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ARTICLE

Digitality, Rhetoric, and Protocological Fascism; Or, Fascist
Ants & Democratic Cicadas
Damien Smith Pfister

University of Maryland

ABSTRACT
Myths about pharmaka are especially useful during dramatic
cultural and technical changes. This essay first explores
a contemporary myth, Bernard Stiegler’s “Allegory of the
Anthill,” as a warning about protocological fascism – the
industrialized and undemocratic exercise of control through
digital infrastructures. Following Stiegler, I suggest that the
algorithms structuring many digital technologies threaten to
impose ant-like efficiency logics on subjects, making them
more susceptible to the homogenizing political impulses of
fascism. If not the logos of the ant, what should we aspire to?
To answer this question, I turn to the myth of the cicadas in
Plato’s Phaedrus. Lysias, Socrates’ antithesis in the Phaedrus,
is associated with an ant-like practical rhetoric that prizes
industry over virtue. Opposed to the ant’s efficiency logics is
the cicada, associated with poetic world-making, joy, and
mania. I argue that the cicada might be recuperated as an
icon of democratic renewal, resonance, resistance, and re-
enchantment.

Pharmaka Myths

Plato’s Phaedrus opens with a mythic warning about the risks of playing
with pharmaka, that famously ambiguous term meaning “drugs” or “cures”
that the Phaedrus later uses to explore the intoxicating effects of rhetoric
and writing. As Socrates and Phaedrus wander outside of Athens, looking
for a place to rest and discourse, the two interlocutors pass by a place near
the river Illisus that prompts Phaedrus to ask if this is the spot where
Orithuia was blown away by the wind god, Boreas. No, Socrates says, that
is further down the river. As Socrates recites his understanding of the myth,
he notes that Orithuia was playing with Pharmacia near some rocks when
the tragedy occurred (Plato 1997a, 229b-d).1 His recollection of the myth
opens the dialogue and foreshadows Plato’s critique of the pharmakon of
writing at the end of the dialogue, which warns that written texts, like
Orithuia, can get interpretively blown about. Writing may seem like an
innocent playmate, but it risks distracting otherwise good souls, thus
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making them susceptible to dangers. Socrates becomes willing to engage the
pharmakon of writing with Phaedrus, bidding him to reveal the scroll
concealed in his clothing, but not so close to the site of Orithuia’s tragedy.
His reluctance to go further down the river performs his claim that
Phaedrus should keep writing and pharmaka alike at a distance, caring for
logos through dialectic instead.

If the Phaedrus is primarily a dialogue about caring for logos (as Derrida
argues in 1981, 77–80), then why open with a myth? And why do other
myths – the myth of Theuth, the myth of the charioteer, and the myth of the
cicadas – appear at pivotal moments in the dialogue? Despite Plato’s skepti-
cism about mythos as a grounding for a well-run civic life, his embrace of
myths as dramatic teaching tools recognizes that they are potent resources
for coming to understand new phenomena and for navigating complex
cultural moments like the one that Socrates and Phaedrus find themselves
in. For myths are moralizing without losing their generativity, and broadly
suggestive without being overly prescriptive. Reinterpreting old myths in
light of new cultural circumstances is a time-honored tradition of cultural
production, as is inventing new myths to deal with circumstances that
ancient cultures could not have foreseen.

This essay thus heeds Jensen and Ratcliffe’s (2018) recent call to revisit the
role of foundational myths in the touchstones of rhetorical history by scrutiniz-
ing founding myths like those in the Phaedrus from new theoretical vantage
points. This approach promises to revise understandings of rhetorical histories
and re-craft the use-value of myths in fast evolving media ecologies. I aim to
deliver on these promises through a comparative analysis of two myths about
pharmaka separated by nearly 2500 years: the myth of the cicadas in Plato’s
Phaedrus and Stiegler’s (2014) essay “Allegory of the Anthill: The Loss of
Individuation in the Hyper-industrial Age.” “Allegory of the Anthill” inven-
tively suggests that citizens subjected to the forces of digitization can be likened
to ants scrambling in service to the goals of the capitalist state, becoming more
susceptible to the homogenizing political impulses of fascism. Stiegler’s myth
offers a frame for conceptualizing a relationship between digital pharmaka and
fascism that I term “protocological fascism.” Protocological fascism identifies
the propensity for digital media dominated by capitalism to collapse logos into
logistics, standardizing interactions through protocols. This is not a totalizing
critique of internetworked communication, which is a diverse ecology of
practices. Rather, the concept of protocological fascism steers critical attention
to how the enabling infrastructures of digitality are created through industrial
processes and undemocratic procedures. In analogizing ants and their making
of anthills to the role of interchangeable subjects coordinated by digital tech-
nologies, Stiegler animates – or, more literally, makes animate – developing
critiques of how digital algorithms order communication and culture in ways
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that facilitate the expansion of control societies (Cheney-Lippold 2018; Deleuze
1992; Hui 2015; Rouvroy and Berns 2013).

The use of non-human animals as mythic resources for theorizing logos
has a storied past in rhetorical studies. As Debra Hawhee (2017) points out,
logos across rhetorical traditions is often tied to a species divide between
human and non-human creatures – “we humans” have it, and “those ani-
mals” do not. Nonetheless, non-human animals often play a vibrant role in
showing us what logos can do. Perhaps the steady reliance on non-human
animals to theorize logos is, in part, because of Plato’s assertion in The Sophist
that logos is a living thing (Plato 1997b, 260a). Riffing off this passage,
Jacques Derrida notes “Logos is a zōon. An animal that is born, grows,
belongs to the physis” (Derrida 1981, 79). To narrow Derrida’s relational
claim about logos and zōon, we might ask what kind of zōon is logos? More
precisely for the purposes of this essay, what kind of zōon might we want our
logos to be in a cultural moment defined by the resurgence of the old fascisms
and the emergence of protocological fascism?

To answer this question, I turn to the mytho-historical contest between the
ant and the cicada, memorably if obliquely invoked in Plato’s Phaedrus. The
efficiently enthymizing Lysias, Socrates’ foil in the Phaedrus, is associated
with an ant-like practical rhetoric that prizes industry over virtue (Fredal
2017). Indeed, the neutral and technical rhetoric of Lysias could well be seen
as a precursor to the instrumental rationalities that underpin contemporary
digital technologies of control. In the ancient world, cicadas functioned in
counterpoise to the ant. Associated with the Muses, poetic world-making,
joy, and mania, the cicada might be recuperated today as an icon that
entangles rhetoric, democracy, and ecology. Rescued from Plato’s prejudice
against rhetoric, and advantaged by contemporary entomology, I reinterpret
the myth of the cicada for an anti-fascist politics grounded in the promise of
democratic renewal, resonance, resistance, and re-enchantment amidst the
ever-present threat of standardization.

In following the zoological investments of Stiegler, Hawhee, and Derrida,
I trace how the entomological myths of the ant and the cicada inform
ongoing struggles over the shape of digital logoi. My argument unfolds in
three parts. First, I situate protocological fascism in a longer history of
fascism and articulate Stiegler’s “Allegory of the Anthill” as a mythic warning
about digitality’s future. Second, I offer a reading of Plato’s Phaedrus that
highlights the myth of the cicada as a counterpoint to the logic of the ant.
Finally, I suggest how the mythic associations of the cicada might inspire
a re-orientation of digital culture away from protocological fascism.

JOURNAL FOR THE HISTORY OF RHETORIC 5



Protocological Fascism and the Allegory of the Anthill

Two models of fascism precede and contour protocological fascism: classical
fascism and everyday fascism. Classical fascism features a demagogue that
fuses state and corporate apparatuses in order to suppress dissent and
scapegoat the Other (Burke 1939).2 Everyday fascism, also known as “micro-
fascism” or “ur-fascism,” identifies how the standardizing and brutish
features of classical fascism are often subtilized in commonplace interactions.
Everyday fascism tracks how, in Bradford Vivian’s words, power functions
“according to established rules, conditions, or habituations regarding what
counts as true and who can most authoritatively adjudicate questions of truth
itself” (Vivian 2018, 420; see also Eco 1995; Foucault 1983). These networks
of power/knowledge control subjects in ways that are more difficult to resist
than classical fascism, as a leader scapegoating a class of people is easier to
identify then a diffuse cultural assumption that subtly privileges one way of
being, knowing, or valuing over another. Thus, what unites classical and
everyday fascism is a reliance on what Natasha Lennard calls “fascistic
habits,” the “practices of authoritarianism and domination and exploitation
that form us” (Lennard 2019, 14–5).

Protocological fascism is intensified by a new phase of digital industriali-
zation built around a set of standardizing protocols aimed at extracting
profit. In this way, it resembles classical fascism’s earlier amplification of
institutional power through industrialization. The family resemblance to
everyday fascism comes in the recognition that power flows through many
routines, including the computational routines that undergird much of daily
life in digitally-networked cultures. From this perspective, code concretizes
everyday fascism. Protocological fascism represents a further recession of
fascism from the discursive networks that constitute power/knowledge for-
mations to the opaque technical infrastructures that condition even those
discourse networks. If discourse establishes rules, conditions, and habitua-
tions in disciplinary societies, then control societies – which are intensifica-
tions of disciplinary societies rather than breaks from them – establish rules,
conditions and habituations through infrastructural protocols (Deleuze
1992, 3–4).

As Alexander Galloway writes, “Protocols refer specifically to standards
governing the implementation of specific technologies. Like their diplomatic
predecessors, computer protocols establish the essential points necessary to
enact an agreed-upon standard of action … These conventional rules govern
the set of possible behavior patterns within a heterogeneous system”
(Galloway 2004, 7). The pre-digital history of protocol in diplomatic, mili-
tary, and social circles is associated with decorum, appropriateness, and
control – the kind of discourse formations associated with everyday fascism.
However, the etymology of protocol points to more infrastructural origins.
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The protokollon was literally the first page glued to a scroll (protos is “first,”
kolla is “glue” in ancient Greek), typically identifying the contents within the
rolled papyrus. A protokollon is a logos in the sense that it ordered the
content of the scroll, not just topically by disclosing the contents, but infra-
structurally, by establishing the parameters of the scroll’s size. Infrastructures
implicitly or explicitly imply protocols. Architectural infrastructures imply
protocols for movement: a museum guides a visitor through a preferred path
of an exhibit just as a sidewalk implies an appropriate means of walking
a neighborhood. Digital infrastructures have protocols as well, from the TCP/
IP protocols that Galloway analyzes, to the algorithmic protocols that shape
social networking feeds or recommendation engines.3

These three fascisms – classical, everyday, and protocological – need not
be seen as some kind of progressive evolution that implies protocological
fascism has supplanted classical fascism or that protocological fascism is
better or worse than everyday fascism. They coincide today as they coincided
in earlier historical eras. We have always had protocological fascism, though
we have not always recognized it as such. And, to be sure, protocol is not just
repressive. Like all forms of power, protocol is generative, too. Without
protocols, digital technologies would not be interoperable, medical treatment
regimens would be highly erratic, and democratic decision-making would be
willy-nilly. Interpersonal communication would be more difficult without
a turn-taking protocol, and important public addresses would fade into the
background of chatter without the protocols that draw attention to inaugu-
rals or announcements of national emergency. As Galloway notes (para-
phrasing Foucault), “it’s not that protocol is bad but that protocol is
dangerous” (Galloway 2004, 16). So, while protocols are enabling conditions
for communication and culture, they also open up new avenues for control
that enforce standardized conventions of appropriateness or truth. An algo-
rithmic protocol that sorts a news feed on Facebook or Twitter, for example,
uses particular variables such as recency and engagement in order to con-
struct a feed that the corporation knows will secure user attention. Users
cannot change the variables that constitute the algorithm; indeed, the vari-
ables are fixed in order to extract maximum profit from user attention.
Although “fascism” seems like a strong term to apply in this context, it
usefully marks how many digital protocols are composed by private compa-
nies with thin commitments to democratic procedures and concealed from
all but the technical elite. Protocological fascism identifies how the logics of
control that are features of classical and everyday fascism are made even
more subtle by receding into infrastructures that appear neutral and
objective.

Bernard Stiegler’s “Allegory of the Anthill” links my concept of protoco-
logical fascism to contemporary digitality’s ant-like propensities through two
terms: grammatization and concretization. Grammatization is the systematic
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breakdown of continuous processes into discrete ones, which opens up
opportunities for more granular control (Stiegler 2014, 53–7). As Nathan
Crick (2010) explains, writing was used by the Sophists to grammatize the
otherwise continuous flow of speech and allowed them to exert more control
over language and magnify their power in rhetorical displays.
Grammatization processes, when governed by authorities of the state or
corporations, are powerful tools for standardization and thus for introducing
degrees of control that may gradually accrete into fascist protocols.4 To
paraphrase Galloway and Foucault, it is not that grammatization is bad,
but that grammatization is dangerous – especially when dominated by
corporations or states.

Indeed, the grammatization of attention since the early twentieth century
is a case study in the dangers of grammatization from above, leading into
Stiegler’s myrmidonian analogy. To grammatize attention means to capture,
categorize, evaluate, analyze, position, commodify, and sell discrete moments
of attention, which is the province of a surprisingly vast and sophisticated
network of “attention merchants” that broker these attentional dynamics
(Wu 2016). The vast expansion in trackable and calculable knowledge
about attention that digital technologies have created can be found in
newly created trails of likes, favorites, hearts, purchases, and clicks. Of course,
efforts to capture and direct or control attention are as old as the project of
living together – the ancient rhetoricians knew better than most that atten-
tion was foundational to all human activities. What is different in the context
of digital technologies is that these attention processes can be captured in
more granular ways and they are captured ubiquitously. Once attention is
grammatized, broken down into discrete elements, it can be standardized
through the pressure of normativity and manipulated through subtle infra-
structural nudges.

The grammatization of attention is enabled by a new host of digital
prostheses – smartphones, tablets, activity trackers, smartwatches, and aug-
mented and virtual reality devices – that function for Stiegler like an ant’s
exoskeleton, mediating information between the human body and the
broader ecology. Indeed, the vision of full body haptic suits paired with
virtual reality headsets makes the exoskeletal aspects of digital devices abun-
dantly clear. This phenomenon of encasing human bodies in prosthetics,
Stiegler observes, is a key step in “becoming-arthropod” because it makes
possible the digital capture of a wide range of bodily phenomena, like symbol
use, physiological condition, and geographic location (Stiegler 2014, 64).
Digital technologies interpret actions of the body and, through datafication,
convert those actions into discrete data points following a pre-established
grammar. For example, an activity tracker interprets the movement of an
arm as a discrete step based on a proprietary calculation that categorizes
some movements as steps and some movements as not-steps. As Stiegler
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explains, “the digital discretization of all movements in individuation effec-
tively allows for their ordering, treatment, calculation and imitation” (Stiegler
2014, 68). This phenomenon is most easily visible in web searching, as any
web search shapes the subsequent performance of the search algorithm. As
search becomes algorithmically meshed with geolocation data from GPS
devices, physiological data from activity trackers, and information from
virtual and augmented reality experiences, then the search algorithm can
draw on even more data points to deliver more precise algorithmically-
tailored results.

The exoskeletal nature of digital prostheses make concrete the bodily
activities that would otherwise be lost to history and memory. Stiegler writes
that this “subjection of the user-consumer to the process of concretization
constituted by the network corresponds pretty well to the system of capture
constitutive of the anthill” (Stiegler 2014, 67). Concretization refers to the
ability to exteriorize and preserve information in a way that can be subse-
quently built upon. Speech’s power to concretize is weak compared to other
media. A word, uttered, radiates outward as sound waves, sometimes finding
purchase in an ear drum and otherwise hitting recalcitrant objects, but the
moment is easily lost to time, and memory defies programmatic search.
Speech may etch affective grooves into receptive bodies, but the body is
a complicated archive, presenting opacities for any interpreter. Only over
centuries are commonplaces concretized through speech. By contrast, visual,
written, print, electronic, and digital media make communication more
concrete, as reflected in the citational recognition that scholars stand on
the shoulders of their predecessor’s inscribed work. Digital technologies
intensify the more regular exteriorization and preservation – concretization –
of thought and speech and movement and bodily states and location (and
more, ever more). Digital data, in turn, make communication and informa-
tion more permanent, archivable, searchable, and manipulable than prior
media ecologies, thus producing raw material for algorithmic processing to
use in patterning flows of life.

These digital concretizations are analogous to ant pheromones. Stiegler
reasons that “an individual connected to global networks … emits and
receives messages to and from the network of servers, where the memory
of collective behavior is recorded – just like an ant, which, secreting its
pheromones, inscribes its behavior on the territory of the anthill, decoding
and commanding, by way of a gradient, the behavior of other ants” (Stiegler
2014, 76–7). The preservation of digital communication gradually builds
layers of data – that is, exteriorized memories preserved with the inorganic
support of digital technology – in a way that is not dissimilar from anthills
built in a similarly incrementalist fashion. “In the case of ants,” Stiegler
explains, “pheromones are the chemical traces inscribed on the ants’ habitat
as support – the anthill and the surrounding pathways marked by individual
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hunters – and as a mapping of the collective” (Stiegler 2014, 76). In ant
colonies, an individual food hunter wanders about until they find food, at
which point they bring the food back to the anthill while laying down
a pheromonal trail. As other ants pick up the chemical trace leading to
food, they reinforce the pheromonal trail and thus, instinctively, further
concretize the pheromonal relation between the food and the anthill.
Rather than inviting critical reflection, ant pheromones provide strong scripts
for action, which, like the algorithmic scripts of digital culture, shape activity
without drawing attention to their infrastructural qualities.

The ant/algorithm overlap around scripts is not incidental. Ants’ phero-
monal trails are often taken as biomimetic inspiration for algorithms, as in
the case of the Ant Colony Optimization algorithm. The Ant Colony
Optimization algorithm is modeled after the tendency of ants to identify
and mark with pheromones the shortest path between food and their colony.
As computer scientists Marco Dorigo and Thomas Stützle explain, “Ants
coordinate their activities via stigmergy, a form of indirect communication
mediated by modifications of the environment … the idea behind ant algo-
rithms is then to use a form of artificial stigmergy to coordinate societies of
artificial agents” (Dorigo and Stützle 2004, 1). Stigmergic communication,
the use of traces inscribed on infrastructures to coordinate heterogenous
agents in complex ecologies, characterizes much digital activity from simple
web searches to, in the case of Ant Colony Optimization algorithms specifi-
cally, network routing, data mining, vehicle routing, ride sharing, machine
learning, and coordination of the internet of things.

Thus, in Stiegler’s allegorical telling, humans under digital conditions are
increasingly guided, like ants, by stigmergic infrastructures created by large,
unaccountable technology firms: “There are no longer individuals, but sheep-
like, tribalized, particulars, moving towards a social organization of arthropo-
morphic, reactive, cognitive agents, which tend no longer to produce symbols,
but, like ants, digital pheromones” (Stiegler 2014, 73). This claim seems to replicate
the worst of mid-twentieth century mass society theorists in ascribing massifica-
tion to those that engaged with then–new media like film, television, and radio.
Indeed, Stiegler’s use of “sheep-like” is not a particularly charitable animal invoca-
tion, though, as I will shortly show, it is recoverable. Though allegory tends toward
hyperbole, Stiegler’s non-hyperbolic argument that humans produce more “meta-
data” than “data” any given day deserves a signal boost: our likes and reactions to
digital posts, pairedwith the passively collected data on our attention, geo-location,
network activity, and purchasing activity, are all digital-pheromonal concretiza-
tions that shape the network in such a way as to produce standards and protocols.
For Stiegler, the “pheromones” left by concretizations of digital communication
similarly activates a “reactive,” or, as I would characterize it, an “affective-reactive,”
stance amongst citizens becoming arthropod in internetworked societies. The
communicative grooves inscribed in digital networks are difficult to escape,
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playing into and amplifying the established affective dispositions of publics
(Papacharissi 2014).

The temptation here is to read Stiegler’s Allegory of the Anthill crassly, to
make perfectly isomorphic the parallels between networks of digital commu-
nication and networks of pheromonal transmission by ants. But Stiegler’s
point is subtler. Just as trails of ant pheromones are infrastructural artifacts
that shape the constitution of an ant colony, so are digital trails infrastruc-
tural artifacts of digital communication networks. To think with the meta-
phor of digital pheromones is to take seriously that we leave residues from
every action produced through and captured by digital technology and that
those residues have consequences (Hartelius 2018). We leave digital trails
that shape the future contours of the communicative infrastructure. These
infrastructures are what Thomas Rickert (2013) calls ambient rhetorics that
extend our horizons and contexts of interpretation, shaping our bodies
through attunements and affective intensities. Rickert’s conceptualization of
ambient rhetoric recognizes the power of stigmergic communication, espe-
cially the “artificial” stigmergic communication occurring through ubiqui-
tous computing technologies. The difference between the artificial digital
pheromones and their ant equivalents is that digital pheromones are struc-
tured by attention metrics developed by and favoring capitalist extraction of
profit from attention, whereas ant pheromones emerged organically and
gradually as a method for communal well-being. In other words, digital
technology firms have turned ant colony practices into computational pro-
tocols that serve the interests of the powerful. The colony metaphor is
surprisingly apt, then, in describing what Nick Couldry and Ulises
A. Mejias call “data colonialism,” which “combines the predatory extractive
practices of historical colonialism with the abstract quantification methods of
computing” (Couldry and Mejias 2018, 1). In sum, protocological fascism
turns stigmergic communication into an instrument that preserves and
expands state and corporate power.

Digital pheromones are effective agents of stigmergic communication,
Stiegler makes clear, because they are in effect permanent. A brief rain
won’t wash away accumulated digital concretizations as easily as it erases
an ant’s chemical trace. Indeed, it is because the retentional power of digital
technologies is so strong that the risk of protocological fascism is so great.
The retentions of the algorithmic system guide the protentions; what an
algorithmic system retains from past use establishes the parameters for
what it projects into future uses (Stiegler 2018, 48). Can a system computa-
tionally constituted primarily by past interactions ever be expected to escape
fascist tendencies? Safiya Noble’s (2018) Algorithms of Oppression gives
reason for doubt. As she shows to devastating effect, the algorithmic reten-
tions related to searches about black women – that is, the concretizations laid
down from past searches that condition the algorithm – are steeped in racist
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and sexist assumptions, offering a window into recent historical patterns of
search. These past searches are then encoded into Google’s auto-completing,
predictive search function such that when a user types into a search bar “why
are black women so,” they are met with a range of reductive, stereotypical,
racist and sexist anticipations of what they might want to ask. And, indeed,
even if it is just scholarly curiosity that makes one click on these protentions,
then it consolidates the power of that particular retention for future users. As
the wake of the 2016 election displayed, through the psychographics of
Cambridge Analytica and the computational propaganda efforts of Russia,
the retentions that contemporary algorithmic targeting is built upon trade on
deeply ingrained stereotypes (Angwin, Varner, and Tobin 2017). Indeed, the
digital programming industries aim to further standardize the retentional
process – to trade in stereotypes – so that they can better guide users toward
consumer-driven projections.

Digital pheromones, understood as residues of communicative interaction
captured by digital technology, do not necessarily entail the kind of standardiza-
tion that critics of classical and everyday fascism decry. Indeed, the tropes of
personalization advanced by the large digital firms would imply the opposite.
Stiegler’s response is to argue not that content is becoming standardized, as in
earlier fascist regimes, but that patterns of attention and interaction are becom-
ing standardized through what he calls “hyper-synchronization” (Stiegler 2014,
74–7). This is what the Allegory of the Anthill allows us to see coming into view:
corporately controlled digital technology is producing a society where indivi-
duals are seen as merely cells in a hyper-synchronized collective, like ants in an
ant colony (Stiegler 2014, 74). Hyper-synchronization is about standardizing
lived experience so that the frictions created by difference are eliminated,
greasing the wheels of profitability for major corporate firms. As Stiegler writes,
“the tendency of capitalism to hyper-synchronize the temporalities of conscious-
ness, to eliminate their diachronies and, as such, to annul their singularities by
turning them into particularities, that is, mere parts of the whole. In this way,
capitalism, in its hyper-industrial – that is, hyper-computational – stage,
expresses a totalitarian tendency consisting in the tendency to reduce everything
to calculation, to turn all singularity into mere parts of a whole” (Stiegler 2011,
49). Translated: capitalism economizes conscious time (attention) through
grammatization (breaking up a singular individual to the discrete particularities
that can be measured and controlled) in order to increase the calculability of life
in the service of consumerism, which results in the kind of synchronic standar-
dization that is symptomatic of protocological fascism.

Hyper-synchronization is the goal of the anthill, where individual ants
sublimate themselves in service to the queen’s propagatory capacities.5 Any
individual ant is a fungible, interchangeable resource; indeed, when
a sociotomy is performed on an ant colony, where a certain class of ants
that, for example, do the caretaking is removed, the colony reestablishes
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equilibrium by reassigning roles. This role reassignment is only possible
because the pheromones left behind by prior ants provide scripts for the
new ants to interpret and act upon. Function – standardized by prior
actions – is all. Digital technologies are similarly functionalizing their users,
making them interchangeable and fungible, identifying roles compatible with
technoliberal capital rather than the pursuit of individual singularity and
collective solidarity.6 Subjects are increasingly positioned as innovators of the
self, required to automatically adapt or adjust to changes in function with the
assistance of their digital prostheses: sync up or drop out. This emphasis on
the synchronic and the functional trades off with understanding ourselves as
diachronic and singular. “To the extent that the integrated cardino-calendaric
system brings people to live increasingly in real-time and in the present,”
Stiegler claims, we lose an appreciation for our diachronicity, our sense of
self, other, and collective as constituted through historical processes with
a future open to possibility (Stiegler 2014, 77). Uber, as the most visible
marker of the “gig economy,” examples this claim. Uber as a platform only
exists because of the algorithmic hyper-synchronicity enabled by digital
devices (Vanderbilt 2017).7 Summon an Uber, and it uses digital phero-
mones – traces inscribed on the environment by GPS – to identify drivers
close by. Any driver will do – it is the function, not the person, that is
important in this relationship. Hyper-synchronization shrinks our anticipa-
tory horizons to the now, the synchronic and the functional, and thus
forestalls our thinking otherwise of the past, of reasonably funded public
transportation and unionized cabs, or potential futures, of self-driving Ubers
and decaying public transportation infrastructures.

Part of the risks of protocological fascism is that it goes uninterrogated
until it has become an infrastructural fait accompli. Once incorporated into
infrastructure, protocols are difficult to identify and argue against – if one
can even identify them, given how many algorithms are black boxed
(Pasquale 2015). They become part of our routines, infrastructures of
power/knowledge that naturalize some epistemologies, ontologies, and axiol-
ogies instead of others. While protocols begin as logoi, as ways of ordering
that emerge from arguments, proofs of concept, comparisons, and all the
other means of suasion that protocol makers might employ, once released
into the world those logoi become merely logistics – infrastructurally estab-
lished ways of enacting, distributing, representing. “Protocol,” Galloway
argues, “is against interpretation” (Galloway 2004, 52). Public deliberation
about the values encoded in algorithms or any other digital technology is
minimal and of minimal consequence. Thus, manipulation of “choice archi-
tectures” by states and corporations (sometimes in conjunction) is becoming
increasing common, as seen by the increase in “nudges” being designed into
digital infrastructures (Hample 2019). As Shosanna Zuboff explains, “sur-
veillance capitalists discovered that the most-predictive behavioral data come
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from intervening in the state of play in order to nudge, coax, tune, and herd
behavior toward profitable outcomes. Competitive pressures produced this
shift, in which automated machine processes not only know our behavior but
also shape our behavior at scale. With this reorientation from knowledge to
power, it is no longer enough to automate information flows about us; the
goal now is to automate us” (Zuboff 2018, 23–4). Or, as Zuboff quotes a data
scientist talking about consumers, “‘We are learning how to write the music,
and then we let the music make them dance’” (Zuboff 2018, 588). To raise
questions about ant-like orchestrations of the social is not a totalizing cri-
tique of stigmergic communication. Most or much of communication may
well be stigmergic. Rather, I am critiquing stigmergic communication shaped
by corporate and state entities that identify private profit as the highest value
to be relentlessly pursued at all costs. Stigmergic communication in ant
colonies is used to encourage maximum productivity out of worker ants –
indeed, stigmergy was originally defined as the “stimulation of the workers
by the very performances they have achieved” (quoted in Dorigo, Di Caro,
and Gambardella 1999, 140). It should give us pause when stigmergic com-
munication in human cultures is used to similarly extract maximum produc-
tion out of human workers.

While the anthill is often taken positively as the signature example of the
power of emergent, unorchestrated social organization in digital cultures,
Stiegler’s allegory makes visible that the kind of emergence occurring within
contemporary political economies relies on an orchestrated hyper-
synchronization that is consistent with fascism’s monologistic unity. Under
conditions of digitality, fascism is less likely to be focalized around a single
passionate leader, and more likely to be a distributed set of protocols that
must be obeyed (or else participation in the larger collective will be limited).
Stiegler argues this kind of deeply subtilized, infrastructurally recessed con-
trol makes people feel disposable, fungible, interchangeable. Functionalized
from cradle to grave, subjects feel themselves “being remote-controlled” to
which they respond with disaffection and resentment (Stiegler 2014, 77).
“When human beings are controlled,” Stiegler observes, “and when this
control deprives them of their desire, that is, their singularity, they become
bestial and furious, in the sense that their drives are unleashed, until even-
tually they become radically uncontrollable” (Stiegler 2012, 11). Thus, even
though there are moments in which digital technologies appear to aid social
activists and radically democratic movements, there are other moments in
which disaffection and resentment pools around the digital pheromones that
have been previously laid down. For example, the role of internetworked
communication platforms in inspiring mass shooters in the United States is
devastating evidence of how the traces of past atrocities have a stigmergic
effect in stimulating future shootings.
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Fascist Ants, Democratic Cicadas

Stiegler’s Allegory of the Anthill is an exercise in speculative thinking that, in
extrapolating nascent digital conditions, imagines a possible future to avoid.
This is what allegories do: in their extreme moralism, they contain, to borrow
from Kenneth Burke (1973), equipment for living. The equipment for living
provided by Stiegler’s allegory is a reminder that turning humans into
creatures fulfilling standardized functions for the social body is, almost by
definition, fascism. So, if we ought not aspire to the logos of the ant, then
what creature might allegorize a different, anti-fascist path? The myth of the
cicadas in Plato’s Phaedrus, implicitly riffing off Aesop’s famous fable “The
Ant and the Cicada” offers alternative arthropodic orientations for how we
might take care of the logos in a way that resists protocological fascism.

“The Ant and the Cicada” is one of the most well-known and oft-remixed
of Aesop’s fables. In the conventional telling of this story, the ant spends all
summer collecting food for the winter, while the cicada (usually called
a “grasshopper” in more contemporary English versions) sleeps, drinks the
morning dew, and sings through the heat of the day. However, winter is
coming. The ant is well-prepared for the chill and turns away the cicada
when it comes around begging for food. The cicada, then, pays for being
indolent through the summer by dying during the hard winter. Hard work
pays off, the lazy suffer their just desserts, charity has limits: these are the
lessons typically learned from the story of the ant and the cicada. The fable
condenses ancient Greek attitudes about ants and cicadas as, respectively,
models for industriousness and play. Aesop, the ancient Greek story collector
and teller believed to have lived between 620 and 564 BCE, gathered these
fables from the broader culture in much the same way that Homer assembled
the ancient epics. They were, then, an established part of the cultural firma-
ment by the time of Plato. Indeed, Aesopian fables – widely circulating and
wildly popular – often funded the enthymematic associations that rhetorical
activities in classical Athens relied upon (Murphy, Katula, and Hoppman
2014, 94). Invoke the ant, and one invokes industry and preparation; the
cicada, and one cues the audience to think about play and leisure. The
connections between the Aesopian fables and Platonic dialogs are compli-
cated: on the one hand, Plato is clearly skeptical about the kind of wisdom
that one can glean from fabulism. On the other hand, as Leslie Kurke
explains, there appears to be an effort on Plato’s part for a “deliberate
imitation or impersonation of the figure of Aesop in the modeling and
characterization of Socrates throughout the Platonic corpus” (Kurke 2006,
12). Socrates’ penchant for allegory and myth, especially in the Phaedrus,
mimics Aesopian fable – and yet, as is usually the case with Plato, the dialogs
perform a transcendence of fabulism that, dialectically, claims to arrive at
a higher level of knowledge (Burke 1969, 421). The Phaedrus, dialectically if
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obliquely, pits Aesopian ants and cicadas against each other in order to
identify a third orientation that transcends the received cultural understand-
ings of both ant and cicada.

The unusual scene of the Phaedrus is the banks of the river Ilissus, as opposed
to the more familiar terrain of Athens proper in most other Platonic dialogs.
This particular instance of Socrates ex situ, asMichele Kennerly (2017) frames it,
has a rich history of contemporary reception. Socrates and Phaedrus wander out
of Athens to gain some critical distance from the practices of the Athenians,
represented by the logographer Lysias, whose speech on love Phaedrus has
scrolled up under his robe. Socrates, seemingly wise to the power of stigmergic
communication, finds an idyllic spot for Phaedrus to recite Lysias’ speech: “Feel
the freshness of the air; how pretty and pleasant it is; how it echoes with the
summery, sweet song of the cicadas’ chorus! The most exquisite thing of all, of
course, is the grassy slope: it rises so gently that you can rest your head perfectly
when you lie down on it” (Plato 1997a, 510, 230c). With cicada chirps providing
a sonic background, Socrates expresses his intent to lie down on the ground
while Phaedrus recites Lysias’ speech. Socrates’ actions both comment on the
peaceful scene and function as a performative critique of writing: listening to
Phaedrus read someone else’s words, especially when they are not dialectically
rigorous, risks putting Socrates to sleep. More sharply, Socrates is suggesting
a parallel between the soporifically pleasing sound of the cicadas’ song with the
cleverness, virtuosity, and sweetness of the logographers like Lysias – the ancient
Hellenic ear had a greater appreciation for shrill tones than do we (Aristophanes
1998, 577, 1160; Davies and Kathirithamby 1986, 117).

Why this intense setting of the scene, so atypical for Plato’s dialogs? G.R.F.
Ferrari argues that “the casual manner in which the cicadas impinge upon
the conversation is actually the clue to their importance. The place for
a drone, after all, is in the background. Socrates and Phaedrus can remain
alert to the cicadas only briefly. Once the real talk begins the sound recedes
below the threshold of their (and our) attention, as it must; for background
noise is not there to be talked about, it is there to be talked against or over”
(Ferrari 1987, 31). Ferrari observes that the cicadas represent, for Plato, the
decadent masses in Athens who resist philosophical discourse. The proper
place for cicadas, then, is in the background, a background against which
philosophic discourse can be foregrounded (Ferrari 1987, 31). With the scene
so established, the main action of the first half of the dialogue, which is
a series of three related speeches, begins. The first speech, written by Lysias,
is read by Phaedrus. Lysias’s speech details all the reasons that the non-lover
is to be preferred in a sexual partner. The second speech is an effort by
Socrates to outdo Lysias on the same subject, about the benefits of the non-
lover. Socrates then delivers a second speech, the third speech in the dialo-
gue, that extols the virtues of the lover, which is mostly an exposition of
Socrates’ philosophy as mediated by Plato. Richard Weaver’s commentary on
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the Phaedrus notes that these three speeches are meta-commentaries on how
language can affect us (in reverse order of appearance in the dialogue): “It
can move us toward what is good; it can move us toward what is evil; or it
can, in hypothetical third place, fail to move us at all” (Weaver 2009, 6).
These three speeches ought also be understood as commentaries on (digital)
technologies (or pharmaka), which can also move us toward the good, the
evil, or fail to move us at all. An analysis of these familiar speeches highlights
the resilient relevance of ancient rhetoric for conceptualizing ethical engage-
ments through digital networks while establishing the mythic power of the
cicada as an orienting icon.

Lysias’ non-lover turns out to be a calculating bastard, and his written speech
recited by Phaedrus is a laundry list of all the reasons that the ancient “friends
with benefits” arrangement is preferable to the romantic entanglements of
lovers. According to Lysias, the non-lover’s superiority can be located in their
dispassionate appraisal of the romantic scene. Lovers tend to have regret “after
desires die down”; the assumed reciprocity of lovers means that the “balance
sheet” of favors is always being monitored (Plato 1997a, 511; 231a-b). The non-
lover is attractive precisely because they aren’t excitable, assessing, instead, the
prudent, objective calculations of cost and benefit for any relationship. The
pragmatism of Lysias’ non-lover is superior to the emotional attachments of
lovers: “A lover prevents the boy he loves from spending time with other people.
He’s afraid that wealthy men will outshine him with their money, while men of
education will turn out to have the advantage of greater intelligence” (Plato
1997a, 512; 232c). Lovers isolate the beloved from competing experiences and
flatter their beloved by uncritically praising their words and deeds. In a more
contemporary idiom, Lysias perceives love as the original echo chamber, stunt-
ing the development of both parties.

Lysias’ speech can also be understood as anticipating the logic of algo-
rithms. Richard Weaver argues that Lysias’ speech on the non-lover is really
about “whether we ought to prefer a neuter form of speech to the kind which
is getting us aroused over things and provoking an expense of spirit”
(Weaver 2009, 5). This kind of “semantically purified” speech is a neutral,
technical speech that, Weaver maintains, fails to move us at all. Lysias’
“‘enlightened self-interest’ takes the form of an unvarying accuracy and
regularity in its symbolic references, most, if not all of which will be to
verifiable data in the extramental world” (Weaver 2009, 7–8). Weaver sug-
gests that this neuter language is the language of business and science, but it
describes algorithms and computer code as well. It is the reduction of the
dynamism of language to a “language of pure notation” that makes possible
the standardization that Stiegler fears (Weaver 2009, 8). When our ideal
symbols become mathematical abstractions (as they are with algorithms),
the “energy and fullness” of language is eroded, “all individualizing, perso-
nalizing, and heightening terms” are avoided (Weaver 2009, 9). A preference
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for a purportedly neutral computational language thus makes possible the
fungibility and interchangeability that Stiegler explains is a feature of the
anthill-ization of human cultures. Individual iterations matter less than an
ability to follow the standardized script structured by digital pheromones.

After Socrates dissects Lysias’ speech, Phaedrus implores him to best it.
After much protestation, Socrates agrees. He appeals to the Muses for
inspiration on a perspective he clearly isn’t interested in defending, but
masks his face so that, as he says, the Muses would not know the author of
what he will later dismiss as a near-blasphemous speech (Plato 1997a, 516;
237a). Socrates decides to argue for the advantage of the non-lover by
detailing the crimes of the base lover, a seducer who flatters, cajoles, controls,
and otherwise manipulates and abuses their beloved. Someone “ruled by
desire,” Socrates reasons, is not looking for an equal but for someone “weaker
and inferior” and thus easier to control (Plato 1997a, 518; 239a). A non-lover
doesn’t care about their beloved; they are happy to run through sexual
partners without any sense of commitment. Beloveds are fungible. Socrates
seems to agree with Lysias’ point about the negative role of jealousy by
claiming that, because of the desire to control the beloved, the base lover
“will be jealous and keep the boy away from the good company of anyone
who would make a better man of him” (Plato 1997a, 518; 239b). Lysias fears
a (romantic) echo chamber constituted by flattery, while Socrates fears
a (romantic) echo chamber dominated by untruths. Both, in their own
ways, presage the flattering, false echo chambers that are often associated
with digital technology.

As soon as Socrates concludes his first speech, he tries to atone for it,
acknowledging that speaking against love risks insulting a deity, Eros.
Launching into his second speech, Socrates makes a distinction between
the madness of the base lover, ruled by desire, and the madness of a noble
lover, inspired by the divine. A good kind of madness (mania) is “the kind of
madness that is possession by the Muses, which takes a tender virgin soul
and awakens it to a Bacchic frenzy of songs and poetry that glorifies the
achievements of the past and teaches them to future generations” (Plato
1997a, 523; 245a). Now this kind of madness can transcend both the banal
instrumentalism of Lysias’ non-lover (who may have objective, expert knowl-
edge about the most suitable partner but lacks the divine spark of love) and
the seductive charms of the base lover from Socrates’ first speech (who is too
invested in the here and now of desire, not in conveying the achievements of
the past to future generations). Plato’s point is analogous to Stiegler’s dis-
tinction between the synchronous and the diachronous. The problem with
the non-lover and the base lover is that they are too invested in the current
moment, in “synchronizing” with sexual partners in order to meet immediate
but fleeting bodily desires. What the noble lover should do is pair sexual
activity with philosophical activity emanating from, to repeat Socrates’
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words, a “Bacchic frenzy of songs and poetry that glorifies the achievements
of the past and teaches them to future generations.” (“Glorifies” is too strong
a word given contemporary attunements to the horrors of the past; “histor-
icizes” might be a more suitable word.) For Socrates, the activities of the
Muses inspire an appreciation of one’s historicity and enculturation. What
we now identify as humanistic activity sparks conversation about the condi-
tions of past cultural production while passing divine inspiration forward to
new generations who start the cycle anew. The power and necessity of this
diachronic movement unites Socrates and Stiegler.

Socrates offers this diachronic model of noble love as an alternative to the
disinterested non-lover and the base lover. In describing the ideal relation-
ship of lovers, Socrates draws on echo imagery to characterize the flow of
desire in a way that seems to transform the echo chambers created by the
lovers described in the first two speeches. After goodwill and friendship has
been established,

then the spring that feeds the stream Zeus named ‘Desire’ when he was in love with
Ganymede begins to flow mightily in the lover and is partly absorbed by him, and
when he is filled it overflows and runs away outside him. Think how a breeze or an
echo bounces back from a smooth solid source; that is how the stream of beauty
goes back to the beautiful boy and sets him aflutter. It enters through his eyes,
which are its natural route to the soul; there it waters the passages for the wings,
starts the wings growing, and fills the soul of the loved one with love in return.
(Plato 1997a, 532; 255b-c)

Desire grounded in inquiry overflows, resists being contained, chambered, is
defined by excess. It moves, bounces, resonates, allowing the philosophic
discourse preferred by Socrates to flow through a network without incapaci-
tating prejudices informed by protocol. Plato then makes an argument that
good thinkers everywhere have since advanced, that good theorizing leads to
better sex and more harmonious relations overall: “[I]f the victory goes to the
better elements in both their minds, which lead them to follow the assigned
regimen of philosophy, their life here below is one of bliss and shared
understanding” (Plato 1997a, 532; 256a-b). Being moved by love, making
logos resonate throughout a culture, focusing inquiry on the good, beautiful,
and just: this is how our souls ought to be guided.

When Socrates concludes this second speech, Phaedrus applauds his effort,
and the two then pivot to reflect on Lysias’ initial contribution and the role of
writing in contemporary Athens. We get the striking admission from
Socrates that “It’s not speaking or writing well that’s shameful; what’s really
shameful is to engage in either of them shamefully or badly” (Plato 1997a,
535; 258d). The remainder of the dialogue then opens up to a discussion of
criteria for good writing and rhetoric that is more famous and familiar in
rhetorical studies. But before that part of the dialogue unfolds, the cicadas
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reappear in a way that unlocks the anti-fascist resources of the dialogue.
Socrates:

[T]he cicadas, who are singing and carrying on conversations with one another in
the heat of the day above our heads, are also watching us. And if they saw the two
of us avoiding conversation at midday like most people, diverted by their song and,
sluggish of mind, nodding off, they would have every right to laugh at us,
convinced that a pair of slaves [sic] had come to their resting place to sleep like
sheep gathering around the spring in the afternoon. But if they see us in conversa-
tion, steadfastly navigating around them as if they were the Sirens, they will be very
pleased and immediately give us the gift from the gods they are able to give to
mortals. (Plato 1997a, 535; 259a)

Stiegler’s claim that digital pheromones are producing sheep-like passivity can
be recast in light of this passage: the accusation of sheepishness is less a dig at
a herd mentality and more a critique of the unwillingness to converse, to argue,
to question. It identifies a tendency to neglect one’s critical faculties in favor of
the easy pleasures of leisure, to sleep instead of wonder when inspiration strikes.
Interpreted in this way, we might see sheep-like behavior of digital subjects in
the easy acceptance of corporatized digital platforms into our everyday life, the
cordoning off of ethical questions about machine learning and artificial intelli-
gence to technocrats, the lack of understanding or questioning – until recently,
and still, only in a limited fashion – of the algorithms that now contour our
experience. Not asking these questions allows the protocological standardization
of human life to proceed with few checks.

Returning to the flow of the dialogue, Phaedrus confesses ignorance about
why Socrates is so concerned with impressing the cicadas, to which Socrates
replies at length:

Everyone who loves the Muses should have heard of this. The story goes that the
cicadas used to be human beings who lived before the birth of the Muses. When the
Muses were born and song was created for the first time, some of the people of that
time were so overwhelmed with the pleasure of singing that they forgot to eat or drink;
so they died without even realizing it. It is from them that the race of the cicadas came
into being; and, as a gift from the Muses, they have no need of nourishment once they
are born. Instead, they immediately burst into song, without food or drink, until it is
time for them to die. After they die, they go to the Muses and tell each one of them
which mortals have honored her. To Terpsichore they report those who have honored
her by their devotion to the dance and thus make them dearer to her. To Erato, they
report those who honored her by dedicating themselves to the affairs of love, and so
too with the other Muses, according to the activity that honors each. And to Calliope,
the oldest among them, and Urania, the next after her, who preside over the heavens
and all discourse, human and divine, and sing with the sweetest voice, they report
those who honor their special kind of music by leading a philosophical life. (Plato
1997a, 536; 259c-d)

This is the mythic genesis of the Hellenic equation between cicadas and
artistic pleasure, endowed with the divine authority of the Muses. If the
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virtual assistants such as Amazon’s Alexa and Apple’s Siri are malevolent
markers of surveillance capitalism, the Muse-ified cicadas offer us
a benevolent kind of surveillance humanism.

Yet, there is also a warning for Phaedrus here: singing was so immersive that the
singers neglected their own sustenance. Likewise, becoming immersed in the
wrong kind of pharmaka – by Lysias and his ilk – similarly risks one’s well-
being, as Orithuia’s fate suggests. Socrates thus insists on having a properly
philosophical conversation to honor Calliope and Urania, with the cicadas as
witnesses. Ferrari’s interpretation of this moment is that “through the myth of
the cicadas Plato takes his stand against this tendency [to promote clever talk] in
such a way as to admonish readers that they too, at this delicate point in the action,
must beware of careless discrimination among the breeds of intellectual discourse.”
“Verbal virtuosity” risks solipsism and the neglect of that which really nourishes:
philosophy (Ferrari 1987, 27–8). Sophistic rhetoric, like the cicadas, should thus be
backgrounded in favor of foregrounding philosophy.

David Schenker (2006) suggests that Ferrari’s account of the role of the
cicadas in the Phaedrus might be too fast. For Schenker, Socrates’ telling of
the cicada myth rehabilitates the cicada from an idle singer of songs to
a model for philosophical conversation capable of being conducted to the
divine. “This new version of the story,” Schenker writes, “thus transforms the
traditional worthlessness of the cicadas’ singing into something positive: with
their continued conversation, Socrates and Phaedrus, like the cicadas before
them, will win the respect of the Muses” (Schenker 2006, 78). Schenker deftly
notes how Plato’s Socrates appears to have inverted the commonsense
assumption that the ant is the insect to be modeled:

This recasting of the original story retains its oppositional, even polemical edge but
turns the table. Implicit in the celebration of the cicada’s singing is a devaluation of
the busyness of the ants. The old story is not true. The lessons of the traditional
story would suggest that our interlocutors are lazy and self-indulgent, chatting idly
in the country when they could be doing really useful work back in the city. In this
new version, though, the prattling of the poet/cicada/rural conversationalist is not
only acceptable but preferable to other alternatives. In the context of the dialogue,
this updated fable encourages us to stay in the country and engage in the sort of
manic, erotic, and philosophical dialogue that occupies Socrates and Phaedrus,
better that than returning to the city and the ant-like practical rhetoric of Lysias
and his ilk. (Schenker 2006, 78)

Although the characterization of Lysias as an ant isn’t explicit in Phaedrus, Plato
must have seen Athens as teeming with ant-logographers, which may help
explain Socrates’ willingness to leave the city walls for a short jaunt with
Phaedrus. These Sophists are industrious, but in the wrong direction, for they
are dedicating their industry to a corrupt and philosophically unrigorous system.

My own interpretation of the cicadas’ role in the Phaedrus is that the cicadas
are not merely background noise to be dismissed, as per Ferrari, nor are they
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merely a positive model that, as an antithesis to the ant, ought to be emulated, as
per Schenker. A more dialectical read of the Phaedrus grounds my interpreta-
tion:While the ant is the commonly accepted “good” insect of industry based on
Aesop’s fable, the conventional wisdom is false, as industry without inspiration
is vapid. Lysias practices a studied neutrality in order to benefit only himself. The
easy move, the antithesis, is to embrace the cicada as a kind of role model. But
replacing industry with pleasure simply exchanges one trap for another. The
base cicadas at the beginning of the dialogue represent the enthusiastic, pleasure-
seeking masses, who are just as selfish as Lysias. Only by recognizing the
dialectical tension between these familiar ant and cicada tropes can Socrates
transform the potential of the cicada, through myth, to take on a more noble
sensibility grounded in the pursuit of wisdom. The balance of the dialogue about
the relationship between writing, rhetoric, and dialectic, which is often taken to
be a strange addendum not directly tied to the first three speeches on love, can
then be read as a way to harmonize rhetoric and dialectic, pleasure and industry,
in such a way as to incline us toward the inspired, art loving and producing,
cicada of Socrates’ myth rather than the decadent cicada of Aesop’s fable. This
transformation of the cicada offers a model for the transformation of Phaedrus,
but also provides a pathway for the broader potential transformation of rhetoric/
ians detailed in the final portion of the dialogue.

Weaver’s analysis of Socrates’ noble lover speech elucidates the norms and
ideals of Plato’s inspired cicada. The noble lover has cooled the feverish
appetites of desire, orienting themselves to a life of inquiry and introspection
inspired by the Muses. So enlightened, the noble lover leads the beloved
toward a similar disposition. This is how, for Weaver, “love turns from the
exploitative to the creative” (Weaver 2009, 14). Two stunning sentences from
Weaver’s essay elaborate the point: “The man [sic] of business, the narrow
and parsimonious soul in the allusion of Socrates” – the ant-like practical
rhetoric of Lysias’ first speech – “desires a world which is a reliable materi-
ality. But this the poet and rhetorician will never let him [sic] have, for each,
with his own purpose, is trying to advance the borders of the imaginative
world” (Weaver 2009, 14). This is what appreciating Plato’s reworking of the
cicada myth offers: poetical and rhetorical experimentation paired with
a commitment to questioning convention pushes the envelope of how the
world can be, and there is no greater task. Aesop’s take on the cicada as just
pleasure-seeking is a thin read that accepts the visible, what Weaver calls the
“verifiable data of the extramental world,” at the expense of the imaginative,
of thinking what a cicada might be made to represent. Plato, through his
telling of the myth of the Muses, takes the cicada to represent the divine
madness that makes love creatively attuned to humanistic inquiry rather than
the exploitative machinations of industry (or, more contemporarily, the
digital industrialization of attention). Stripping out the Platonic metaphysic,
making it more attuned to the rhetorical sensibility implied by Weaver’s
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interpretation, and acknowledging Stiegler’s defense of the diachronic against
the synchronic, orients subjects to the value of making a journey into the
realm of poetry and rhetoric and passion, to see the borders of the imagina-
tive world and consider how to move them. If we are to avoid the Ant and
the Anthill, and the fate of cicadas intoxicated on their own dew, we must
take our cues from the mythical associations implied by this transformed,
inspired cicada.

Conclusion

My comparative analysis of two myths – one a founding myth for rhetorical
studies and the other an allegorical reflection on contemporary technical
developments – offers both diagnostic and prognostic resources for thinking
about the confluence of digitality and protocological fascism. By taking the
nonhumans of the insect world seriously as mythic cues to the good and less-
good life, my re-interpretation of the myth of the cicadas in the Phaedrus
offers another way of conceptualizing how the development of new phar-
maka, such as writing or digital media, are addressed in the history of
rhetoric. Myth may provide, as Jensen and Ratcliffe claim, an “origin story
about where human divisions emerged,” but they also often hint at ways in
which those divisions might be negotiated more satisfactorily (Jensen and
Ratcliffe 2018, 95). The three divisions on display in the Phaedrus – the
efficient ant, the indolent cicada, and the inspired cicada – are as much at
play now as they were in antiquity. The ant-like algorithmic rationalities of
much contemporary digital technology must be contested by imaginative
alternatives that might be generated by the reinterpretation of old myths
and the invention of new ones. How, then, does “becoming cicada,” as
a variation of “becoming arthropod,” offer resources for thinking about
democratic alternatives to protocological fascism? I offer four starting points,
useful both as elaborations of an orientation and as a specific political
program.

First, cicadas are icons of democratic renewal that highlight our entangle-
ment with ecology. Aesop’s fable implies that the conventional wisdom was
settled in favor of the ant. In fact, cicadas were treasured so much by
Athenians that they adorned many of their badges and coinage (Davies and
Kathirithamby 1986, 125). Cicadas represented a democratic ethos, seen as
“archetypes of the polis” that represented “openness to the word” and faith in
fellow citizens (Gkikaki 2018). But Athenians’ love for the cicada was also
because of their enchanting singing and their associations with the natural
world. Indeed, “‘[h]ardly any other insect stirred the ancients’ feeling for
nature more than the cicada’” (quoted in Davies and Kathirithamby 1986,
114). The mythic association between the cicada and nature suggests that
ecology might function as a democratic unifier capable of supplanting fascist
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blood and soil. Perhaps if we learn to shed our old, ossified ways – the
exoskeletons that constrain our change – we can imagine ways to renew
democratic faith around the common project of ecological sustainability.
Preserving the soil, not blood and soil. The cicada could be adopted as a non-
human icon that marks the confluence of rhetoric-ecology-democracy; an
insectoid version of Rhetorica or Peitho that might serve as an inspirational
emblem while contemporary rhetoricians address the pivotal coming years of
global climate disruption (Kennerly and Woods 2018).

Second, cicadas’ resonance chambers provide an aspirational alternative to
the echo chambers that now populate digital communication networks. What
makes the cicada’s chirp so loud is a manipulation of what entomologists call
their “resonance chambers.” Although the terminological overlap between
echo chambers and resonance chambers is only coincidence, it is a generative
one: What would it mean to create resonance chambers rather than echo
chambers in our rhetorical infrastructures? Hartmut Rosa describes “experi-
ences of resonance” as “always involving a moment of being overwhelmed, of
losing control, of becoming unexpectedly and unpredictably touched and
transformed by another. Resonance means becoming vulnerable and losing
control” (Hartmut 2017, 5). Rosa’s resonance, like Socrates’ divine frenzy,
highlights the mutual becomings that rhetoric strives to stimulate. If fascisms
of all kinds are about asserting one’s power, scapegoating the vulnerable, and
exerting control through industrialized technical apparatuses, then Rosa’s
notion of resonance offers an alternative that is grounded in an opposing
orientation. Resonance implies mutual affectability, mutual precarity, mutual
unpredictability. Working out of a more ancient idiom, Carolyn Eriksen Hill
posits that “Resonance is a responding, a being drawn to another, being, in
the ancient vocabulary, entranced into harmony through psychagogia at all
levels, human or nonhuman” (Hill 2002, 214–5). Similarly, Byron Hawk
argues that resonance is a way to “entangle, attune, and entrain humans
with the world” (Hawk 2018, 322). The accounts of resonance by Rosa, Hill,
and Hawk offer a potent alternative to the echo chamber. Echo chambers are
solipsistic, reducing one’s sense of the various resonances available in the
world, and ultimately enervating, as the myth of Echo and Narcissus teaches.
Digital echo chambers, produced by algorithms that sluice like-minded
interlocutors toward each other, show how protocological fascism enables
classical and everyday fascism by producing standardized opinions, extreme
beliefs, and platforms for exerting normative pressure. What kind of artificial
stigmergy would be required to construct resonance chambers rather than
echo chambers? How might we adjust stigmergic digital infrastructures to
make resonant experiences more likely than the standardized echoes that are
often the byproduct of communication’s algorithmization? The key challenge
for critics of digital culture is to envision the possibilities of voices resonating
across difference, through multiple attention ecologies, recognized as singular
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but networked, distinct but part of a song sung in harmony. Like the cicada,
who lays eggs with an eye toward the long-term propagation of the species,
we must invest our energy in developing infrastructures that balance digital-
ity’s synchronicity with enough diachronic gravitas to enable us to rear-
ticulate our past and make for a more just future.

Third, the transformed cicada focuses critical attention on the necessary locus
of resistance to the industrial grammatization of attention. Indeed, the triangular
relationship between the ant, the base cicada of Aesop, and the inspired cicada of
Plato hint at three different modes of resistance to digital technology writ large.
The ant concedes to practicality and the near-impossibility of resistance. Don’t
question the dominance of digital technology firms, don’t doubt the motives of
those who would data-ify and grammatize and algorithmize our lives. Just go
with the flow, take advantage where it presents itself, and bank on one’s privilege
and/or work ethic to get closer to the queen. Aesop’s indolent cicada might be
read as the rejectionist model of resistance to digital technology: just shove
digitization, and its accompanying grammatizations, back in the bottle. Return
to the analogical pleasures of the body. Delete your Facebook account, shop at
brick and mortar stores instead of Amazon, sing songs with others and get
intoxicated while you can instead of succumbing to the charms of your phone.
While enticing, this stance is inadequate to the scope of the problem. Facebook
tracks users without accounts, and Amazon is squeezing out local companies
even with an occasional boycott – structural solutions, not individual gestures,
are needed. Plato’s re-visioned cicada, then, suggests the only possible path for
bending digital technologies in more just and democratic directions. To adapt
Socrates, “It’s not grammatization that’s shameful; what’s really shameful is to
grammatize shamefully or badly.” Grammatization happens. Indeed, to be
human is to grammatize – to break down complex phenomena into component
parts that can be better understood and gradually optimized. The challenge for
anti-fascist resistance, then, is to harmonize grammatization with humanistic
values, to de-naturalize the grammars that have been imposed on social and
communicative phenomena, to wrest the authority of grammatization from
states and corporations and to give more democratic control over grammatiza-
tion to people. We can neither participate in the contemporary, dominant mode
of grammatization, nor can we simply reject it: we must transform it.

Fourth, cicadas, as representatives of the Muses, serve as a reminder of
what makes life worth living. If we take the ant as our model, then we are left
with utter functionalism: eat, work, sleep, occasionally attempt to propagate
the species. Serve the anthill. In contrast to the ancients, who thought that
cicadas left their exoskeletons behind to disappear to the heavens, contem-
porary entomology provides a perspective that deflates the lesson of Aesop’s
fable: quite simply, cicadas don’t live through the winter! Thus, why would
the cicada spend the limited time that it has alive accumulating food for
a season it won’t live to see? Aesop’s species-blind fable is literally a message
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of work for work’s sake. From our contemporary vantage point, Aesop’s fable
functions as an allegory justifying capitalist exploitation: cicadas should labor
to accumulate food that will later be expropriated by other species. Of course,
this is the message that subjects in capitalist societies receive all the time.
Indeed, as the assault against the humanities has intensified over the last few
decades, spearheaded by fascist and lightly-concealed fascist critique, the
underlying message seems to be “just work.” That’s what a life should be
about. Anything that’s not productive, especially financially productive, is
a waste of time. Help the anthill grow, or you’re hurting the colony. Plato’s
revisioned cicada, then, is a reminder about the value of humanistic activity
as a check on fascism. It is the humanities that, in defying standardization in
favor of individuation, make life worth living. Let’s take the enchanting song
of the cicadas as inspiration to re-enchant some of our own interactions, to
carve out alternative times and attention ecologies, to engage in some
unsurveilled, inspired, and transformative rhetoric that pushes the borders
of the imaginative world.

Notes

1. Subsequent citations to Plato’s works will be to the Cooper edition followed by
Stephanus pagination.

2. Burke’s Grammar of Motives, as Elizabeth Weiser (2008) explains, is written as a
communicatively-oriented approach to the problem of fascism. “The drive for a false,
monologic unity,” she explains, “was Burke’s nemesis, to be countered with a unity of
common ground attained not from the strongman monologue of the tyrant but from
discourse and discussion – the parliamentary babel of incongruous perspectives” (76).

3. See Johnson (2019) for discussion of how architectural and digital infrastructures
juxtapose. As Galloway explains, “Protocol is an algorithm, a proscription for structure
whose form of appearance may be any number of different diagrams or shapes.”
(Galloway 2004, 30.) If logos is understood as the enactment of ordering, then digital
algorithms are a way to order in the context of information abundance.

4. For example, the invention of alphabetic literacy led to koineization of the ancient
Hellenic languages; the production of a common tongue out of many discrete dialects
aided the imperial ambitions of many actors in antiquity. Likewise, early market
research that quantified preferences for certain genres of radio programming shaped
the development of radio in such a way as to prefer formulaic commercial songs over
folk genres.

5. Stiegler is drawing on the work of André Leroi-Gourhan: “A superhumanized space
and time would correspond to the ideally synchronous functioning of all individuals,
each specialized in his or her own function and space. Human society would, through
spatiotemporal symbolism, recover the organization of the most perfect animal socie-
ties, those in which the individual exists only as a cell. Because of the development of
its body and brain, through the exteriorization of tools and of the memory, the human
species seemed to have escaped the fate of the polyparium or the ant. But freedom of
the individual may only be a stage; the domestication of time and space may entail the

26 D. S. PFISTER



total subjugation of every particle of the supraindividual organism” (Leroi-Gourhan
2018, 349).

6. Similarly, “through the establishment of methods for the analysis and synthesis of their
behavior, information and communication technologies functionalize their users for
innovation and auto-adaptation to behavioral developments” (Stiegler 2014, 67).

7. The extent to which Uber relies on ant colony optimization algorithms is uncertain,
given proprietary restrictions; such algorithms would certainly be employed if Uber
was ever to fulfill its goal of automating drivers.
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