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Neutral metamorphoses of technical violence
Pier Luca Marzo

Department of Cognitive Science, Psychology, Education, and Cultural Studies, University of Messina,
Messina, Italy

ABSTRACT
There is a dimension of violence internal to the functioning logic of
technical systems and within the transparency of the instrumental
vision of technology. Yet it is one of the centres of rotation of the
mobile geography of global violence. This article aims to highlight
this centre of mobilization of contemporary violence by identifying
the neutral character of technical violence. Technical neutrality,
being an instrumental field of operation, qualifies only on the basis
of the qualities of meaning that move the action of violent subjects,
be they individual or collective. In fact, each violent subject uses
technologies to enhance the act of violation in order to impose a
sense of his order of reality in the victim's sphere of life. However, it
is precisely by serving the various ends that qualify the
omnipotence of the violent subject that the technique
systematically becomes their master. This reversal of the means-
ends relationship is one of the accelerating factors of the innovation
cycles of the forms of technical violence towards increasingly
sophisticated and pervasive degrees. Moving in this problematic
context, the article aims to understand how the technical
metamorphoses of violence reconfigure the contemporary social
bond as well as human identity.
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I. The neutral violence of technical mono(a)theism

Violence exists in the logical functioning of the technical apparatus that permeates global
society, yet it remains within the transparency of technology’s instrumental vision. A
vision that identifies man as the decisional centre of aims, for good or evil, to be assigned
to the field of operations available to him. A field made up of digital communication net-
works, trading software to speed up financial speculations among world stock markets,
satellite systems that weave the air and sea routes circulating in the biosphere, the 24
time-zone chronosphere that synchronizes all the different geo-cultural contexts, the
artificial intelligence applied to industrial robotics and, naturally, the smart objects that
oversee many of our everyday practices. The mapping of this techno-systemic world
could be much wider and more detailed; in spite of which, the violence circulating within
it would continue to evade human eyes surveying it from above.

With the aim of understanding the technical dimension of violence, the article below
will begin to invert the anthropocentric view so as to be in a position to observe how
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man is the instrument of his artefacts as well as their creator.1 Looking along this different
analytical perspective, right from the start it is possible to glimpse something essential in
the details of the operative landscape of global society: every technology always exceeds the
specific tasks for which it was created, planned and constructed, ending up by shaping
man (Anders, 1992; McLuhan, 1999). It is enough to think of the smartphone to under-
stand such excess. Beyond the aims and communication uses for which it was launched
onto the world market, this device has made access to information tactile as well as visual,
extended the time spent on the web, given a new orientation in topographical space, accu-
mulated a series of economic and leisure applications, created new forms of socialization,
and changed the value of the use and exchange of images (Tramontana, 2019). These are
the plethora which, in under two decades, have changed everyday life making it reciprocal
in action with digital life; a generalized, transcultural daily mutation seeing that this device
is in the hands of 4 billion people, according to an estimation of the Ericsson Mobility
Report 2019.2

If we then proceed from a particular to a general view, we understand how technology is
more than the sum of technologies of which it is composed; in this regard, sociologist Jac-
ques Ellul writes:

The technical system is a phenomenon qualitatively different from the sum of several tech-
niques and objects. They cannot be understood by considering them separately, by isolating a
section of action of technique: they must be studied within and in relation to the global tech-
nical system. […] The primary condition for understanding the technical phenomenon, for
entering its sociology, is to consider it overall, in its unity. (Ellul, 2009, p. 117)

Considering each device in a systemic key is of fundamental importance to interpret in
systemic terms the devices that act and retroact in the operational field listed above, being
part of the technical ecosystem through which global society finds its habitat, the formative
principle that is the matrix for the construction of its reality.

Already from this first glimpse, we see the importance of re-thinking the servile role of
technology and, as a consequence, also that of the man that masters it (Heidegger, 2015;
Jünger, 1995; Simmel, 1984; Spengler, 1992). The true part of this servant–master relation-
ship is something undeniable: man, having always been the creator of his instruments, is
also their master in determining how they shall be used. The false part, however, refers
precisely to the feedback that such objects, with their uses, have on the master of the tech-
nology. Ever since the lever, probably one of the first, rudimental artificial extensions of
the body, man has been experimenting the exhilaration of freedom from natural needs.
With the advent of the lever, in fact, he experiences the possibility of moving a greater
volume of weight than the natural capacities of his own muscles would allow, thus mana-
ging to build things (artefacts) that were previously impossible for him. From that moment
on however, if man wants to make what he could not previously make – if he wants to con-
struct particularly massive defending walls, erect temples to his gods, build urban struc-
tures in which to live, etc., he is forced to have recourse to it. Having recourse,
understood thus, is made up of two parts: one reflective, within the human consciousness
that recognizes a lack within itself; and an active part, which leads consciousness to bridge
that gap by trusting to technical action. And it is just through this trust in another power
that, like a god, can come to his aid, that man liberates technology from servitude, thus
enchaining himself to it. The homo master becomes, in effect, a little bit servant in
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proportion to the sum of the power that he himself requires of the téchne, which, in turn,
becomes a little bit more master in this power transfusion. Here are the two flints, the lack
and the trust, with which humanity has set alight the Prometheus fire of technology, ever
since his prehistoric origins (Leroi-Gourhan, 1964).

Keeping in mind this archetypal ambivalence of the link between man and technology,
in contemporary times the issues facing us are: what happens if man uses a lever powerful
enough to lift the planetary weight in the flow of global society? What happens if the fire of
technology forges the architectures of communication, economy, transport, time, pro-
duction and everyday life? What happens if, to bridge and empower his psycho-physical
defects, humanity trusts itself universally to technology?

What happens is that technology, from being the stage servant in history’s theatre,
becomes the deus ex machina of global society, a servile god whose faithful are in every
corner of the planet without distinction of race, colour, sex, language, religion, political
opinion or any other distinction of national or social origin, wealth, birth or any other con-
dition. The particularity of this faith, capable of embracing the whole of humanity, is that
of being a monotheism with no symbolical-sacral dimension, no transcendental vision of
the world and no strictly prescriptive values to follow. Henceforth, therefore, we will
rename technical monotheism as a mono(a)theism, neologism where the privative a in
brackets indicates the absence of any nucleus of sense in this religious form featuring emp-
tiness rather than fullness (Marzo, 2019).

Precisely thanks to its null and void semantic field, an all-powerful emptiness capable of
containing every sense content (individual and social) that can freely enter and make use
of it to empower practical action relative to determined objectives; in any case, as Émile
Durkheim writes, empowerment is at the root of the religious phenomenon:

The man of faith who has communicated with his god is not only a man who sees new truths,
unknown to the unbeliever; he is a man who is capable of more. He feels a greater strength
within him both to bear the difficulties of existence and to defeat them. He is raised above his
man’s conviction; he believes himself to be safe from evil, in any case and in whatever form he
conceives evil to be. The first article of every faith is belief in salvation through faith. (Dur-
kheim, 2013, p. 594)

More than any other, the technical religion found its omnipotence on its support of the
practical existence of the human and empirically empowering it more than any other pre-
viously known. Not having any truth, it is a support that allows the servile god to enhance
the truths (whether lay or religious) that drive social action, increasing thereby the all-
powerfulness of the operative vacuum within (Quinzio, 1996, p. 80). It is in fact within
that it becomes that unique mono(a)theism capable of exercising the function of binding
fast, typical of the religious phenomenon – as we see from its etymology [from the Latin
religio -onis, related to religare ‘to bind’] – computing and organizing the heterogeneity of
the values and aims of complex society. A computation incorporated in the complexity of
the devices in which theMysterium of technical mono(a)theism is reproduced. For Rudolf
Otto, the moment of mystery is basic in achieving the sacred, which appears as something
that disconcerts the reason, leaves one wordless and upset, and arouses emotions such as
awe, amazement, consternation towards what is absolute transcendence, totally other
(Otto, 2009, p. 42). The technical Mysterium is contained in the complexity of the work-
ings of devices, complexity inaccessible to the human mind which tends to generate in the
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user a similar emotional condition to the sacred. An operative mystery which the user-
believer finds within reach, enclosed in ergonomic objects and exemplified by graphic
interfaces that can be used by anyone, even by children who play with them. It is sufficient
for any user to activate his devices in order to be part of the omnipotence of technology
thanks to which he can work wonders: he can get free of the weight of corporeity, be tele-
present even where he is absent, magically set in action other objects, enter the otherworld-
liness of the web, bring to life his own digital double.

It is the use of these prodigious devices that, day after day, technically reproduces
elementary forms of religious life (Durkheim, 2013) bringing about a mono(a)theistic fun-
damentalism featuring neutral violence. In general terms, fundamentalism is the
expression of an ideological or religious system directed towards modelling every sphere
of the social in order to impose, by force if necessary, its order of reality and to remove
every other incompatible system of thought, thus in certain cases achieving the elimination
of its opponents. It is therefore a form of violent collective belief that radicalizes its own
vision of the world to the extent of producing acts of terror. Especially after the attacks of
11 September 2001, global society has been shaped on the one hand by a series of terrorist
events – produced by radicalized forms of the great monotheist religions (Christianity,
Judaism and Islam) – just as it has, on the other, by security-orientated policies
implemented by national states to defend the population from such violations (Marzo
& Tramontana, 2017).

Mono(a)theist fundamentalism, however, is the expression of an increasingly perva-
sive and sophisticated techno-systemic system, directed only at remodelling reality by
exerting neutral violence: a conversion process of individual and social qualities on a
quantitative horizon governed by precision, utility and efficiency. In all its forms, the
neutral finds its specificity in having no specificity, a non-identity, a non-quality that
exists only in relation to certain qualities. Not being qualified by any belief system,
even neutral fundamentalism is only qualified by religious fundamentalisms using it to
modulate and amplify their terrorist activity – through the use of arms, forms of organ-
ization, spectacular propaganda strategies, violations of security apparatus – with the aim
of imposing their own order of sense. Specularly, in order to prevent terrorist attacks, the
world order promoted by the national states also has recourse to the instrumental field
to structure the security policies it needs, for example enhancing security systems and
surveillance technologies.

It is thus that technical fundamentalism, used both for terrorist ends and for safeguard-
ing social order security, improves itself by radicalizing neutral violence. And more.
Thanks for its very neutrality, mono(a)theistic fundamentalism has the power to take
root in multiple violent environments and contexts. Every time a violent party (individual
or collective) uses technology to violate the life sphere of a victim (individual or collective),
all it is doing is extending the neutral form of violence to other circumstances, in some
cases bringing to life new forms of violence – such as, for example, the violation of privacy,
cyberbullying, cyberstalking, revenge porn.

Therefore, it is precisely in being a utility common to each violent party that technology
systematically becomes the rotation centre of the mobile geography of all the different
types of violence in global society (corporal, religious, political, identity-making, commu-
nicative, symbolic, economic, everyday violence).
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A rotation centre that is also the immobile engine of a State that knows no physical or
political frontiers, nor human sovereignty. As Ernst Jünger (1998, p. 18) writes, it is no
longer possible today to think of man as a towering immobile being at the centre of the
historical universe, as he was portrayed in the statues that art placed in the middle of
Renaissance squares. Global society is characterized by a movement which not only
permeates it, constantly accelerating the metabolism and dynamics of the historical
world it inhabits, but which goes forward in spite of, and against, him, changing him
into a worker at the service of a world State:

For me the world State is the point towards which the political organization of humanity is
tending. At the political level, it will confirm the globalization already started by planetary
technology and economy. Even without eliminating national states, the world State will
absorb their main power. As a universal, cosmo-political phenomenon inexorably pushing
towards globalization, technology is preparing the world State, and indeed has already rea-
lized it to a certain extent. The world state is its political co-respective. (Jünger, 1998,
pp. 66–67)

In a historical period still featuring the USA–USSR stand-off, Jünger conceived the
world State as that political order that was more than the sum of the national states polar-
ized around the two superpowers. Behind the façade of these ideological contrasts, the Jün-
gerian view understands their secret affinity, considering them the two political halves of
one and the same form of State, as yet embryonic. Behind the framework of these two pol-
itical imaginaries (capitalist and socialist), the creation of one single social ambience was
under way, made of cities, bridges, ports, communication systems, factories, nuclear
arsenals, space stations. These titanic constructions were the parts in which the accelerated
ecosystem of the world State was coming to life, thanks to the use of every available
resource: from inorganic to organic resources extracted from natural landscapes, to the
symbolical-material resources extracted from the many geo-cultural contexts.

In contemporary times, with the end of modern metanarrations (Lyotard, 1979), the
world State no longer appears with the ideological frameworks that constructed it from
east to west. Therefore, having brought the religious function of technology out of instru-
mental transparency and delineated the neutral character of its violence, from now on we
will concentrate attention on understanding this a-political, a-theological state. As we shall
see below, it is in this public order capable of integrating every geo-cultural reality that
neutral violence is metamorphosed into a government art directed towards violating the
sphere of human life, that of communications and politics.

II. The artificial state of violation of life

While taking specific forms in each historical-cultural context, violence features a number
of unvarying elements through which we can circumscribe it, separating it from other
phenomena of associative life; among these, trespass is one of the main elements. Violence
is in fact a situation in which one party crosses the space–time distance of the relation
without consent for the purpose of violating the life sphere of another by physical actions
– posture, blows, wounding, torturing, raping etc. – and/or communicative acts – verbal
and non-verbal, textual, in signs, ironical and symbolical. The violent party is he who
crosses the boundary and the victim is he whose space is trespassed upon; clearly, both
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roles may involve individual or collective parties (family, groups, associations, commu-
nities, peoples, societies, crowds, etc.).

One of the deep nuclei that mobilizes the violent, whether individual or group, is the
wish for totality achieved in terms of omnipotence through the violation of the victim
or victims. Delirium of omnipotence, or the narcissistic personality disorder as psychology
calls it (Lowen, 1083), indicates that hallucinatory state of con-fusion between thought and
act in which the subject loses his sense of boundaries, hence his delirium, instigating him
to obtain his desire immediately. In the case of a violent person, this hallucinatory state is
directed against the victim as that part of the self that is lacking and is to be assimilated – in
the immediacy of the violation – to become a whole, a narcissistic entity as omnipotent as
a god.

Through a micro-sociological analysis, Randall Collins points out the existence of an
invisible emotional barrier made of tension and fear, which curbs individual drives for
omnipotence so they do not cross borders into acts of violence.

At the psychological level, we have evolved in such a way that there is an enormous interac-
tional obstacle in the way of clashes, a consequence of how out neurologic propensity leads us
to act in the presence of other human beings. Confrontational tension/fear is the evolutionary
price we pay for civilization. (Collins, 2014, p. 51)

The American sociologist, therefore, focuses attention on the contexts that lead subjects
to violate the psycho-evolutionary wall that human evolution has placed between them. It
is not the individuals who are violent since, in Collins’s view, it is a certain typology of
social situations, limited in time, that makes them so.

However, there is a violence inherent in the working of institutions which construct a
wall of social order in order to prevent the over-running of borders, the reciprocal viola-
tion among its component parts. In this case, it is not a question of unilateral omnipotence
like the violent party’s towards the victim. Socially instituted violence is rooted in legiti-
macy, in that consensus that wants all parts in agreement in order to avoid the weakest
becoming victims and the strongest becoming violent (Bourdieu and Passeron, 2006).

The ground in which this order is rooted is nothing natural but is second social nature
(Gehlen, 2010) cultivated by the reciprocal actions of individuals on the basis of a certain
collective consciousness imaginary. As we know from Durkheim, this is more than the
sum of the consciousness of individuals (1996, p. 101) which, while being their product,
has its own independent existence that regulates associative life on the basis of determined
representations, whether magic-religious, ethical–moral or political–ideological, and on
forms of knowledge. These are the symbolical universes that give life to a socio-anthropo-
logical environment in which individuals enter into a sphere of space–time sense where,
from birth, they acquire the awareness and meaning of themselves and of the events sur-
rounding them, a sphere that has the power to hide its own artifice in order to build reality
(Marzo & Mori, 2019, p. 39). It is in this environment set up by the collective conscious-
ness that violence circulates, showing itself in social facts. Social facts are distinct from
others simply because, as Durkheim again says, they have the power not only to influence
the consciousness of individuals from within, introducing the social imaginary into the
inner life of behaviour, but also to impose themselves outside them in coercive terms (Dur-
kheim, 1988). It is here that violence passes into the normative space becoming a whole
with the social order born to expel it from associative life (Benjamin, 1995, p. 17). It is

284 P. L. MARZO



in this order of associative life that the dual horizon of violence tends towards a vertical
plane founding the coercive reality of social facts, those points in which individual con-
sciousness is violated by collective consciousness becoming part of a whole. Through
this, the deviant is he who withdraws from the consensus of this contact becoming, within
and without, the object of violation of the omnipotence of the social order. A violation
which, in terms more or less accentuated, leads the deviant to be the sacrificial victim
through which social order is newly founded by the exercise of violence.

Inevitably we think of René Girard. In his opinion, violence is a founding anthropolo-
gical fact of human communities ever since their origin (Girard, 1992, p. 135). Albeit in
forms culturally differentiated in time and space, sacrificial violence is the instituting
act par excellence of associative life through the most radical violation that exists: that
of the death of the victim which thus becomes sacred. The sacrificial victim’s sphere of
life becomes that place in which the epidemic of horizontal violence between the parts
is collected and cleansed, becoming an extreme act of collective catharsis around which
social order takes form substantiating, in terms of reality, the social imaginary of its col-
lective consciousness. A death founding collective life that requires to be repeated, to be
ritualized in order to achieve its end: to be, unaware, a system of the collective mind to
move the violence, inherent in the community, onto a victim who is the scapegoat (Girard,
1987). Girard believes that the sacrificial mechanism works by collecting, channelling and
acting out the violence on a victim, considered by the community involved in the rite to be
different from the majority of those taking part and therefore expendable (Girard, 1992,
p. 148).

In this way violence becomes a vehicle of purification of the varied types of violence
present in the bowels of the social body – rivalry, jealousy, disputes between neighbours,
dissent – collecting and embodying it in the chosen sacrificial victim. The victim’s identity
may be that of a stranger (prisoners of war, foreigners, wayfarers, slaves, etc.), or elements
not yet part of the community (uninitiated adolescents, the new-born, the unmarried,
etc.), or the community’s abnormal elements (the lame, the mad, homosexuals, etc.),
and the king, as happens in certain cultural contexts and, we might add, during
revolutions.

The modern age, however, creates a substantial variation in Girard’s dynamic which, as
we shall see, is at the root of the mono(a)theistic State’s imaginary and the fundamentalism
of its neutral violence in global society. The historic–social context of this variation was
that inherent in the fragmentation of the sphere of Christian monotheism – started by
Protestant and Calvinist reformism – from which sprang a virulent war of religion; the
whole of Europe was infected by it, changing men into werewolves fighting one against
the other: homo homini lupus. In this state of nature, recreated by religious conflict, it
was God himself who was sacrificed in the name of collective life, he was the supreme sca-
pegoat elected as the means of collecting and channelling the violence running through the
bowels of the western world. From this divine sacrifice was the new social order of the
Leviathan founded. A murder in which the contradictory intention (D’Andrea, 2005,
p. 124) of western man was apparent: the intention that renders him omnipotent enough
to sacrifice his God yet at the same time so powerless as to submit to another monstrous
being. Leviathan mythology rises together with the first agricultural societies in Mesopo-
tamia, as the symbol of the waterlogged clouds brought by storms to fertilize the earth.
Later, his watery symbol echoes in the Bible, transfigured into the dragon of the
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Apocalypse capable of momentarily swallowing the sun and bringing into the world the
nocturnal creatures of Evil (Chevalier & Gheerbrant, 1994, p. 23).

In 1651, it was Hobbes who reawoke this sea monster by dedicating to him a whole
essay entitled Leviathan. It is not just one of the many. Still anchored within it are the
foundations of the political architectures we continue to inhabit today. In this return jour-
ney from the mythological world of Mesopotamia towards modern historical shores, the
Leviathan metamorphoses into the collective machinery of the State:

NATURE (the art whereby God hath made and governs the world) is by the art of man, as in
many other things, so in this also imitated, that it can make an artificial animal. For seeing life
is but a motion of limbs, the beginning whereof is in some principal part within; why may we
not say, that all automata (engines that move themselves by springs and wheels as doth a
watch) have an artificial life? For what is the heart, but a spring; and the nerves, but so
many strings; and the joints, but so many wheels, giving motion to the whole body, such
as was intended by the artificer? Art goes yet further, imitating that rational and most excel-
lent work of nature, man. For by art is created that great LEVIATHAN called a COMMON-
WEALTH, or STATE, (in Latin CIVITAS) which is but an artificial man; though of greater
stature and strength than the natural, for whose protection and defence it was intended; and
in which, the sovereignty is an artificial soul, as giving life and motion to the whole body; the
magistrates, and other officers of judicature and execution, artificial joints; reward and pun-
ishment (by which fastened to the seat of the sovereignty, every joint and member is moved
to perform his duty) are the nerves, that do the same in the body natural; the wealth and
riches of all the particular members, are the strength; salus populi (the people’s safety) its
business; counsellors, by whom all things needful for it to know, are suggested unto it, are
the memory; equity and laws, an artificial reason and will; concord, health; sedition, sickness;
and civil war, death. (Hobbes, 1996, p. 7)

As we see in the first few lines of the text, Hobbes creates an analogy between nature –
the art through which God made and governs the world – and the art of man, which
imitates divine art in the construction of the artificial life of automata made of strings,
wheels and springs. In this mimetic relationship, the Leviathan becomes that great auto-
maton created by the rational project of men in the image and likeness of God to inter-
rupt the lethal circulation present in the state of nature, where each is the wolf for the
other (Schmitt, 1986, p. 90). The monstrous imaginary of the Leviathan, passing into
modernity, is thus overturned into that techno-messianic figure capable of setting up
his kingdom of peace. A costly peace. To achieve it, men have had to come together
in a pact (pactum unionis) requiring them to sacrifice the individual freedoms they
enjoyed in the natural state, and submit to his sovereignty (pactum subjectionis). It is
through this liberticidal rite that the artificial soul was infused into the mechanical
body of the modern State, enabling its joints and nerves to move thanks to the action
of magistrates and officers.

It is here, therefore, that the ancestral relationship between man and technology is for-
malized in a modern social pact for life, without that redundant third party: the virulent
God now isolated within church services for the ascetic care of souls in view of a life after
death. The Leviathan, however, is only interested in the absolute government of bodies to
cure them from their animality through reward and punishment, in view of a salubrious
earthly life isolated from the virus of violence and good for the salus populi. Yet it is the
search for immunity that leads the State to reproduce natural violence technologically in
its juridical-repressive apparatus that serves to tame the wolf-man into a domesticated part
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of the flock contained in the Civitas fold. Hence, the state of nature is introjected within
State boundaries, being deep down what animates the artificial body of the Leviathan and
determines his raison d’être and his ultimate purpose (Maffesoli, 1999).

Between the end of the 1700s and the 1900s, social conflicts oriented by bourgeois
and proletarian imaginaries mobilized the urban masses, leading them to revolutionize
the absoluteness of this mechanism while not removing it. Thanks to the conflict gen-
erated by modern metanarrations, the automatized nature of the Leviathan was repro-
grammed by the constitutional charters, re-educated by the rights of man, regulated
by the division of powers (legislative, juridical, administrative) and, in the case of
socialist ideologies, directed towards the redistribution of ownership of the means of
production.

Yet this emancipatory re-programming humanized only the software of the automaton
State, not its hardware which perfected its forms of domestication on two fronts: discipline
and biopolitics. These are the two key words of Michel Foucault’s thinking which we need
to develop to understand the two essential mechanisms that raise neutral violence to a gov-
erning art in the mono(a)theist State. Discipline features a reticular form of re-educative
violence. Foucault’s great skill was to highlight the genealogical stages of Hobbes’s State
which, between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, metamorphosed it into a reticular,
headless structure composed of nodes: prisons, sanatoria, hospitals, schools, factories.
These are the total institutions that have multiplied the artificial nature of the state in
its social tissue, thus enabling it to disarticulate the irregularities of single bodies to
shape them according to normalization parameters, those established by the order of
scientific discourse:

The historical moment of the disciplines was the moment when an art of the human body
was born, which was directed not only at the growth of its skills, nor at the intensification
of its subjection, but at the formation of a relation that in the mechanism itself makes it
more obedient as it becomes more useful, and conversely. What was then being formed
was a policy of coercions that act upon the body, a calculated manipulation of its elements,
its gestures, its behaviour. The human body was entering a machinery of power that explores
it, breaks it down and rearranges it. A ‘political anatomy’, which was also a ‘mechanics of
power’, was being born; it defined how one may have a hold over others’ bodies, not only
so that they may do what one wishes, but so that they may operate as one wishes, with
the techniques, the speed and the efficiency that one determines. Thus discipline produces
subjected and practised bodies, ‘docile’ bodies. Discipline increases the forces of the body
(in economic terms of utility) and diminishes these same forces (in political terms of obedi-
ence). (Foucault, 1995, p. 138)

Discipline, therefore, is a political–anatomical fabrication of docile bodies carried out in
applying the discursive orders of medicine, biology, economy, psychiatry, sciences and dis-
ciplines. And it is in this productive process that the mechanisms of reticular knowledge-
power of the Leviathan are integrated, becoming the instruments for the good training of
the human store of citizens through obedience, utility, calculation, manipulation and
speed. It is the non-qualities of this breeding practice that found the neutral violence of
mono(a)theistic state fundamentalism violating the sphere of individual life. A funda-
mentalism that reaches right into the soul of bodies, there where the eye of the Leviathan
arrives once it finds in the panopticon the prison planned by Bentham, his ideal architec-
tonic figure: a ring in which the containing cells of the illuminated bodies of prisoners are
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placed, thanks to the light filtering in from outside, hidden to the gaze of the guards in the
control tower at the centre of this confining circumference. A visual machine so sophisti-
cated as to be able to function with no human presence, given that prisoners can never
know by ‘whom’ and ‘when’ they are observed. It is in the space of this atrocious doubt
that the Leviathan’s panoptic gaze violates the thoughts of the inmates inducing in
them a bodily self-training. Thanks to the neutrality of this spiritual violence, therefore,
technical mono(a)theism enters the innermost part of the individual so that the whole
sphere of his life is automatized, not just the sphere of the prisoner. The Panoptism, as
Foucault writes (1995, p. 205) is the diagram of a mechanism of power reduced to its
ideal form by polyvalent applicative fields that acts in the treatment of patients, the
instruction of schoolchildren, the confinement of the insane, in supervising workers, in
putting beggars and idlers to work. Every total institution is, therefore, a node in that
same network through which the panoptic gaze of the Leviathan enters the spirit of the
single citizen, disciplining his behaviour in his image and likeness.

If discipline is a microphysical violence having singularity as its object, biopolitical vio-
lence is one that makes the automaton State violate the whole social space having the
population species as its object.

Biopolitics deals with population. More exactly, it deals with the population as an issue both
scientific and political, as a biological issue and as a power issue. I believe the population in
this sense appears right at this moment. […] In the mechanisms installed by biopolitics, in
fact, it is of course firstly a question of predictions, statistical estimates, global measures, but
also of modifying not so much a certain particular phenomenon, or a certain individual as an
individual, but with intervening essentially on the level of the happenings of general phenom-
ena, i.e. phenomena considered overall. It will therefore be necessary to modify or reduce
morbid states, prolong life, stimulate the birth rate. But above all it will be necessary to pre-
pare regulatory mechanisms which, within a global population and with the transitory
phenomena that accompany it, will be able to determine a balance, keep an average, establish
a sort of homeostasis, ensure compensations. In short: safety mechanisms must be installed
around what is transitory in each population of living beings. It is, in fact, a question of opti-
mizing a state of life. (Foucault, 1998, pp. 357–358)

As we read in this quote, biopolitics becomes a field of governability for the improve-
ment in the life of the population though policies to increase natality and enhance the
pension system, health assistance, accident policies, public housing, immunological strat-
egies. Hobbes’s conception had exiled Nature to outside the walls of the Civitas, yet from
the nineteenth century on it becomes a question of State policy to the extent of being the
object of greatest interest in its economic strategy. With the birth of economic science
founded by Adam Smith in his Wealth of Nations (1776), the instituting paradigm of
liberal governability comes on stage as the new regulating principle of State automation,
extending its range of action to natural processes. Political economy becomes the art of
government directed at connecting the enhancement of the population’s life through
production, needs, employment, supply, demand, market prices and their circulation.
As Foucault again writes (1995, p. 37), the market becomes the field of good practice
veridiction in political economy on the part of the government, the instrument to verify
the correct working of the State and, as a consequence, of its degree of legitimacy. Pol-
itical economy and the invisible hand of the market thus become the instruments with
which the Leviathan trespasses upon the macro processes, vital and environmental, of
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the population species, modelling them through the quantitative imaginary of demand
and supply.

In spite of the fact that Foucault identified discipline and biopolitics as the regulating
principles typical of the contemporary social order, in his opinion they are sovereignty
techniques which still have their decisional focus in the human. We could therefor say
that Foucault’s view remains anthropocentric which, as we said, prevents understanding
the ambivalence of the relationship between man and technology. Discipline and biopo-
litics, however, are included here in the two mechanics of neutral violence through
which the automaton State violates the sphere of life, individual and social, naturalizing
the sovereignty of technology. A trespass takes its mono(a)theistic fundamentalism to
be, in the end, a sort of breeding ground for the normalization and the enhanced efficiency
of the human.

A breeding ground which propagates through the electric spirit of technology that illu-
minates the world, as the urban irradiations captured by satellite eyes show us. These are
nocturnal pictures which show us directly the luminescence of the mono(a)theist State
that envelops the world; a State on which the sun never sets, as it is itself the source of
a divine light that has enlightened antiquated theological conceptions. In times when tech-
nology occupies the awesome sphere of the sacred, the spirit can do nothing but become
electric: Ernst Benz writes:

The medieval concept of God and medieval Christology had as their central image light: God
as the sun, as the light that irradiates his powers through the world […] With the discovery of
magnetism and electricity, a new image appeared besides the symbolical image of light: mag-
netism and electricity came forward as the most plastic manifestation of the hidden presence
of divine power in the world and in its objects. […] Electricity and magnetism become the
new symbol of God. (Benz, 2013, p. 16)

Therefore electro-magnetism is the spirit through which technical mono(a)theism per-
forms the religious function of religo, the binding of the planet’s diverse geo-cultural rea-
lities, integrating them into one single global social order. A spirit illuminating not only
the external world, but fuelling the neuro-digital network of the web in which everything
circulates in the form of data sent and received at the speed of thought: information, spec-
tacular events, symbols, narrations, money, fashions, cultural products. It is in this elec-
trified nervous system that the collective consciousness become a species-connective
consciousness bearing disciplinary and biopolitical violence at the light-speed of the
images. In the final part, we will deal with this through a possible interpretation of the pan-
demic phenomenon still under way.

III. The immunity war of the zootechnical state: the screen between life and
death

In this final part, we shall see how the technical care of life is metamorphosing neutral,
biopolitical and disciplinary forms, in relation to the immunization process enacted to
overcome the Covid-19 pandemic. There is of course no intention to formulate a final
reading of a phenomenon still under way or its utterly unpredictable outcome. Yet, if
we accept the point of view of the historical–social sciences, one first certainty emerges
from which to start: Covid-19 is not merely a fact of organic nature, it is a total social fact.
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Elevating Durkheim’s notion of the social fact exponentially, Marcell Mauss identified
the total social fact category by analysing the anthropological phenomenon of the gift. The
obligation to give, receive and return is such an important fact that it cannot be under-
stood solely in the economic sphere. The gift phenomenon, for Mauss (2002, p. 5) is
the pivot on which a wider set of institutions rotates, all together and without warning:
religious, political, juridical, moral and the aesthetic phenomena produced by each of
these institutions. The gift as a total social fact is therefore a good point from which to
observe associative life as an organic part of the same collective consciousness that anima-
tes and orders it.

Following this analytic prospective, even the poisoned economy of the gift instituted by
Covid-19 with human cells is a total social fact on a planetary scale. The certainty of being
faced with a fact of such enormity is evident in the state of mobilization which is recipro-
cally activating all the institutions of global society in order to interrupt the viral economy:
scientific research centres, supranational organizations (WHO, UNO, ECB, etc.), national
governments, the capitalist and financial production system, the information system, con-
trolling agencies, digital network platforms and many more. The Covid-19 poison thus
becomes not only a tragically centre-stage viewpoint, but a contrast liquid to make mani-
fest mutations already in act in the world order, accelerating processes.

Faced with this scenario in progress and consistently with what we have so far devel-
oped, we will attempt to weigh the following hypothesis: the immunity war is a humani-
tarian interface in which Hobbes’s pact between homo and téchne is rooted, pushing the
mono(a)theist State deeper into the human sphere, to the point of reproducing in it the
condition of an animal necessity. A pact that is no longer to be found in a geo-cultural
context, as happened at the dawn of the modern age. Now the whole species is united (pac-
tum unionis) and submits (pactum subiectionis) to the Leviathan’s technical nature in
order to achieve immunization from the infection of the violence unleashed by Covid-
19, an entity as invisible as God. Unlike the modern one, an immunity pact that requires
the domestication of the zôon politikòn, so following an inverse re-educational technique:
one which leads the political animal to become politically transformed into an animal. It is
in this socially regressive pact, required by the pandemic emergency, that the artificial
nature of the Leviathan accelerates the metamorphosis by getting technical mono(a)the-
ism embodied in a zootechnical state.

The term zootechnology or zootechnics [from the French zootechnie] was coined by the
physicist André-Marie Ampère in 1834 to identify a new disciplinary branch of the science
of agronomy. Born in the context of Positivism, zootechnology from the start had an
empirical vocation towards making progress in rational terms in the exploitation of
sheep, cattle, horses and pigs. An objective that was achieved by combining a series of dis-
ciplinary knowledge one with another: biology, statistics, medicine, mechanics, from
nutritional science to economic science. Zootechnology thus becomes that trans-disciplin-
ary field in which zôon and téchne come into contact, the archaic and the modern, the
agricultural and industrial revolution, natural selection and political economy. Technol-
ogies of domestication from thousands of years ago, starting in the Neolithic, are mutated
by zootechnology to enable a productive factory model to enter animal life.

In harmony with the evolution of industrial cycles, zootechnology has constantly inno-
vated factory-farms to make them places of integration between animal environments and
digital environments regulated by the ecosystem of Information and Communications
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Technology (ICT): robots for milking, drones for finding cattle, sensors to check the
efficiency of fodder through the daily analysis of the milk obtained, wireless anklets for
tracking cattle movement, algorithms for facial recognition to assess the state of health
of pigs. Cloud computing systems, collecting information conveyed with such digital sen-
sors in real time, allow the stock-farming businesses to minimize costs and maximize
profits.

The zootechnological state takes down the fencing around the factory-farm by putting
up its digital system to render efficient its governmental tailor-made life by showing us
how non-human animals are actually the involuntary avant-garde of an epoch-making
mutation in course. In this new state order, the Leviathan reproduces the state of natural
necessity in a zootechnical ecosystem for the breeding of humans that is capable of mod-
ulating itself, thanks to the immunity war, in different geo-cultural contexts and in mul-
tiple form.

In China, for example, zoopolitics can be seen unimpaired, not having to worry about
those democratic opinions present elsewhere. Here, in fact, the Leviathan has become a
monster with 200 million electronic eyes for facial recognition connected to his artificial
intelligence, an overview able to focus on each head of his herd of more than 1 billion 300
million elements, so as to track their movements in public spaces, shops, roads and
squares, airports and stations such as that of Beijing; there, the Leviathan’s thermo-optics
can automatically take the body temperature of those grazing while awaiting a train and,
should there be fever, to communicate via mobile with the passengers that have shared a
carriage with him. Even the drones buzzing through the Wuhan air space give the
Leviathan a bird’s-eye view and a voice from above that bellows out government directives
to regulate the correct distance of citizens grazing in the city park where the pandemic
started. There is also another part, non-optical tracking systems, obtained from data
released by credit cards and mobiles, making up the other half of the information
flowing into cloud computing, the ethereal mind of the Chinese zootechnical state.

South Korea, the other international immunity model of reference, has implemented
the Chinese zootechnical model in a wide-ranging swab system on a voluntary basis,
capable of carrying out up to 15,000 tests per day, the results channelled into a national
database found in the Corona 100m app user interface. The Leviathan’s body, thanks to
this app, disaggregates into millions of cells installed in smartphones able to move into
action through an alert signal whenever the user enters a hundred-metre range from an
infected person. And that’s not all. The user can enhance herd immunity using Corona
100m to signal the infected person to the authorities so s/he can be tracked down and com-
pulsory quarantine imposed, without a diagnosis, on the social circle with whom s/he has
come into contact.

Apart from the nation states, there are also the multinational IT empires such as Apple
and Google which have joined forces to face Covid-19 by developing the same wide-ran-
ging system of contact tracing based on Bluetooth technology. At stage 1, the project will
enable the apps of the national health systems to interact with users’ tracing data and, at
the second stage, to insert the tracing system directly onto the updates of smartphone
operative systems.

Testing, contact tracing and confinement thus become the code words functional to the
public–private violence zootechnology which, in a very few weeks, has solidified moder-
nity – which we had believed definitively to be in liquid, if not actually in gaseous, state
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– instituting a neo-authoritative world order: suspension of individual freedoms, control
of urban spaces, information monitoring, limitation of the parliamentary role, closure of
national frontiers, suspension of production, interruption of cultural events, violation of
digital identities, etc. A zootechnological state of exception (Agamben, 2003) decomposing
the cultural, political and social skin of the human, changing him into one species among
the many, to be accounted for through curves and percentages of the healthy, the infected,
the a-symptomatic, the sick, patients in intensive care, age groups, pre-existing illnesses,
deaths. It is this new scientific language in common use that has de-constructed the cat-
egories of political science, rendering antiquated even Foucault’s notion of biopolitics. As
we saw previously, for Foucault biopolitics is a technique of sovereignty structured by the
word according to structured discursive orders by certain types of scientific knowledge
(demographic, statistic, medical, economic); conversely, zootechnology is the sovereignty
of technology structured by number according to a computational order regulated by
algorithms, by executive plans of calculation that neutralize the discursive qualities of
the sciences making them more efficient.

Algorithms are therefore the engine moving the big data ecosystem in which the elec-
tro-digital spirit of technical mono(a)theism lives, directing it to regulate and shape indi-
vidual and collective life through an on-going computation process (Accotto, 2017, p. 68).
A mobile nature of information in constant expansion thanks to the influx of captured
reality data, increasingly efficient and pervasive, from the digital devices in which the pro-
pagated body of the Leviathan materializes.

The zootechnical state is therefore boundless yet, where necessary, it is in a position to
confine and precisely model everything in a state of isolation of variable area, from the
microscopic in which it isolated the 120–160 nm of Covid-19, to the macroscopic of
the 510.065.285 km2 of land area in which it isolated the species. Then there are the half-
way areas, those measured by the square metres of domestic space for anyone lucky
enough to have such space, in which zoopolicies place individuals in voluntary isolation,
immunizing them to the virus and from the world. But of all areas, the most important and
interactive is the inch-measured screen haunted by the restless spirits of the species in a
state of daily de-concentration. The etymology of the word refers to shelter, to screening
[from the Germanic skerm/skirm, ‘shield’ or ‘shelter’, from which skirmjam, ‘to protect’].
In the contemporary age, this defence function works through liquid crystal displays as
protection from the light flows emitted by devices showing the images circulating in the
electro-magnetic spirit of technical mono(a)theism. These hi-tech shields are in fact a sen-
sor contact between the electro-nerve endings of the digital network of the zootechnical
state and the electro-chemical nerve endings of human neuronal networks. A contact
which in many cases is also tactile (touchscreens) and in which a particular inter-area
is created between internal and external, between world and mind, between individual
consciousness and connective consciousness with the power to reproduce the social
bond. As Maria Giovanna Musso explains (2008, pp. 91–95), the social bond is a recipro-
cal relationship with affective connotations, featuring a shared feeling that binds the par-
ties; well, today it is more than ever clear how it is the connective consciousness that heats
the social bond on a world scale, creating a paradoxical remote contact between individ-
ual/users through the screen: the common window through which humanity peers to see
the trend of the world pandemic that binds the species to one single fate.
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It is in this electro-organic inter-area that the corona glycoprotein of Covid-19 is in fact
technically rewrapped in the membranes of images becoming part of connective con-
sciousness. So the virus takes that evolutionary leap from the biosphere to the noosphere
of the media imaginary, poisoning it in the form of ministerial war bulletins, conspiracy
theories, fakes news, numerical tables, conspiratorial theories, social ironies, television
talk-shows occupied by virologists and politicians, commercials, futurologist-commenta-
tors on what is going to happen, doleful newscasts. In such places infected by the connec-
tive consciousness, Covid-19 becomes a phantasmal entity capable of multiplying its
virulence and epidemic power within the species imaginary.

Penetrating the wall of the screen, the viral phantasm violates geographical and political
distances until it violates the inner space of individuals, intensifying their nerve life on one
and the same distressing emotional frequency: that of mass panic. As Elias Canetti
explains, a mass is formed from a set of individuals when their fear of being touched
ceases. This transformation is the consequence of such a shocking event that the space sep-
arating the individuals is cancelled (Canetti, 1991, pp. 18–20). The digital circulation of
Covid-19 is exactly the shock that has overwhelmed users with the fear of infection,
thus forming a species of tele-mass that no longer congregates in space but only in con-
nection-time. An ancestral psycho-connective state that seems to have further restricted
the global village making it more similar to a techno-cave in which we shield ourselves
to evade the infection while entering yet more deeply into the electro-magnetic spirit of
technical mono(a)theism.

So Covid-19 becomes the name of a stupefying psychoactive drug-produced image
replacing individual reflectivity and confusing it with altered states of connective con-
sciousness. The screen therefore becomes an electro-disciplinary place that reconfigures
the human instinct to bend the immediacy of perceived facts into reflectivity and return
them to coherent sequences, to wonder about their origin, foresee their repetitiveness
and hence modify their future outcomes.

Thanks to this bending, the mind of homo sapiens has entered a time-out allowing it to
rise from the ground of the present and to walk, suspended like a tightrope-walker, above
the state of need, there where animal life remains caged in linear stimulus–response behav-
iour (Marzo, 2012). Reactive behaviour that persists in the lower areas of the human brain
of the thalamus, where the images are born that order perceptive data, and of the amyg-
dala, where emotional responses take the form of motor images. In his evolutionary path-
way,Homo sapiens is the animal that has learnt to interrupt the thalamus-amygdala line so
as to triangulate it with the upper layers of the brain cortex, that part of the mind in which
the imagination forms meta-cognitive images from which perception and action are
observed. So the imagination is what fills the reflected emptiness of sapiens giving full con-
sciousness to his existence, making his behaviour creative and the environment surround-
ing him available for projects. Reflectivity and imagination thus trace a spiral movement
which, between emptiness and fullness, leads man out of the functional stimulus–response
circuit rendering him a sapiens, an animal naturally complex and indeterminate.

However, as Derrik De Kerckhove tells us (1993), when we are in contact with a media
device a brainframe is generated, a cognitive-emotional frame which, beyond the commu-
nicative message, invisibly changes the deep structures of thought that construct our vision
of the world. The particularity of digital media is that they create a particular form of
brainframe that is able to annul the interval, to burn that time-out that liberated Homo
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sapiens from the force of gravity of the here-and-now (De Kerckhove, 1996, p. 23). When
we move through digital ambiences, in fact, the continuous flow of information saturates
our reflective emptiness, and as a result limits the meta-cognitive function of the cerebral
cortex with which we imagine the experience and open it up to possibilities. It is this that
over-excites the reactive thalamus-amygdala line, the only one able to support the speed of
the information flow.

This is exactly why the screen is the psycho-technical fencing within which the zootech-
nical state tames the complex animality of sapiens. Fencing we enter for several hours a day
to gain access to the freedom of internet metropolitan life, the dematerialized capital of the
zootechnical state. When this metropolis was founded, the first citizen-users to surf its
urban network deluded themselves that they were wandering in an open, horizontal social
reality with no sense of place (Meyrowitz, 1995). The past tense is a must here, since now
the circulation of Covid-19 has broken the spell of metropolitan freedom and shown us
that if necessary the net might become vertical, changing into a wrap-around digital
fence and suddenly transforming the dream of increased reality into a nightmare of
decreased reality in a state of fearful isolation. It is in this dark emotional territory that
the zootechnical state lays the foundations of its legitimacy, enabling the mono(a)theistic
spirit of technology to extend its neutral violence in order to immunize the species from
viral death. Separating the symbolical circulation between life and death, an immunization
that leads technology to violate the sphere of the human, entrapping it in a cage of animal
stimulation–response behaviour.

Notes

1. There is ample scientific literature on the issue of technique; here, I will simply recall two
texts having the merit of picking up the debate that in the first half of the twentieth century
lay the foundations for a re-elaboration of the relations between man and technique:
M. Nacci (ed. by), Tecnica e cultura della crisi (1914–1939), Loescher Editore, Torino
1982; T. Maldonado (ed. by), Tecnica e cultura. Il dibattito tedesco fra Bismark e Weimar,
Feltrinelli, Milano 1991.

2. See https://www.ericsson.com/en/mobility-report/reports/november-2019
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