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Compression in Philosophy

Alexander R. Galloway and Jason R. LaRivière

“A general history of compression”—such is the prize of Jonathan 
Sterne’s MP3: The Meaning of a Format, a book devoted to the philosophy 
and science of making sound smaller (Sterne 2012: 5; emphasis removed). 
Indeed, the theme of compression has begun to appear more and more 
within aesthetics, cultural theory, and media theory. In recent years, Hito 
Steyerl has written in praise of the compressed or “poor” image, while 
Luciana Parisi has meditated on the incompressible (Steyerl 2013; Parisi 
2013). Online privacy activists seek new technologies for encryption and 
obfuscation, just as hacker groups configure their own identities around 
anonymity and collectivity (see esp. Coleman 2012).

To be sure, the theme has dominated theories of media and aesthet-
ics for some time already, particularly around issues of resolution, defini-
tion, and fidelity. Marshall McLuhan’s hot and cool media hinge on the way 
in which media may contain either copious helpings of information (mini-
mally compressed, requiring less participation) or meager helpings (highly 

Bernard Stiegler’s lecture “The Proletarianization of Sensibility,” published in this special 
issue, is cited parenthetically.
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compressed, requiring more participation). And media historians have long 
examined aesthetic artifacts along a continuum from expansion to com-
pression, whether it be a question of minimalism and abstraction, codes 
and shorthand, redundancy and ornamentation, or any number of other 
qualities and techniques that either delete or proliferate aesthetic material.

In engineering jargon, “lossy compression” describes any technique 
in which information is lost or deleted as a consequence of compression, 
while “lossless compression” indicates that no information is deleted. Con-
ventional wisdom suggests lossless compression is superior, given that it 
reduces file sizes without sacrificing the integrity of the contents. Yet lossy 
compression finds its own respectable uses, particularly when excess 
information is unnecessary or disruptive to the sensorium of the viewer or 
listener. In certain cases, such as audio transmitted via telephone, lossy 
compression is superior.

The conversation around compression has also rebounded in conti-
nental philosophy. Friedrich Kittler has written on how literature arrests the 
sounds of speech into a compressed system of twenty- six letters (1999: 3).1 
Alain Badiou addresses the topic too, albeit in a different way, when he pro-
poses his theory of the subject rooted in the operation of fidelity (compres-
sion’s putative nemesis). Functioning as a kind of Platonic yardstick, fidelity 
measures the subject’s ongoing commitment to an ideal, what Badiou calls 
a “point,” or event.2 And Bernard Stiegler uses the term grammatization, 
incorporated from the work of both Jacques Derrida and Sylvain Auroux, 
to indicate how human experience is compressed into discrete units of 
mediation.3

Yet Sterne seeks something slightly different in his book on digital 
compression. For Sterne, the most urgent question for media and culture 
today is not that of an ever- increasing fidelity, in which subjects adhere ever 

1. Kittler goes on to note that “all data flows, provided they really were streams of data, 
had to pass through the bottleneck of the signifier. Alphabetic monopoly, grammatology” 
(1999: 4).
2. For more on fidelity, points, and events, see Badiou 2005 and 2009.
3. For Derrida’s use of the term, see Derrida 1976. Stiegler also cites the important influ-
ence of Sylvain Auroux’s La Révolution technologique de la grammatisation (1994) in his 
development of the concept. When understood in the most general sense as the pro-
cess of describing and formalizing human behavior into letters, words, writing, and code 
so that it can be reproduced, grammatization is usefully paired with other concepts from 
social and cultural theory, including Max Weber’s concept of rationalization and Philip 
Agre’s capture. See Weber 1930; and Agre 2003. For an analysis of Stieglerian grammati-
zation vis- à- vis contemporary media ecology, see Kemper and Zylinska 2012 (165–67).
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more closely to a representational ideal, but that of compression, in which 
subjects slowly delete and disencumber themselves of the representational 
contract altogether:

This is not to say I simply want to replace a grand narrative of ever- 
increasing fidelity with a grand narrative of ever- increasing compres-
sion. I am merely proposing compression as one possible basis for 
inquiry into the history of communication technology—in the same 
sense that representation has served. We need to describe and 
debate long- term histories, as most of the currently available long- 
term histories of communication . . . have not taken on board the 
insights of recent decades, especially those drawn from work on 
globalization as well as postcolonial and poststructuralist thought. 
Such new histories would not need to function as teleology, nor need 
to approach universality, but ambition and breadth certainly seem 
appropriate in our moment. (Sterne 2012: 250n20)

What would it mean to have such ambitions? What would it mean if 
compression replaced representation as the core axis of inquiry in media 
and aesthetic theory?

The Abstract Compression of Nature

Taking up Sterne’s challenge, we wish to reexamine representa-
tion within the Western philosophical tradition, particularly the way in which 
metaphysics recasts philosophy as a kind of media theory in which cer-
tain things (ideas, minds, forms, essences, nature, mathematical concepts) 
may or may not be represented in the form of other things (phenomena, 
qualities, bodies, environments, worlds). Using compression as an analyti-
cal framework, and Stiegler as a sparring partner, we wish to call attention 
to two different ways of defining representation.

The first, abstract compression, is a philosophical position within 
theories of representation in which compression is an undesirable 
by- product of the metaphysical contract. The second, generic compres-
sion, is a slightly different position in which compression is a positive tactic 
of material indifference. Both kinds of compression describe the deletion of 
something, be it formal, material, auric, or essential. Yet they assign such 
deletion to different registers. Abstract compression assumes that real 
phenomena appear as selective deletions of a superlative nature, while 
generic compression reveals the basic insufficiency and indistinction of the 
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real phenomena of everyday life. But these are only provisional definitions, 
and it will be necessary to offer more lengthy explanations for both kinds of 
compression, beginning first with abstract compression.

The abstract compression of nature appears in Stiegler’s work 
under a number of different terminological schemas, all used to describe 
similar processes. In his recent California lectures (published in this spe-
cial issue), and also in For a New Critique of Political Economy, Stiegler 
refers to “the proletarianization of sensibility,” a process that has intensi-
fied during the development of the cultural industries of the twentieth cen-
tury (Stiegler, “Proletarianization”; also 2010a). A historical evolution taking 
place over many years, the proletarianization of sensibility results from the 
grammatization or making- discrete of the flux of experience. “By grammati-
zation,” Stiegler explains, “I mean the process whereby the currents and 
continuities shaping our lives become discrete elements. The history of 
human memory is the history of this process. Writing, as the breaking into 
discrete elements of the flux of speech (let us invent the word discretization 
for this possibility), is an example of a stage in the process of grammatiza-
tion” (Stiegler 2010b: 70). During the Industrial Revolution, “the process of 
grammatization suddenly surpassed the sphere of language, of logos, and 
came to invest the sphere of bodies” (70). Grammatization describes the 
“synthesizing processes that Marx thought as processes of exteriorization, 
and called ‘alienation,’ but which in reality are the processes of the reality of 
industrialization” (Stiegler 2012b: 11). In a similar way, Stiegler’s overarch-
ing argument about the materialization of memory as exteriorized technics 
in the guise of “tertiary retentions,” expressed in a number of his works but 
stated most extensively in his Technics and Time series, is a claim about 
the compressive power of grammatization to turn the theoretically infinite 
layers of experience into discrete, manageable, and archivable units (Stieg-
ler 1998, 2009, 2010c).

Logos, culture, technology—all arise from the coevolution of nature 
and technics through what Stiegler calls epiphylogenesis: the evolution 
of the living through nonliving means (Stiegler 2010c: 50). Yet in Stieg-
ler’s account, technology is not simply the compression of nature, because 
nature and technology exist in a state of mutual compression and decom-
pression. “It is in this way that logos is constituted,” writes Stiegler, “as the 
discretization of the continuous flow of language which, spatialized, can 
then be considered analytically, which then enters into its diacritical era, 
and this is the point from which, fundamentally and specifically, logic pro-
ceeds” (Stiegler 2010a: 10). As Ben Roberts notes, Stiegler “sees that the 
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relationship between the human and technology is fundamentally one of 
aporia or transduction, where both terms are constituted in their relation” 
(Roberts 2012: 19).4 Stiegler thus merges both humanity and its technical 
prostheses by showing that the artifice of technology is always already part 
of the very structure of being.

This version of abstract compression puts an emphasis on the rela-
tionship between memory and technology. Stiegler describes the outward 
transfer from internal memory retention—what he calls, following Plato, 
anamnesis—into spatialized hypomnesis, that is, the grammatization of 
memory into mnemotechnics, which includes everything from Paleolithic 
tally sticks to our contemporary digital computers (Stiegler 2010a: 29). 
The exteriorization of memory compresses the saturated flux of “second-
ary retentions” (“all those memorial contents [souvenirs] which together 
form the woven threads of our memory [mémoire]” [9]) into discrete tech-
nical units. This sheds additional light on the concept of grammatization: 
“The process of grammatization is the technical history of memory, in which 
hypomnesic memory continually reintroduces the constitution of tension 
within anamnesic memory. This anamnesic tension is exteriorized in the 
forms of the mind [or of the spirit, esprit ] through which epochs of psycho-
social individuation and disindividuation are pharmacologically configured” 
(31). Such “tension” names the subsequent decompression of conscious-
ness through engagement with mnemotechnical devices. Expansion via 
psychic individuation occurs, only to be reexteriorized, grammatized, and 
disindividuated again.

With Stiegler as guide, the first tradition of abstract compression 
begins to appear more clearly. In this tradition, the real is synonymous with 
the uncompressed, whereas the everyday experiences of society and cul-
ture—the abstractions of the mind, the alphabet, language, images, and 
technologies—are synonymous with compression. The metaphysical real is 
virtual and superlative, while lived experience is compressed and reduced.

Engineers refer to this as “round off.” Round off indicates the way 
in which analog values are rounded to discrete numbers. Thus the minute 
precision of, say, a floating- point number will be rounded to whatever inte-
ger is closest. Ironically this reintroduces precision, only in a new way. Digi-
tal machines will “iterate in an always identical manner,” writes Giuseppe 

4. “Stiegler’s aporetic understanding of the relationship between technology and society 
fundamentally means neither term is privileged, nor is the former dissolved in the latter” 
(Roberts 2012: 20).
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Longo, because, given the rounded precision of both inputs and commands, 
a digital machine will execute commands with identical repetition (Longo 
2013: 14). Contrary to analog machines, digital machines shed themselves 
of all the small inconsistencies that, when executed, multiply into legibly 
different outcomes. Digital precision is a precision of abstraction; analog 
precision, a precision of the real. Yet they are not immune from corruption: 
just as the digital and the analog each have their own forms of precision, 
each also illustrates unique forms of disruption and failure. Steyerl, for one, 
has helped dismantle the common misconception that digital machines are 
immune from glitches, noise, or other forms of technical collapse. In fact, 
abstract precision often ironically promotes such aesthetic inconsistencies 
(Steyerl 2013).5

Abstraction, compression, and digitality are all alike in one impor-
tant way: they all “forget the details” by selectively deleting certain small 
bits of information. Longo explicitly links engineering and philosophy on 
this point, showing how the invariance of the transcendental (its ability to 
remain unchanging in the face of change) is a consequence of reduction 
or abstraction. “Forgetfulness is constitutive of invariance and, therefore, of 
conceptual abstraction,” writes Longo, “because in this way, we can forget 
the details, that which are ‘unimportant’” (Longo 2013: 18).6 We might say 
that transcendental abstraction is “low bandwidth” or “world poor” because 
it selectively removes information in order to persist as such. Marx’s critique 
of the commodity form hinges on this very issue, for the commodity obfus-
cates the history of its own making and thus embodies a lossy compres-
sion of the conditions of production. Indeed, such ideological processes 
are essentially coterminous with understanding and consciousness in the 
first place. As an abstraction of the world, understanding is compression. 
“A theory, an explanation, is only successful to the extent to which it com-
presses the number of bits in the facts into a much smaller number of bits 
of theory,” writes mathematician Gregory Chaitin. “Understanding is com-
pression, comprehension is compression!” (Chaitin 2007: 35).

5. For more on the digital’s putative lossyness, see Manovich 2001 (50–55). See also 
Krapp 2011; and Nunes 2011.
6. A useful connection could be made to Stiegler’s treatment of Prometheus and Epi-
metheus, or what he calls the Promethean advance and the Epimethean withdrawal. 
“Humans are the forgotten ones. Humans only occur through their being forgotten; they 
only appear in disappearing. Fruit of a double fault—an act of forgetting, then of theft . . . . 
[T]here will have been nothing at the origin but the fault, a fault that is nothing but the 
de- fault of origin or the origin as de- fault” (1998: 188).
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These relatively neutral modalities of compression and decompres-
sion take a decidedly negative turn, however, in Stiegler’s recent work on 
digital networks and late capitalism. Here Stiegler describes how capital-
ism, especially in its current “cognitive” or “informatic” iteration, has com-
pressed life itself in a way that is extremely lossy. What is lost, according 
to Stiegler, is precisely the knowledge of how to live. He writes, “Com-
merce is always an exchange of savoir- faire [knowledge of how to make 
or do] and savoir- vivre [knowledge of how to live]” (Stiegler 2010a: 16). But 
increasingly, given the mutations of capitalist exchange over the past few 
decades and the attendant processes of grammatization, both savoir- faire 
and savoir- vivre are being lost like so much compressed data in “a vast pro-
cess of cognitive and affective proletarianization” (30).

As a form of psychic and collective disindividuation, proletarian-
ization is destructive. In the philosophy of Gilbert Simondon, Stiegler’s 
main influence on this theme, individuation is an uncompressed process 
of becoming. The virtualization of such potentiality makes for a boundless 
uncompressibility. Indeed, “Simondon shows that individuation is structur-
ally unachievable and in this sense infinite” (42). The technologies of capi-
talism, from the assembly line to Facebook, have created processes of 
“disindividuation,” which work to “short- circuit” the productive becoming of 
individuation, resulting in “desublimation, that is, the commensurable finiti-
zation of all things” (42). The infinite potential of becoming is compressed 
into the finite gestures of capitalist proletarianization. This has become all 
the more prevalent in the twenty- first century, as more and more human 
experiences are exteriorized onto digital platforms:

The grammatization of gesture, which was the basis of what Marx 
described as proletarianization, that is, as loss of savoir- faire, is then 
pursued with the development of electronic and digital devices to the 
point that all forms of knowledge become grammatized via cognitive 
and cultural mnemotechnologies. This will include the way in which 
linguistic knowledge becomes the technologies and industries of 
automated language processing, but it will also include savoir- vivre, 
that is, behavior in general, from user profiling to the grammatization 
of affects—all of which will lead toward the “cognitive” and “cultural” 
capitalism of the hyperindustrial service economies. (33)

Such is the story of modernity. Grumbling beneath the iron cage of 
modern experience lies a superlative nature full of life and energy. Beyond 
mankind exists a vital or virtual real, a natural wellspring of energy wait-
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ing to be unleashed. Step by step, the advancement of modernity crushes 
nature through a kind of cataclysmic compression of everyday life. The 
vital flows are subdued, the wellspring is capped, the natural energies are 
abstracted into a second reality dubbed culture or society. The bifurcation 
of nature is complete.

In other words—and here we exaggerate the consequences to 
underscore the point—the first tradition of abstract compression entails 
two corollaries: first, a romantic or poetic ontology of matter, and second, a 
developmental technology of nature. To be sure, these two corollaries are 
quite common during the modern period, and in fact they help to define the 
very concept of modernity.7 The first, evident most vividly in the romanti-
cism of the nineteenth century, assumes a superlative nature that exists 
beyond all attempts to compress it. The uncompressed natural real thus 
exceeds and suspends the mere experiences of everyday life, which them-
selves strive to comprehend its full majesty (of extension, of feeling, of aes-
thetic abundance, and so on). The second, a developmental technology of 
nature, stems directly from the first by superimposing the decompression 
of nature along global lines of developmental difference. Hence nature is an 
unknowable space of excess, quite literally a heart of darkness, and its ener-
gies must be released, harnessed, and developed according to the rules 
of the machine, the factory, the firm, or the metropolis. Whether such tech-
nologies are more like fifteenth- century Portuguese carracks or twentieth- 
century Deleuzian desiring machines matters much less than the under-
lying narrative that fuels them: nature is unknowable, infinite, bottomless, 
and uncompressible; technology is the discoverer, developer, exploiter, and 
harnesser of nature. In short, technology is nature’s compressor.8

7. For work representative of this line of argument, see Misa, Brey, and Feenberg 2003. 
See also Feenberg 2010.
8. In one of the few pieces of critical writing to consider compression as a quantitative 
and qualitative process of rounding off, Robert Kerr echoes this dystopian account of 
compression. Compression “is the entire system of law,” Kerr writes. “Compression con-
denses dynamic cultures by assimilating them in the name of globalization, where every-
one is screaming yet no one person is heard. It is the squeezer of small businesses in 
niche communities who have no choice, through the force of globalization, to adapt to the 
VOLUME of global industry, losing all identity, losing their own unique singularities, and 
becoming an extension of the greater. . . . Compression is the theft of dynamic knowl-
edge long lost to those who misunderstood and perverted the mysteries of the universe 
because they couldn’t handle the fact that the mystery was just that, and thus had to 
make the fluid unknown become a concrete static truth to squeeze down every opposition 
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As Stiegler shows, a number of compensatory therapies emerge 
when faced with the cataclysmic compression of modern life. Indeed, phe-
nomenology emerges as a recuperative or compensatory strategy vis- à- 
vis modern life. Likewise, Deleuzianism is a form of compensatory therapy 
in which the real is understood in terms of an uncompressed vital milieu, 
in which expression supersedes compression. But also consider Marx-
ism and the New Left. Marxist critique is rooted in a decompression (viz., 
demystification) of the commodity form, while the New Left’s politics of visi-
bility is understood in terms of an unpacking, expansion, or liberation from 
the compression of everyday life—“take back the streets” or “come out of 
the closet.”

Stiegler wishes to participate in such a politics of decompression, 
broadening it to include larger issues in social life. His recent work on aes-
thetics is especially relevant here because artistic modes of living aim to 
rekindle the object with some of the knowledge and experience deleted 
from it by grammatization and codification. “These objects,” Stiegler says, 
“have a history that always passes, in some way or the other, by way of 
artists and their ancestors, those men from an age when there was no art-
ist because everyone lived his or her world artistically—as with the seal 
hunter who sculpted the harpoon that we may see now at the ethnographic 
museum” (Stiegler 2011: 228).

How, then, might one return to such a relationship with cultural 
objects? Art and love furnish some hope. In “The Proletarianization of Sen-
sibility,” Stiegler describes how “[t]hroughout the twentieth century, the 
development of technologies—of what Walter Benjamin calls ‘mechani-
cal reproducibility’—led to a generalized regression of the pyschomotive 
knowledges that were characteristic of art amateurs” (6). The know- how of 
these art amateurs remained uncompressed, having not yet succumbed to 
proletarianization via the processes of grammatization. The amateur had 
an intimate relationship to life and art, persisting through care and indeed 
love. In fact, this is precisely what constitutes the figure of the amateur: 
“The amateur ‘loves’ (amat, from the Latin verb amare, ‘to love’): that’s 
what makes an amateur an amateur. Art amateurs love works of art. And 
insofar as they love them, these artworks work on them—that is to say, the 
amateur is trans- formed by them: individuated by them” (7). The lover of art 

in the name of reason” (2013, n.p.). Kerr’s description is a good example of what we are 
calling here abstract compression.
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is addressed to the “mystagogical performativities” of art (9). The lover is 
called to the mediation of planes of existence, a mediation that is unveiled 
by a solicitous work of art:

A work only works to the extent that it affects us, in the sense that, 
suddenly, it jumps out at us (elle fait saillance). Such a jumping out 
only affects us, and gets us hooked, to the extent that it directs us 
toward a mystery: it reveals next to existence—next to its own exis-
tence first and foremost, but also next to that of its author and of 
its spectator—something other than the plane of existence—if one 
believes in it. The experience of art is the experience of a work that 
opens up onto such a plane, and that appears in this way to reveal 
this other plane. Every work of art has the structure of a revela-
tion. (9)

The structure of belief is crucial. Only by believing in art will art affect 
us. Yet such belief has been liquidated throughout the twentieth century by 
the compressive power of the culture industries and marketing techniques.

A return to a mode of life more attentive to philia would require a 
cultivation of the “noetic organs.” “Most of the time we are only potentially 
noetic, and actually sensitive,” Stiegler observes, “for example, when we 
behave like pigs or sheep or wolves or slugs, and, in some cases, when 
we remain in our unsurpassable stratum of vegetivity”9 (Stiegler 2011: 223). 
The task is then to invent new ways to make the obfuscated and com-
pressed visible to the noetic, libidinized eye: “We have been destroyed and 
blinded—all of us, for what we are—by this becoming- regressive of our ever 
narrowing gaze [regard ]. We must learn to see again—that is, to show—
the singular that is never yet seen” (229). A phenomenological belief in the 
value of revealing nature thus provides Stiegler an avenue of escape from 
the compressions of daily life.

To summarize, the first tradition of abstract compression assumes 
that the various phenomena of existence—from concepts and thoughts, to 
technology and culture—are reductions of a more or less uncompressible 
natural real. Actuality is compressed, while virtuality is uncompressed. We 
also noted, albeit briefly, that such a position leads to two corollary posi-
tions that may or may not be desirable: a poetic or romantic ontology, and 
an exploitational or developmental technology. Stiegler “solves” these prob-
lems not by destroying the terms but by merging them, by putting them 

9. For more on animal stupidity (bêtise), see Stiegler 2013.
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into a relationship of transduction. There is no bifurcation of nature, for 
Stiegler, quite simply because there is no fundamental difference between 
nature and technology. Yet at the same time, by not altering the terms of 
the debate, Stiegler retains an effigy of the dogma of abstract compres-
sion, leading to a sometimes moralizing and romanticist discourse. Only by 
destroying the effigy in its entirety will we hope to discover an alternative 
form in which the tiresome decompressions of reality are dissolved by a 
stubbornly compressed lived experience.

From Abstract Compression to Generic Compression

An alternate tradition thus emerges not entirely opposed to the first 
tradition, but nevertheless absent or withdrawn from the dominion of a com-
pressed transcendental. In this second tradition, compression is not an epi-
phenomenon of metaphysical difference but rather a positive tactic of physi-
cal indifference. We label this the tradition of generic compression in which 
data deletion happens at the level of real material life, not at the level of 
mind, language, spirit, essence, or totality.

A number of writers and thinkers have taken Herman Melville’s 
Bartleby as a model for this kind of compression. Melville’s scrivener has 
proven to be one of the great enigmatic characters of American literature, 
eliciting readings from a number of prominent Continental figures includ-
ing Gilles Deleuze, Jacques Rancière, and Giorgio Agamben, all in some 
way seeking to parse Bartleby’s infamous refrain, “I would prefer not to” 
(Deleuze 1997; Rancière 2004; Agamben 1999). Likewise Bartleby has 
become something of a tactical inspiration in the “No Demands!” age of 
global Occupy movements (Melville 1985).10

Bartleby’s stance may be read through the conceptual lens of 
désoeuvrement, which we might translate as “unworkability” or “inoperativ-
ity.” Bartleby’s statement then becomes a generic refusal of work that points 
toward an alternative tradition of compression irreducible to the metaphysi-
cal contract. Agamben provides a useful introduction to the concept of 
désoeuvrement in his book The Open: Man and Animal. With his signa-
ture philological style, Agamben describes a possible strategy of resistance 
that responds to the deleterious effects of the disenchantment of the world. 
The condition of being “poor in world,” however, is not reduced to merely 
economic poverty. Rather, Agamben addresses spiritual, ethical, and aes-

10. On the strategic logic of “no demands,” see Millner- Larsen 2013.
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thetic poverty. This kind of world- bound poverty forms part of the meaning 
of désoeuvrement. Agamben has developed this concept over a number 
of his works, and the French word appears as the title of the penultimate 
chapter in The Open. The term comes largely from Georges Bataille, a 
specter presiding over the whole of the text as a kind of patron antisaint, 
though invoked by name only in the opening and closing of the book.

Agamben begins by recounting the debate between Bataille and 
Alexandre Kojève following Kojève’s famous lectures on Hegel at the École 
des Hautes Études in the late 1930s. The debate concerned which features 
of humanity would survive the end of history, with Bataille unable to “accept 
at any cost” that “‘art, love, play,’ as well as laughter, ecstasy, luxury . . . 
ceased to be superhuman, negative, and sacred, in order to be given back 
to animal praxis” (Agamben 2004: 6). Bataille was willing to wager his argu-
ment for the continuation of these ludic expressions on “the idea of a ‘nega-
tivity with no use’ [negatività senza impiego; also ‘unemployed negativity’], 
that is, of a negativity that somehow survives the end of history and for 
which he can provide no proof other than his own life” (7).

Such negativity with no use, such unemployed negativity so valo-
rized by Bataille, can sabotage what Agamben calls the “anthropological 
machine.” The best tactic to render the anthropological machine inopera-
tive is to assume an irrecuperable indifference. Capitalism has become 
extremely adept at subsuming nearly all criticisms of its machinations into 
the logic of capital itself.11 But what remains irrecuperable is the “absolute 
indifference” of unemployed negativity (66).

Agamben speaks of this potentially emancipatory refusal, this lying 
inactive (brachliegende), in the terms of a Heideggerian pastoral: “The verb 
brachliegen . . . comes from the language of agriculture. . . . Brachliegen 
means ‘to leave fallow,’ that is, inactive, uncultivated” (66). Like his former 
teacher, Agamben valorizes the uncultivated, the held- in- suspense. Indeed, 
this act of leaving fallow is precisely what is withheld during what Heidegger 
calls “enframing” (Ge- stell ). In this process, everything is made available 
as “standing- reserve” through the “monstrous” challenging- forth of mod-
ern technology: “That challenging happens in that the energy concealed in 
nature is unlocked, what is unlocked is transformed, what is transformed is 
stored up, what is stored up is, in turn, distributed, and what is distributed 
is switched over ever anew” (Heidegger 1977: 16). Nothing is allowed to be 
uncultivated in this enframing. “Everywhere everything is ordered to stand 

11. For a provocative account of this dialectic, see Fraser 2013.
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by, to be immediately at hand, indeed to stand there just so that it may be 
on call for a further ordering. Whatever is ordered about in this way has its 
own standing. We call it the standing- reserve [Bestand ]” (17).

Heidegger’s enframing and Agamben’s anthropological machine 
both resemble Stiegler’s proletarianization of sensibility and the short cir-
cuits of disindividuation. All are examples of the dogma of abstract com-
pression. Unemployed negativity bears greater resemblance to generic 
compression. The irrecuperable indifference of a figure like Bartleby is com-
pression in a finite and determined form; no superlative nature undergirds 
this refusal. Agamben positions the vast potential of the resources of the 
standing- reserve against the impotentiality not to engage in the process of 
“ordering the real,” as described by Heidegger (19). For Agamben, impo-
tentiality is the very origin of potentiality itself. This is an essential point:

What appears for the first time as such in deactivation (in the Brach-
liegen) of possibility, then, is the very origin of potentiality—and with 
it, of Dasein, that is, the being which exists in the form of potentiality- 
for- being [poter- essere]. But precisely for this reason, this poten-
tiality or originary possibilitization constitutively has the form of a 
potential- not- to [potenza- di- no], of an impotentiality, insofar as it is 
able to [può] only in beginning from a being able not to [poter non], 
that is, from the deactivation of single, specific, factical possibilities. 
(Agamben 2004: 67; emphasis in original)

Bartleby’s opaque indifference to work and his refusal to order the 
real make him an ideal model for withdrawal from the representational con-
tract. Through a kind of productive unworking, Bartleby gestures toward 
new forms of life and revitalized potentials for living in community.

Bartleby’s peculiar affect of opacity thus links him in our minds to 
various projects interested in forcing a compression of the subject toward 
the generic. Here one might cite recent critical efforts to de- predicate the 
subject, removing various kinds of data points that could potentially track 
and “enframe” the individual (e.g., Hardt and Negri 2005; Papadopoulos, 
Stephenson, and Tsianos 2008; Magnet 2011; Shell 2012; Blas 2013). In his 
book Opacity and the Closet, Nicholas de Villiers examines the “queer tac-
tics” of Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, and Andy Warhol, all queer fig-
ures who suspended the binary logic of the closet through rhetorical tactics 
of opacity and obfuscation. Efforts to cultivate a generic compression of the 
subject have much to learn from the turn in queer theory toward a thinking 
around opacity and the theorization of various queer tactics of paradigm 
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neutralization. And it is precisely a thinking around that is crucial here—
around the surfaces, around the edges of opacity.

De Villiers emphasizes the importance of opaque or matte sur-
faces. With such surfaces he resists the protocols of what Eve Sedgwick 
calls “paranoid reading,” which always attempts to uncover the subsurface 
meaning of a text (Sedgwick 2003). Instead, de Villiers insists, we must 
dwell on the surfaces of figures like Melville’s Bartleby, with whom he opens 
the book, rather than replicate the depth model of humanist understand-
ing. The paranoid reading “looks for psychological depth, motives, and 
personal history, and it ceaselessly performs a hermeneutic operation of 
making transparent the resistances it encounters,” argues de Villiers. “But 
at moments it is frustrated, aggravated, ‘unmanned’ in Melville’s terms, by 
a passive resistance that appears as opacity” (de Villiers 2012: x). In other 
words, Bartleby—along with queer opacity generally—refuses to be trans-
coded according to the logics of productive transparency. A lossy depoten-
tialization and bedimming of life takes on a seductive valence.

Warhol is one of the great artists of surface, yet de Villiers is more 
interested in the evasive discourse that Warhol deploys in genres of truth 
telling, such as diaries and interviews, rather than his artworks as such. 
Still, if we return momentarily to the artwork, it is clear how distant War-
hol is from a more romantic metaphysical style. For instance, certain 
salient differences emerge in Warhol’s Diamond Dust Shoes that speak 
to the reorientation in critical perspective being proposed here, particu-
larly when contrasted with Van Gogh’s 1885 painting of peasant’s shoes, 
so famously celebrated by Heidegger (2008). Fredric Jameson compares 
these two works at the beginning of his “Postmodernism” essay, noting 
that the “first and most evident [difference] is the emergence of a new kind 
of flatness or depthlessness, a new kind of superficiality in the most literal 
sense” (Jameson 1991: 9).The peasant shoes are imbued with the depth of 
history, while the diamond dust shoes are superficial and flat like a maga-
zine advertisement. An aesthetic of bland, matte surface takes precedence 
in Warhol, deviating from the historical avant- garde’s yen for transgres-
sion, which itself strived to abandon the tradition that Van Gogh’s shoes 
represented.

Indeed, there is no longer anything transgressive about transgres-
sion. As Steven Shaviro recently observed, “The only thing that remains 
‘transgressive’ today is capital itself, which devours everything without 
regard for boundaries, distinctions, or degrees of legitimacy” (Shaviro 2010: 
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31).12 Rather than the promiscuous aesthetics of transgression, it would 
seem that a prophylactic aesthetics of Warholian opacity are in order.13 Not 
pornography but seduction. Not normative attraction but insufficient com-
munization. Not expression but compression.14

The generative nature of unworkability, opacity, and compression 
animates a line of critical theory that runs from Agamben, Jean- Luc Nancy, 
and Maurice Blanchot, to others such as Roberto Esposito and (more 
recently) Mehdi Belhaj Kacem (Agamben 1993; Nancy 1991; Blanchot 1988; 

12. Stiegler expresses a similar sentiment in “The Proletarianization of Sensibility”: “There 
used to be a time of the scandal: a time when transgression produced a scandal. But this 
is no longer the case—it’s as if there no longer were any possibilities for transgression, 
as if one could no longer expect anything from transgression. Or from a mystery” (15–16).
13. As de Villiers demonstrates, opacity is not incompatible with identity politics, theories 
of difference, or what Badiou calls the post- Cartesian theories of the subject. Indeed, in 
addition to queer theory, opacity has also played a role in the intersectional field of criti-
cal race theory. “The theory of difference is invaluable,” acknowledges the Martinican 
philosopher and poet Édouard Glissant. “This theory has made it possible to take in, per-
haps, not their existence but at least their rightful entitlement to recognition of the minori-
ties swarming throughout the world and the defense of their status.” Yet within theories of 
difference, Glissant identifies an adherence to the contract of mandated representability: 
“difference itself can still contrive to reduce things to the transparent.” A right to differ-
ence is important, he admits, but so too is the generic or opaque. The right to opacity “is 
not enclosure within an impenetrable autarchy,” Glissant argues, “but subsistence within 
an irreducible singularity. Opacities can coexist and converge, weaving fabrics” (1997: 
189, 190).
14. Tim Griffin examines compression as a “model and metaphor for contemporary art 
production” and cites Cory Arcangel as one artist who has embraced the lossy potenti-
ality of algorithmic aesthetics: “‘Media is no longer a one- way street,’ [Arcangel] argues. 
‘People just make things. And so I don’t know whether it’s so necessary to “reveal” any-
thing anymore.’ Instead, Arcangel says of his own practice, the artist is apt merely to 
reframe such media—putting forward artwork that might look totally unremarkable and 
yet subtly implicate the unseen networks responsible for its production and circulation. 
As he conjectures of his recent work with Photoshop, for which he merely prints out a 
color gradient, without manipulating the readymade image at all: ‘Why do people always 
use technology in a particular way? . . . What might happen if you overused technology, 
or underused it? There are always holes opening at either end of the spectrum.’ Arc-
angel introduces a gap, in other words, that leaves the information of the image up for 
grabs—immediately recognizable to anyone who knows Photoshop, but dislodged from 
and emptied of any of the cultural narrative typically defined by its specific use” (Griffin 
2011: 16). By putting a conceptual frame around the readymade processes of digital pro-
duction so prevalent today, by simply leaving be, Arcangel is able to effectively represent 
the informatic milieu of post- Internet art, rendering a critical intervention into contempo-
rary modes of production—critical in its very withdrawal from expression.
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Esposito 2010; Kacem 2006). These thinkers all provide the grounds for a 
generic compression of the subject that bears directly on the material con-
ditions of life rather than a metaphysical essence corrupted by enframing. 
Rather than a kind of Heideggerian romanticism, we see in generic com-
pression a rigorous attempt to compress the real, using opacity and obfus-
cation as weapons against compulsory transparency.

Yet beyond those already named, François Laruelle is the thinker 
who has done the most to compress philosophy into generic thought. For 
Laruelle, the discipline of philosophy is far too expressive, too obsessed 
with metaphysical revealing and philosophical reflection of all that exists. 
As he explains,

In Nietzsche, you have this idea that philosophy is always exces-
sive—the will to power to philosophize is to dominate. Thus it is 
motivated by excess, by overpowering. . . . So in Nietzsche there is 
already a kind of internal contradiction that I felt very strongly. I was 
very Nietzschean in the first four or five books. And then I realized 
that I had to work in a “doubled” way: to use Nietzsche, but against 
philosophy itself. (Laruelle 2012a: 5; emphasis removed)

Laruelle decided at an early moment in his philosophical develop-
ment to reject the excessively expressive in favor of the compressive: “then 
was forged the idea to write a new book, which gave rise to The Minority 
Principle, and most importantly Biography of the Ordinary Man. It is here 
that I started to invert the movement. That is to say, to find a more pre-
cise and stronger way of working with science in the interior of philoso-
phy—inside philosophy, not as an object of philosophy, but on the inside 
of it” (5). In these and other books, Laruelle describes a form of compres-
sive genericness. What he calls “minority” or “ordinary” are indexes into an 
opacity that pervades both world and individual.

From a position alongside philosophy, Laruelle’s nonphilosophy 
adopts a different kind of signal processing. Opacity becomes a general 
condition of the cosmos itself. As he says in one of his more experimental 
texts, “The Universe is an opaque and solitary thought, which has already 
leapt through man’s shut eyes as the space of a dream without dreaming” 
(Laruelle 2013: 103). Unlike Stiegler, who strives to reveal an enchanted, 
natural world through the development of the noetic organs, Laruelle 
remains encrypted within the radical immanence of generic being. All super-
fluous philosophical data has been deleted. He describes the relationship 
between nonphilosophy (generic compression) and philosophy (abstract 
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compression) with recourse to a photographic metaphor: “We believe that 
reality is horizon and light, aperture and flash, whereas it resembles more 
the posture of an opaque non- relation (to) light. When exploring the uni- 
versal dimension of the cosmic, we remain prisoners of cosmo- logical dif-
ference. Our philosophers are children who are afraid of the dark” (109). 
For Laruelle, Stiegler would be one such philosopher, forever fleeing the 
dark and rushing toward the open aperture of transcendence.15

But Laruelle is intent on remaining within a compressed, immanent, 
and finite opacity—a thoroughly black opacity. What does the opaque indi-
cate? Merely that “there is nothing in light or outside of light to manifest it or 
obscure it; that light exists only in things already illuminated and obscurity 
in things already obscured” (Laruelle 2012b: 413).

A Lossy Manifesto

By way of conclusion, let us return to Sterne and the debates sur-
rounding compressive media. Such debates usually entail a number of 
claims: (1) media abstract, reduce, and encode a complex and heteroge-
neous world, and (2) once encoded, media files may be compressed and 
expanded using lossless algorithms that preserve the integrity of data, or 
alternately (3) media files may be compressed using lossy algorithms that 
necessarily delete data. Given the above discussion, we are in a better 
position to amplify and evaluate these various positions.

Regarding the first point, we conclude that encoding is synony-
mous with the above- labeled abstract compression. Encoding is thus syn-
onymous with the metaphysical tradition itself, in which existence appears 
as a specific encoding of matter. The abstractions of this life (language, 

15. Although Stiegler has not extensively engaged with Laruelle’s nonphilosophy in his 
own texts, he does acknowledge his indebtedness to Laruelle in his introduction to the 
reprinted edition of Simondon’s Individuation psychique et collective (Stiegler 2007). 
Stiegler also recounts the crucial role that Laruelle played in introducing him to Simon-
don’s work in a recent interview: “When I left prison, Derrida asked me to lead a semi-
nar. It was at the College of Philosophy. Among the faculty there was François Laruelle, a 
French philosopher. And one day he said to me ‘Tell me about what you are doing in your 
seminar. Let’s go have a drink.’” Stiegler proceeded to outline the broad strokes of his 
philosophical project to Laruelle, emphasizing how “processes constitute themselves,” 
culminating in “a theory of singularity that is not a theory of the subject.” “But that’s not 
your theory,” Laruelle informed him, “that’s Simondon’s.” “So I discovered that I had a 
competitor,” Stiegler realized, one “who had been around much longer than I.” See Stieg-
ler 2012a (165–66). For Laruelle’s commentary on Simondon, see Laruelle 1994.
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mind, technology, and so on) are thus a kind of encoding of the funda-
mental substrate of nature, whether it be Deleuze’s plane of immanence, 
Plato’s essential forms, or Aristotle’s substance. The abstractions of this 
life are thus also instances of data loss, given that any particular formation 
will exclude or delete the multiplicity of alternate virtualities that lie within 
the fundamental substrate of nature. The actually existing transcendentals 
“forget the details” of the absolute by remaining invariant and consistent 
across time and space. In this way, all media and indeed all philosophy are 
digital in that they encode nature via processes of distinction and data loss.

Once encoded, the world may be compressed still further via loss-
less or lossy algorithms. Yet given that no data is actually deleted during 
lossless compression, lossless compression—touted most visibly in aes-
thetic concepts like fidelity—is essentially a misnomer, and in fact not a 
mode of compression at all. Rather, lossless compression is merely a syn-
onym for technical transcoding. Lossless compression simply converts one 
mode of philosophical encoding into another mode and back again. Loss-
less compression is the “normal science” of the world and thus acts to 
repeat and propagate formations of self- similarity. In this sense, lossless 
compression entails a certain amount of philosophical cynicism, in that it 
assumes nothing will ever alter the basic encoding of the world, even as the 
surface effects of encoded objects shift from one shape to another.

In sum, the tradition of abstract compression in media and philoso-
phy relies on a basic two- part mechanic: first encode nature via data loss, 
then transcode nature via lossless compression. Given this mechanic, 
compensatory strategies often appear under the guise of decompression: 
Marx’s demystification of the “compressed” commodity, Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari’s liberation of the repressed desiring machines, or any num-
ber of other strategies. Indeed, in the latter twentieth century, expression 
emerged as a key virtue of the good life. Contra representation, expression 
allows subjects to realize themselves without the fetters of repression and 
without recourse to any kind of metaphysical essence. As actualization or 
territorialization, expression toggles between a normatively good compen-
satory alternative to metaphysical compression, and a normatively bad—
albeit often necessary—deletion of the alternate potentialities of the vir-
tual. In fact, much of the most interesting work being done in theory today 
hinges precisely on “the reality of abstraction,” as the Marxists put it, or “the 
actuality of the virtual,” as the Deleuzians put it.16

16. For the former, see Toscano 2013. For the latter, see Parisi 2013. In Parisi, the incom-
pressible (the virtual) already exists within the actuality of the real. Yet in deviating from 

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/boundary-2/article-pdf/397318/BOU44_1_08galloway_Fpp.pdf
by CONCORDIA UNIV user
on 02 December 2019



Galloway and LaRivière / Compression in Philosophy 143

Yet, as we have hoped to show here, both of these alternatives rely 
on a specific concept of compression, the tradition of abstract compression. 
Our proposal is that an alternate approach to compression also exists. This 
alternate approach is rooted in lossy rather than lossless compression. In 
contrast to its lossless cousin, lossy compression moves in the direction 
of a generic or prophylactic ontology. Lossy compression has an unusual 
relationship to philosophy and theories of mediation: it extends the logic of 
philosophy and media (data loss), but deploys itself against the spirit of phi-
losophy and media (expression, distinction, representation).

Lossy compression thus is imperative today for theories of media 
and mediation, because lossy compression is the best way to upcast 
toward the generic. Lossy compression accomplishes this via an impover-
ishment or impotentialization of existence. (Recall how philosophical meta-
physics claims something quite different, that existence is a reduction from 
essence.) For these reasons, we ally ourselves with an alternate tradition 
in which the world tends toward its own encryption, in which being shrinks 
rather than emerges, in which data tends to vanish and disappear rather 
than find its most visible expression. Compression is on the side of cryptog-
raphy. And in order to survive this life, we need a kind of theoretical project 
that is more and more cryptographic with each passing day.

Compression is not some mere epiphenomenon that must be 
reduced or avoided. Compression is not merely the unwelcome identity 
of philosophy. Rather, we contend that the best response to philosophy is 
to compress it further. We need more compression in philosophy, not less. 
And through the compression of philosophy—the deletion of data via pro-
cesses of immanence, opacity, obfuscation, and encryption—will arrive the 
new techniques of the generic.
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