ARCHIVIO ISTITUZIONALE
ONIVERSITA DI BOLOGNA DELLA RICERCA

Alma Mater Studiorum Universita di Bologna
Archivio istituzionale della ricerca

A tale of infrastructural capitalism. The promising and ruinous adventures of Homo Faber

This is the final peer-reviewed author’s accepted manuscript (postprint) of the following publication:

Published Version:

Borghi, V. (2025). A tale of infrastructural capitalism. The promising and ruinous adventures of Homo
Faber. JOURNAL OF CLASSICAL SOCIOLOGY, 25(2), 168-187 [10.1177/1468795x251327052].

Availability:
This version is available at: https://hdl.handle.net/11585/1009812 since: 2025-03-25
Published:

DOI: http://doi.org/10.1177/1468795x251327052

Terms of use:

Some rights reserved. The terms and conditions for the reuse of this version of the manuscript are
specified in the publishing policy. For all terms of use and more information see the publisher's website.

This item was downloaded from IRIS Universita di Bologna (https://cris.unibo.it/).
When citing, please refer to the published version.

(Article begins on next page)

14 October 2026


http://doi.org/10.1177/1468795x251327052
https://hdl.handle.net/11585/1009812

A tale of infrastructural
capitalism. The promising
and ruinous adventures of
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Abstract

Capitalism has a long history and our current condition is the result of it. A thorough
understanding of this condition is a prerequisite for thinking about our future in a transformative
key. Indeed, the contradictions in the organization of metabolic exchange have become more
acute and the ecosystemic crisis is the non-deferrable horizon within which the relationship with
the future must be thought. The paper therefore seeks to highlight the features of continuity
that contemporary capitalism presents, focusing on the figure that embodies the paradigm of the
relationship with space and time, of which capitalism has become the dominant version, namely the
figure of homo faber. This figure, which has emerged within the so-called meta-trap of trajectorism,
currently also presents elements of discontinuity, in particular the key role that infrastructures
play in the reproduction of the institutionalized societal order through which metabolic exchange
is organized in contemporary capitalism. But infrastructures themselves present an ontological
paradox, consisting in being both a promise of the future and the process by which this promise
becomes a ruin, just like the ruins (social, ecological, symbolic) with which we have to live today.
Only a political reading of the ruins, aimed at grasping the alternatives of the future that may
open up in them, can make it possible to avoid being trapped in the reproduction of a relationship
with space and time that is destined to jeopardize reproduction (social, but also of life tout court,
human and non-human).
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Deep roots. Preconditions of infrastructural capitalism
Terraforming, Tasmanians an us

To fully understand what infrastructural capitalism consists of, we need to reconstruct
the relationship between infrastructure and the figure of homo faber.! I will return to the
central role of homo faber later. For now, | will just mention that this figure refers to the
image evoked in classical antiquity and fully revived during the Renaissance. In this
paradigm, the relationship with the world, nature, and even time (the future) is centered
on the figure of man as the architect of his own life and destiny.? Let me focus here on
the concept of infrastructure. As far as the history of this term is concerned, we find
traces of both the elements of continuity and the aspects of discontinuity that infrastruc-
tural capitalism maintains with a historical dynamic that is deeply rooted. Its landing,
from its French origin, in the language of homo faber at the moment of its complete
conquest of the world (English), clearly signals not only a temporal scansion but also a
substantial evolution. In fact, the Oxford English Dictionary dates the first appearance of
the term in the English language to 1927. The term is characterized by two significant
aspects (Carse, 2017): it is a collective term, a single noun that refers to a plurality of
interconnected parts or elements; it indicates an integrated set of parts that support and
feed a superordinate design complex. In its original meaning, the term “infrastructure”
referred to the organizational activities necessary for the laying and fixing of railway
tracks: the production of surveys and plans, the construction of roadbeds, bridges, tun-
nels, embankments and, in general, the organization of the activities necessary for the
proper functioning of the superstructures (stations, roads, workshops, etc.) that were
subsequently built. The scale changes, from the construction of roads and canals to the
construction of railways, but the term is still celebrated by the proponents of the myth of
progress, in the form of Saint-Simonian engineers or advocates of free trade. This aura
of rational intervention in the world around us persisted even when the term was adopted
in the military sphere, in the 1930s, to refer to land installations and the emerging air
network. Under this thrust, “in parallel with the growing gigantism of technical systems,
the term is being extended by analogy to all technical and economic equipment.
Infrastructure is thus expressed and conceived as a network. The word infrastructure was
invented and then quickly redefined in order to bring together under a single category a
number of different phenomena, all of which have in common that they are perceived as
enabling the material circulation of interconnected elements, be they goods, people or
information” (Jarrige et al., 2018: 14). It was in the immediate post-World War 1 period,
in an interweaving of explicitly military objectives and socio-economic imperatives, that
the term came to occupy the position we experience today: infrastructure as the central
pivot of what we can call the imaginary institution of development. It is no coincidence
that the passage in which Harry Truman emphasizes the role of US technical and scien-
tific expertise in launching the global reconstruction and development program comes
from the US President’s famous speech® in the same year (1949) in which NATO
launched the Common Infrastructure Program.*

In the root of the word “infrastructure” we can easily find traces of the social fabric
from which it obviously emerged. It is an idea whose implementation lies at the very
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origin of the contemporary world and of many of the ruins that characterize it. It is the
idea of terraforming. The origin of this term is usually associated with the name of Jack
Williamson, a science fiction writer who used it in a short story (called Collision Orbit)
published in 1942 (Neyrat, 2018: 45). It combines the terms “terra” or “land” with “form-
ing” (meaning “making” or “molding”). Hence the interpretation by which it is still
understood today, as indicating a “land-making” or “land-forming” activity. However, as
Ghosh (2021) has pointed out, the idea of terraforming goes back further, to the famous
story that H. G. Wells serialized in Pearson’s Magazine from April to December 1897.
Arguably one of the earliest science fiction tales, it describes an attack on Earth by extra-
terrestrials intent on conquering it and adapting it to their own purposes. In fact, Wells’
story echoes and reverses one of the most famous colonial “wars of extermination,” in
which the indigenous people of Tasmania were wiped out after the island was colonized
by the British. It is Wells (2004) himself who makes this clear when he invites us to think
carefully before rushing to judgments about ruthless aliens exterminating Earthlings:
“before we judge of them too harshly, we must remember what ruthless and utter destruc-
tion our own species has wrought, not only upon animals, such as the vanished bison and
the dodo, but upon its inferior races. The Tasmanians, in spite of their human likeness,
were entirely swept out of existence in a war of extermination waged by European immi-
grants, in the space of fifty years. Are we such apostles of mercy as to complain if the
Martians warred in the same spirit?.” The concept of terraforming, and thus that of infra-
structure as it inherits its meaning and logic of application, has its roots in the imperial
imaginary, in which “frontiers” are configured that demand to be legitimately conquered
and transformed, that is, colonized, so that the right way of life (ours) can be extended
there too. Although, as Ghosh (2021) points out, conquest and colonization are part of all
human history, that of the Americas by Europeans presents a specificity that, | would say
with the perspective | have adopted here, reveals in this imperial logic the modus oper-
andi of homo faber and thus the direct link between the terraforming process initiated
then and the results of its unstoppable expansion that we now call the Anthropocene and
climate change.® “What makes the European colonization of the Americas distinctive,
however, is the sheer scale and the rapidity of the environmental transformations that
accompanied it, radically altering more than a quarter of the Earth’s land surface in a few
hundred years (. . .). In this history the colonization of North America by the English
again occupies a special place: it was there that processes of terraforming were applied
most intensively, and with greatest success, in the sense that large tracts of land were
reengineered to resemble European models so that they would suit European ways of
life” (Ghosh, 2021).

Continuities. Homo Faber and his cosmopolis

The present situation is, of course, the result of both elements of continuity and discon-
tinuity. 1 will try to highlight the former, so that it will become clearer what the disconti-
nuity of the specific phase of capitalism we are going through, which | refer to as
“infrastructural capitalism,” consists of. The relational logic with other living beings,
human and non-human, and with the world in its entirety, embodied in the terraforming
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approach to infrastructure, reflects a conception of the relationship between knowledge
and intervention in/on the world. This highlights multiple aspects of continuity between
our condition and that prevailing in other phases of capitalism. This model of rationality
takes shape in what is referred to as the “standard representation” of modernity (Toulmin,
1992), whose roots lie in the Renaissance®—the Cosmopolis in which the rationality of
cosmos and polis reflect one another, making the world an understandable, predictable,
and controllable entity. This idea finds full legitimacy in the scientific and philosophical
coordinates of Newton and Descartes (Toulmin, 1992). The emergence of a conception
of the relationship between knowledge and its object, based on abstraction, formaliza-
tion, and the constant pursuit of optimization, has led to extraordinary successes in terms
of the capacity to control the world. However, it has also produced the ongoing clash
between the “globe” and the “planet,” a confrontation with which we are increasingly
forced to reckon (Chakrabarty, 2021: 68-92). The affirmation of this “standard represen-
tation” has led to a progressive expansion and naturalization of scalability (Tsing, 2012),
as the historically dominant conception of the interaction among experience, knowledge,
and world-making. The key aspect of scalability’s mode of interpreting this interaction is
“the ability to expand—and expand and expand—without rethinking basic elements”
(Tsing, 2012: 505). Scalable projects “are those that can expand without changing [. . .].
Scalability projects banish meaningful diversity, which is to say diversity that might
change things” (Tsing, 2012: 507). This approach to world-making neglects “by con-
struction the context of a situation, even when this context is the condition of possibility
of this situation: this formalization ignores localities” (Montévil et al., 2020: 46). More
generally, the issue raised here is the loss of knowledge by the subjects who contribute
significantly to its production. This is a historical process that Stiegler (2020) defines as
“proletarianization,” in which the loss of knowledge’ began during the industrialization
of human activity, with the transfer of knowledge to machines and the imposition of the
so-called “scientific organization of labor.” This phenomenon then extended to citizens
through the increasing colonization of the structure of sensibility by mass communica-
tion and consumption. Finally, it reaches its peak with the imposition of a system in every
sphere of social relations and human activity, a system based on the digitization of
knowledge, resulting in a level never seen before of synchronization between the infra-
structures of things and the infrastructures of experience; that is, the infrastructures
through which commaodities are produced and made available, and the infrastructures
through which the need for and desire for these commaodities are produced.

This process, as | mentioned, has deep roots in what we can call the paradigm of homo
faber. This vision, updated to the life forms typical of infrastructural capitalism, still
serves as the compass of our cosmopolitical horizon today. In this sense, the figure of
homo faber embodies the process of metabolic exchange in a historically specific, insti-
tutionalized social order.® This is the system in which the logic of capitalism captures
and interprets the ambivalences opened up by modernity. Naturally, what | am interested
in discussing here is the version of this long process that has solidified in recent decades,
forging a cornerstone—or rather, the keystone—of the wall of capitalist realism.
However, to effectively problematize this concept, we must undertake a radical reading
of it, that is, go back to its roots and consider it in the context of its overall significance.
We need to bring to light and critically examine the deep logic through which a particular
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worldview and a set of practices connect and solidify into a social organization. This is
certainly not the first time such a need has been articulated. In the late 1980s, Carolyn
Merchant (1987), combining Kuhn with Marx and Engels, described “ecological revolu-
tions” as profound transformations in how production, reproduction, ecology, and con-
sciousness are related, or to anticipate a theme central to my argument, how they are
infrastructured. More recently, Stefania Barca (2018: 29) revisited Merchant’s analyses
as a crucial step “to expose the production/reproduction dualism on which industrial
societies are based as a root cause of the global ecological crisis.”

Sennett (2012), in presenting his trilogy project (p. x),° also referenced the figure of
homo faber, central to the Cosmopolis in which our very conception of the relationship
with space and time is inscribed. Sennett was particularly interested in how homo faber’s
skills are formed and deployed in practices (work-related, relational, and so forth), with
a particular focus on skill and competency “because in my view modern society is de-
skilling.”*? Sennett rightly interprets his subject as an empirical manifestation of a deeper
issue (which Sennett defines an ethical issue), one that pertains to that “fraught ambigu-
ous zone of experience where skill and competence encounter resistance and intractable
difference,” leading to the question, “just how much we can become our own masters”
(Sennett, 2012: x-xi). For my part, at least in this context, the paradigm of homo faber is
called into question because capitalism seems to have already answered that question,
continuing to intensify its answer. The limit of “how much we can become our own mas-
ters” (and therefore masters of the rest of the world, living and non-living) is increasingly
being pushed back to the point of imagining its complete removal. Or rather, to the point
of enabling a socioeconomic system based on the imaginary institution of a society char-
acterized by the complete abolition of the sense of limit.* This answer has had centuries
to develop, expand, and become a global project. It is part of a historical process of
affirmation and progressive expansion of a development conception, according to the
coordinates of what Arjun Appadurai has called the “meta-trap of trajectorism.” This
constellation of evolving concepts and practices is part of a modernity that took shape in
the Renaissance and has organized Western thought, “even to the extent of creating a
retrospective narrative of the inevitability of the West itself constructed out of the bits
and pieces of Greek philosophy, Biblical mythology, Roman law, Gothic architecture,
Renaissance humanism, and many more minor elements” (Appadurai, 2013: 223). The
“trajectorism” that has been largely internalized and further consolidated by the social
sciences is based on the idea that history is clearly directed by a temporal arrow, oriented
toward a telos that the West has been revealing and realizing over the course of its devel-
opment. Since the Renaissance, a social imaginary has taken shape (Castoriadis, 1975),
one that, despite being plural, complex, and open to various interpretations, was later
translated by capitalism into forms of life conforming to and functional for it.'? Capitalism
can indeed be interpreted as a historically specific mode of translating, according to the
coordinates of “trajectorism,” the ambivalent horizons of potentiality (concerning sub-
jectivity, social relations, and relationships with other living beings and ecosystems) that
modernity had unlocked (Wagner, 2001).

This conception has deeper implications than other views, such as evolutionism, the
myth of progress, or the orthodoxy of modernization as growth, all of which find their
justification in it. “Trajectorism is a deeper epistemological and ontological habit, which



always assumes that there is a cumulative journey from here to there, or more exactly,
from now to then in human affairs, as natural as a river and as all-encompassing as the
sky” (Appadurai, 2013: 223). It is not the only form of ethical universalism we could
point to, but it has a specific peculiarity associated with the idea of modernity that
emerged in post-Renaissance Europe: that modernity “could not regard itself as complete
without covering the surface of the globe,” thus requiring a “complete global expansion
for its own inner logic to be revealed and justified” (Appadurai, 2013: 225). So, trajector-
ism is a matter of knowing and doing, that is leaded by a goal of mastering the world.
Both space and time are fields in which homo faber pursues this goal through his activity
and the resulting institutionalized societal organization of metabolic exchange.

While this framework represents a continuity extending from the distant past to the
present day, an element of discontinuity can be identified in its increasing visibility. For
a long time, European and Western world celebrated and imposed a smart representation
of homo faber, as the only desirable logic for accessing the “cornucopian’ world (Jonsson,
2014). The many populations and numerous territories that experienced the ruins of dif-
ferent kinds that homo faber left around (rather than behind) itself were almost com-
pletely invisibilised.!®* The advent of capitalism introduced a contradiction that is
structurally intrinsic to such an institutionalized social order. In the words of Fraser
(2016: 100), this is the “social-reproductive contradiction” between two opposing pres-
sures: “on the one hand, social reproduction is a condition of possibility for sustained
capital accumulation; on the other, capitalism’s orientation to unlimited accumulation
tends to destabilize the very processes of social reproduction on which it relies.” Today,
this contradiction (Fraser, 2016), as homo faber tightens his grip on the world, perhaps
reaches its maximum intensity: the risk now is not only to social reproduction but to life
itself, both human and non-human. The contradiction is greatest in the sense that it is the
reproduction of life itself, as we have known it, that is increasingly being undermined by
the progressive destruction of the ecosystems that are essential to it. This radical intensi-
fication of a structural contradiction of capitalism constitutes a discontinuity, albeit one
internal to the historical process of trajectorism.

Discontinuities. Material and immaterial synchronized connectivity of
infrastructural capitalism

In the theme of the relationship between continuity and discontinuity, infrastructure plays
a particularly significant role. In fact, while infrastructure is itself part of the con-
stellation of factors that have shaped modernity—*“the emergence of modern subjects and
modern infrastructure were coeval with each other” (Hansen and Schulze, 2021: 77)—
we can nonetheless also observe notable aspects of discontinuity in its evolution and in
how it intervenes in the institutionalized societal order through which metabolic
exchange is currently organized. In particular, the privatization of the Internet in the late
1980s initiated a phase of intensified control over individuals, as algorithms structure the
rules and parameters of action to participate in socio-technical systems “that have come
to form part of the infrastructure of their lives” (Rahman and Thelen, 2019: 185; Burrell
and Fourcade, 2021; Fourcade, 2021).
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Infrastructure incorporates a “regime of historicity” (Hartog, 2015), as it operation-
ally translates how the past, present, and future are related to one another, thus establish-
ing the temporal sense within which our forms of life unfold. As has been observed many
times, infrastructure represents a promise of the future, legitimized in the present.
“Material infrastructures, including roads, water pipes, electricity lines, ports, oil pipe-
lines, and sewage systems, are dense social, material, esthetic, and political formations
that are critical both to differentiated experiences of everyday life and to expectations of
the future. They have long promised modernity, development, progress, and freedom to
people all over the world” (Anand et al., 2018: 3). Infrastructure fundamentally contrib-
utes to determining the horizon of the real and the possible, as it coincides with the
promise of modernity within which homo faber has always operated. “The very word
‘promise’,” writes Larkin (2018), “implies that a technological system is the after-effect
of expectation; it cannot be theorized or understood outside of the political orders that
predate it and bring it into existence” (p. 182). Thus, there is a reciprocal conditioning
relationship between modernity and infrastructure, as the latter “simultaneously shape
and are shaped by—in other words, co-construct—the condition of modernity” (Edwards,
2003: 186). However, in this co-constitutive relationship between infrastructure and
modernity, a transformation is discernible, a transformation in which the modern project
“to make the world engineerable, predictable, available, accessible, disposable [. . .] in
all its aspects” (Rosa, 2020: viii) intensifies dramatically. This discontinuity becomes
evident if we look at the (short) history of the “modern infrastructural ideal” (Graham
and Marvi, 2001).

Simply put, this ideal consists of a project for social life that emerged in the mid-19th
century, based on the public provision of a set of services essential to the daily lives of
all citizens (from the road system to public transport, from water infrastructures to early
versions of the Internet). A promise of modernity, indeed, but one that is beginning to
fade with the gradual overlapping and hybridization of infrastructures (large facilities
and service delivery networks) and platforms (linked to the transformations of everyday
practices that have emerged since Web 2.0). A process of “platformization” of infrastruc-
tures and “infrastructuralization” of platforms is particularly evident, for example, in the
evolutive stages of the most recent embodiment of this infrastructural ideal, the marketi-
zation of the Internet through “the privatization of Internet backbone lines (from 1987
and) deregulation (removal of restrictions on commercial use, from 1992)” (Plantin
etal., 2021: 301).

The discontinuity of infrastructural capitalism must be understood in this context and
is based on the central role played by connectivity as a pivotal element of the contempo-
rary stage of capitalism, which is infrastructural capitalism. Connectivity “signifies a
relation if viewed from its operative dimension, understood here as an on-going, tempo-
ral, and always actualized ‘putting to work™ and “is not a term that could be tied to any
particular theory. It is a theoretical tool, assembled through its use and shaped by such
bricolage” (Tellmann et al., 2012: 2010-2011). So, the point is not connectivity per se,
which is a structurally intrinsic element of social life in general, but rather the specific
centrality it assumes in the institutionalized social order through which metabolic
exchange is organized in our societies (Borghi, 2021). Indeed, in this globalized phase of



logistical and financial capitalism, an unprecedented synchronization of the infrastruc-
ture of things and the infrastructure of experience is achieved, based on the fact that “all
tasks, all actors, all processes can now be connected to each other at multiple geographi-
cal scales, creating passages of enormous masses of data that are the raw material of the
new value chains” (Veltz, 2017: 42). In particular, we need to pay special attention to the
peculiar ontology of infrastructures: what “distinguishes infrastructures from technolo-
gies is that they are objects that create the grounds on which other objects operate, and
when they do so, they operate as systems.” In other words, “they are things and also the
relation between things” (Larkin, 2013: 329). Thus, a “platform business model”
(Rahman and Thelen, 2019) does more than just connect social and economic actors,
places, objects, and practices because these socio-technical systems “steer how they con-
nect with each other” (Van Dijck et al., 2018: 14).

In this sense, contemporary capitalism is infrastructural because all spheres of social
life are increasingly and profoundly affected by infrastructural processes (Borghi, 2021).
Let us focus on this extension of capitalist capture over life. Infrastructural capitalism
represents “a form of capitalism that is built on the production and expansion of inter-
secting physical and digital infrastructures (. . .). This concept encompasses the concrete
infrastructures of roads, cities, high-speed rail, and logistics transportation” (Lin and
Ngai, 2021: 651; Pun and Chen, 2023). On the one hand, this means that what is at stake
in this form of capitalism is “the material base of all other forms of materiality of capital-
ism, namely extractive capitalism, monopoly capitalism, and digital or platform capital-
ism” (Lin and Ngai, 2021: 651). On the other hand, it also means that the material base
is not the whole story. Here we find a relevant area of discontinuity in the capitalist path
of interpreting homo faber: the socio-cultural and political meaning of such an extension
of infrastructure connectivity, driven by the capitalist logic of expansion, must be consid-
ered. If “the establishment of market relations where hitherto there were none” is the
normal functioning of capitalist development (Streeck, 2012: 6), and the increasing sub-
sumption of (human and non-human) life “under the organizing principles of a capitalist
economy is an inherent, ever-present danger of life under capitalism that needs to be
politically counteracted” (Streeck, 2012: 3), infrastructural capitalism brings a quantum-
qualitative change to this dynamic. For this reason, it is worth imagining a revival/revi-
sion updated to the infrastructural turn of capitalism, of the Kulturkritik that has been
elaborated in relation to other phases of the development of this socio-economic forma-
tion (Borghi, 2021; Neilson, 2014). In this light, we must also understand a second aspect
of discontinuity in contemporary capitalism, compared to the way homo faber organized
metabolic exchange in previous stages. It concerns the dramatic extension of the “social-
reproductive contradiction” to a more-than-human contradiction. Again, it is not the pro-
cess itself that constitutes this discontinuity since it is intrinsic to how homo faber
operates in the world in the version that emerged within capitalism. But it is precisely the
quantitative and qualitative transformation of the extension (spatial and temporal, mate-
rial, and immaterial) of that contradiction that produces the unprecedented depth of this
fracture. The increased visibility of this contradiction is a symptom. The ruins of homo
faber become increasingly evident, even in those places where almost only its successes
have been celebrated (e.g. in the Western part of the world), though certainly not without
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conflict, obscuring its preconditions—material and immaterial, what is referred to as a
never-ending and always renewed process of “primitive accumulation” (Borghi and
Mezzadra, 2011)—that are displaced elsewhere, whether geographically (think of the
extractive processes ensured by the colonies) or socio-culturally (slavery as an extraction
process legitimated by the dehumanization of the subjects providing the labor, located in
a “moral elsewhere” from those who proclaim themselves fully human). Thus, the
attempt to explore a Kulturkritik of infrastructural capitalism might start with a revision
of the very concept of alienation, as Tsing (2015: 121) wrote, “considering it as a poten-
tial attribute of non-humans as well as humans” which concerns the whole world.

Of course, infrastructural capitalism is imbued with the colonial logic of homo faber.
After all, the concept of infrastructure is Western in origin, and planners intervening in
peripheral areas “still view putting basic infrastructures in place as a panacea for ‘back-
ward’ and ‘primitive’ conditions” (Van Laak, 2018). A Kulturkritik of infrastructural
capitalism therefore needs to re-read the very concept of infrastructure in order to make
it an analytical lens in the global South, in everyday contexts where infrastructures are
unreliable and highly unpredictable, and where it is therefore people who play infrastruc-
tural roles (Simone, 2021). Infrastructural capitalism represents the contemporary devel-
opment of global capitalism, transversally updating the North-South distinction. Then,
from time to time, it is necessary to elaborate an updated Kulturkritik, that is, to under-
stand the ways in which capitalism becomes infrastructural in specific historical, cultural
and political contexts, as, for example, Tse and Pun (2024) show by analyzing its mani-
festation in the Chinese context.

Between the real and the possible, inquiring the future
A paradoxical condition, rather than a crisis

As | said, my interest here is in the crisis scenario (questioning this last term and the aura
of urgency attached to it; Whyte, 2021) that homo faber has led us to, the role that infra-
structure plays in this scenario, and how we can place ourselves in it by trying to take a
different direction. The perspective from which | propose to understand and analyze
infrastructural capitalism and its contradictions differs from the otherwise valuable one
proposed by the Binghamton school. According to this school, the alternative presented
by scenarios of crisis and change can be traced to two categories: that of an evolutionary
crisis, like those capitalism has always gone through as a constantly transforming histori-
cal formation; or that of an epochal crisis, a condition that can only be excited by moving
toward something different from capitalism itself. The fact is that our condition is wholly
internal to these moments of crisis and change, where the alternative between these two
categories seems to presuppose an external or elevated point of view (or hindsight) with
respect to this condition. This condition is characterized by a paradox—*[a]ny theory of
infrastructure then ought to be a theory of paradox” (Howe et al., 2016: 559)—namely,
the coexistence of two seemingly opposing evolutionary directions that are actually inte-
gral parts of the same paradigm with very ancient roots, that of homo faber. Our present
is conceived as the fervent building of the conditions to fulfill a promise of the future
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(which is what infrastructures are), where we endlessly project the image of a “cornuco-
pian” world (Jonsson, 2014); an image that is coeval with the very birth of Cosmopolis
(Toulmin, 1992), in which homo faber is the protagonist. A situation that can be repre-
sented by the classic Moebius tape. On the one side of this Moebius strip, we see the
condition in which the constant acceleration of our forms of life through innovation is
considered the natural and necessary direction, with infrastructures being an indispensa-
ble and consubstantial factor in our social lives. On the other side of the strip, the accel-
eration serving the “dynamic stabilization” (Rosa, 2019) of infrastructural capitalism
implies the production of the ruins that homo faber has been leaving for centuries con-
stantly beside (rather than behind) himself—ruins of social structures, ecosystems,
esthetics, and sensibilities. In this part of the Moebius strip, in addition to the landscape
of debris and wreckage that infrastructural capitalism conceals behind the “smartness
mandate” and the social imaginary of a “frictionless world,”** what manifests is the
physiological (not pathological or exceptional) process of ruin-making, which is para-
doxically intrinsic to the promise of infrastructures.

If, as | have said, our point of view is inevitably caught up in and within this paradoxi-
cal condition, we cannot but make this paradox our own horizon. In this case, the alterna-
tive to the representation of an inertial reproduction of the existing (evolutionary crisis),
albeit marginally modified, is not its simple opposite, that of a palingenetic or apocalyp-
tic transformation (epochal crisis). Indeed, the danger of this dichotomous perspective is
to represent our condition as if the observer were in an external position. But every
observer is, on the contrary, part of the observed reality. And the representations pro-
duced by observation itself intervene in the context that is the object of observation,
helping to reproduce and/or modify it. It is therefore necessary to cultivate the critical
capacities of all citizens, avoiding any kind of “boundary between those with capacity
and those without, between those who can see and do more—that is, the few enlightened
by a specific form of critique—and those who do not know what they want because they
are entangled in the very matrix that devours their desires” (Quintana, 2022: 56). Not
least because such wise criticism often tends to become a “pedagogy of catastrophe,”
believing that the best can only come from the worst. A wish, however, formulated from
a distant and secure position, protected from the most damaging effects of that catastro-
phe, from which the very people in whose name this catastrophic change is evoked would
not escape (Quintana, 2022: 55). Instead, we must avoid alternatives that would propose,
updated to the times of the Anthropocene, what Berger (1976) denounced in a text, that
should be carefully reread today, as the “pyramids of sacrifice” that is, ecosystemic
destructions, sacrifice zones, violently extractive activities, and so on, deemed necessary
for development and the achievement of future well-being.

The future as Terra Nullius

The ruins we experience thus offer an opportunity to understand the paradoxical condi-
tion in which we find ourselves, reopening a horizon of possibilities that the promise of
infrastructures, as formulated in the key of infrastructural capitalism, seems to have
closed. In ruins, there is a “dialectic of modernity that should be remembered as we try
to imagine a future beyond the false promises of corporate neoliberalism and the



Borghi 11

globalized shopping mall. The future, not just of nostalgia, is at stake” (Huyssen, 2006:
20). Indeed, it is not certain that the opportunity opened by ruins will be seized. The
future imagined as the horizon of the possible is, in reality, a field of tension, the new
frontier that homo faber aspires to turn into yet another terra nullius.® The attempt to
make the future nothing more than an extension and reproduction of the present presents
itself in various forms. On the one hand, a transformation of the individualization pro-
cess has long been underway, resulting in a significant reversal of its meaning. It is a
relevant reversal, according to which a project of qualitative self-emancipation (the orig-
inal meaning of individualization) has been twisted into a systemic prerequisite (Honneth,
2004). The project of individualization is now incorporated into a mode of domination,
which “consists in endowing people with a formal autonomy and no less formally an
equal access to a range of ‘opportunities’ such that any failure, confronted with the estab-
lished tests, can be assimilated to a shortcoming in the one who, of her own free will, did
not want to seize ‘the opportunities offered her’ or who proved incapable of so doing”
(Boltanski, 2011: 128). The paradigm of homo faber is thus fully reincarnated in the
updated forms of the “entreployee,”*® the individual who—in the work context but not
only—feels responsible for their own performance, constantly proving their capacity,
competence, and skill (in fact, their productivity), even when dealing with social policies
that should help build and strengthen these very abilities (Borghi, 2011). Hence the pro-
liferation of rhetoric about the continuous development of individual potential, its
growth, and the idea that “where there’s a will, there’s a way”. The possible is thus reab-
sorbed into the social and cultural dynamics typical of neoliberal capitalism, whose
human costs are reflected in the growing struggle to be oneself, an increasing “corrosion
of character” and a more general rise of precarity.’

On the other hand, practices and technologies aimed at the “domestication of uncer-
tainty” (9) have multiplied. Through projections, scenarios, predictions based on the
power of algorithms and big data processing, as well as a growing capacity to profile
behaviors, which increasingly intertwine with a pervasive orientation of those same
behaviors, the possible gradually becomes “an integral part of the realistic ordering of
reality” (Guéguen and Jeanpierre, 2022: 9). In this context, the relationship with the
future takes on the forms of a contemporary mode of governance that Paprocki (2019,
2022b) defines as “anticipatory ruination.” This is a narrative structure centered on the
concept of crisis, which relates us to the future in a presentist format. “As a structure of
crisis, a narrative is made up of time,” and assumes a presentist format in the sense that
“time is put together (arranged) to favor a certain conception of the present as a means of
achieving power or protecting privilege” (Whyte, 2021).

Anticipatory ruination operates as a discursive model that anticipates (real or per-
ceived) threats to legitimize predominantly technocratic interventions in territories. In
doing so, it also destroys the imagination of other futures (Paprocki, 2019: 296-297).
Our condition of ecosystemic crisis is the result of a long history, although its accelera-
tion and extension have reached an unprecedented scale. In it, discontinuities, like those
I have tried to highlight, punctuate processes of continuity. A past of colonial infrastruc-
turing (material and immaterial) of terra nullius—where territories became prey to impe-
rial appetites of expropriation and exploitation of resources and human beings—connects
to a present in which climate change and the manifestations of this crisis, already evident
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now, are used to legitimize, for instance, voluntary home buyouts or forced displace-
ment, transforming agrarian or sacred lands into sacrifice zones for extractive operations
or renewable energy plants. Governance through the technique of anticipatory ruination
allows interventions in the present based on an imagined future, with the aim of repro-
ducing social relations of inequality, which characterize this present both in extra-urban
contexts (agricultural, forest, coastal territories; Paprocki, 2022b) and in urban settings
(in terms of urban regeneration or preparation for climate changes; Wakefield, 2018).
“The feeling of imminence that accompanies presentism leads people to obscure and
overshadow how their actions relate to the persistence of different forms of power”
(Whyte, 2021). Through the anticipation of future crises and threats, anticipatory ruina-
tion becomes “the fulcrum for reproducing existing unequal power relations and enact-
ing ruination in the present. It is the outcome of an emerging sociotechnical imaginary of
climate change that organizes the redistribution of power and resources in response to
emerging and anticipated threats (. . .). Anticipatory ruination is used not only to recon-
ceptualize the causes of ruination but also to reproduce ruination in the present”
(Paprocki, 2022a: 1402-1403).

Politicizing ruins, for “staying with the trouble”

We must therefore make use of the ruins in the sense of developing a political interpreta-
tion of them (Rahola, 2017; Stoler, 2016). The condition in which we find ourselves
requires us to look at the ruins not only as remnants and debris of a future already behind
us (ruina ruinata), but to pay attention to and question the processes that will lead to
further ruins in the future (ruina ruinans). This is a perspective that has been widely and
extensively developed (Bonnet et al., 2021; Monnin, 2021, 2023). “From the perspective
of the Anthropocene, the ruin must be rethought in its entirety: it is no longer the col-
lapsed building but the one that stands; no longer the moss-covered aqueduct but the
supply chain that feeds the world’s markets; the automated factory that runs at full capac-
ity with a minimum of workers, not forgetting the organizations and business models that
drive it” (Bonnet et al., 2021: 23). The politicization of ruins forces us to make explicit
and discuss our heritage, concerning everything related to commoning, meaning “the art
of organizing ourselves to take care of each other” (Maurel, 2023: 60), which can be
applied just as much to the “commons” (positive resources to be respected and repro-
duced) as to the “negative commons” (nuclear waste, polluted waters, contaminated
lands, but also inappropriate technologies, destructive business models, etc.; Bonnet
et al., 2021).

In this sense, ruins thinking is not a way of renouncing the transformation of the world
but an attempt to transform it by “staying with the trouble.” Crises, threats, and, as we
have seen, ruins can be interpreted differently. It is a matter of adopting a different
approach, leveraging eruptions of the “world” that exceed the dominant way in which
“reality” is instituted. We need only think back to the dramatic phase when the COVID-
19 pandemic forced us to rethink our lives, social organization, and its priorities: the
eruption of the world into what is the instituted reality always represents a moment in
which the possible (even when it deeply challenges us) reappears. In such circumstances,
the eruption of the world has at least the power to reveal the “non-necessity” of reality



Borghi 13

(Unger, 1987) and thus its revocability and transformability: “something of the world
precisely manifests itself every time that events or experiences, whose possibility—or in
the language of modern governance ‘probability’—had not been integrated into the pat-
tern of reality, make themselves present in speech and/or accede to the register of action,
whether individual or collective” (Boltanski, 2011: 58). So, contexts “can certainly chal-
lenge entrenched imaginary worlds and spaces of possibility and open up alternative
horizons for action” (Adloff, 2024). But, as | mentioned earlier, we must work collec-
tively within them with the awareness that we cannot access an external point of view.

As social scientists, we know that the direction taken in the organization of society is
not predetermined: the representational schemes by which we establish the relationship
between our present, the space of experience in which we place the past, and the horizon
of expectation in which we configure the future activate courses of action that performa-
tively push us toward one or the other direction at a fork in the road. In other words, the
collective elaboration of “possible worlds” (Goodman, 1978), which takes place in the
present starting from the practices of interpreting needs (i.e. the public sphere, according
to the perspective of Fraser, 1989: 2011), significantly conditions the production of future
forms of life. This is the terrain where the interaction between the possible and the real
occurs (Borghi, 2019; Guéguen and Jeanpierre, 2022). And it is precisely on this terrain
that the crucial role of infrastructures must be urgently examined. It is not, there- fore, a
futile exercise to try to study, to focus on and to critically analyze the borderline between
the real and the possible, the apparently immovable but in fact constantly evolv- ing
entanglement that constitutes the very fabric of the social in which we are immersed. This
is, in fact, the task of any social scientist (but not only) who does not wish to limit himself
or herself to a mere reflection of what exists (which is impossible). The analysis of how
infrastructures operate on this border seems to me to be an important task, espe- cially at
a time when they have assumed an unprecedented relevance in the functioning of
contemporary capitalism.

From an empirical point of view, this research approach can be exercised in several
areas. The aim is to focus on the processes through which phygit’ infrastructures increase
what has already been referred to as “infrastructural violence” (Rodgers and O’Neill,
2012). In a nutshell, these processes can manifest themselves in three different direc-
tions, the dynamics of which need to be studied empirically. A paradoxical moderniza-
tion, in which the dynamics of infrastructural capitalism impoverish the social bond to
the point of producing processes of “refeudalization” (Neckel, 2020; van Krieken, 2021).
A process of further dispossession of knowledge, with the dramatic intensification of
“symbolic misery” (Stiegler, 2014) and the crisis of the very cognitive basis of social
bonding. The proliferation of processes of ecosystem destruction, invisible through the
apparent immateriality of the same phygital infrastructures. More broadly, research on
infrastructural capitalism consists of an activity of “problematization”—to borrow
Castel’s (1994) approach to other aspects and phases of capitalism. In this sense, it is not
a matter of fleshing out yet another subdisciplinary field (the sociology of infrastructure).
Rather, what is needed is a Kulturkritik of infrastructural capitalism that can interpret the
relationship between multiple transformations as they emerge from empirical research in
different spheres of experience, from work to health, from interpersonal relations to the
organization of leisure.
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It is not a task that can be accomplished with conventional scientific tools. The politi-
cal reading of ruins and the connected relationship with the future calls for a public
sociology (Bifulco and Borghi, 2023) capable of combining the critical reflection of the
categories through which public discussion takes shape with a work of ruins thinking
inquiry—that is, an inquiry based on the “cognitive respect” of the daily experience of
the issues addressed, made by citizens and territories in order to build a possible future
with (not for) them. The public sociological approach referred to here, therefore, cer-
tainly does not intend—as Mahadeo (2024) rightly criticizes—to reproduce the arrogant
idea of the university as the only site of legitimate knowledge production and critique.
On the contrary, what is emphasized here is the relational nature of knowledge, the pro-
duction of which therefore requires both an active role of even the most vulnerable and
marginalized subjects and a transformation of the role of those doing academic work.
According to this approach, research must be redefined in such a way as to intensify its
democratic significance, since it also concerns the capacity to actively engage with the
circumstances in which we find ourselves living, and the link between the very local
scale of these circumstances and the more global scale of the issues addressed so far—in
other words, the capacity to aspire. On this point, Appadurai (2013: 269) argues that
“research should be recognized as a right of a special kind—that it be regarded as a more
universal and elementary ability,” especially where the contemporary world is often mis-
takenly referred to as the “knowledge society.” This is essential if a transformative con-
ception of imagined futures is not to be misunderstood as mere wishful thinking. On the
contrary, the politics of possibility requires a close link between the capacity to aspire
and the right to research because “without aspirations, there is no pressure to know
more,” and “without systematic tools for gaining relevant new knowledge, aspiration
degenerates into fantasy or despair” (Appadurai, 2013: 283). This understanding of the
relationship between research and the extension of democracy can help to create con-
crete conditions for the construction of territorial learning processes. (Montévil, 2024;
Morlat et al, 2021). Albeit in renewed forms, in light of the specific social, cultural,
economic and political conditions of infrastructure capitalism, as well as the horizon of
uncertainty into which we are thrown, it is essentially the activity of inquiry that these
various voices suggest we undertake. The archive of the pragmatist approach to the rela-
tionship between knowledge and experience, updated in the context of globe/planet
encounter, offers a promising set of tools for exploring a renewed connection between
research and democracy. “The inquiry—write Hennion and Monnin (2020)—is first and
foremost the one carried out by the people concerned themselves, working to turn their
concerns into public problems. This is not about communication or publicity [. . .]. The
aim is not to make known things that are “already there’ or to convince interests that have
already been established but to bring them about through public debate: here again, it
was the division between knowledge and action, between science and politics, that John
Dewey was challenging.”
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Notes
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The literal meaning of the Latin phrase homo faber fortunae suae, also alternatively expressed
as homo faber ipsius fortunae, means “man is the author of his own fortune.” It is an
expression attributed to the Roman author Appius Claudius Blind (350-271 BC), who used it
in his Sententiae, “Fabrum esse suae quemque fortunae,” fragment 3 of the collec- tion edited
by Willy Morel, 1995, Fragmenta poetarum Latinorum Epicorum et Lyricorum: praeter
Ennium et Lucilium, Lipsia, Teubner, 1995: 6 (URL: https://archive.org/details/
fragmentapoetaru0000more/page/6/mode/2up?q=Fabrum+).

To quote President Truman’s exact words: “we must embark on a bold new program for making
the benefits of our scientific advances and industrial progress available for the improvement and
growth of underdeveloped areas” (The Fourth Point in President Truman’s Inaugural Address,
January 20, 1949, https://ideas.repec.org/a/sae/anname/v268y1950i1p183-183.html).

The NATO Secretary at the time, Lord Ismael, had adopted the term infrastructure to refer in
general terms to “all those fixed installations which are necessary for the effective deploy-
ment and operations of modern armed forces” (cited in Carse, 2017, 31).

This pattern of relation to the world can be empirically traced, for example, in contempo- rary
forms of technological solutionism and bioengineering approaches to the problems of
ecological crisis. These are further extensions, in space and time, of the logic of control and
domination proper to homo faber (see e.g. Fulvi and Wodak, 2024; McLean, 2020; Taffel,
2018).

This is not to elaborate a precise historical reconstruction of the relationship between
Renaissance, homo faber and capitalism. I don’t have neither the competence nor the space.
The point to be emphasized, also recalled by Appadurai with regard to the concept of “tra-
jectorism,” is the non-overlapping between the figure of homo faber, as it assumes a paradig-
matic role from the Renaissance onward, and capitalism itself. The overcoming of the latter, a
horizon already very challenging in itself, would not imply the automatic overcoming of this
paradigm and the conception of the world it contains.

Knowledge, according to Stiegler (2020: 187) consists of three dimensions: knowledge of
how to do (savoir faire), knowledge of how to live (savoir vivre), and knowledge of how to
think (savoir penser).

This is the definition of capitalism, where the latter is understood in an expanded sense and
not reduced to its mere economic system (Fraser and Jaeggi, 2018).

The trilogy included The Craftsman (2008), Together: The Rituals, Pleasures, and Politics of
Cooperation (2012) and Building and Dwelling: Ethics for the City (2018). The figure of
homo faber is discussed also by Supiot (2019) and Revelli (2006). Probably the first use in
social sciences’ sphere of this figure is due to Max Scheler: for a discussion of this, see
Hickman (2019).

An aspect that was extensively studied by Braverman (1974). When Stiegler speaks of a “new
stage of proletarianization™ linked to the technology’s evolution, he takes the issue to a higher
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12.
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level, but in fact the quality and effects attributed to this dynamic by both authors do not seem
dissimilar.

The idea of the abolition of the sense of limit is part of a broader imaginary institution of soci-
ety according to which modernity consists in a program of systematic expansion of human
reach, which makes the full and complete availability of the world and other forms of life its
key principle of deployment (Rosa, 2019: 307—-310). An empirical example of this model of
relationship with the world can clearly be found in the American myth of the conquest of the
“frontier,” the ruinous effects of which—of the environment, on the indigenous peoples—are
historically evident. A process so ruinous that it leads to its opposite, a sense of angry and
fearful closure, which is plastically represented by the centrality of the Wall in the political
imaginary (Grandin, 2019).

The social imaginary, writes Castoriadis (1975: 7), “is not the image of. It is the incessant and
essentially indeterminate creation—socio-historical and psychic—of figures/forms/images on
the basis of which alone there can be a question of ‘something’. What we call ‘reality’ and
‘rationality’ is its work.” Thanks to this approach “rather than assuming connectivity as given,
imaginaries can be approached as empirical spaces from which to observe the creative
processes productive of connectivity” (Lobo-Guerrero et al., 2020, 5).

These are mechanisms that have been extensively documented by Said (1993), for example,
on an esthetic and cultural level.

These issues are addressed in a now extensive literature; se for example, Halpern et al. (2017),
Schréter (2012), and Orenstein (2011).

This concept dates back to Greco-Roman classicism. In the course of history, during the
period of the European colonial and imperialist project, it has undergone transformations, but
it has retained its deeper meaning, which has led to the treatment of the lands thus defined as
no man’s lands. “If humans were physically present, then for many Europeans there was
something about the way they organized their lives and societies that made them less than
human. They would not be fully human until they entered the civitas or imperium. Early-
modern European elites applied this ancient Greek and Roman idea to the new situations that
they encountered in their explorations. Its ethnocentrism, which masqueraded as universal-
ism, now had a much wider field for systematic application and abuse” (Zukas, 2005: 53).
“The most important criterion for describing this new capitalism (. . .) is the readiness to self-
responsibly bring one’s own abilities and emotional resources to bear in the services of
individualized projects. In this way, the worker becomes an ‘entreployee’ or himself an
entrepreneur; no longer induced to participate in capitalist practices by external compulsion
or incentives, he is in a sense self-motivated” (Hartmann and Honneth, 2006: 45).

These issues have been addressed by a number of seminal works which have since opened up
further investigation and research on the subject: see Sennett (2008,1998), Ehrenberg (1998),
and Castel (2009).
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