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a site of obsession, anxiety, and misunderstanding within contemporary
culture. “Culture,” he wrote, “has become a system of defense designed
to safeguard man from technics” (Mode of Existence, 1). According to
Simondon, technique and technology ubiquitously structured thought
and practice, especially in the contemporary world, yet philosophical
tradition relegated the technical to an obscure zone of conceptual neglect.
Simondon took the intimacy and obscurity that surrounded our relation
to the technical as a clarion call to philosophy. Over the course of thirtyodd years of philosophizing, he examined the relation of the technical to
the cultural and elaborated a quasi-technicist account of ontology itself.
of culture with the world of technics, his own philosophy found a less
fortunate fate; even as his theses were quietly disseminated throughout
structuralist and poststructuralist thought, and were covertly conveyed
into Anglophone thought, his name and his work remained largely unknown and misunderstood.
At the time of his death in 1989 it appeared that his philosophy and
its association with technics would become a victim of that same stigmatization he spent his entire career challenging. After Simondon’s death,
had been constructed to protect (French) philosophy from his peculiar
unpublished texts, and waves of secondary tributes and interpretations
spread across the French philosophical scene.1 Italian, German, and Spanand as a predecessor of actor-network theory was acknowledged, while
his promise for new materialisms and process philosophy became an
object of debate.2 Yet even today his work remains largely unknown, and
the long-promised translations of his major texts continue to languish
in prominent university publishing houses. For these reasons, we look
upon this collection of essays not so much as an introduction, but as an
© Board of Regents, University of Wisconsin System, 2012

SubStance #129, Vol. 41, no. 3, 2012

3

4

attempt to catch up with a thinker we regard as both central and obscure
in contemporary theory debates.
This essay will outline the two major areas of Simondon’s thought,
which loosely correspond to his account of the technical object in Du mode
d’existence des objets techniques and his reconceptualization of ontology as
onto-genesis, developed in L’individuation à la lumière des notions de forme et
d’information. We show that Simondon’s continuing relevance is grounded
in his simultaneous engagement with both technique and individuation.
We do this by exploring Simondon’s relationship with cybernetics, here
interpreted as the seminal moment for the understanding of technique and
ontology present across his work. The essays that follow expand on the
intersection between his process-oriented ontology of individuation and
the philosophy of technology in surprising and, at moments, contradictory
ways. By contrasting the approach taken in this issue to the philosophy
of technics found in the work of Bernard Stiegler (the primary interlocutor for the majority of contributors in their engagement with Simondon),
we advocate for a more open approach to Simondon’s philosophy that
is adequate to the task of philosophy in the contemporary moment. In
drawing the reader closer to the complexity and ambiguity of Simondon’s
thought, we hope this collection will also initiate a new round of debate
among Anglophone readers.
1. Simondon in the Context of Post-War France
Simondon belonged to an eminent generation of French thinkers
who came of age during World War II and its aftermath. Much ink has
philosophy on “French theory” and poststructuralism.3 These debates
decisive: namely, the postwar reconstruction of the French economy according to industrial, technological, and economic models associated with
American enterprise. Kristin Ross writes of this transformation:
The speed with which French society was transformed after the war
from a rural, empire-oriented, Catholic country into a fully industrialized, decolonized, and urban one meant that the things modernization needed—educated middle managers, for instance, or affordable
automobiles and other “mature” consumer durables, or a set of social
of ex-colonial laborers—burst onto a society that still cherished prewar
outlooks with all the force, excitement, disruption, and horror of the
genuinely new. (4)

Fascination and apprehension over new technologies of research, control,
and automation swept French culture in the 1950s and 1960s. Henning
Schmidgen’s essay in this collection captures this moment when recalling
the work of engineer-turned-novelist Alain Robbe-Grillet4 and Barthes’s
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sophisticated deconstruction of mythological machines. He could have
equally cited Jean-Luc Godard’s dystopian depiction of a state run by
computers and the real-life efforts by the French Préfecture de Police to
and track Algerian terrorists.5 All of these efforts elaborated upon a wellestablished French technocracy, but the new technologies—particularly
those associated with the computer and cybernetics—reinvigorated the
Within the French university system the impact of new sciences and
technologies was even more pronounced. The postwar transmission of
wartime research across the Atlantic, the return of exile intellectuals from
efeller Foundation and other American groups in the French universities
transformed French higher education.6 Claude Lévi-Strauss, for example,
1940s through the early 1950s, he also worked with the Rockefeller Foundation and other organizations to promote cybernetics and information
Wiener, singled out France as a special site for developing his research.
His celebrated book Cybernetics was published simultaneously in the
United States and France, and he lectured at the Collège de France and on
Radio France in the late 1940s and early 1950s.7 Well into the early 1970s,
philosophy and the human sciences in France would continue to grapple
with conceptual themes introduced during this period.
With the possible exception of Raymond Ruyer,8 Gilbert Simondon
was the only French philosopher to have earnestly attempted a fullscale
re-evaluation of philosophy and of cybernetics in light of one another.
regard. Canguilhem wrote a number of historical and philosophical texts
aimed at historicizing aspects of the cybernetic problematic (feedback,
9
Simondon was also critical
of cybernetics and information theory, expressing strong objections to
cyberneticians’ tendency to erase the distinction between living and techtic—Platonic, some would say—political program.10 But at the heart of
in a form adequate to the demands of philosophy, and also an attempt to
recast philosophy in alignment with the suggestions of cybernetics. He described Wiener’s Cybernetics as a “work of enormous ambition” that was,
nological and mathematical” (Communication, 195-96, note 6). Simondon
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advocated the reconceptualization of processes of individuation not only
in terms of stability, but also metastability, concepts that resounded with
the cyberneticians’ preoccupation with life and society as homeostatic
or self-regulating mechanisms. He transposed the concept of “transduction”—an informational practice of converting energy or transmissions
from one form into another—into the heart of his philosophical analysis.
ontology itself with information processes of communication, connecting his work with cybernetics even if he refused to restrict himself to the
11

2. Beyond Cybernetics
Cybernetics and postwar science marked the occasion and, to some
extent, the stakes of his invention. Yet, the motivation for the appropriation of cybernetic and informatic concepts was not simply a question of
historical circumstance. The integration of cybernetics and information
to re-frame philosophical accounts of human being.12 Adapting cybernetics’ emphasis on communication, he supplemented it with concepts from
psychology, the physical sciences, and biology. This furnished Simondon
with operational concepts that could be adapted across the wide range of
domains his philosophy addressed.
Gregory Bateson, “information” emerged as the common currency of
13
However, moving beyond the cybernetiprocess-oriented ontology. Rather than the content shared between a
“sender” and “receiver” as described in Claude Shannon’s celebrated
theory of information, 14 Simondon suggested that his approach involved
“the quality of information or informatic tension (tension d’information)”
(L’individuation
of information from more widely circulated interpretations, he develops
an understanding of the term that transforms communication and interaction into processes through which individuals are constituted. Simondon
elaborates the ontological transposition of information in his explanation
of the term given early on in L’individuation a la lumière des notions de forme
et d’information. He writes:
Information never relates to a single and homogenous reality, but to
two orders in a state of disparation… it is the tension between two
individuation discovers the dimension according to which these two
disparate facts might become a system.. (ibid., 31, our translation)
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By linking information to a “state of disparation,” Simondon is adapting
a term borrowed from optics to describe the way in which stereoscopic
vision integrates two images into a single perception, to explain the genesis of beings.15
of information goes well beyond the transmission of data between two
pre-established entities. Rather, “information” designates the fundamental
process through which being itself is articulated or generated via dynamic
interactions with other beings and the environment.
The conception of information as both interactive and ontologically
constitutive found in his major thesis illuminates the peculiar title of his
On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects. Why this emphasis
on a “mode of existence,” rather simply on the “technical objects” themselves? Precisely because this focus on differential genesis and emergence
prohibits speaking of “technical objects” in isolation or as a “being” unto
themselves. Much as Simondon rejects an account of the human that excludes technical objects, so too an account of technical objects themselves
would be necessarily partial and incomplete. However the turn toward
“modes of existence” underscores the differential and informational genesis of technical objects in relation to other and complementary modes of
existence—for example, organic beings. Again, thematics from cybernetics
resound throughout this account. But whereas the founder of cybernetics
man being—suggesting that the technical was in some sense a modern
and contingent disruption in a previously holistic culture—Simondon
seized upon the technical disruptions of modernity as an occasion to
rethink human “modes of existence” as having an essential relation to
technical beings.16
he framed his writings as interventions that extend well beyond the established frameworks of cybernetics. In his minor dissertation17 entitled
On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects, Simondon takes great pains to
frame the question of technology as a part of an account of co-constitutive
and holistic relations among organic and non-organic beings. He begins
the book by noting that the opposition between culture and technics, man
and machine, is based upon an antiquated and ill-conceived prejudice.
He declares his intent to begin overcoming this prejudice. He goes on to
explain that, “what philosophy has to achieve in this respect is analogous
individual human being” (De la Mode, 9). Cybernetics’ rejection of absolute
distinctions among humans, animals, and machines enabled an initial step
toward this analysis, but Simondon’s philosophy provides the rigor and
cyberneticians’ often confused comments upon human being.
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It is along similar lines that we might better understand his project
of re-formulating the human sciences, which stands behind his work in
L’individuation à la lumière des notions de forme et d’information. In traverschemistry, mathematics, communication engineering, foundries, and
factories, Simondon elaborates a vision of ontology and knowledge as
ics and information theory provide a philosophical method that allows
As both Xavier Guchet and Jean-Hugues Barthélémy note in their contributions to this volume, the axiomatization of the human sciences was not
secondary to his critique of the concept of the individual. Both are directly
related to his critique of the distinction between form and matter—what
ings had previously been understood in philosophy.18 Claiming that this
foundational distinction is erroneous both empirically and analytically,
Simondon describes how individuation as an onto-informational genesis
can make sense of how knowledge and being intersect. As Adrian Mackenzie explains, “Since living entities individuate continuously, rather than
being formed once, they are information. They are continuous, variable
processes of matter-taking-form” (50). The turn to information as an
ontological concept is the foundation of Simondon’s elaboration of individuation as a process that could bring together the different regimes of
being (physical, biological, psycho-social) and knowledge about beings
in their plurality and difference.
In both these texts, Simondon’s heterodox appropriation of cybernetic concepts opens the path to a philosophical method that challenges
traditional philosophical analysis through a new analysis of technology
and of being. Methodologically, by resisting the historicism or ideological
critiques of some of his contemporaries, Simondon takes up cybernetics
in order to stage an experimental confrontation and analysis of ontology,
society and technique. Conceptually, this opens up a way of engaging
with the philosophical tradition and the contemporary world that does
not fall back into distinctions among philosophy, science and the social.
For Simondon, there can be no Cartesian retreat into the chambers of the
mind. The philosopher and the epistemologist, as well as the engineer
and the sociologist, must descend into the streets, factories, and theaters
where being is articulated, confronting its multiple and varied embodiments.19 From this perspective, philosophy itself must not only confront,
but also submit to the multiplicity of an historical, lived, heterogeneous,
and ultimately material world.
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3. Simondon and Stiegler
complicated paths along which his work has been circulated. As already
noted, Simondon is best known for the publication of his major and minor
and traces the sporadic and inconsistent reception of Simondon’s work
more generally. Although De la mode d’existence des objets techniques was
published in 1958 and by all accounts given a positive reception among
French philosophers and engineers, it quickly went out of print. In a country where academics pride themselves on their private libraries, it was
hard to come by copies of the text. The fate of his major thesis proved more
individuation, was published in 1960. The second part, on psycho-social
individuation, was not published until 1989. It was only in 2005 that the
work was published in its entirety in a single volume.
encountered Simondon’s thought in second-hand fashion, with his key
insights re-framed. For this reason, it is not surprising that in the essays
that follow, it is the work of Bernard Stiegler that often stands as the primary interlocutor for discussions of Simondon’s philosophy. Taking up
Simondon’s interest in the role of technology in ontogenesis, it is Stiegler
who has gone furthest in developing a philosophy of technics that elaborates issues close to those raised by Simondon’s discussion of cybernetics
possible to trace the entire arc of his engagement with Simondon within
collection as well as the extent to which his writings have shaped current
perceptions of Simondon in the Anglophone world, it is necessary to draw
attention to the complexity of the relationship between the two thinkers.
Technics and Time series (1994),
Stiegler develops his view that the individual subject, as well as collectivities, organize themselves by means of the exteriorization of faculties—a
claim he elaborates into his thesis of epiphylogenesis (the thesis that life
develops by means of something other than life.) It is Simondon’s elaboration of the technical object as the externalization and concretization of
knowledge that is one of Stiegler’s key inspirations for this fundamental
claim of his philosophy (along with the writing of Leroi-Gourham, whose
work was also of tremendous importance for Simondon.) 20
in their contributions to this volume, the particular reading that Stiegler
offers of this process is, in effect, a generalization of what is only one particular mode of the genesis of the individual and the forms of collectivity
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in Simondon’s work. However, this is a position that Stiegler has made
more absolute and fundamental to his philosophy as it has developed. In
which is ontologically prior to any form of individuation whatsoever,
yet which remains the source for any future individuation that has, is or
could take place (L’Individuation, 304-306). Psychosocial individuals and
collectivities emerge by means of a process of radical transformation,
level of what Simondon calls the “transindividual.” Such transformations
occur, for Simondon and Stiegler alike, by means of technical objects,
that we would like to call ‘transindividual’” (Du Mode, 247). Thus, the
transindividual draws upon the pre-individual as a source of potential,
innovation and change by means of the technical object (or what Stiegler
will also call prostheses), yet the pre-individual and transindividual remain distinct in Simondon.
As Barthélémy convincingly argues here, echoed by Hansen, Stiegler
Technics and Time) that the pre-individual is itself technically-constituted,
as a site of “tertiary retention” made up of technically inscribed forms of
cultural and social memory.21 By arguing this position, Stiegler is effectively departing from Simondon’s understanding of the relation between
the technical and the social; he is replacing Simondon’s understanding
of the ongoing relationship between the pre-individual and forms of individuation with one where technique understood as the inscription of
experience is ubiquitous (volume three of Technics and Time is occupied
with cinematic time, with antecedents going back to Kant and beyond.) In
this way, we might read Stiegler’s development of Simondon’s thought as
one that privileges the latter’s insight into the place of technique within
Simondon’s attempt to understand the relationship between being and
technology.
The path taken by Stiegler runs the risk of reducing the complexity
of relations between technology and being, a reduction that Simondon is
careful to avoid. As Hansen writes elsewhere, “What Simondon depicts
then is a co-evolution between two independently-evolving domains,
the technical and the human.”22 Stiegler’s radicalization of the thesis
of epiphylogenesis transforms the relational conception of the technical
object elaborated by Simondon into the universal concept of technics.
This reduces Simondon’s ontology to a subset of his conception of the
technique. In this introduction and the essays that follow, we have sought
to elaborate a different relationship between these two problematics. Even
at the risk of rendering the relationship between the two major problematics in Simondon’s thought ambiguous, it is an approach that attempts
SubStance #129, Vol. 41, no. 3, 2012
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to recognize and better understand their mutual interdependence. For
this reason, we have focused on the relationality and transformativity of
Simondon’s conception of information rather than the notion of technics
he develops. We believe that such an approach lays the groundwork for
ways of understanding how technical objects might be embedded in a
more general ontology and epistemology of individuation.
mondon’s writing on technology in the context of the social and cultural
changes taking place in France after the Second World War. It allows
the reader unfamiliar with Simondon’s work to better understand what
received understandings of technology and the politics of living with maaspect of Simondon’s philosophy was the development of a normative
ethics. Although he does not engage with this ethics as it was developed
in Simondon’s writing on individuation, he does point us toward the
ways in which Simondon saw the ethics of the evolution of technology
taking shape with regard to the structure of technical objects as well as
the forms of interaction they solicited from humans. This is a theme that
would occupy Simondon throughout his career, even constituting the
Although conceived and developed independently, the essays by
the problematic that organizes this special issue: namely to understand the
structure that being takes on when it emerges on the grounds of modern
technology. Engaging with the full breadth of Simondon’s work, both
essays involve extended engagements with Simondon’s understanding
of individuation, the relationship between individuation and invention,
and the role that technique places in the process of individuation. Both
authors are interested in how Simondon develops the concept of the preof individuation, being the site of all potential modes of existence. As
becomes clear, however, the pre-individual should not be taken as suggestindividuation whatsoever. Rather, the pre-individual, as potential, continues to drive ongoing processes of individuation, becoming manifest and
present at all levels of individuation. This includes processes of psychosocial individuation, which Simondon also calls the transindividual. The
relationship between potential understood as the pre-individual and the
transindividual is perhaps the most elusive aspect of Simondon’s work,
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In Barthélémy, we see how the continual relation between the preindividual and the transindividual comes to impact the status of knowledge understood as a particular form of individuation. Barthélémy frames
his elaboration of the identity between knowledge and individuation
that is posited in Simondon (his claim that “knowledge of individuation
is the individuation of knowledge) as part of a debate with the work of
Stiegler. He argues that Stiegler’s focus on the prosthetic genesis of being
leads him to ignore Simondon’s claim that it is the pre-individual and not
the transindividual (which is to say the psycho-social) that is the sort of
innovation and genesis. For Barthélémy, the approach offered by Stiegler
is one that forecloses the radically inventive nature of individuation put
forward by Simondon by framing it exclusively within the realm of technique. By offering a different reading of Simondon’s original claim, this
essay lays out the foundation for a more radical rethinking of the nature
of human individuation.
Similarly concerned with the relationship between the pre-individual
and technique, Hansen develops the generative and emergent relationship
between the pre-individual (as source of individuation) and technique
(as site of transindividuation) as a way of thinking about the manifold
relationships between individuals and immersive, distributed media
relationship between individuation and the preindvidual to make sense
of the inability to perceive the nature of the manifold relations with technology we enter into when we interact with such environments. He does
so by developing what he calls the “operational blindness” of perception
in media environments. By operational blindness, Hansen is describing
the fact that “human consciousness does not and cannot experience the
functioning of the technically-distributed system to which it belongs as
a direct perception, which is to say, at the time that it is occurring.” Unlike
Stiegler, who transposes technique into the root of all forms of individuation, Hansen’s essay focuses on the ways in which particular media
technologies “engineer” our relation to the pre-individual. In challenging
Stiegler’s characterization of the pre-individual as the repository of tertiary
memories, Hansen uses Simondon’s theorization of individuation to offer
a more complex understanding of the relationships among technique, culture and experience than has been found in Stiegler’s recent work (where
the media industries are increasingly characterized along lines borrowed
from Adorno and Horkheimer’s “culture industry.”)
Finally, the essay by Xavier Guchet draws our attention to the ways
in which Simondon himself sought to contextualize his thought in the
concept of cultural and technical knowledge. Returning to the problematic
opened up by Barthélémy, Guchet elaborates how Simondon’s epistemol-
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ogy did not stop at the individual, but was also engaged in re-thinking
the structures according to which knowledge is organized socially. Guchet
traces how Simondon’s project of “axiomatising” the human sciences on
grounds adequate to the contemporary moment develops in his thought
via a carefully balanced re-thinking of the nature of the human subject, in
line with knowledge about humans. For Simondon, this was part of his
larger project of re-founding humanism for the modern age. In his essay,
Guchet explains that it is Simondon’s engagement with technology that
comes to stand as the core of his project to bring together the re-formulated
human.
In a late essay on the relationship between technics and ethics, Simondon concludes his discussion of the ethical dangers and possibilities
of technologies by considering recycling and recuperation, by which he
means the use of the old in new contexts, as a possible model for an ethical practice (“Trois Perspectives,” 107-118). He links this ethical practice
to what he call technologie approfondie, which might be translated as “indepth technology,” explaining that, “in-depth technology must not only
learn to invent the new, but to reinsert and reactualize the old in order to
build a present in the service of the future” (ibid., 118). The core of the
ethics of technology that Simondon elaborates is the desire to “bring life
and functionality back to old conceptions that are recuperated within a
contemporary habitat”” (ibid., 115). Simondon concludes that technique on
of his book on technical objects, we can see that Simondon continued to
situate technique and technology within a broader philosophical project
of rethinking social and epistemological norms, even though the markers
of cybernetic discourse have long since disappeared.
By way of conclusion, we would like to take the ethics he elaborates as a guide for how to read Simondon today. In a 2002 essay Isabelle
Stengers raised the question of how to “inherit” Simondon.23 Though
often critical of Simondon’s concepts and understanding of technics, she
approaches this question as part of an effort to think about what “tools’” Simondon’s thought gives us, and how we might most effectively use them.
(302). While the essays gathered here are considerably more favorable
toward the contributions Simondon’s thought can make to contemporary
debates in philosophy and critical theory, we might take from Stengers’s
essay a way of reading Simondon that follows the spirit of his ethics. This
would be an approach that does not simply seek to situate his work in the
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“functions” for his concepts. As English translations of Simondon’s texts
become more readily available, we hope that this collection will stand
not so much as an “introduction” to Simondon (the question of what is
fundamental or essential to him remains unsettled) but as an occasion
for expanding the possibility of his inheritance. It is our hope that this
will enable the debates over Simondon to expand, and enable his work
to be taken up in contemporary Anglophone discussions, ranging from
the philosophy of technology to debates about the relationships among
ontology, politics and ethics.

The editors would like to thank Rob Mitchell and Rebecca Evans for their help and advice in putting
together this special issue.
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