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Late Capitalism and the 
Scientific Image of Man: 
Technology, Cognition, 
and Culture 

Jon Lindblom

The essay introduces Wilfrid Sellars’ conception of the 
scientific image of man against the backdrop of the cogni-
tive malaise of the contemporary digital mediascape. It is 
argued that the emerging scientific understanding of cogni-
tion will not only help us to further diagnose the cognitive 
pathologies at work in late capitalism, but also will allow 
us to construct alternate techno-cultural scenarios untap-
ping the potentialities of neurotechnology. This line of 
reasoning engages with Adorno and Horkheimer’s critique 
of Enlightenment reason on the basis of the recent work on 
nihilism, rationalism, and cognitive science by Ray Brassier 
and Thomas Metzinger. In particular, it argues that a specu-
lative reconsideration of Enlightenment Prometheanism 
provides the critical context for unleashing the cognitive 
and technological potencies that late capitalism is cur-
rently inhibiting.
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In his book iDisorder: Understanding Our Obsession with Technology and Over-
coming Its Hold on Us,psychologistandcomputereducatorLarryRosen(2012)
presents a compelling diagnosis of what he sees as the increasingly wide-
spreadcognitiveandpsychosocialeffectsoftechnologyonsociety.According
toRosen,theemergenceofcyberspace,computing,socialmedia,portable
electronicdevices,Web2.0,andsoon,hasbroughtaboutageneralcogni-
tive and psychosocial disorder with symptoms which look suspiciously like 
those of a number of well known psychiatric disorders and are centered on 
our increasing occupation with technology and new media. These disorders 
include(butarenotlimitedto)obsessive-compulsivedisorder(constantly
checkingourFacebook,e-mail,iPhones,etc.),attention-deficithyperactivity
disorder(increasedinabilitytofocusononetaskbecauseoftheprevalenceof
multitasking,videogaming,etc.),socialanxietydisorder(hidingbehindvarious
screensatthecostofmaintainingface-to-facesocialrelations),andnarcissis-
ticpersonalitydisorder(beingobsessedwithcreatinganidealizedonline-per-
sona).Allofthoseareaccompaniedbyvariousneurologicalreconfigurations,
suchasalterationsinchemicallevelsofdopamineandserotonin(i.e.,changes
inthebrain’srewardsystemasaresultoftechnologyaddiction,whichseems
to mirror the chemical imbalances underlying various forms of substance 
addiction),andthecreationofnewsynapticconnectionsamongneurons(i.e.,
neuroplasticity)inresponsetotheenvironmentalchangesbroughtabout
bytechnology(whichmaybetheunderlyingneurobiologicalexplanationfor
phenomena such as “phantom vibration syndrome,” where cell phone users 
start to experience phantom vibrations on a regular basis—presumably as a 
resultofincreasedattentivenessforvibratingsensations).Takentogether,all
of these symptoms point to a general state of collective anxiety brought about 
by the intricate relationship between the technological, the neurological, and 
thepsychosocial.ItisthisanxietythatRosenreferstoas“iDisorder.”

Undoubtedly, there is still a lot of work that needs to be done here, particu-
larly regarding the relation between the technological and the psychosocial 
(towhatextentistechnologytheroot-sourceofthesesymptoms?),aswellas
theexactnatureofthesymptomsthemselves(dotheyindexactualclini-
calconditions?).Yetdespitethesevariouslacunaeitseemscleartomethat
Rosen’sprojectsheds light on issues that everyone familiar with daily life in 
digitalculturecanrecognizethemselvesin,andwhoseexactnaturehopefully
will become clear once we learn more about the psychosocial and cognitive 
effectsoftechnology.Butbesidesthesecontext-specificreservations,itisalso
importanttorecognizethelargercontextinwhichRosen’sworkmakessense,
which is twofold: on the one hand, in terms of the function of digital culture 
within late capitalism and, on the other hand, in terms of the relationship 
betweenscienceandcultureimplicitinthecognitiveandpsychosocialeffects
of technology. 
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It is these two contexts that I aim to elaborate on in the present essay. In 
thefirstsection,IwillsituateRosen’sdiagnosiswithinwhatMarkFisherhas
referred to as a general disenchantment of the digital in late capitalist culture 
(i.e.,awidespreaddissatisfactionwithcurrentformsofdigitalculture);which
notonlyindexesamajorculturalmalaisebroughtaboutbythedigital,but
alsowhatFisherhasidentifiedasageneralaporiawithinlatecapitalism:the
problem of mental health. In the second section, I will then expand on the 
implicationsoftheuseofscientificresources(neuroscienceinparticular),
inordertounpackthecognitiveeffectsoftechnologyanditspotentially
decisiverolewithinthecontextofamajorculturalshiftbroughtaboutbythe
speculative import of what philosopher Wilfrid Sellars has referred to as the 
“scientificimageofman.”Finally,Iwillconcludewithsomebriefremarksabout
the nature of this shift and its implications for various forms of cultural and 
post-capitalist praxis.

Digital Pathologies in Late Capitalist Culture
AccordingtoMarkFisher(2009),thefactthatthepresenceofvariouspsycho-
logicaldisorders,suchasdepression,anxiety,stress,andattention-deficit
hyperactivitydisorder,hasincreasedsignificantlyoverthelastdecadesisnot
a mere coincidence, but a consequence of the rise of neoliberalism as such. 
Forwhathasaccompaniedtheshiftfromdisciplinarysocietiestocontrol
societies,fromFordistrigiditytopost-Fordistflexibility,isnothinglessthan
amajorpandemicofvariouspsychologicaldisorderswhoseroot-sourceisto
be found in the numerous social restructurings imposed by neoliberalism—
rather than in individual chemico-biological imbalances. These restructur-
ingsincludeflexibilityandprecarityinworking-life,variousformsofPRand
new bureaucracy, and the emergence of cyberspace, social media, portable 
electronic devices, and so on—whose functioning is integral to the neoliberal-
ist restructuring of nervous-systems which inevitably needs to accompany the 
new social structures, as well as to the obliteration of the distinction between 
work-timeandleisure-timewhichhascometobeoneofthedefiningchar-
acteristicsofcontemporarycapitalism.Accordingly,increasedinstabilityin
working life is accompanied, on the one hand, by new strategies for manag-
ingworkers-consumers,which,despiteclaimstowarddecentralizationand
diversity, remain deadlocked within various forms of bureaucracies, constant 
surveillance,andfalseappearances(seeinparticularFisher2009:31–53);and,
on the other hand, by the emergence of a global cyberspace-matrix whose 
essential functioning lies in the creation of the “debtor-addict” central to 
distributed,latecapitalistorganization.Thedebtor-addicthaslosttheability
toconcentrate,aswellasthecapacitytosynthesizetimeintoanyformof
meaningful narrative, and lives instead in a series of twitchy, disconnected 
presents:“If,then,somethinglikeattentiondeficithyperactivitydisorderisa
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pathology, it is a pathology of late capitalism—a consequence of being wired 
into the entertainment-control circuits of hypermediated consumer culture” 
(Fisher2009,25).Ofcourse,theideathattheproliferationofmentalillness
may be correlated with the triumph of neoliberalism is strictly denied by the 
latter’sadvocates.Moreimportantly,italsohasnotbeenrecognizedbythe
political leftasanurgentissuetore-politicize,asFishernotesinaparticularly
incisive passage:

The current ruling ontology denies any possibility of a social causation of 
mentalillness.Thechemico-biologizationofmentalillnessisofcourse
strictlycommensuratewithitsdepolitiziation.Consideringmentalillness
anindividualchemico-biologicalproblemhasenormousbenefitsfor
capitalism.First,itreinforcesCapital’sdrivetowardsatomisticindividuali-
zation(youaresickbecauseofyourbrainchemistry).Second,itprovides
an enormously lucrative market in which multinational pharmaceutical 
companiescanpeddletheirpharmaceuticals(wecancureyouwithour
SSRIs).Itgoeswithoutsayingthatallmentalillnessesareneurologically
instantiated, but this says nothing about their causation. If it is true, for 
instance, that depression is constituted by low serotonin levels, what 
still needs to be explained is why particular individuals have low levels of 
serotonin.Thisrequiresasocialandpoliticalexplanation;andthetaskof
repoliticizingmentalillnessisanurgentoneifthe[political] left wants to 
challengecapitalistrealism.(Fisher2009,37)

Thus, itisinthislargersocio-politicalcontextthatRosen’sworkmustthor-
oughly be situated. His observations regarding the proliferation of psycho-
logicaldisorders,suchasattention-deficithyperactivitydisorder,aswellas
changes in brain structure and chemical balance—presumably as a result of 
our increased dependence on technology and new media—indeed seems to 
beaparticularlylucidstudyofthecognitiveandpsychosocialeffectsofthe
riseofthecapitalistcyberspace-matrixthatFisherhasidentifiedinhiswrit-
ingsonneoliberalism.Consequently,eventhoughRosenisrightinlocating
the root-source to these symptoms outside the brain, it is only when they have 
beensituatedinanevenlargersocio-political(and,asweshallsee,cultural)
context that we will be able to properly diagnose their intricate structure and 
causation,astheabovequotationemphasizes.

This is only one side of the story, however, since the cognitive agenda imposed 
by neoliberalism not only threatens to undermine psychological issues related 
tomentalhealth,butalsotransformativeconcernsorganizedaroundthe
relationship between the technological and the neurobiological. In other 
words,thereareatleasttwotrajectoriesthatneedtobeelaboratedhere:
clinical issues related to mental health, and speculative issues related to the 
neurotechnological transformation of cognitive neurobiology. It is the latter 
set of issues that I will concern myself with in the remainder of this essay, with 
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a particular focus on its cultural implications, since I believe that contempo-
rary culture not only is in desperate need of such speculative resources, but 
also because it seems that culture would constitute a particularly produc-
tivefieldfortheutilizationoftheirtransformativepotential.Yetbeforegoing
further into this discussion I need to complement the previous socio-political 
contextualizationwithitsculturalcounterpart,sincethedigitalpathologyout-
lined above is not only rooted in a failed social contract, but also in a cultural 
malaise of widespread proportions. The full magnitude of current technologi-
cal disenchantment can therefore only be understood once it has been situ-
ated squarely in the socio-political agenda of neoliberalism on the one hand, 
and in the cultural malaise of aggravated postmodernism on the other.

OnceagainitistheworkofMarkFisherthatisexemplaryhere.Buildingupon
Jameson’sneo-Marxistthesisthatchangesinculturemustbeunderstood
inconjunctionwithchangesintheeconomy,andthatpostmodernismisthe
culturallogicoflatecapitalism( Jameson1992,1–54),Fisherseescontempo-
rarycultureassteepedinwhatmaybecharacterizedasasortofnormalized
postmodernism. The latter designates a widespread cultural inertia where 
theresidualconflictbetweenmodernismandpostmodernism,whichhaunted
Jameson’swork,hasbeencompletelyforgotten,alongwiththedistinction
between high art and popular culture, and where the modernist ethos of ori-
enting oneself toward the unknown has been substituted—again, as Jameson 
correctly predicted—by a tendency toward revivalism, retrospection, pastiche, 
andconstantrecyclingofthealreadyfamiliar.Accordingly,“retro”nolonger
designates one particular style but the modus operandi of culture tout court, 
andthecapitalistcolonizationofnatureandtheunconscious—observedwith
wonderandhorrorbyJamesoninthe1980s—hasnowbeennormalizedto
such an extent that it is simply taken for granted. Consequently, even though 
cultural distribution, consumption, and communication have gone through 
remarkable changes over the last decade, cultural production itself has 
generated very little excitement. Contrasting his own adolescence with that 
ofteenagerstoday,musicwriterandculturalcriticSimonReynoldsnotesthat
whereas his own youth was steeped in interests such as modernist art, alien 
life,andouterspace(i.e.,theunknown),thewondersofboundlessexteriority
no longer seem to have any purchase on young people today, immersed as 
theyareinYoutube,Facebook,iPhones,andotherformsofsocialmedia(see
Reynolds2012,362–98).Sure,newtechnologieshaveproliferateddramatically
over the last decade, but only to the extent that they maintain the cultural 
interiority and status quo concomitant with the capitalist cyberspace-matrix. 
ThisisaculturalsituationthatReynoldscharacterizesasoneofwidespread
temporal malaise, or “hyperstasis,” qua digital life as daily experience. The 
fundamental problem that confronts us is consequently one of rehabilitating 
the link between technology and the unknown—in contrast with the cyber-
capitalist reiteration of the already known—which is intimately connected 
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to a renewed understanding of the implications of science on culture, simply 
becausescience,asweshallsee,isoneofman’sprimarymethodsforindex-
ingtheunknown.Inparticular,thefieldofcognitiveneuroscienceseemsto
providesomeofthemostpromising(buthardlytheonly)resourcesforthis
cultural confrontation with the unknown. The latter will consequently be my 
main topic of discussion in the next section.

The Cultural Implications of Cognitive 
Exteriorization

Atfirstglance,theideaoftheculturalimportofresourcesprovidedbymod-
ernsciencemightseemdubious—what,afterall,couldscientificdataprovide
culturalproductionwith?—yetitismyfirmbeliefthatthisissueisoneofthe
most critical ones facing cultural theory today. Of course, questions concern-
ingtheintellectualinfluenceofscientificrationalityonculturalproduction
have been posed numerous times over the last decades, but over time their 
many shortcomings have become increasingly obvious. What is needed today 
is therefore a radical reconsideration of the relationship between science and 
culture(or,inbroaderterms,betweenmanandnature).Inwhatfollows,Iwill
consequently aim to sketch out some broader outlines for such a reconsid-
eration,focusinginparticularononeofthemostinfluentialstatementson
thetopic:AdornoandHorkheimer’sDialectic of Enlightenment. However, this 
requiresustoengagenotjustwiththebook’scelebratedchapteronthecul-
ture industry, but also with its central arguments regarding the failure of the 
Enlightenmentandthepathologyofinstrumentalrationality.

Indeed,whatoftengoesunmentionedinthemanybooksoutliningtheinflu-
enceofAdornoandHorkheimeroncontemporaryculturaltheoryisthewider
critical context in which the analysis of the culture industry is situated. The 
decision to not articulate this link has become more than a mere pedagogical 
shortcoming, since it in fact harbors the key to a contemporary engagement 
withthebook’scriticismsofmodernculture.Hence, itisatthisparticularjunc-
ture where the present analysis must begin.

Asiswellknown,themaintopicofDialectic of EnlightenmentiswhatAdorno
andHorkheimerconsideredtobethefailureoftheEnlightenmentinthemod-
ern world. This may be condensed into the following question: If the animus 
oftheEnlightenmentisthatofemancipatingmanfromhisirrationality(or
“immaturity,”asKantputit),thenwhyiscontemporarysocietysinkingintoa
newformofbarbarism?Fascism,capitalism,culturalstandardization,andthe
oppressionofwomen—allofwhichareanalyzedin-depthinthebook—can
hardly be thought of as triumphs of enlightened man. The task of the critical 
theorist then becomes one of identifying the root-source to these widespread 
failures of modern society. 
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YetunlikeduringtheFrankfurtSchool’searlierMarxistperiod,Adornoand
Horkheimer argue that this root-source cannot be located in various forms 
ofclassstruggleorpoliticaloppression,sincethosephenomena—justas
capitalismitself—aremeresymptomsofamuchdeeperconflictwhichhas
hauntedWesterncivilizationsinceitsinception:thatbetweenmanandnature.
Thisconflictisformulatedintermsofastrugglebetweendominatingand
dominated,since,forAdornoandHorkheimer,civilizationisdependenton
man’surgetotameandultimatelycontrolthehostileforcesharboredbyalien
nature.Thisistheobjectiveofsacrificeinpre-rationalsocieties,sincesacri-
fice—construedasaparticularlogicofnon-conceptualexchange—isprimitive
man’sattempttoaffectacommensurationbetweenhimselfandthehorrors
ofaliennature.Enlightenmentis,ofcourse,foundeduponthediscardingof
sacrificiallogicinfavorofrationalexplanation.Yetwhatenlightenedthought
endsupwith,accordingtoAdornoandHorkheimer,isnotthepost-sacrificial
logicitissearchingfor,butmerelytheinternalizationofsacrificetout court. 

Enlightenedthoughtisconsequentlycharacterizedasanunreflectivepathol-
ogy,whereman’sdesiretoconverttheentiretyofnatureintoseriesofnum-
bersandformulae(i.e.,tocontrolnatureviascientificexplanation)remains
deadlocked within the mythical pattern of thought it wants to be rid of, for 
whatscientificlogicultimatelyrepresentsisnothingbutanewformofaliena-
tion, which not only extends across the exteriority of nature, but also into the 
interiorityofmanhimself.Indeed,whatthescientificimpetustoexteriorize
andspatializeultimatelyendsupwithisnothingbutanaggravatedformof
self-sacrifice,sincethereductionofeverythingtoidenticalunits—ratherthan
reaching out toward an exteriority beyond man—merely continues to symboli-
callysacrificepartsofthehumaninapathological,compulsivemanner,which
intheendrendersproperlyphilosophical(orreflective)thinkingimpossible.
ForAdornoandHorkheimer,thismarksthebeginningofadangerouspath
where ends are substituted for means and domination sooner or later is 
revertedbacktowardmanhimself;bothintermsofdominationbetweenmen
and in terms of the alienation of man from himself where thinking is reduced 
to a pure mathematical function:

Thinkingobjectifiesitselftobecomeanautomatic,self-activatingprocess;
an impersonation of the machine that it produces itself so that ultimately 
the machine can replace it. . . . Mathematical procedure [becomes], so to 
speak, the ritual of thinking. In spite of the axiomatic self-restriction, it 
establishesitselfasnecessaryandobjective:itturnsthoughtintoathing,
aninstrument—whichisitsowntermforit.(AdornoandHorkheimer
1997,25)

Consequently, it is in this wider critical context where the analysis of the 
culture industry must be situated, since what the latter is an index of—accord-
ingtoAdornoandHorkheimer—isoneofthemodesofdominationthathave



114 Alleys of Your Mind

emergedalongwiththetriumphofscientificrationality.Accordingly,theterm
“culture industry” was deliberately chosen—as opposed to “mass culture” or 
“popularculture”—preciselyinordertoemphasizethelinkbetweenEnlighten-
ment rationality and modern culture by highlighting, on the one hand, how the 
latter operates in terms of increased technological subsumption by mechani-
cal reproduction and, on the other hand, how the distribution of cultural 
productsisbeingmonitoredbyrational,controlledorganization.Theseare
theprimarysymptomsofhowEnlightenmentrationalityhasinfectedcultural
productionandreducedthelattertoaseriesofbanalitiesofartificialdesires
that,ofcourse,arestrictlyintunewithcapitalistorganizationintheformofa
new mode of social domination. 

YetthelinkbetweenscientificrationalityandsocialdominationthatAdorno
andHorkheimer’sthesisrestsuponisfarfromguaranteed.Indeed,inmyview
itisrootedinafundamentalmisdiagnosisoftheintellectualimportofEnlight-
enmentrationality,whichremainscommittedtothesafeguardingofafictional
“humanism” at the cost of eliding its wider speculative implications. These 
implications have recently been articulated with remarkable cogency by the 
philosopherRayBrassier,whoinhisbookNihil Unbound: Enlightenment and 
Extinction(2007)presentsastrikingalternativeinterpretationoftheintellec-
tuallegacyoftheEnlightenment—aninterpretationwhich,asweshallsee,will
provideuswithconceptualresourcesfortheconstructionofaverydifferent
accountofculturethanthatofAdornoandHorkheimer.

The speculative argument of Nihil Unbound may be understood as a thanat-
ropic inversionofAdornoandHorkheimer’sdialecticsofmythandEnlighten-
ment,sinceitinsistson,ratherthanrejects,theimpersonalnihilismimplicit
inscientificobjectificationandtechnologicalexteriorization.WhereasAdorno
and Horkheimer argue that what they conceive of as the terminal exhaustion 
of reason can only be overcome by its re-integration into the purposeful-
nessofhumanhistory—construedasatemporaltranscendenceofscience’s
pathological compulsion—with the idea of “the thanatosis ofEnlightenment” 
Brassier(2007,32)insistsontheincompatibilitybetweentheimageofnature
giventousbyscienceandourmanifestunderstandingofthings.ForBrassier,
the fact that the thought of science goes beyond our default apprehension 
of nature must be understood as the starting point for the philosophical 
enterprise, rather than as a cognitive pathology which philosophy should be 
summoned to remedy. The bulk of Nihil Unbound is therefore concerned with 
articulatingscientificrationalismasacognitiveoverturningofman’slifeworld
wherein thinking is confronted with an alien outside, which is unconditioned 
byhumanmanifestation.Andratherthantryingtore-inscribethisuniversal
purposelessness within a human narrative of reconciliation, the animus of the 
book is one of progressively tearing down the lifeworld that we have created 
inordertosatisfyourpsychologicalneeds(andwhichphilosophyalsohas
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participatedin,ascanbeseeninAdornoandHorkheimer’sdialecticalthink-
ing)byrecognizingthathumanexperience,consciousness,meaning,andhis-
tory are nothing but minor spatio-temporal occurrences within an exorbitant 
cosmology, which is being progressively unveiled by the natural sciences. 

Scientificrationalism,therefore,isatraumaforthought(asAdornoand
Horkheimerargued),althoughitsroot-sourceisnottobefoundwithinthe
confinesofhumanhistory(i.e.,asapurelypsychosocialstrugglebetween
dominatinganddominated),butinitsnegationofthecategoricaldifference
between established conceptual categories such as life and death in post-
Darwinianbiology,andmatterandvoidincontemporarycosmology.Scientific
discovery therefore has an immediate philosophical import insofar as its 
elimination of the notion of “purpose” from the natural realm stands at odds 
with a prevalent philosophical position: The idea that the human qua transcen-
dental dimension of existence constitutes the irreducible bedrock of cognitive 
and conceptual enquiry. This is nihil unbound: nihilism emancipated from 
theregionalhorizonofthehumanlifeworldandrepositionedwithinaproper
universal context.

Hence,despitethecosmologicalimplicationsofBrassier’sspeculativenihilism,
itiscrucialnottooverlookitsequallysignificantcognitiveimport,particularly
sinceconsciousnesshasgenerallybeenconsideredimmunetoscientificobjec-
tificationwithinthecontinentalmodeofphilosophizing,whichhashadmajor
conceptualimpactoncontemporaryculturaltheory.Aswesawintheprevious
discussionofAdornoandHorkheimer’swork,thescientificimperativeto
objectifyconsciousnesshasoftenbeenviewedasanindexofadangerous
form of anti-humanism, which threatens to alienate us from our true selves 
initscompulsiveattemptstoobjectifythatwhichliesbeyondobjectification.
Yet,whatthescientificunderstandingofthehumanultimatelypointstoispre-
ciselythat:thesystematicexteriorizationofconsciousnessandanextension
of the cognitive split produced by the natural sciences from the exteriority 
ofnatureintotheinteriorityofman.Hence,theupshotofthismajorintel-
lectualprojectistheinsertionofmanhimselfintothepurposelessnatural
orderunveiledbythescientificworldview,throughthegradualconstruction
of an image of the human which views the latter as a particularly complex 
form of biophysical system rather than as a kind of transcendental excess. In 
thatregard,itisoneofthemostsignificantissuesopenedupbytheconcep-
tualintegrationofscientificexplanation,whichissomethingthephilosopher
Wilfrid Sellars addressed several decades ago in the form of a distinction 
between what he called the manifest and scientific images of man. 

AccordingtoSellars(1963),themanifestimageisasophisticatedconceptual
framework, which has accumulated gradually since the emergence of Homo 
sapiensandisorganizedaroundthenotionofmanasperson;thatis,asa
rational agent capable of giving and asking for reasons within the context of 
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a larger socio-linguistic economy. In that regard, the fundamental import of 
the manifest image is its normative valence in that it provides man with a basic 
framework for keeping track of commitments, providing and revising explana-
tions, assessing what ought to be done, and vice versa. In short, the space of 
reasons provided by the manifest image is what distinguishes sapient intel-
ligence from that of mere sentience. However, Sellars also noticed the much 
more recent emergence of another image associated with the natural sciences 
thatpresentsitselfasarivalimageinthatitisorganizedaroundthenotion
of man as a physical system. In other words, whereas the manifest image 
construesmanquasi-transcendentally,asthesingularbeareroftheobject
reason,thescientificimageinsteadviewsmanfromtheperspectiveofnatural
history, as a particularly complex accumulation of various forms of biological 
material. 

ForSellars,thefundamentaltaskforthecontemporaryphilosopherisoneof
achievingastereoscopicintegrationofthemanifestandscientificimages;that
is, of producing a synoptic framework capable of giving an account of man 
as a rational agent on the one hand, and as a physical system on the other. 
Yetthistaskshouldnotbeunderstoodasanattempttoaccommodatethe
scientificimageaccordingtoman’spsychologicalneeds.Explanatoryintegra-
tionshouldnotbeconfusedwithconceptualcommensuration.Foraswasjust
emphasizedinthediscussionofBrassier’swork,andasSellarshimselfsaw,
thereissomethingfundamentallycounterintuitiveaboutthescientificimage
in that it presents an image of man that is completely alien to common sense 
reasoning.Itisconsequentlyatthisparticularjuncture—atthetraumaticclash
betweenthemanifestandscientificimages—wheredialecticalenlightenment
must be reversed into thanatropic enlightenment and thinking rehabilitated 
with the edge of speculative reason.1

Recently,thetraumageneratedinthemanifestorderthroughitsencounter
withscientificreasoninghasbeengivenaparticularlyincisiveformulation
bytheneurophilosopherThomasMetzinger,whosemagnumopusBeing No-
One: The Self-Model Theory of Subjectivity (2006)isacomprehensivestudyof
thenotionofphenomenalselfhoodandthefirst-personperspectivewhich

1 Undoubtedly,muchmoreneedstobesaidaboutthequestforexplanatoryintegra-
tionofthemanifestandscientificimage,anditsconsequencesforagenuinelymodern
formofnihilism.Inparticular,itisimportanttorecognizethatthecommitmenttothe
manifest order qua normative reasoning does not index a regression from nihilistic dis-
enchantmenttoyetanotherversionofconservativehumanism—asBrassiersometimes
has been accused of—since what is crucial about the manifest image is its normative 
infrastructure, rather than its purely contingent instantiation in the medium sapiens. In 
other words, there is nothing intrinsically human about the manifest image insofar as 
it is medium-independent and in principle could be instantiated in other systems than 
biologicalones(seeBrassierandMalik2015).Thisisthefundamentalspeculativeimport
of the Sellarsian model and of the functionalist school of thought to which it belongs. 
ThankstoRayBrassierandPeteWolfendaleforclarifyingthesepoints.
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isfirmlygroundedintheemergingintellectualresourcesprovidedbymod-
ernneuroscience.AccordingtoMetzinger,themostfundamentalfeatureof
phenomenal selfhood quaconsciousfirst-personexperienceisapeculiarform
of epistemic darkness, which emerges in-between the phenomenological and 
neurobiological levels of description. This darkness is centered on the fact that 
the phenomenal self is unable to experience the underlying neurobiological 
processesthatareconstitutiveofthefirst-personperspectiveassuch,and
consequentlydoesnotrecognizethelatterasanongoingrepresentational pro-
cess within the functional architecture of the biological information-processing 
system that is the body. 

Inotherwords,forMetzinger,thenotionofanauthenticself,whichisin
immediate contact with itself and the world around it, is a myth rooted in 
complex representational processes in the brain, whose central function is to 
maintainthephenomenaltransparencythatisnecessaryforastablefirst-
person perspective. In technical terms this means that it is only the content 
properties(quaphenomenologicaldata)thatisaccessibletothesystem,but
notthevehicleproperties(quaunderlyingneurodynamics),whichishow
thesystemcomestoexperienceitselfasaself(ratherthanasthebiological
data-systemitactuallyis)byfailingtorecognizethatphenomenalselfhoodis
aparticularformofrepresentationalmodeling.ThisiswhatMetzingerrefers
toasthephenomenalself-model(PSM),whichhasbeengeneratedthrough-
outthecoursesofevolutioninordertomaximizecognitiveandbehavioral
flexibilitystrictlyforthepurposesofsurvival.2Butevolutionaryefficacyisnot
thesameasepistemicclarity,andoneofthemajorvirtuesofthePSMtheory
is that it circumvents a common problem with many philosophies of mind, 
experience, and embodiment, which is the tendency to reify non-pathological 
waking states while disregarding phenomenal state classes which fall outside 
theframeworkconstitutedbydefaultfirst-personexperience.

Accordingly,oneofthemostinterestingaspectsofMetzinger’sworkisthat
it is built around so-called deviant phenomenal models: experiential states 
whereinthetransparencyofthedefaultfirst-personexperiencelosessome
of its consistency and parts of the PSM become opaque to various degrees. 
In that regard, deviant phenomenal models such as psychedelic experiences, 
hallucinations,luciddreams,andvariousneurologicaldeficienciessuchas
agnosia(theinabilitytorecognizefaces,sometimesincludingone’sown),

2 Anothermorenon-technicalwaytoconceiveofthePSMistothinkofitasahighly
advancedvirtualrealitymodel,forjustasinVRthemajorobjectiveofthePSMisto
maketheuserunawareofthefactthatheisoperatinginamedium.YetwiththePSM
weneedtogoonestepfurtherwiththismetaphor,sinceunlikeinVRthereisnouser
that precedes the interaction with the system because it is only the system that exists 
tobeginwith(seeMetzinger2004,553–58).Inotherwords,itisthesystem’sabilityto
generate a world-model on the one hand, and a self-model on the other that produces 
the notion of a strong sense of self in immediate contact with the world.
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phantomlimbs,andblindsight(theexperienceofablind-spotinthephe-
nomenalworld-model),areallexamplesofsuchexperientialstates.Theyare
characterizedbyalack of transparency and thereby explicate the representa-
tional nature of phenomenal self-consciousness by making the fact that the 
latter is a representational process globally available to the system. It is in this 
sense that deviant phenomenal states foreground the compelling speculative 
implications of modern neuroscience for philosophy, cultural production, and 
critical theory, since they point to the fact that our default phenomenal inter-
facing with cognitive interiority and non-cognitive exteriority is only one out 
of many possible experiential states—as opposed to the bedrock of humanity 
itissometimesmistakenfor.Andoncetheneuralcorrelatesofconsciousness
(NCC)thatunderliethesevariousmodesofexperiencehavebeenidentifiedby
modern neuroscience, they could in principle be activated at will with the help 
of various neurotechnologies and cognitive enhancers. 

AccordingtoMetzinger,theproliferationofdevicesforexteriorizingandcon-
trolling the brain, as well as the emergence of a modern science of cognition, 
willformthebedrockofwhathereferstoasEnlightenment2.0(i.e.,theinter-
nalizationofEnlightenmentdisenchantment—wherebyscientificrationality
comes to investigate its own cognitive basis—along with the gradual integra-
tionofneurotechnologiesintoeveryday-life,seeMetzinger2009,189–219).

ThereisnodenyingthatEnlightenment2.0hassomewhatofahorrificring
to it.3Yetitismyfirmbeliefthattheoristsandculturalproducersshould
embraceitsdisenchantingvectors,ratherthanfollowthetrajectorymain-
tainedbytheFrankfurtSchoolandrejectthemformoralisticreasons,since
theirspeculativeresourcespromisenothinglessthanamajorreconsideration
of what it means to be human. Included in this remarkable intellectual shift 
willbetheculturalimportofthescientificimage,whichnotonlywouldallow
us to further diagnose the cultural deadlock of the present but also provide us 
with much needed resources to construct alternate cultural futures. 

Infact,processesindexedbythescientificimagearealreadyatworkinculture
and have played central roles within important cultural movements such as 
ninetiesraveculture,whichSimonReynoldshasdescribedasaremarkable
cultural and neurological event, thanks to the positive feedback-loops con-
stituted by technology and abstract digital sounds on the one hand and the 
neurobiologicaleffectsofvariouspsychedelicdrugs(ecstasyinparticular)on
the other. Indeed, what was exciting about rave culture was the fact that the 
neurochemicalmodificationsbroughtaboutbytheexcessiveuseofdrugsdid

3 ThissideofEnlightenment2.0hasalreadybeendramatizedinvariousscience-fiction
novels which depict the implications of the proliferation of neurotechnologies on a 
mass-scale—seeforinstanceBakker2009andSullivan2010—yetincontrasttothese
mainlydystopicscenariositistheaimofthisessaytoelaborateonits(equallyimpor-
tant)potentialpositiveimplications.
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notjustplayaperipheralrole,butconstitutedoneofitsmajordrivingforces.
Inthatregard,itformedonepoleofwhatReynoldshasnamedrave’s“drug/
tech-interface,” which refers to the progressive unfolding of culture through 
neurotechnological experimentation and rave as an enclave of modernism—
aculturalcomponentofwhatNickSrnicekandAlexWilliamsrecentlyhave
characterizedasanalternative modernity—within an emerging postmodern 
culturallandscape(seeSrnicekandWilliams2013;FisherandReynolds2010).

Accordingly,ifAdornoandHorkheimerarguedthatmodernityhadfailedto
fulfillthepromisesoftheEnlightenment,mycontentionisthatthetrajectories
toward an alternative modernity must be constructed through a renewed 
engagementwiththelegacyoftheEnlightenment(whetherconstruedas
“thanatropic”or2.0)anditsfundamentalspeculativeimplications—neu-
robiological experimentation, complex technological systems, impersonal 
models of reason, cosmic exploration, and so on—which harbor the key to 
therehabilitationofman’sprogressiveunfoldingtowardtheunknown.Iwill
consequentlyendthisessaywithafewinitialremarksonthismajorspecula-
tiveproject.

Conclusion: Promethean Futures
Inhisrecentworkonthehyperstasisofpopularculture,SimonReynolds
links the decline from modernist exploration to postmodern malaise with the 
disappearance of questions concerning the future from the cultural agenda 
(Reynolds2012).Whereasraveculture(andothertwentiethcenturymusical
subcultureswhichprecededit)wassteepedinthenotionofaprogressive
unfolding across an extensional axis—a sort of future-rush driven by techno-
logical and cognitive navigation via the medium of sound—what is lacking in 
culturetoday,accordingtoReynolds,isanymeaningfulnotionofthefuture
atall.Instead,popularculturetodayisdrivenbywhatReynoldshasreferred
to as retromania:Anobsessionwithitsownimmediatepastintheformof
remakes,re-issues,pastiche,andnostalgia.And,asMarkFisherhaspointed
out(againfollowingJameson),thiswidespreadculturaldecelerationmustbe
understood as a symptom of the current neoliberal order: Capitalism has not 
only taken over the notion of modernity, but also that of the future—yet is 
unable to deliver anything beyond marginal changes within what ultimately 
mustbecharacterizedasaterrestrialstatusquo(Fisher2009).Theresultis
a political leftparalyzedbythedeadlocksofthepresent and unable to even 
imagineafuturebeyondtheconfinesoftheneoliberalorder.Instead, what 
wehavearepaltryturnstowardorganicism,localareasofjusticeandequal-
ity, and laments over the decline of our humanity in the face of cybernetic 
capitalism.Thisisnowthedefaultpositionnotjustamongmanyanti-capitalist
groups, but also in the tradition of critical theory, which may be traced back 
totheFrankfurtSchool,aswellastheagendaofmuchpostmoderncritique.
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Itisconsequentlyatthisparticularjuncturewherethecurrentessaymust
be situated, since I believe that what is needed today is a radical re-invention 
of critique which once again takes up the Marxist dictum of critical theory as 
a means for changing the world. Indeed, over the last decades it seems that 
this forward-looking aspect of critique has gradually faded away and been 
replacedbyadesiretogobackwardsbyrestoringwhatweoncewere.Yetmy
contentionisthatthemajorobjectiveofcritiquetodayistospeculateonwhat 
we could become;thatis,tooperatefromtheperspectiveofthefuturerather
than from that of the past. It is in this context where the speculative integra-
tionofthescientificimageemergesasadecisiveresourceformoderncritical
theory, since it provides thinking with a crucial component for orienting itself 
towardthefutureintheformofamajorreconsiderationofwhatitmeans
tobehuman.Inthatregard,itmustbeunderstoodaspartofwhatBrassier
(2013)hasdefinedastherehabilitationofEnlightenmentPrometheanismas
the means for collective self-mastery and active participation in the remak-
ingofmankindandtheworld.Farfrombeingthedangeroustotalitarianismit
is often accused of being, Prometheanism must rather be understood as the 
speculative program necessary for the re-orientation of mankind toward the 
future qua theunknown.Whilethemanyambitionsofthismassiveproject
certainly need to encompass much more than merely the cultural, I will con-
clude this essay with a few remarks on the latter since it is at the heart of my 
own research.

AculturesteepedinPrometheanambitionsneedstobebasedonthelegacy
ofthanatropicEnlightenment,ratherthanitsmainstreamdialecticalversion,
since it is only the former that will provide man with a proper intellectual con-
textfororientinghimselftowardthefuture.Againstpostmodernistrelativism
andblatantanti-rationalismitmustupholdtheintellectualsignificanceofthe
scientificimageontheonehand,andtheemancipatoryvectorsofimpersonal
reasonontheother(seenote1above).Attheheartofthispositionisthe
rejectionofwhatwasearlierreferredtoasthefictionalhumanismthatconsti-
tutesthecoreofAdornoandHorkheimer’sdialecticalthinking,andwhichhas
reappeared numerous times in postmodern critical theory. In particular, con-
cepts such as nihilism, disenchantment, and alienation must not be thought 
of as mere cultural pathologies that need to be overcome, but as speculative 
instruments which must be re-invented through the emancipation from their 
confinementwithinthepostmoderncriticalcontext.Indeed,acultureoperat-
ingaccordingtothecurrentversionofEnlightenmentPrometheanismmust
take the latter as starting points, rather than dead ends, for its ventures into 
speculativefutures.Accordingtothelatter,thecurrentdiagnosisofnihilism,
alienation,anddisenchantmentisbasedonabynowcommonreificationof
themanifestimageatthecostofitsscientificcounterpart;yetthecultural
integration of the latter under the aegis of a Promethean program will turn 
these concepts on their heads by forcing them to be cracked open by the vista 
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ofscientificrationality.Inthatregard,itisimportanttoonceagainemphasize
that the cognitive and technological malaise maintained by neoliberalism 
mustnotjustbeunderstoodasaproblemofmentalhealth,butalso(ascan
beseenintheworkofJamesonandReynolds)asaproblemoftherelation-
ship between anthropic interiority and non-anthropic exteriority. Surely, the 
formerisasignificantproblemwhichrequiresitsownparticularsolutions,
yettothinkofthesocialandculturalimplicationsofthescientificimageas
purely an issue of mental health—which indeed seems to be the common 
response by analytic philosophers when confronted with scepticism and anti-
scientificmoralism(seeforinstanceChurchland2007andLadyman2009)—is
to disregard its wider Promethean ambitions and potentially decisive role 
withinamajorculturalandcognitiveshift.Thelatterwouldbebasedupon,
amongstotherthings,extensivecognitiveexperimentation,whichutilizesthe
speculative opportunities provided by neuroplasticity, advanced technologi-
calsystems,NBIC(nanotechnology,biotechnology,informationtechnology,
andcognitivescience),andsoon,andwouldberealizedbycultural-scientific
resources such as the drug-tech interface, which thereby would need to be 
repurposed for post-capitalist ends.4 Indeed, the drug-tech interface has not 
somuchdisappearedfromculturesincethedeclineoftheraveethos(which,
ironically,alsotooktheturntowardrevivalismandretrospection),buthas
rather been appropriated by capital in the form of the cultural and cognitive 
agendadiagnosedbyRosenandFisher(i.e.,ecstasyandaliensoundsystems
havebeensubstitutedbyanti-depressantsandsocialmedia).Whatthere-
foreisnecessaryisamajorre-appropriationofsuchresourcesintheform
of cultural programs, which, once again, would up the ante of cognitive and 
cultural ambitions by re-orienting mankind towards the wonders of boundless 
exteriority.
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