can no longer
be answered in universal terms. At this point of our analysis, Hui’s philosophy
already cashes in some of its promises: “I believe that the concept of
cosmotechnics allows us to trace different technicities, and contributes to
opening up the plurality of relations between technics, mythology, and
cosmology – and thereby to the embracing of the different relations between
the human and technics inherited from different mythologies and
cosmologies.” 59 Indeed, the philosophy of cosmotechnics destabilizes some
common ideas about technology. If one admits to the idea that technical making
and practice grows and branches out differently in particular cosmological
greenhouses, it no longer makes sense to compare technical objects, marking
down certain technical cultures as more ‘primitive’ than others.60 A purely
materialist conception of technology is blind to the complex relations and
arrangements technical beings constitute with their cosmos; their connection to
a world-order which defines them.
Technics is only, and is only what it is, in relation to cosmology. Technics is
always cosmotechnics. Thus, in order to get a better grip on what technics and
technology is, one ought to think technics and cosmology together. This way,
Hui makes quick end of the idea of technological determinism which tends to
envision technological development as anchored on a single teleological line
from archaic to modern.61 By admitting to a multitude of contingent cosmologies
as ground for technological development, one indeed starts to recognize a
plurality of relations between man and technics – a myriad of technical timelines
along which technics shapes and curves in different directions. This recognition
I take to be the first step towards, what Hui calls, constituting ‘a new world
history’: uncovering these historical technical lines in their specificity and taking
serious the practical ways of life that, by carrying on tradition, drag them
through time. 62
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Ontological U-turn
However, we must end this chapter off on a critical note and ask ourselves:
does he? Does Yuk Hui truly take serious the ontological differences of these
technical ways of life embedded in different cosmologies by effectively
pluralizing technics as he aims to do? Hui remains ambiguous on his take on
the ontological turn and its transposition into the discourse on technics and
technology. By proposing a combination between Descola and Leroi-Gourhan,
however, he strongly suggests a ‘deep’ reading of the ontologization of
cosmologies – as the expressions of basic ontological structures deep in the
world, roughly ‘underneath’ societies and cultures – which inflects in different
ways a universal tendency of technical making and practice.
But how does Hui take himself to be able to speak of ‘technics’ in different
cosmological configurations at all, while at the same time denying that this term
denotes something common to these different cultures? By proposing that
making and practice involving technical artefacts is always shaped by
cosmology, Hui smuggles in a series of ontological assumptions as to what
‘technics’, ‘artefacts’, ‘making’ and ‘practice’ are in the first place. That is to say,
in his attempt to rethink technics on the basis of a multitude of cosmologies, he
does not do so reflexively. The image of a universal technical tendency that
curves out differently along various cosmological lines, suggests technics in
Hui’s philosophy to be cosmologically relative rather than technically plural.
By presupposing a single ‘technical making and practice’ drenched in a variety
of cosmological sauces, one does not completely take the peoples in question
seriously. To arrive at a technical plurality, Hui would rather have to
continuously modulate the conceptual repertoire on which he relies in order to
arrive at sensible descriptions of the ethnographic object in question: whatever
one takes ‘technics’, ‘making’, ‘practice’ and so on to be in each case.63 Hui
refrains from doing so: “It is perhaps too obvious to mention that the world is
composed of humans and non-humans, and that they participate in different
ways in different cultures. The question is rather: should we take it seriously,
and if so, how?”. 64 Indeed, this statement is too obvious. By conjuring an image
of the world populated with humans and scattered with non-humans, in which
different cosmologies shape the relations between them, Hui already secures
the conceptual premises of just that world. After all, what is a ‘human’ and ‘nonhuman’ in each case? Only by consequently answering this question, one takes
the matter seriously.
63
64

Holbraad & Pedersen, The Ontological Turn, 194.
Hui, On Cosmotechnics, 3.

18

Of course, as we have seen, Hui mobilizes Descola’s theory to understand
these cosmologies by taking their respective ontological presuppositions about
the structures of the world as such into account. But this doesn’t change the
fact that the local cosmological constituents – spirits, non-humans, matter,
gods, etc. – and the corollary concepts on the technical side – ‘participation’,
‘practice’, ‘artefact’ and ‘making’ – fall outside the scope of reflexive thought.
Descola’s approach considers ontological structures to mould the same things
into different shapes. This leads to the paradoxical statements that for some
people, for example, ‘objects are subjects’ – whilst by their very definition
objects aren’t! One would have to instead reflexively tweak the definitions one
uses to do justice to the full complexity of what they aim to describe, otherwise
one risks stepping over that which remains out of reach of the interpretative
means at hand. Does a diviner ‘make’ consecrated powder? Is it an ‘artefact’ or
‘object’? Moreover, does one ‘practice’ something when one meditates,
hallucinates, dreams or intuits noumena? The threat that Hui fears of a
universal ethnocentric conception of technics steamrolling over non-Western
technical knowledge, practice and thought is imposed again by his own cosmorelative variant.
If technics really is fundamentally determined by cosmologies, as Hui claims,
one should aim to articulate these cosmotechnical domains as clear as
possible, without blurring them with conceptual presuppositions, in order to be
able to fully understand each ‘technics’ in its particularity. This means
persistently questioning the ontological assumptions that underwrite the
concepts on which one relies. But we cannot accuse Hui of lacking all
ontological rigour. He does envision the possibility of ontological reflexivity in
his theoretical marriage between Descola and Leroi-Gourhan when he states:
“technics as a general human activity has been present on earth since the time
of the Australanthropos; but the philosophical concept of technics cannot
assumed to be universal.” 65
What makes this concept ‘philosophical’ indeed seems to be the fact that it is a
reflexive conceptualization as to what ‘technics’ is: “technics thus understood,
as an ontological category, I will argue, must be interrogated in relation to a
larger configuration, a ‘cosmology’ proper to the culture from which it
emerged.” 66 But the assumption of a universal tendency seems to burden this
effort of reflexivity with too much baggage. It already presupposes a universal
idea of what technics is, demoting philosophical thought to the production of
culturally relative viewpoints: “it is almost impossible to deny that technics can
65
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be understood as the extension of the body or the exteriorisation of memory.
Yet they may not be perceived or reflected upon in the same way in different
cultures. […] In so far as technics is both driven and constrained by
cosmological thinking, it acquires different meanings, beyond its somatic
functionalities.” 67 Instead of a plurality of technics, this amounts to culturally
relative perceptions of a single, presupposed technics.
To go a full 180° ontologically means not seeing the same thing differently, but
seeing different things. 68 Hui’s inhibition to make this ontological U-turn
manifests itself in frequent slip-backs into discourse in terms of ‘meaning’,
‘perception’ and ‘interpretation’ with regards to technics as well as their
cosmological frameworks, as we already have seen with regard to his
recapitulation of Descola’s theory.69 This regression into epistemology and its
consequences can be illustrated nicely by Hui’s depiction of the ontological shift
that took place in China when confronted with naturalism’s continued spread:
“the sun, moon and planets moved in the same way as before, but they were no
longer perceived to have the same meaning, structure or rhythm”. 70 Hui is right:
of course the way in which man deemed to know the world around him changed
in the wake of this shift.71 But if the ontological turn teaches us anything, it is
that this way of presenting things does not get to the bottom of the matter.
When rigorously following through the ontological turn, Hui’s statement would
have to be that the sun, moon and planets no longer are what they once were
for the Chinese. Heavenly movements that express a moral law intrinsic to the
cosmos and conglomerates of entropic matter and energy moving in space are
two different things and part of different worlds. 72 Construing them once again
as culturally relative viewpoints on a single world brings with it the incongruent
statements common to cosmological conundrums. How, for example, can these
heavenly bodies move in the same way, but have a different structure or
rhythm? Hui seems to take the movement of the objective astronomical routes
as ontological foundation – the ‘real’ movement – onto which different
meanings, structures and rhythms are projected. This would mean that the
Chinese used to believe that these heavenly bodies had structures and rhythms
other than they actually have. By reflexively reconceptualizing what ‘structure’
and ‘rhythm’ are (or rather were) to the Chinese, one would be able to make
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articulate a ‘movement’ different from F = ma and conclude that the sun, moon
and planets, whatever they are taken to be, no longer move the same at all.
Conclusion
Yuk Hui’s philosophy aims to re-open the question concerning technology and
open Western thought to the idea of a plurality of technics. According to him,
technics is always fundamentally determined by cosmology. Hence, these
ontologically divergent ‘cosmotechnics’ can only be uncovered by making
sense of initially quite baffling, even non-sensical, cosmological configurations –
which are deemed to give way to fundamentally different technical relations
between man and world. As such, worlds teeming with Ongod, pan-psychic
perspectivist worlds and countless other cosmologies foreign to us, are deemed
treasure troves of philosophical potential that might offer valid alternatives to
Enframing the world as standing-reserve.
Only by turning to ontology does Hui find himself able to turn one man’s trash
into another man’s treasure. Hui suggests to base his conception of ‘the
ontological turn’ on the work of Philippe Descola, who deduced four different
ontologies which he envisioned as the substrata of geographically and
historically distributed ethnographic situations. From this perspective, these
ontologies function as the hermeneutic ciphers of cosmologies and the
practices that they incite. Hui hitches onto Descola’s multinaturalism LeroiGourhan’s idea of a technical tendency, which is now seen to curve out along a
priori onto-cosmological lines that underly and shape everyday technical
practices, resulting in – or so Hui claims – a plurality of cosmotechnics. I have
challenged this last claim by stating that the combination of Descola and LeroiGourhan leads to a conception of technics that is cosmologically relative rather
than technically plural. Even though Hui does not make a full ‘ontological Uturn’, reflexively questioning the ontological presuppositions that even
underwrite the most central (all Greek!) notions of his inquiry; cosmos, ontos,
technē, physis – his call to arms for (cosmo)technical diversity nevertheless
bears great significance in these perilous times, as will become evident in the
next chapter.
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2. Why:
Metaphysical Ruptures
“This great law of gravity that holds the world in its place, wears it out, and eats
it up in endless desire; each planet carries its miseries while groaning on its
axis …; they ardently carry out their empty and useless labor… not a disorder –
all is regulated, marked, written in lines of gold and in parables of fire;
everything marches along to the sound of the celestial music on the pitiless
paths, and forever; and all of that is for nothing.”73
A worldless People
This passage written by Alfred de Musset in 1836 illustrates Western
‘cosmology’, if we are even still inclined to use the word, which has grown to
stake claim to cross-cultural validity: the post-Newtonian ‘universe’ rather (a
word that better depicts the hyper-objective nature of this totality that eludes our
imaginative grasp), fully determined by blind physical laws. More importantly,
the passage still shows slithers of Greek cosmological thought when referring to
the ancient idea of the music of the spheres; of an order once conceived of as
inherently beautiful and good, of an example to follow. 74 This celestial music is
depicted as no more having any bearing. To modern ears it sounds, if anything,
like the groaning of machinery. As such, the passage marks a rupture – similar
to the one Hui describes in relation to the Chinese manifestation of the sun,
moon and planets – after which the absence of disorder no longer leads to
Greek assurance that all is good, but rather becomes a sign of utter indifference
and meaninglessness.
The passage is a reminder of the fact that we have lost our world. Not in the
sense in which one loses a set of car-keys, of course. It is just that the worldorder no longer has anything to say about our place in the world and how to live
our lives in it; there is no longer any connection between cosmology and
ethics. 75 Between a Kantian revolution and a considerable dosage of Cartesian
doubt, we seem to have lost our world somewhere around the 17th and 18th
century. That’s when man cut loose and conceived of himself as autonomous
subject, as having transcended the phenomenal order, and of his own
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understanding as this order’s constitutive condition. 76 As the world’s
representative, Heidegger has shown, modern man demoted the world to an
image, or world-picture, left to be further constructed by calculating and
measuring the objective. 77 No longer immanent part of a world and its trials and
obligations, man dispelled the cosmos of its life-governing meaning.
The idea of this rupture is often reiterated as ‘the disenchantment of the world’.
Hui takes this matter up once again, but places it into a technical register. Just
like technics is always cosmological, according to Hui, cosmology is always
technical. That’s why Hui chooses to speak of cosmotechnics rather than
cosmology, which might limit the discourse to theoretical knowledge and
attitudes.78 Therefore, the disenchantment of the world – besides instilling a
gloomy sense of meaninglessness – has practical consequences for our
technical relation to the world. Notwithstanding the vast accomplishments of
modern technology, the mechano-physical universe in which it is grounded is
indifferent to human life. The universe of objective matter wishes us nothing. To
use it as a base for ethics almost seems absurd. There is no sacred dictate of
the universe with which morality could be compliant, only the second law of
thermo-dynamics and its promise of an unavoidable state of pure entropy. As
such, the (astro)physical cosmos makes no appeal to our moral sensibilities nor
offers any a priori guidance; it imposes no limits to its technical dominion.
Let us recall for a moment the main tenet of Hui’s philosophy that ‘all technics is
cosmotechnics’. How can this be true with regard to the worldlessness of
modern technology? Well, in a descriptive sense it is. After all, also the
technical endeavors of modernity, which pivoted the entire Earth-system on a
new and unpredictable trajectory, only make sense within a ‘cosmos’ of
objective exploitable standing-reserve.79 But Hui’s philosophy also has a strong
normative aspect, left untouched in the previous chapter. This was already
apparent in the preliminary definition of ‘cosmotechnics’ which, if you recall, Hui
formulates as: ‘the unification of the cosmic and moral orders through technical
activities’. As is clear by now, the Western universe is unable to offer moral
guidance to its worldless inhabitants and their technical escapades. It offers no
moral structures with which technical activity could align itself. As Hui does not
explicitly delineate them, let me be so bold to re-formulate Hui’s main tenet as
to better capture these two dimensions of his philosophy: all technics are
cosmotechnics – but ought to be moral cosmotechnics.
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Hui does use this phrase, ‘moral cosmotechnics’, when expounding on the
concept of Dao in Confucianism and Daoism: “they both embody what I call a
‘moral cosmotechnics’: a relational thinking of the cosmos and human being,
where the relation between the two is mediated by technical beings.” 80 Not only
those of pre-modern China, but many non-Western people never by themselves
relinquished the continuity between man and world. Human exceptionalism is,
well, an exception.81 After all, Hui relativizes naturalism and its subject/object
divide as but one ontological permutation among others.82 In other words, the
throne to which man rose as sovereign lawgiver of nature remained vacant
outside of the West. Non-Western ontologies that show no signs of modern
cracks distill cosmoses of which man is still an inherent part, instead of seen as
pulling the levers from above, like Kantian subjects. As such, their cosmoses do
not utter mechanical groans; they were never purged of life-governing meaning
and the technical practices that take shape within them are still able to abide to
their worldly wisdom.
With apparent grief, Hui laments the faith that awaited these moral
cosmotechnics. For many of their practitioners, the end of the world has already
happened. If not razed and sacked by the colonizing European invaders
believing to be ‘civilizing’ these recalcitrant peoples, their worlds are thoroughly
reconfigured by the, perhaps more subtle but no less cosmologically
devastating, neo-colonization of modern technology. “Over the past 30 years
we have witnessed a huge transformation synchronized to a global
technological time-axis characterized by speed, innovation and military
competition”, Hui states.83 Indeed, with technics being the “medium of
ontologies across different ethnic groups and cultures” according to Hui, nonwestern cultures have not been able to absorb modern technology without it
altering their relation to the world – without losing it, that is.84
As modern technology floods the globe, its corresponding ontological
configuration asserts its truth, dismantling other cosmotechnical relations.85
Perhaps but a ‘tiny quantum’ of reality, as Descola describes it, naturalism is
surely becoming hegemonic as an all-encompassing onticide wreaks havoc on
the multiverse. When the dust settles, Hui fears, there will be but one
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homogenous technical system left, completely separated from moral
cosmology. 86 First and foremost, Hui’s project aims to thwart this lapse into
amoral technological singularity by opening up other possible futures, as
illustrated in figure 3.

Figure 3

Thus, besides a plea for technical diversity and the preservation – or rather
resuscitation – of non-Western knowledge and technical ways of life, Hui’s
project is about retrieving that which moderns lost: the sense of a life-governing
cosmos and the possibility of constituting technical relations with it. It is about
reviving (moral) cosmotechnical thought! “The concept of cosmotechnics
immediately provides us with a conceptual tool with which to overcome the
conventional opposition between technics and nature, and to understand the
task of philosophy as that of seeking and affirming the organic unity of the
two.” 87 This chapter will be dedicated to the question as to why this unity of
nature and technics should be sought after. After all, one might object, isn’t it
possible, without establishing ethics on a cosmology, to create a livable
technological domain within a detached or mute nature? Reasonable doubt
aside, giving up on the search for moral cosmotechnical arrangements, would
be to renounce the world as our rightful home.
After all, if not grounded in a moral cosmology, our very technical presence in
the world loses its ethical relevance.88 No longer can we know whether or why it
is morally good that human beings – masters of bricolage and tinkerers of
technical artefacts – continue to exist at all. Is it worth the sacrifices it entails;
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for the biosphere and, indeed, for himself? The sentiment that the human being
is congenitally ‘cosmocidal’ has indeed sunken deep into our collective
imagination, as frequently expressed by Hollywood’s two pennies’ worth of
apocalypticism, and even takes on political shape in the form of the so called
‘Voluntary Human Extinction Movement’. 89 However, originally and
fundamentally, Hui claims, technics has always been cosmotechnics. Technics
has a ‘worldly’ origin. In the third part of Gilbert Simondon’s of On the Mode of
Existence of Technical Objects Hui discerns the contour of what he calls “the
original mode of cosmotechnics”.90 It is the least read portion of Simondon’s
book but he placed it at the head of his oeuvre. 91 Simondon sets out to provide
no less than a history of the world and man’s place in it. Considering the
ontological bedrock of technicity, we will see that, in its humble beginnings,
technics formed a unity with nature towards which modern technology must find
its way back to, or else be condemned to remain impoverished, since it would
preserve no vestige of its origins.92
Magic
Simondon’s story of humanity begins with a ‘being-in-the-world’ diametrically
opposed to the one that finds himself abandoned in the mechanical universe
described by De Musset. In the beginning, man’s relation to the world was
magical. ‘Magic’, for Simondon, characterizes the most primordial relation
between man and world. This magical mode of being is hard for us to grasp
because it is long lost. Nowadays, we separate object from subject, culture from
nature, the singular from the universal and parts from its whole. None of this
was the case in the magical system. It formed an intimate unity between man
and world prior to any distance that could be imagined between them. Even in
our current exposition, the incapability of our cognitive categories to grasp the
magical unity presents itself, as one is easily tempted to think in the
substantialist notions of ‘man’ and ‘world’ and the supposed unity between them
– already undercutting the dynamic oneness of the man-world system.
In light of our previous discussion on the ontological turn, one might be eager to
place this magical mode of being along many other ways of being-in-the-world
and lament the claim of a universal magical origin of mankind – and the
normative value it will prove to have – as ethnocentric. However, the magical
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mode of being is more like a not-yet-being-in-the-world; a layover in the process
of anthropogenesis. As such, I think it should be understood as a historic mode
of being common to all, prior to any culturally divergent éthnê, much like the
pre-cosmic anthropomorphic substance mentioned in Yawanawa myths. This
originary pre-historic ‘humanity’ allows us precisely to still speak of ‘man’ and
his place in the world, with regard to Simondon’s theory, without immediately
flattening out the ethnopolitical situation of a multiplicity of peoples, within which
cosmotechnical philosophy aims to maneuver. The charge of ethnocentrism
would only apply to a situation where man is already open to Being and
philosophical anthropology becomes a matter of doing justice to differences that
only this openness affords. Magic, however, is more like the ontological swamp
from out of which man crawled into the world. It belongs to something not-yethuman that remains within the twilight of world and milieu: “a being that does
not yet grasp objects but directions, paths going upward or downward, toward
darkness and toward light”.93
Magical man is still under the spell of his environment, closed off from the world
as world.94 Thinking of Von Uexküll’s descriptions of the relational dynamic
within an ‘Umwelt’ or what Heidegger called being ‘Weltarm’, indeed prepares
the way for an understanding of the magical experience.95 It emphasizes the
intimacy and the un-separateness of the living being and its milieu in which the
former is fully absorbed. However, Simondon’s proto-man might be considered
‘world poor’, but he is not ontologically broke. The magical world is not a mere
nexus of stimuli, devoid of meaning. It is implicitly structured into a network of
privileged places and moments:
“A privileged place, a place that has a power, is one that drains from within itself
all the force and efficacy of the domain it delimits; it summarizes and contains
the force of a compact mass of reality; it summarizes and governs it, as a
highland governs and dominates a lowland; the elevated peak is the lord of the
mountain, just as the most impenetrable part of the woods is where all its reality
resides. The magical world is thus made of a network of places and of things
that have a power and that are bound to other things and other places that also
have a power.”96
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Even though the magical world veils its worldliness to its not-quite-human
inhabitants, it is not without structure. That is to say: magical man experienced
cosmological structures of his world despite his inability to reflexively think its
ontological structures. The human being within the magical system has no ‘free’
relation to his world. He is not open to its being. He is still completely swept up
in the world’s inner workings and forces without being able to bear witness to
them as such. He knows only of the world’s dynamic as it presents itself at any
particular moment. Like an assembly worker who cannot oversee the operation
as a whole, he simply goes along with it, following the lines given. These lines
form a ‘reticulation’; they are part of a intertwined cosmological structure or
network in which certain knots stand out, which Simondon calls ‘key-points’. In
the magical system, these points are geographical singularities; places like the
peak of a mountain, the oldest and tallest tree in the woods or center of a plain
as well as times that stand out from the rest like the happening of a solstice or
the setting of the sun. At these key-points the forces of the world are
concentrated and its workings can be regulated. They are the switches and
buttons of the cosmological assembly line.
The comparison between a switch and a mountaintop or sunset might seem
strange, but for Simondon, the magical unity between man and world makes up
the first chapter of the history of technology. This means that there is a
continuity between magic and technology in Simondon’s thought. 97 Indeed, in
the magical world, the reticulated key-points are the media between man and
world, much like technical objects are today. Hui refers to the idea of
reticulation as the ‘cosmo-geographic a priori’ in Simondon’s thought.98 This
world-structure or network imposes a norm for and conditions man’s relation to
the world. When following this cosmo-geographic a priori, Hui follows up, it
leads to a being-together of man and nature.99 In the key-points of the worldstructure, the natural reality and that of the human intertwine and form an
exchange. 100 These media between man and world are an inherent part of the
world itself. Like the capitals of countries, they are the governing points that
influence the surrounding world over distance.101 As such, man’s magical
efficacy is inherently ‘worldly’; it is interwoven seamlessly into the tapestry of
the world.

Hui, The Question Concerning Technology In China, 22.
Hui, On Cosmotechnics, 11.
99
Ibid., 15.
100
Simondon, On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects, 178.
101
Ibid., 179.
97
98

28

Simondon phrases man-world relations in the abstract terms of ‘figure’ and
‘ground’.102 The characteristics of the figural can be roughly sketched out as
singularity, heterogeneity and the concrete. Those of ground, inversely, are
homogeneity, abstraction and totality. A way to illustrate these concepts is to
think of a play. ‘Ground’ might as well be called ‘background’, as it is the décor;
that against which the story is enacted. The actors and props, are the figures
situated in the foreground. In the magical world, figure and ground form a
unity. 103 The figural key-points are in fact nothing but privileged parts of ground.
This unity is the ensemble of background, stage, actors and props that make a
single play come alive. Within the magical unity, everything is part of the same
story. Not a single gesture could be discerned as apart from it, of having its own
motive apart from the plot. There was a ‘synthesis of knowledge and ethics’,
Simondon states.104 This is why Hui refers to the magical unity as the “the
original mode of cosmotechnics”.105 In the magical unity, knowing the cosmos
and living in accordance with it are the same thing – cosmology and
cosmotechnics were synonymous. Magical man did not step back to analyze
the structures of the world, but embodied them. He lived and breathed
cosmotechnics.
De-phasing
As all good things come to an end, so did the magical unity. Man lost his prereflexive cosmotechnical bond with the world when magic ‘de-phased’.
Simondon borrows the term ‘phase’ from thermodynamics in order to describe
the becoming of Being. A phase is not a temporal moment that eventually
becomes history but “an aspect that results from a splitting in two of Being and
in opposition to another aspect”. 106 The wholeness of the magical world
shatters. The very reticulated structure of the world, where everything ‘singular’
only is in relation to a ‘whole’ and vice versa, becomes untangled. From then on
there are two aspects of reality and corresponding modes of mediation between
man and world, two ‘phases’: technicity and religion.107 Post-split man is left
with a sense of singular, localized objects and gestures when he frames the
world technically and a sense of an abstract whole when he is in a religious
mood, but he no longer knows how to unify these aspects of reality in a pregiven way.
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Through the coming into being of technicity and religion, figure and ground
become detached. Both phases entail two different ways of relating to reality.
Technicity concerns itself with the figural. It mobilizes and objectivizes the keypoints which become tools. Except from functioning as a medium between man
and world, the technical object has nothing in common with its magical
predecessor that stood in an intimate reciprocal relation with its ground. As
objectivized, the technical object is not part of the world, it is not reticulated with
it – it is detached. The world as a whole is out of the objects reach and of little
concern to it. No strictly technical act is considered responsible for keeping the
sky from falling, making the sun rise, or maintaining the balance of the cosmos.
It is concerned with a specific and local goal – like cutting a tree, digging a hole
or spearing a fish. This mobilized technical activity is applied to a ground that is
foreign to it. Cutting, digging, stabbing and sawing apply forms to a ground that
are not part of the latter’s immanent repertoire; these acts are no expression of
nature. They are transcendent, in a sense; they don’t extend the co-determined
man-world system, but break with it radically. They are ‘ground-breaking’
technologies, albeit in a different sense. They are acts of freedom. Homo Faber
is able to write his own story apart from the one enacted in the magical theatre.
Inversely, religion is the mode of being that emphasizes ground. It inherits the
sense of a whole; the cosmic dimension of magic. “The religious inspiration
constitutes a permanent reminder of the relativity of a particular being with
respect to an unconditional totality”. 108 But, separated from any figure, it has no
adherence to the reality of concrete and singular beings. Whereas the figure
objectivizes itself into tools, with the coming into being of religion the ground
powers subjectivize themselves into a divine subject. 109 Transcendent gods
become the media for ground experiences; for a sense of totality that far
exceeds all particular objects. In an unreticulated universe, the ground qualities
are no longer bound to the here and now. There is no concrete key-point in the
real that allows us to be hands on with divine powers – no gateway to the gods.
So, Technics has no clue of the abstract and of totality and religion knows
nothing of the concrete and singular.
The unreticulation of figure and ground entails more than a mere ‘split’ of two
already existing phases. The very essence of reality changes when magic
dephases. The wiggle room between figure and ground opens up a window that
looks beyond a self-imposing everything-that-is-the-case. It opens man up to
ontological difference. Even though Simondon never adopts Heideggerian
jargon to this extent, it is safe to say that losing the self-grounding relation with
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the world is the price to pay to be-in-the-world. To enter the Lichtung, one must
leave his homely world behind. With the ‘vital bond’, as Simondon calls it,
between man and world broken, the human being finds himself in his
unheimliche position, straddling the fence between every thing and everything.
Despite any mentioning of Simondon, Brague describes this rupture vividly and
in quite familiar terms. He would state that the magical umwelt is not a world
precisely because man still belongs to it:
“What it lacks to be one is, paradoxically, something that is too many. The world
is constituted as a totality because it unfolds before a subject, before which
reality is firmly established, as if independent of it. The world swells up from the
absence of the subject in it. It is necessary, for the world to appear, that the
organic unity that linked it to one of its inhabitants – man – be broken.
Reciprocally, […] it was from the moment when the world appeared in its
autonomy that the presence of man in it would be able to arise as a separate
issue.” 110
The openness to the world as world means the end of magical immanence.
Like a piano player who, after being completely absorbed in his activity,
suddenly becomes aware of himself; of the motion of his fingers in relation to
the keys, as well as his feet in relation to the pedals and the internal
mechanism of the instrument, and now cannot help himself but stumble over
the next few notes as this interruptive self-awareness broke his flowing
submersion in the music, so too, does man no longer self-evidently know what
to do when he suddenly found himself apart from a world and his magical
absorption broke. Other than the pianist and his music, however, for the postmagical man there is no way to again be completely absorbed. His selfawareness is to stay, as is his awareness of a ‘world’. The strings and inner
mechanisms of his cosmos are forever laid bare and he is stumbling – trying to
play along with the celestial music.
Even though the magical unity can never be fully mended, this does not mean
that magic is forever lost. Both phases still make up one and the same system;
both are aspects of one and the same complete reality.111 This means that
neither religion nor technicity can be considered as having an independent
truth. “Any mode of thought or any mode of existence engendered by technicity
would need to be complemented and balanced out by another mode of thought
or existence coming from the religious world.”112 In the post-magical world,
neither the gestures inherent to man’s rituals, nor the cosmic dimension of
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man’s experience of the world have been lost – all the ingredients for magic are
there – but the self-grounding relation between the two is severed. According to
Hui, this is the moment from which we can thematize the concept of
cosmotechnics. 113 Now that the magical auto-pilot has been switched off, man
himself has to reflexively balance out these two aspects of reality by actualizing
new potential reticulations with the cosmos. No longer blindly slaving along with
the cosmological assembly line, man becomes an overseer of reticulation. This,
one could say, is the ambivalent privilege of being-in-the-world.
Not our Fault
Modern man has not been faring well at this job of cosmotechnicist. Altogether
disengaged from the hic et nunc, religious thought has become despised as
‘opium of the people’, leaving the physical world to be broken up entirely by
technical thought.114 No longer conceived of as a unity, but as an overall
functioning of a series of elementary processes, cosmology is warped into
(astro)physics.115 Preoccupied only with the figural aspect of reality, man fails to
notice possible key-points that allow for a reticulation with the unity of the world;
technical thought reassembles concrete elements or reroutes energetic
conduits without paying heed to the cosmos as a whole. It is too fragmented to
uncover a cosmo-geographic a priori with which to form worldly connections.
Thanks to his tunnel-vision of technical thought, it was not until Earth and man
collided in the Anthropocene that modern man was reminded of their bound
fate.
Some might not hold man accountable for his cosmotechnical errancies as they
take him to be fundamentally and originally non-cosmotechnical. It is interesting
to follow this line of thought in comparison to Simondon’s, as it offers a contrast
that helps to foreground Hui’s conception of the anthropological condition as
cosmotechnical condition. Peter Sloterdijk serves as an example of the
opposing team. 116 Not unlike Simondon, in Not Saved, Sloterdijk sets out on
what he calls a ‘philosophical fantasy’ and attempts to reconstruct man’s entrée
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in the clearing.117 As the title of his book suggests, his essays are Heideggerian
at their core, but Sloterdijk explicitly attempts to think beyond ‘the magician from
Messkirch’ which in this instance means that he does not content himself with
meditating on world-openness as an absolute Urfaktum but aims to explain
historically the flourishing of human ecstasis.
How is it, he wonders, “that something pre-worldly becomes world-forming; that
something animalistic has outlived itself as an animal and is elevated from out
of animality into existing with means; that something which actively feels, which
is caught up in its environment, and which is expansive becomes ecstatic,
sensitive to the totality and able to be affected by the question of truth”?118
While focussing more on the material preconditions of anthropogenesis, and
less on the process as such, Sloterdijk shares Simondon’s aim of getting a
better sense of what humanity and technicity are in the most original sense. But
he must have overlooked Simondon when stating that he “[mends] a gap,
hitherto unnoticed by and large, in the field of theories of space […], one which
yawned between the concept of environment and the concept of world.”119
Simondon’s magical unity is exactly such a space and fits the same gap as the
‘mid-world-position’ which Sloterdijk’s philosophical fantasy describes. But as
will become clear, there is nothing magical about the world of which Sloterdijk’s
‘east African ape’ gains a first intimation.
Like straight out of 2001: A Space Oddysey, Sloterdijk sets the scene of a prehominid picking up a stone. If it were to triumphantly raise it above its head like
in Clarke’s and Kubrick’s masterpiece, it would only be able to do so because
the stone is yet ready-to-hand. It appears to our man-ape as though formed a
priori with two sides; one for grabbing and the other for smashing.120 If we are
to keep comparing movie to theory, we could say that when the ape attests to
the effectiveness of this very first tool by frantically smashing an antelope
carcass to pieces under the booming symphony of Also sprach Zarathustra, not
only the antelope’s skull but also the ape’s environmental ring starts to tear and
split. Where stone and skull meet, a slither of world opens up in an otherwise
all-encompassing Umwelt.
The ape turned experimenter sees “in front of himself an opening – some kind
of space of leeway or window – in which a transformation in the environment
can be perceived as a successful work of his own doing.” 121 In this small puddle
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of worldliness, the first products are laid bare, in this case a few shards of bone.
The manifestation or ‘coming forth’ of these hard-earned fruits of labour (like
bone smashing or rock-throwing) is fundamentally different from the becoming
visible of beings in the plant’s budding or in animal births.122 They are results to
be assessed and understood in this initial clearing, which is nothing but ‘the
realm of the observation of success’, which by striking, throwing and cutting is
slowly expanded during the conquest towards world-openness which is the
Stone Age. 123
This short detour by way of Sloterdijk’s anthropogenesis is worth our while
because it depicts technics as decidedly not cosmotechnical from the
beginning. It is a beautiful yet unilateral exposition of technics in its
figurativeness. As such, it highlights – in its absence – the dimension that
Simondon and Hui deem an essential part of the story of technicity: the sense
of a grounding cosmos that originally compels all technical action. Compared to
Simondon, Sloterdijk is quite stingy with arranging pre-man’s transcendental
furniture. Sure, he gifts his man-ape with an already individuated world,
completely phased out into separate things, sides and parts; a world with things
to smash and smash with, to cut and cut with, to throw and throw at – a
complete world ready-to-hand – whereas Simondon leaves his magical preman with an amorphous pre-individual world in which every thing is entangled
in everything. But for all its figural splendour, the playground of cause and effect
that Sloterdijk describes is cosmologically barren. His early man is denied half
of reality. It is incapable of religious thought. Like a modern in disguise,
Sloterdijk’s man-ape is presented as playing no inherent part in the world. A
steward of the figural aspect of reality, it feels free to cut, throw and strike away
with its lithotechnics without paying heed to the world in its unity. In its hard
fought clearing, the cosmo-geographic a priori remains concealed.
Without the possibility of reticulating with the world, man himself is seen
originally as a groundless figure. As an extra-natural being – a freak of nature –
living according to the cosmos is simply not man’s forte. No wonder, then, that
Sloterdijk mentions a ‘capacity for apocalypse’ which cannot be found in
modernity alone but is rather implied with the human being’s genesis as
such. 124 He does not conceive of man and world as a single system. Without
any cosmic sensibility to guide and limit his figural exploits, the human being,
which Sloterdijk tellingly calls a ‘Distanz-Tier’, is essentially and originally send
off on a path away from the world. Strictly speaking, Sloterdijk fantasizes man
to originally never have had a world. That which opened up with the first
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antelope bone struck was always his to lord over. No worldly structures ever
reached out as an invitation of co-existence. Hence, Sloterdijk offers his
readers a rather disquieting reassurance: “It is neither our fault nor our merit if
we live in a time in which the human apocalypse is a daily fact”.125 The
unconcealment of the world, Sloterdijk seems to suggest, is simply technical
from the beginning and was destined to bloom into das Gestell:
“It is the same clearing into which the first human gazed when he raised his
head, gaining an intimation of the world, and in which the flashes alighted on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. It is the same clearing in which the human during prehistoric times ceased to be an animal in its environment, and in which the
bleating of man-made animals is now to be heard.”126
Even though some might valorize cloned animals and atomic bombs as feats of
human ingenuity, which they obviously are, both examples should at least
induce a sense of discord indicating that man’s technical relation with his world
is askew. In Simondon’s phase-history one encounters the same kind of
dissonance between man and nature after the magical unity de-phases and
religious and technical thought start to drift apart. However, this ‘capacity for
apocalypse’ is far from given with the genesis of technicity. For Simondon,
technics is originally a part of the cosmos as a whole. Man’s ‘bringing forth’ isn’t
originally an infringement on a pre-existing system. It extends and expresses it.
As such, it is given with the very onset of the coming into being of technical
thought that our technical practices can be re-aligned with the world, since
technicity is but one phase – one aspect of the same reality – in relation to
another. Hui’s cosmotechnical project hinges on this very premise of
Simondonian thought which declares technics the heir of magic destined to
become moral cosmotechnics once again.
Indeed, one could hammer out the entire worldwide history of cosmologies in
terms of their reunification of technical and religious thought. Many of the
people we call ‘non-moderns’ – both those from the past and the 370 million socalled ‘traditional’ people living across 90 countries today – have managed to
maintain a connection between figure and ground in the wake of the phase-shift
of reality.127 As such, these people have, to a greater extent, succeeded in the
ecumenist task at which we’re failing today. They show us that the world that
technical thought encounters isn’t necessarily an objective playground of cause
and effect in which the first atomic bomb is set to eventually explode. They
Ibid.
Sloterdijk, Not Saved, 105.
127
United Nations, Indigenous Peoples, un.org,
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/.
125
126

35

show us that technics can encounter hallowed ground; that it can be part of the
world in its totality, balanced out by religious thought – that it can be a residual
of magic.
The talismans and animal masks mentioned in the previous chapter can only be
understood as such. It is only from a strictly technical perspective that they
make no sense. We can now refer to them as ‘magical’ without running the risk
of it coming across superstitious. They are no technical objects but figures
connected to a grounding world-order. Used at designated key-points they
influence the world over distance. Without an ontological grasp of the grounding
totalities in which these figures are embedded, we are in no position of
determining their worth. As far as Simondon’s aim of re-uniting technical and
religious thought is concerned, they are to be considered as progress
compared to the objectified modern automata that are incapable of forming
reciprocal connections with their surrounding world.
Here we are again
It is not until the modern period, Hui claims, that the increasing polarization of
technicity and religion described by Simondon leads to a definite separation.
That is when “the study of technology and the study of cosmology (as
astronomy) are regarded as two different disciplines – an indication of the total
detachment of technics from cosmology and the disappearance of any overt
conception of a cosmotechnics.”128 This bifurcation between figure and ground
leads to the modern sentiment of being ‘worldless’. Detached from the cosmogeographic a priori, technics can no longer extend and express the world, but
starts to follow its own inner logic, despite the world. A groundless technics is
like a cancer; it originates from the world’s immanence but becomes
transcendent. Simondon claims that such a technocracy:
“[I]s affected by an enslaving violence […]. It is immoderate, and lacks internal
control and self-mastery. It is a force that is unleashed and which can only
perpetuate itself for the duration of the ascending phase of success or conquest
[...]. This aggressive conquest has the characteristics of a rape of nature. Man
enters into possession of the earth’s bowels, traverses and labors, trespasses
onto what had previously been unreachable. Thus technocracy in a certain
sense implies a violation of the sacred.”129
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Here we are again. The advent of the Anthropocene. Only this time, we have a
sense of where we are, how we wound up here and above all, where we should
go: back to the beginning, towards a re-unification between figure and ground.
Recent intellectual endeavors within the ‘Anthropo-scene’ can well be seen as
an effort to re-think our ground in order to situate and balance out technical
thought. Not only has our planet become the object of study in its entirety,
considered as an interrelated system, but it is again re-enchanted, in a sense,
and addressed as Gaia, by Bruno Latour and Isabelle Stengers, among others.
Earth-Gaia is no coherent system of interlocking parts but a ‘mess’; a gigantic
discordant harmony in which organism and environment are intertwined.130
This modern resurgence of religious thinking comes as no surprise as the
Anthropocene testifies, I would say, to a reversal of figure and ground. The
décor has entered the play itself, to invoke our earlier metaphor of a theater – a
phenomenon aptly dubbed by Stengers as ‘the intrusion of Gaia’.131 This long
ignored ground-aspect of reality now demands myths adequate for our times as
rapid environmental changes become harder to ignore. No longer does nature
present itself as the undisturbed and stable backdrop against which we enact
our lives. Gaia is no ‘mother earth’ in whose cradle we are safe and protected.
Nature in the Anthropocene is unpredictable and revengeful, like those deities
from our past. Gaia has come to collect, reminding us that all human endeavors
within her realm come with a price. In the ontological rupture that is the
Anthropocene, nature becomes an expression of the geophysical force that is
man; what used to be ground expresses a former figure. The Anthropocene is a
magical unity made monstrous.
Conclusion
Man has a magical origin according to Simondon. He used to form a perfect
unity with the world’s reticulation – its structure – which Hui calls the ‘cosmogeographic a priori’. But as this magical unity ‘shifted its phase’, the two aspects
of reality that magic kept in harmony, technicity and religion, were no longer in
sync. This marked the beginning of man’s plight of having to resolve the tension
between his technical tendency and his sense of a totality – a cosmos – that
envelops these localized activities. Although the world’s history of cosmological
practices testifies to the possibility of once again reuniting figure and ground
and preserving the vestige of technics’ magical origin, with the advent of
modernity, technical and religious thought became detached from one another.
Modern man became worldless: without a sense of ground, of worldly
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structures to follow, his technical relation ‘violates the sacred’. As it spreads
across the globe, this groundless technics causes metaphysical carnage as it
ruptures cosmotechnical unities. By reaffirming cosmological structures as the
ground for technics, Hui aims to establish new technological relations to the
world that are not only able to mitigate man’s detrimental influence on the
biosphere and Earth-system as a whole but, in doing so, are able to
consciously subtract themselves from the becoming homogenous of the
technological world.

38

3. How:
Homeward Bound
As the multiverse continues to thin out and a single ontological regime
threatens to stake hegemonic claim to reality and truth, Heidegger’s proclaimed
‘danger’ of modern technology looms in an almost palpable manner. Wherever
forms of modern technology obtrude and their corresponding configuration of
being asserts its truth, other possibilities of unconcealment are expelled.132
Denied full access to reality and truth, non-western cosmologies lose all sense.
Their concepts and categories are outstripped by those compatible with modern
technology, neutering the practices based on them. 133 It’s no use knotting
talismans in a world without Ongod. Entire worlds – together with their truths,
their knowledge, their magic – meet their end as what Descola identified as
‘naturalism’ steadily collapses into reality, flattening ontological difference and
thinning out the plurality of cosmotechnics. When after the onslaught of
occident ontology reality is comprised of nothing but objective standing reserve,
the very idea of a different unconcealment of being – yes, of unconcealing as
such – becomes neigh impossible; as does maintaining a moral cosmotechnical
relationship with the world. Dangerous times indeed.
An ambiguous Saviour
“But where danger is, grows the saving power also.”, Heidegger wrote in The
Question concerning Technology.134 As we know, the very danger of
technology, for Heidegger, implies the possibility of a turning; of being saved.
After all, if the greatest danger of modern technology is to lose touch with the
‘essencing’ [währen] of Being along with the possibility of entering into a
different unconcealment of Being – a different truth – something of this
phenomenon of unconcealing must come forth in the danger itself, mustering
some saving power. 135 To somewhat clarify this coupling of danger and saving
power we could bring up the platitude ‘you don’t know what you’ve got ‘till it’s
gone’, adding to it that ‘recalling what one’s got’ implies the possibility of ‘getting
it back’ somehow. This is why Heidegger finds himself to be able to speak of
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enframing being ‘granted’ [gewähren] to man. 136 The destiny of being
challenged to order the real, including the human itself, as standing-reserve
(the greatest danger!) nonetheless grants insight into Being and the different
ways it makes truth manifest to man – in light of the prospect of losing it out of
sight forever.
This ‘gift’ of being enframed becomes all the more dubious from a
cosmopolitical perspective as it reveals many people to not have been ‘granted’
this gift by a destining of Being, but to have it forced upon them by colonists or
the pressure of synchronizing with global capitalism. 137 Considering the
collectives in which modern technology did not come forth from an ‘internal
dynamic’ but which encountered it as an ‘irruption of external forces’, as Hui
describes it, the saving power conceived by Heidegger comes across as a
rather shoddy consolation prize.138 For these formerly ‘non-moderns’, if
anything, being saved means to realize that they didn’t need saving in the first
place. It reveals just how deep the cuts go, inflicted by modern technology and
the transformations it brought about in knowledge, practice, down to the very
being of things; the roots that bind man and world. The danger of being cut
comes with the rather ambivalent upside of discovering how deep one can go:
the total ‘deracination’ [Entwurzelung] of peoples from their respective worlds,
as Hui calls it adopting the term from Heidegger, at the least confronts one with
these very roots that connect to different worlds. 139
What I’ve attempted to hint at with this short introductory reflection on
Heidegger’s danger of modern technology, is the idea that the philosophy of
cosmotechnics is an instantiation of the saving power that Heidegger talked
about. Albeit not from a purely phenomenological perspective but an ontoanthropological one, the becoming hegemonic of the relation between cosmos
and man mediated by modern technology sparked a surge of saving power; not
in the form of regained appreciation for the clearing in which the unconcealment
of Being takes place, but the recognition of different worlds, each constituted by
ontologically distinct man-technics-cosmos configurations: a plurality of
cosmotechnics. Even though it’s not quite the Kehre Heidegger thought to be
inherent to the essencing of modern technology, the turn to ontology to which
cosmotechnical philosophy adheres nevertheless displays a rediscovered
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sense of Being and ontological difference. It acknowledges other worlds on the
brink of extinction. Now, in this final chapter we will analyze how Hui aims to
channel the saving power of his philosophy. How can a plurality of
cosmotechnics be reinvented in face of the becoming of an ontologically
homogeneous global technological culture that not only threatens with the
destruction of countless ontologically distinct technical ways of life but with that
of the very biosphere that binds all the human collectives together?
No way back
The way the main question of this chapter is formulated already suggests that
Hui does not trust the destining of Being to do the heavy lifting.140 The
cosmotechnicist deems it necessary to roll up his own sleeves and actively
challenge the ontological status quo by ‘reinventing’ cosmotechnics.141 Merely
reflecting on the ‘unheimlichen des Seins’ in a state of releasement seems
fatalistic, I agree, now that our planetary abode is about to become literally
uninhabitable. After all, even if the one doing the reflecting was granted a peek
behind the curtain of enframing, this alone wouldn’t put a dent in the realized
techno-industrial system. 142 A phenomenologically rediscovered sense of
nature as physis or technics as poiesis does not ipso facto lead to a postindustrial promised land. We could say that Heidegger’s famous notion of a
‘homecoming’ of philosophy gets us only half way there. It leads us to a vacant
house we have yet to make a home again. The cosmotechnicist is a
homemaker. He sees to it that communal forms of life are reestablished on the
basis of these rediscovered worlds and that their worldliness is technically
expressed. 143 To reinvent cosmotechnics is to establish a connection between
technics and the worldly structures that are made manifest to those who are
homeward bound.
The recommencement of Pre-Socratic Greek ontology anticipated by Heidegger
would not make all people on planet Earth feel equally at home. That’s why Hui
states that “after a hundred years of modernization, the ‘homecoming’ of all
philosophies, whether Chinese, Japanese, Islamic, or African, will be of
increasing concern in the twenty-first century”.144 Their homecoming, Hui says,
consists in ‘re-appropriating’ respective metaphysical concepts and categories
within a culture as the ground for technical practice.145 The reinvention of
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cosmotechnics, this much is clear, is a matter of opening up alternative
technical futures and sending people off on their own destiny. It has the aim of
emancipating the cosmotechnical ‘other’ from its synchronization with a
progressive history that leads to ‘us’. “How”, Hui asks, can non-western
collectives “appropriate the global axis of time to radically open up a new realm
for themselves?”. 146
Establishing these local cosmotechnical realms can be easily misread as an
attempt to rekindle the belief in indigenous cosmologies or to ‘go native’
altogether. However, Hui makes it perfectly clear that it would be an illusion to
substantialize ancient cosmologies against modern technology. 147 Indeed,
turning to indigenous people for an answer to the mess we made, shoulders
them with a tremendous burden. Clive Hamilton drives this point home when he
discusses the preservationist politics which he associates with the
anthropologists of, what he jestingly calls, ‘the ontological wrong turn’: “Looking
upon indigenous cultures with awe and regarding them as having magical
potency is to fetishize them, a tendency now taken so far by some as to
attribute to them the power to fix the climate and reverse the geological
destabilization of the planet.” 148
Besides Descola, it is unclear at whom Hamilton aims his scope with this
remark. It will not be our concern here whether this criticism is justified or to
what extent it might be applicable to other anthropologists associated with the
turn. What matters to our analysis is that Hui agrees that there is no way back,
regardless of who might propose such an escape route. Reinventing
cosmotechnics does not mean abandoning modern technology. The retrograde
ideal of returning to ‘sticks and stones’ is not considered at all in Hui’s work.
This absence, however, seems not to be the result of Hui’s lack of faith in the
‘magical potency’ of indigenous ways of life, nor the insurmountability of socialpolitical hurdles that attempts of re-becoming indigenous have to face.149
Rather, backing out of modernity is not an option for Hui because he finds
nothing to go back to. What is deemed a ‘wrong turn’ by Hamilton, Hui
considers a dead end:
“The arrival of modern technology in non-European countries in past centuries
has created a transformation unthinkable for European observers. The concept
of an ‘indigenous ontology’ itself has to be questioned first, not because it did
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not exist but because it is situated in a new epoch and transformed to such an
extent that there is hardly any way to go back to it and restore it. This is
precisely the reason that we have to conceive a cosmotechnical thinking from
the standpoint of these ontologies without falling prey to an ethnocentrism.”150
‘Ethnocentrism’ in this sense is meant to invoke the idle hope that there is
something to go back to after modernization; the belief in uncontaminated
localities which might harbour solutions to our modern predicament that are
already there.151 Rather than going back, Hui claims, recreating Holocene
homeliness and cosmotechnical diversity demands moving forward; conceiving
of new technological relations with the world. Modernity should be overcome
through modernity.152 The task of ‘re-appropriating’ traditional metaphysical
concepts and categories therefore does not mean returning to them in an
unaltered state, as if seeing the world through one’s ancestor’s eyes (what
sense could he make of the vast accomplishments of modern technology and
its world-ruining effects?). “To return to ancient categories […] is by no means
to return to them as ‘truth’ or as ‘explanation’”, Hui claims. 153 Rather, traditional
cosmologies need to be reinterpreted, transforming them. This demands,
according to Hui, a specific type of translation: “no longer a translation based on
equivalence, […] but a translation based on difference, a translation that allows
a transduction to take place.” 154
Digression: Puddles and Potential
Now, a few words on this act of translation which would allow for the reappropriation of non-western cosmologies. Hui himself does not provide us with
much on the subject. In fact, he does not mention the concept of ‘transduction’
until the very last three pages of his book. He simply leaves his reader with
Simondon’s definition of the matter, which he formulates as: “the progressive
structural transformation of a system triggered by incoming information – part of
the individuation of civilisation, in which progress is characterized by ‘internal
resonances’”.155 This lack of methodological explanation, I think, results from
Hui’s confidence in having lead by example. His reflections on Chinese
cosmology throughout the book, he seems to presuppose, serves as a
sufficient example of how such a translation based on difference is put
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forward. 156 As cosmotechnical laymen however, one cannot help but feel left in
the dark; a feeling only amplified by the fact that we find ourselves on
untrodden philosophical terrain. Thus, we will concentrate our efforts here on
illuminating the philosophical considerations behind such a re-inventive
translation of cosmologies resulting in transduction.
The concept of ‘transduction’ resides at the very heart of Simondon’s
philosophy. It plays its part in nothing less than a fundamental transmutation of
traditional ontology. But in order to not get overwhelmed by Simondon’s
ontological acrobatics and lose track of the question at hand, that is, how
cosmotechnics can be reinvented by allowing cosmological transduction to take
place, we will limit the analysis of Simondon’s notion of transduction to his
prime example: the crystal. By following the process of physico-chemical
individuation of the crystal, Simondon finds himself able to speculate on matters
that go beyond physics like biology, sociology, psychology and, what matters
most here, technology.
The transformation of a crystal from a mere puddle of water to a concrete
geometrical arrangement, Hui leads to believe, is somehow analogous to the
reinvention of cosmotechnics. What observations present themselves when
following the genesis of a crystal? First off, the puddle of water appears to be
no passive matter awaiting to take form but a field charged with potential
energy.157 Its energetic charge is said to be ‘potential’ because the entire
system needs to transform in order for it to become actualized into structure.158
This ‘mother-water’, as crystallographers call it, is in a ‘metastable’ state, which
is to say that the slightest infringement on the parameters of the system will set
off the process of crystallization. It maintains an inherent tension awaiting to be
resolved.
The slightest external shock to this system is enough to break equilibrium and
transmit a structure to the substance that it did not previously possess: cubes,
pyramids, octahedrons – they are the first layer of the crystal. This external
input of information resolves the reciprocal tension between potentials that was
still in check in the metastable system. It causes the mother-water to change
state. As it does, it shifts and polarizes into two subsystems; liquid and solid.159
It dephases! The newly emerged solid structure triggers a corresponding
change in the surrounding water that grounds it, propagating the information
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within the domain. There where the already formed crystal and its structurable
liquid milieu meet at any given time; the place where structure and potential,
past and future collide, eludes any substantialist and dualist notion. This shifting
frontier of Being and becoming, one could say, is the here-and-now of
transduction.160
Back on the Cosmotechnical Track
What might appear as a digression, Simondon’s reflections on crystallography
lead us right back into the heart of the issue at hand: establishing unity between
technics and the cosmos, that is, reinventing cosmotechnics. As the familiarity
of the term ‘dephasing’ already suggests, the concept of transduction illustrated
by the crystal implicitly governed our previous analysis of Simondon’s phasehistory of technicity. The becoming of the (technical) relation between man and
world is a transductive process. The collapse of the metastable equilibrium of
the magical unity kicks off the ‘crystallisation’ of the world. As it phases out into
figures distinct from their ground, it establishes the first layer of an actual worldstructure as opposed to an amorphous magical unity.
But, as we have seen in Simondon’s history lesson, modern man fails to
reconcile these two aspects of reality. The objectified technical reality remains
foreign to its natural grounds; it does not reticulate with the cosmo-geographic a
priori but ‘desecrates nature’s sanctity’. This, we can now say, means that there
is no internal resonance in the technics-nature system. Like crystals that have
been pulled out of their mother-water, groundless technics have stopped
growing. They do not trigger the structuralisation of the inherent potential of its
surrounding nature, leaving it dormant. This is the transductive variant of being
worldless. Growth – or true technical progress – will only reoccur once technics
and nature re-connect and create magic once again.161
Hui follows Simondon in his aim of situating technical progress towards a
‘cosmic reality’ in which technics and nature mix, which he understands as the
search for a cosmotechnics. 162 But constituting a cosmotechnical reality goes
beyond Simondon’s philosophy: “[Simondon] proposed a general theory of the
genesis of technicity which can be supplemented by current debates in
anthropology concerning the role of nature and cosmology”.163 This means that
Hui adopts Simondon’s concept of transduction as a meta-ontological concept
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which captures the becoming of a plurality of ontologically different
cosmotechnical relations. As such, Hui recognizes no single schism between
technics and nature, but a plurality of metaphysical ruptures in which cosmic
potential is cut off from technological development. Hui multiplies Simondon’s
project. The cosmotechnicist acknowledges many natures to which modern
technology needs to find its way back to. If it doesn’t, cosmologies will remain
nothing but puddles of untapped potential in a cosmotechnical wasteland.
Like Simondon, Hui does not content himself with vapid idealisms. In order to
produce a convergence that reaffirms the unity between technics and cosmos
and to heal the metaphysical ruptures introduced by modern technology, he
deems it necessary to take the materiality of technics into account.164 This is
why the reinvention of cosmotechnics involves a second step: first, as we have
mentioned, one re-appropriates as a ground the respective metaphysical
categories, and secondly, one adopts modern technology into it, transforming
it.165 However, Hui’s choice to speak of two subsequent steps, I think, does not
thoroughly capture the transductive nature of this process because, as will
become evident, the transformation of technical structures grounds the very
transformation of nature and vice versa. These transformations condition each
other in a single motion. This is exactly what the ‘internal resonance’ between
technics and cosmos consists in!
The aim of the remainder of this final chapter is to bring these suggestions
together into coherent cosmotechnical thought. In order to do so, Hui instructs
us to delve deeper into Simondon’s telling of phase-history which Hui re-reads
as the search for a cosmotechnics. 166 We will take up this re-reading and start
by analysing how Simondon imagines the convergence between modern
technology and nature. Additionally and more importantly, we will focus our
attention to the question as to how Hui builds on this Simondonian premise and
to what extent the cosmotechnical project exceeds its limits. This task forces us
to speculate. Although Hui states that he aims to take what Simondon meant to
say further, throughout his work Hui consistently refers to a single example of
Simondon in order to illustrate the “compatibility between cosmotechnical
thinking and modern technology”: the TV-antenna. 167 It will be our task to show
that pointing to Simondon’s example of the TV-antenna in and by itself is not
sufficient to demonstrate the extent to which cosmotechnical philosophy goes
beyond Simondon. We will demarcate in what extent it does.
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TV-Antennas and Hydro-Electrical Turbines
“Look at this TV antenna of television as it is […] it is rigid but it is oriented; we
see that it looks into the distance, and that it can receive (signals) from an
transmitter far away. For me, it appears to be more than a symbol; it seems to
represent a gesture of sorts, an almost magical power of intentionality, a
contemporary form of magic. In this encounter between the highest place and
the nodal point, which is the point of transmission of hyperfrequencies, there is
a sort of ‘co-naturality’ between the human network and the natural geography
of the region.” 168
In the eyes of Simondon, the TV-antenna represents a form of contemporary
magic. To see what Simondon sees, one has to adopt a cosmotechnical point
of view, or so Hui suggests. Indeed, the TV-antenna, perched on the highest
point of a mountain, for Simondon, seems to be no object but part of the
structure of the world itself. “[T]echnics return to the world to ally itself with it
through the coinciding cement and rock, of the cable and the valley, the pylon
and the hill.”169 As some technical objects integrate into the natural world, they
spark the memory of the magical unity: TV-antennas, the Garabit viaduct or an
observatory on top of a mountain – they remind Simondon of a figure
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connected to its ground; of knots in a reticulated world where man and world
intertwine through technics.
The invention of the TV-antenna makes of the mountaintop a privileged point in
reality; a place with potential that is denied to other places. Privileging some
places over others, the re-attachment of technics to the world, after having
been objective, makes a reticulation re-appear. 170 This flare-up of contemporary
magical thought unveils a world structure with key-points onto which certain
technical structures would just ‘click’: “there are empty spaces that need filling,
rocks that need to bear a tower.”171 Perched on its privileged mountain top, the
TV-antenna is perceived as the extension of the whole mountain range and an
expression of its upwards reach. Blended together into an amalgam of figure
and ground, nature and technics are seen to fulfill a shared task: to allow hyper
frequencies to cover as much ground as possible. The nodal point, there where
the privileged place of the mountain and man’s intentions mix in a ‘co-natural’
blend, is where the magic happens in this mountain-antenna-communicationensemble.
But it would take the example too far to classify the TV-antenna as a moral
cosmotechnics based on its geographical specificity. Although the geographical
constraints of the construction of TV-antenna’s might impose a certain
normativity, it seems a stretch of logic to regard the antenna’s functioning as
‘unifying the cosmic and moral order’. The cosmotechnical relations that Hui
seeks to re-establish with modern technology, greatly exceed the example he
uses to illustrate these relations. The antenna does not abide by cosmic law. It
is not integrated in such a way that it is an inherent part and an actual
expression of the natural powers at play. Like a statue on a square or
lighthouse on a protruding rock formation, it merely looks like the perfect
expression of its surroundings. In other words, I think that Simondon’s depiction
of the TV-antenna exemplifies – not philosophical (or cosmotechnical) thought –
but what Simondon defines as aesthetical thought.172 And aesthetical thought,
Simondon teaches us, is not the be-all and end-all glue of ontological splits. It
does not reconciliate the phases of reality but simply reminds us, by way of
analogy, of the magical unity.173
More concerned with smoke and mirrors than actual magic, aesthetical thought
simply allows the technocrat to be an artist that colors inside lines already
given. It doesn’t make him aware of the closed nature of the TV-antenna. Even
Simondon, On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects, 193.
Ibid., 195.
172
Ibid., 193-200.
173
Ibid., 192, 200-201.
170

171

48

though it looks integrated, the TV-antenna is quite indifferent to its ground. Its
‘external milieu’ - the mountainous surroundings and its local powerplay of low
temperatures, high altitude, thin air, harsh winds, and so on – is not
incorporated into the internal functioning of the machine. Take the antenna off
the mountain, and it will still transmit its frequencies, albeit less far. In the case
of the antenna perched on the mountaintop, there are two regimes of causality,
or one could say two phases of reality, that fail to communicate. There is no
causal relation running across the internal and external milieu, across technical
figure and natural ground. The mountain site and antenna do not form a single
functioning system. Yes, its practical operations are associated with a particular
environment, but it does not actively work to structure this environment by
functionally integrating into it and tapping into its share of potential powers. In
other words, the figure-ground relation is not reconciled to such an extent that
allows transduction to take place.
An example that earns a less prominent place in Hui’s philosophy but I find to
better illustrate how Simondon imagines the functional integration of a technical
object in its natural surroundings is that of the Guimbal turbine.174 Before
Guimbal’s invention, Simondon describes, turbines had the tendency to
produce so much heat that they practically destroyed themselves. By
integrating the turbine into nature, in this case dunking it into a river, Guimbal
circumvented this problem. As opposed to the antenna, the Guimbal turbine is
undetachable from its ground. Not only drives the current of the river the
machine to move, it also carries away its heat. This example clearly shows how
a form of modern technology can connect to the matrix of natural powers and
movements at play, how it can incorporate a part of the natural world that
intervenes as a condition of its functioning and thus forms an indissoluble
system with nature. 175 It is an example of, what Simondon calls, an open
machine, characterized by ‘a certain margin of indetermination’.176
This means nothing more than that this type of machine is open to new
information. In his search for pre-split harmony where figures extend and
express their ground, Simondon goes against the popular belief that the perfect
machine is completely automatic.177 True technical progress, according to him,
tends to higher degrees of functional integration of the object in its
surroundings.178 The more perfect machines are those that are able to connect
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to other systems, like that of nature. They adapt to the powers at play – or
following the cosmo-geographic a priori as Hui would say. This form of
participation gives an incorruptible normativity to technical activity, according to
Simondon. 179 The Guimbal turbine, for example, due to its margin of
indetermination, needs to be supplemented by what’s already there. It needs to
tap into the rivers potential. As such, it can only be built and function within the
limits that its natural surroundings set. Its limits and potentials are determined
by its privileged point’s constantly changing surrounding powerplay of thermal
exchange, river flow and water pressure of which it has become an integral
part:
“The technical object, placed into the middle of a body of actions and reactions
whose interplay is predicted and can be calculated, is no longer that object
separated from the world, [...] the figure-ground relation, broken by technical
objectification, is once again found within general technology; because of this,
the technical object is invented according to the milieu into which it must be
integrated, and the particular technical schema reflects and integrates the
characteristics of the natural world; technical thought extends itself by
incorporating the demands and the mode of being of the milieu associated with
the technical individual.” 180
Simondon’s aim to reunite technology and nature, which is evidently in tune
with the nowadays quite common pleas for ‘green’ non-polluting technologies,
is not only a way of making an ecological stand, but upheaves matters of a
deeper, philosophical nature. Indeed, his proposal that technics, whose
objectification into tools was obviously transitory considering its magical origin,
needs to form a unity with the world once again, entails a profound
reconceptualization of what technics, nature and their mutual relations are. This
reconceptualization which discloses technics and nature as being entangled in
a historical process of polarization and potential reticulation, allows one to think
a hybrid reality, both natural and technical, without resorting to rigid binary
oppositions.181 Where the water and crankcase of the Guimbal turbine meet, for
example, the causes and effects of the technical structure and those of its
natural milieu spill over into each other. This mixed reality were nature and
technics intertwine, Simondon calls the ‘techno-geographic milieu’.182 It is the
key-point of reticulation; the knot itself, one might say, that connects the internal
and external milieu of the machine and allows the transductive juices to start
flowing.
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Resurgence of Magic
Philosophy, or ‘general technology’, as Simondon calls it above, is able to grasp
what technical, religious and aesthetical thought cannot. By uncovering
potential reticulations between two opposing phases of reality, this stereoscopic
perspective re-asserts the unity of the world whose coherence has been
undermined by those unilateral ways of thought. It uncovers the blueprint of the
techno-geographical milieu: a cosmo-geographic a priori with key-points where
technics and nature can form a functioning whole. It does so on the basis of
truly pure technical schemas. 183 The purity of these schemas consists in the
fact that they do not only apply to technics per se, but to the natural world as
well. As such, these schemas of “the different modes of causality, conditioning
and command” are able to frame the relation between the internal and external
milieu of integrated technologies.184 To invoke our metaphor from the previous
chapter regarding the relation between figure and ground: these general
schema’s are like the world’s script that, when acted accordingly, makes sure
that the décor and every actant is part of the same story. Thanks to these pure
schema’s, the philosopher turned general technicist – or for the sake of Hui’s
argument: cosmotechnicist – finds himself again in a world-order in which his
technical activities can be applied as an integral part of this unified whole.
Now, this is the point in our exposition at which we can delineate a limit in
Simondon’s philosophy that Hui’s philosophy of cosmotechnics aims to
surpass. By opening up technical thought to include the grounding sways,
rhythms and powers of nature, the general technicist made it home to what
modern man abandoned. But what appears before him in all novelty, Hui’s
philosophy teaches us, has in fact already been reflected in the countless eyes
of people often dismissed as primitive: a world with a structure that has a lifegoverning impetus. As the ethnography of cosmologies makes clear, seasoned
dwellers of magical realities were able to conceptualize ‘modes of causality,
conditioning and command’ going far beyond geography. The northern
Mongolian concept of Ongod and the Amerindian idea of pan psychism which
we touched upon in the first chapter, or the Chinese concept of Dao, on which
Hui expounds in his book, next to innumerable other cosmological concepts
and categories on which cosmotechnical philosophy has yet to ponder upon,
testify to a reticulation of nature beyond the flux of winds, tides, waves and
currents of the concrete geographical world.
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Indeed, Hui reproaches Simondon for limiting his notion of reticulation too much
to geographical constraints, and argued that his theory of reticulation therefore
cannot provide an appropriate understanding of the integration of digital
objects. 185 This line of reasoning is valid, of course, as digital networks are not
constructed within the confinements of the material world but instead take
shape in boundless cyberspace. Therefore, despite their purity, the schemas of
Simondon’s general technology cannot adequately bridge the gap between
digital object and world-order. But I find no reason why Hui does not, on the
same note, extend this criticism to the limits that the merely geographical and
universal conception of nature imposes on the understanding of the – often
metaphysical – relations of moral cosmotechnics. The ground in which, for
example, the Ongod talismans are integrated, is not the concrete natural world.
In fact, these talismans can be carried around and are not attached to the
geographical world. Yet, they are no objects; they are used at specific times
and places as an integral part of the shamanic cosmos. 186 Their ground is
metaphysical. From a purely Simondonian perspective, the task of opening up
modern technology to metaphysical structures would seem like trying to form
technical connections with thin air. Yet this is what Hui proposes.
He asks, for example, how the Chinese metaphysical concept of Dao and its
influence on technical practice can be taken up as the ground and constraint for
the appropriation of modern technology.187 The concept of Dao earns many
definitions in Hui’s work as he traces out its genealogy, but at the very least we
can say that the term denotes an intuited sense of cosmic harmony. By tuning
in with this cosmic state of affairs, technical activity – or Qi to be ontologically
specific – can be brought in accordance with it and aims at bringing about
syntheses that resonate with this cosmic order. 188 Now, in order to think the
integration of an open machine in the cosmic pattern of Dao, the
cosmotechnicist would need to conceive of schemas that frame a figure-ground
relation ontologically different from that of a technical object integrated in the
causality of its geographical surroundings. One would need to think beyond
Simondon. This is why, I think, Hui coins the term ‘cosmo-geographic a priori’;
to denote possible key-points of reticulation that transcend a universal
geographical nature and are located rather in the tissue of myths and
cosmologies. This cosmotechnical limit within Simondon’s philosophy becomes
blatantly clear when he writes:
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“Some notions of traditional culture appear to suppose that the development of
technics causes the disappearance of the particular aspect of each place and
region, leading to the loss of customs and local artisanal inflections; in reality,
technical development creates a far more important and much more firmly
rooted concretization that the one it destroys; an artisanal custom, like a
regional costume, can, by simple influence, be transported from one place to
another; it is only rooted in the human world; conversely, a technical ensemble
is profoundly rooted in the natural milieu. There are no coal mines in primary
terrains.”189
Where Simondon proudly presents a world in which technics is rooted in and
inflected by geographical structures, the cosmotechnicist would lament the fact
that the plurality of different technical ways of life dwindle under this
synchronisation with a single universal nature. Simondon acts like a city planner
ordering these ‘customs and local artisanal inflections’ to make way for a
technics that better suits the particular aspects of each place and region, which
is its geographical specificity. Divergent technical relations between human and
cosmos are left to adapt to this geo-technical regime. As they are not
‘profoundly rooted’ in the natural milieu, they can pick up and go – on the
puzzling logistics of which Simondon remains silent. He underestimates the
profundity of the modes of reticulation between technics and cosmologies that
exceed geography; technics’ embeddedness in a cosmological framework that
cannot ‘by simple influence, be transported from one place to another’ – and at
the same time the vulnerability of these very cosmotechnical relations to the
import of modern technology and the subterfuge of its ontological configuration.
As geography and its universal pretence is unable to ground the plurality of
cosmotechnical relations that Hui’s philosophy implores us to re-invent, I would
say that Hui aims, not at the construction of a techno-geographic milieu, but,
what I would call a plurality of ‘techno-cosmological milieus’: technological
networks that not are not only capable of pressing the brakes on the project of
modernity, but do so by integrating the transductive potential of ontologically
different ‘natures’.

Rising to the Occasion
This aim of re-appropriating cosmological concepts such as Dao and distilling
out of them an actual cosmo-geographic a priori that is able to function as a
ground for modern technology, I take to be the greatest challenge that
189
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cosmotechnical philosophy faces. Hui acknowledges that the possible
connection between modern technology and the unity of a cosmic and moral
order needs systematic reflection as this cosmotechnical challenge begs
questions that are left unanswered as of yet: “how can such a form of
experience be imagined in relation to information technologies – computers,
smartphones, robots and so on? How can we talk about Qi-Dao in relation to
diodes, triodes and transistors […]. How are we to renew the relation with nonhumans after a hundred years of modernisation?”190 If these questions were to
be answered through a shared effort of philosophers, anthropologists and
engineers alike, I envision these cosmotechnicists to be faced with a second
challenge: to be able to guarantee that the cosmic harmony implied by
concepts such as Dao is sufficient to actually minimize the devastation of the
Anthropocene. In other words: they would need to show that we can rely on
these different ‘natures’ to speak on the biosphere’s behalf.
However, we should not dwell on the difficulty of these challenges. We cannot
be deterred by the absence of cosmological sensibility characterizing our
modern condition. Since we are worldless, it might seem outlandish to suppose
it to be possible to form technological connections with cosmological structures.
But the impossibility of this task can only be overcome by rising to this very
occasion. As Simondon states, the philosopher leaps “beyond a given reality
and its current systematization, towards new forms.” 191 In a curiously
paradoxical way, cosmotechnical connections can be seen to become their own
condition of possibility once they exist. Simondon uses the metaphor of an arch
that only becomes stable once it is finished.192 In other words, we cannot expect
modern technology to encounter these foreign cosmoses as a pure facticity;
‘nature’ is no fixed category into which technology must be made fit. Untapped
cosmological potential does not offer itself on a silver platter; it must be actively
sought out and grasped. Ground only becomes privileged when it is grasped as
such – it becomes fertile once something is planted.
This was already evident in the case of Simondon’s example of the Guimbal
turbine, whose techno-geographical milieu is not a pre-existing condition but
rather invented by the coming into being of the technical object. 193 The river is
no actual cooling system and energy supplier until the turbine is in place. In
turn, the turbine destroys itself until these new conditions are created. Similarly:
coal was nothing but a black lump until thermodynamic technologies unlocked
the energy within. This is to say that technicity, for Simondon as well as Hui,
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has an ontological force. The act of reticulation is creative; it forms knots that
are more than the sum of their parts. Reticulation articulates, one might say; it
connects to the natural powers at play only by rearranging them, allowing them
to function at a new level. Integrated technics create a new reality once nature
and technology click into place. Cosmotechnics are self-conditioning.194 This is
why Hui aims to translate cosmologies based on difference: these cosmological
structures have to change into something new in order to be at all.
Only by reinventing cosmotechnics for our time can this transformative
actualization of cosmological structures and powers take place. Only when
actual cosmotechnics tap into them, the transductive potential of these
cosmologies becomes manifest. Resembling puddles of mother-water or mere
black lumps of coal, cosmologies and their potency have become dormant,
useless – senseless. The cosmotechnicist aims to rekindle their power by
taking them up once more in technological concretization. Ongod, Yin-Yang,
Mana, Dao, Ma’at: these cosmological concepts and categories can be
endowed with a new meaning, yes, a new reality befitting our time and place.
Like a grain of sand triggering the crystallization of its mother-water, modern
technologies are able to once again allow cosmotechnical transduction to take
place; to restructure these cosmological configurations which are subsequently
able to condition new technical relations. The cosmotechnicist is tasked with
anticipating the realization of this transductive cosmotechnical potential; with
forming new worlds! This philosophical task demands “foresight and creative
imagination”, Simondon would say.195 Indeed, it means to stare into the abyss
of that which only exists once it has been found. However, “After more than a
century of ‘modernisation’”, Hui concludes his book, “now is the moment to
seek a new form of practice, not only in China but also other cultures. This is
where imagination should take off and concentrate its efforts.”196

Conclusion
Heidegger’s prophetic capabilities did not steer him wrong when he proclaimed
the growing danger of modern technology. Fortunately, the same can be said
about his premonition of its rather ambivalent saving power. As different
ontologies give way to what Descola identified as ‘naturalism’ and diverse
collective ways of life around the world conform to this new global truth, one is
reminded of what is lost in the process. The saving power of Hui’s philosophy
194
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consists of its aim of re-appropriating the metaphysical concepts and categories
that lost their claim to truth in order to use them as the ground for a new
technical practice. As Hui deems it impossible to go back to the cosmologies of
the past, he aims to transform them in a way that allows transduction to take
place.
Whereas Hui’s example of choice, the TV-antenna, does not fully depict the
transductive relation he seeks to establish between modern technology and
cosmologies, as the antenna’s connection to its surrounding nature does not
create a functioning and self-grounding ‘techno-geographic milieu’ –
Simondon’s example of the Guimbal turbine proved more revealing. It illustrates
how technology can form a cosmic reality: how it is able to actualize nature’s
potential modes of causality and command by incorporating them as a condition
of its functioning. However, Hui’s aim of creating a cosmotechnical reality
oversteps the boundaries of Simondon’s philosophical framework. Reinventing
a plurality of cosmotechnics means tapping into the transductive potential of,
not a universal geographic nature, but the many natures manifest to those who
turn to ontology. Only by establishing these various cosmotechnical
reticulations, the very cosmological structures that ground them can come into
being.
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Conclusion:
To set a Course
We started this explorative cosmotechnical expedition like any other adventurer
would: with getting our bearings. But whether we noticed it or not, the needle on
our compass kept spinning – failing to pin down true north. Mankind is lost. Not
only do complete civilizations seize to be themselves as westernization
triumphs, of which Yuk Hui forwards China as a particularly striking example in
his book while speaking of its collective sense of having strayed of a more
original path, of becoming a mere reiteration of capitalism embellished with
cultural remnants of a lost past – the very ‘West’ itself; the centre of our ‘global
civilization’ whose gravitational pull proved too much for all other inhabitants of
the multi-verse – has wound up in the unknown.
Left unchecked, the headlong flight of its techno-economic system has situated
us off the charts; not only metaphorically in the sense of having wound up in
uncharted territory but also statistically, illustrated by the ‘hockey-stick’ graphs
like the Keeling curve, depicting various aspects of the acceleration of
environmental changes. The increasing acceleration in the rise of these climate
parameters – population growth, average global temperatures, per capita
energy consumption – leads to the loss of any benchmark of normality. As
abnormality has become the new norm, in the Anthropocene, even the near
future has become unpredictable.
But as we started our cosmotechnical venture by situating ourselves, even if
this meant admitting to be lost, it would be only fitting to conclude on where to
go. The philosophy of cosmotechnics, after all, is about imagining alternative
futures for mankind. Indeed, it looks for ways out of the Anthropocenic deadlock
by calibrating its compass to gravitational pulls exerted by other potential
worlds, with whose structures modern technology is envisioned to be able to
intertwine, forming a cosmotechnical mesh. Hui’s philosophy sets out to incite
contemporary magic.
To propose the re-invention of quite foreign man-technics-world configurations
whose fundamental trait is denoted as ‘magical’, invoking the archaic image of
invocations that make the sun rise, dances that make rain pour; of mankind
experiencing a direct connection between his actions and the entire cosmos
around him – might seem like a regression to superstitions of the past; an hail
Mary attempt of appeasing Gaia, or whichever deity, power or spirit, when all
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else admittedly failed. However, the Anthropocene reminds us, albeit in a
perverse way, that magic is real.
After all, hasn’t man started to resonate again with nature? Though not in the
sense of abiding to seasonal cycles and maintaining nature’s harmony, but in
the disruption of cycles and the irruption of natural disasters. Hasn’t the
experience awakened in us that our agency affects nature as such? Though no
longer in the form of magical control over the cosmos, but rather as the feeling
of impotence and powerlessness provoked by our incapacity to pull the brakes
on the ecocidal techno-industrial machinery. Yes, rethinking our magical
condition is exactly what’s at stake now that the Anthropocene has revealed it
possible, indeed, unavoidable for mankind to participate directly in the Earth’s
dynamic by influencing the constantly changing processes that constitute it.
Therefore, Hui’s choice to seek out knowledge from those people who were, or
still are, adept in forming magical relations with their world is no act of political
correctness in the name of diversity nor the romanticizing of an enchanted past,
but the result of a philosophical necessity as we find ourselves thoroughly
unequipped to make sense of our newfound situation. Again, we are lost; the
needle is spinning. Steeped in a tradition of substantialist notions and categorial
divides, we are quite inept at thinking unities, hybrids, magic – cosmotechnics!
By turning to ontology we can renew our sense of a cosmos that envelops and
grounds us; in which we play an integral part. It allows us to extend our grasp
on the Earth-system by including the interconnected cycles and forces, not only
those we can empirically measure, from the planet’s core to the atmosphere
and out to the moon, but also those cosmological, with which the
cosmotechnicists from our past knew how to tune in with. By deepening our
sense of the world to which we are unequivocally bound, in all its guises, can
we start to recognize possible (key)points of entry to new cosmic realities in
which we are able to reciprocally influence nature’s flux as practitioners of
contemporary magic.
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