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Paradoxes and Contradictions

No matter which side of the political spectrum is examined, a
generalized consensusexistsontheroleoftheindividual in
theformationofsociety, althoughitisphrased oppositely by
eachside. Accordingtothe political right, the individual
mustsurrender h/er sovereignty tostate power. Fromthe
point of view of the left, the individual must submit to
enriched repression. In each case the individual loss of
sovereigntyiscrucial. Theauthoritariansregard thislossas
positive—the beneficent state providestheindividual with
securityand order inexchange for h/er obedience, while
radical elementssee thisloss as negative, since the indi-
vidual isforced toliveanalienatingexistence of fragmented
consciousness. Consequently the differencesbetweenthe
two stem from their opposite interpretations of thisact of
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surrender. Todetermine where contingentelementsfall
alongthe political continuum, one must examine the de-
greetowhichtheindividual isdeprived of h/er personal
volitionanddesire. Unfortunately, no presocial moment
free of state power ever existed outside the imagination, so
no experiential knowledge can be used to identify or to
measure the qualities of liberty. For this reason, certain
arbitrary assumptions must be made to fix the location of
liberty anywhere on the continuum between the noble
savageandthewar ofallagainstall. Thiseither/ordecision
cannot be reasoned without logical error (Goedel's para-

dox), noristhereahistory (otherthans tatehistory) from

which to make an inductive judgment. One must just
decide, oractinanadhocorrandomfashion. Thedecision
tofollowany certainideaisitselfawager.

Throughoutthisbook, theassumption isthat extraction of
power from the individual by the state is to be resisted.
Resistance itselfisthe actionwhich recovers or expands
individual sovereignty, or conversely, itisthose actions
whichweakenthestate. Therefore, resistance can be viewed
asamatter of degree; atotal systemcrash isnotthe only
option, normay itevenbeaviable one. Thisisnottosoften
theargumentby openingthedooracrackfor liberal reform,
since thatmeansrelinquishingsovereignty in the name of
social justice, rather than for the sake of social order. Liberal
action istoo often amatter of equal repression forall, in
ordertoresistthe conservative practice of repression for the
marginalizedand modest liberty for the privileged. Under
theliberal rubric, the people united will alwaysbe defeated.
The practice beingadvocated here istorecover what the
state has taken, as well as what the reformers have so
generouslygiven (andare continuingtogive).
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The issue of sovereignty brings up the first contradiction to
be faced here. Throughout this work, two seemingly exclu-
sive points have been voiced: While the current situation is
partly defined by information overload, it is also defined by
insufficient access to information. How can it be both ways?
This is a problem of absence and presence—the presence of
an overload of information in the form of spectacle (pres-
ence) that steals sovereignty, and an absence of information
that returns sovereignty to the individual. To be sure,
information on good consumerism and government ideol-
ogy is abundant. Data banks are filled with useless facts, but
how can access be gained to information that directly affects
everyday life? An individual’s data body is completely out of
h/er control. Information on spending patterns, political
associations, credit histories, bank records, education,
lifestyles, and so on is collected and cross-referenced by
political-economic institutions, to control our own desti-
nies, desires,and needs. Thisinformation cannotbe accessed,
nor can we really know which institutions have it, nor can
we be sure how it is being used (although it is safe to assume
that it is not for benevolent purposes). This is strategic data
that must be claimed. We should be protected from the
creation ofelectronicdoublesbytherightto privacy, butwe

are not. Theright to privacy is yet another welfare state
illusionintheservice ofthe economyof desire. Specificfacts
about the policies and laws that promote information-
gathering are not readily available, since such facts are
carefully guarded by legions of bureaucrats. One needs
extensive special training just to research such problems,
whenthisknowledge could be readily available. Finally,
whereisthe network thatallows problemsto be voiced on
amassscale? ltdoesnotexis t.
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Thisisapeculiar case of censorship. Rather than stopping
theflowofinformation, far more isgenerated than canbe
digested. Thestrategy istoclassify or privatizeallinforma-
tion that could be used by the individual for
self-empowerment, and to bury the useful informationun-
der the reams of useless junk data offered to the public.
Instead of the traditional information blackout, we facean
information blizzard—awhiteout. Thisforces the indi-
vidual to depend on an authority to help prioritize the
information to be selected. Thisisthe foundation for the
information catastrophe, an endless recycling of sover-
eignty back tothestate under the pretense ofinformational
freedom.

Dilemmasinvolved inthe decentralization of hardware are also

worth consideration. Where does Luddite technophobia
stopandretrograde techno-dependencebegin? Thisisvery
muchaproblem offinding the ever-elusive golden mean.
Decentralization of the hardware invites the hazard of a
techno-addiction that benefits only the merchants of tech-
nology, while centralization guarantees that electronic
manipulation of individuals at both the macro and micro
levels will proceed uncontested in any significant way.
While the utopian claims made by the developers and
distributors of new technology seem woefully transparent
(after all, they are the ones who benefit the most economi-
cally), those claims are, at the same time, very seductive.
The chance to be freed from the algorithms of everyday life
in order to concentrate on the metaphysics of ideas isawish
worth entertaining, and has very often been vital to mod-
ern utopian theory; yet there are very discomforting elements
in this vision. The economic prospects for creating such an
environment are extremely bleak. If the technology were
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cheap enough to construct (less than labor costs), what
would happen to those in the labor force? They might have
plenty of free time, but no way to support themselves. To
indulge the assumption that the future will be similar to the
past suggests they would not fare well, since they would
become an excess population. At best there would be a
completely homogenized labor force, with the service sec-
tor and manufacturing sector sharing the same squalor.
This scenario seems to be a return to classical Marxism in
which a process of pauperization leads to two homogenized
classes, with the bottom class unable to purchase the goods
manufactured. The system crashes? Who can say; yet it does
seem reasonable to assume that technology will not provide
the utopia that corporate futurologists predict. Such pre-
dictions seem to function more in the short term, to
convince people to buy technology that they do not really
need, as well as to prepare future markets.

Continued reflection onthe more intelligible short-term
prospects of the technology of desire makes it easiertosee
whatisimmediately bothersome abouttechnocratic prom-
ises. Takethe notion ofthesmarthouse. Itsoundsseductive.
Hereisahome thatrunsasefficiently asitsconstruction
allows. Thecomputermonitorshouseholdactivity,andacts
inaccordance with these activity patterns. Energy isnever
wasted; itisdeployed onlywhenand where itis needed.
Security systemsmonitor the perimeter, toalert theauthori-
tiesifthe property isthreatened. The homeisefficientand
secure; itisthe manifestation of bourgeois value itself. But
whatissurrenderedwhenallhouseholdactivitiesare moni-
toredandrecorded?We knowthatifinformation canenter
the house, itcanalso leave the house, so that the price of
bourgeoisutopiaisprivacyitself. Withsuch dataavailable,
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ways for outside forces to control the household more
efficiently will also develop. Due to its surveillance compo-
nents, this type of technology is another contractual trade
of sovereignty for order. What is suspect about this techno-
world is that it values consumer passivity and technological
mediation in the most totalizing sense.

This problem conjures the image of decentralization gone
awry. Decentralization does not always favor resistant ac-
tion; it can have a state function. For instance, it may be
feasible for the corporate grid to provide most of the popu-
lationwith affordable smart machinesasamarketing strategy.
The more technology available to people, and the more it
can insinuate itself into the algorithms of everyday life, the
greater the chance that it will become a market of depen-
dency. Addiction mania and hyperconsumerism are the
basis for market maintenance and expansion. The addict
always needs more. This is in part why there are such strong
punishments for addictions that do not feed corporate bank
accounts. It is intolerable to allow potential consumer
populations to focus singularly on addictions of pleasure
(food, sex, drugs). The empassioned consumer becomes
inert, rather than wandering the grid of enriched privation.
The inert consumer represents only one market of fixed
consumption—for example, a singular desire for heroin.
This kind of market is antithetical to one that remainsin
flux, oscillating between accumulation and obsolescence.

The market of flux is one of entwinement—one product
inevitably leadstoanother, necessitating constantupgrades
andaccessory purchases. One productlineisinterdepen-
dentwith other productlines,and hence consumptionand
accumulation never stop. The final goal is a diversified
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addiction,asopposed to one that monopolizesitsconsum-
ers.

Thisdiscussion hasnotcomefull circleasitmightseemat
firstglance. Ithasnotgone fromanapology fortechnology
toanattack uponit. Rather, the problembeing investigated

is: How can technological decent ralization return sover-
eignty to the individual rather than taking it away? Much of
the answer lies in whether the technology is accepted as a
means of passive consumption or as a means for active
production. Passive addiction mania must be resisted; when
corporate technocrats offer products or systems that seem to
ride on the promises of a utopian dawn, one should scruti-
nize these offerings with the utmost suspicion. That which
functions only “to make life easier (it all happens with the
touch of a button)” is generally unnecessary. In the smart
house, the computerized kitchen offers a data base on the
recipes of the world. This is probably a con. Is a kitchen
computer terminal really necessary? Does the service re-
quire a subscription? How often would it be used? Is it
desirable to have information on daily life (cooking in this
case) floating around the electronic net? Would it not be
more e fficient, cheaper, and private to simply purchase
some cookbooks? This last question is very telling. When
technology is trying to replace something that is not obso-
lete, one can be fairly certain that a strategy of dependence
is at work. Further, continue using any technology that
confounds the surveillance tactics of political economy. (In
this case it is as simple as supporting book technology).
Avoid using any technology that records data facts unless it
is essential. For example, try not to use credit cards. An
electronic record of a consumer’s purchases is very precious
data to the institutions of political economy. Do not let
these institutions have it.
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Thetechnological artifactsandsystemsworthy of support
are geared more toward sending out information, rather
than receiving it. Desktop publishing technology is an
excellentexample ofasysteminthe process of decentrali-
zation, one designed tofosteractive productionratherthan
passive reception. When the technology is skewed toward
reception, avoidit. (Itshould be noted that the strategy of
entwinementisalwaysaproblemregardlessof thetechnol-
ogy chosen. Barring the total rejection of technology, the
power of addiction will always be present). In the case of
interactive technology, itiswise toask, isitcentralized or
decentralized? Ifitislike the phone, and allowsaccess to
people and the information of your choice, use it—but
alwaysremember that the electronic tape could be record-
ing. Ifitiscentralizedandspectacular, itisbettertoavoidit.
Theability tochoose an ending foranetwork TV show is
notinteraction; itisadevice to keep the viewerwatching.
In this case, all the inventive choices have already been
made. Thisisanexample ofadevice designedto keep the
viewer passivelyengaged.

Tohelpdirecttechnology toward increased individual
autonomy, hackersoughtto continue developing personal
hardware and software; however, since most technology

emergesfromthemilitary complexandtherestcomesfrom

the corporate world, thesituation israther bleak.

Although much of the hope for continued resistance in the techno-
world restswithhackers,acontingentofresistanttechnocrats
guided by the concernsoftheradical lefthasyettoemerge.
Asmentionedinapreviouschapter, thisgroupisgenerally
very apolitical. While they must be credited for liberating
the hardware andsoftware thatrepresent the firstmoments
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ofsovereigntyintechno-culture, thereby lifting the techno-
situation out of hopelessness, care must be taken not to
over-valorize them. Theirmotivationsfor producing tech-
nology oscillate between compulsionandethical imperative.
Itisatype of addiction maniathatcarriesitsown peculiar
contradictions. Since such productionisextremely labor-
intensive, requiring permanentfocus, aspecializedfixation
emergesthatisbeneficial within the immediate realm of
techno-production, butisextremely questionable outside
itsspatial-temporal zone. The hacker isgenerally obsessed
withefficiencyandorder. Inproducing decentralized tech-
nology, afetish forthealgorithmicisunderstandable and
even laudable; however, whenitapproachesatotalizing
aesthetic, it has the potential to become damaging to the
point of complicity with the state. Asan aesthetic, rather
than a means of production, it can be areflection of the
ohscenity of bourgeois capitalism. Efficiencyalone cannot
be the measure of value. This is one demand that the
contestational voice has been making for two centuries.
The aesthetic of efficiency is one of exclusion; it seeks to
eliminate its predecessors. Since perfect efficiency is not
attainable, and it hasyet to be shown howan ascendant
systemcanincorporateall of the usefulness of pastsystems,
obscenesacrifice becomesan ever-presentcompanion. Not
onlydoesexcessefficiencysacrificeelementsofunderstand-
ingand explanation, butitalso subtractsfrom humanity
itself. Ideas, art,and passion can thriveaswell, if not better,
in an environment of disorder. The aesthetics of ineffi-
ciency, of desperate gambles, of incommensurable
imaginings, ofinsufferable interruptions, are all apart of
individual sovereignty. Thesearesituationsinwhichinven-
tionoccurs.
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Here onestumblesupon the paradox of hacking: Ifhackers
mustsingularly committoalgorithmic thinking tobe pro-
ductive, canthistechnocratic classbe convinced toactin
amannerthat, at times, will be antithetical to such think-
ing? Perhaps the more utopian results of hacking—the
decentralization of hardwareandinformation—areinfact
merely contingentelementsin hacker discourse. Whatthen
istobedone? Ifthe hackersare dissuaded fromfocusingon
theaestheticsofefficiency,and thereby politicized, produc-
tioncouldgodown; thiscouldinturnrestricttheavailability
of decentralized hardware and software needed by the
contestational voice. If the hackers remain focused on
efficiency, thatismore likely tostrengthen the totalizing
operationsofbourgeoisdiscourse. Treating thisproblemis
partlyamatterofredeployment. The hackeroccupiesavery
specialized timezone,andisinvolvedinspecialized labor.
Anti-company technocratsmustbe persuaded, by whatever
available means, toenter other timezonesandaddressthe
particular situationsfound there. Relocating hackersin
othertimezonesshould notbe understood literally; instead
itshould lead to recombinant collaboration. That s, the
characteristicsofthe hackerand the cultural worker should
blendandtherebyformalink between timezones, opening
the possibilities for discourse and actionacross the social
timecontinuum.

Itisquite likely that decentralizing hardware (technocratic resis-

tance) and redistributing labor (worker resistance) are not
enough inthemselvestointersect timezones. Asalready
indicated, withoutframesof interpretation toencouragethe
individual’s capacity forautonomousaction, decentraliza-
tion and redistribution could well have the opposite
effect—i.e., addiction mania. The best chance to keep
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interpretation of cultural phenomenafluid liesinmanipu-
lating, recombining, and recontextualizingsigns; when
accompanied by other types of resistance, thisallows the
maximumdegree ofautonomy. Signmanipulationwith the
purposeofkeepingtheinterpretivefield openisthe primary
critical function ofthe culturalworker. Thisfunction sepa-
ratestheculturalworkerfromthe propagandist, whose task
itistostopinterpretation,andtorigidify the readingsofthe
culture-text. The cultural worker'ssecondary functionisto
cross-fertilize separate time and/or spatial sectors, but this
task hasmetwith lesssuccess (the problem of over-deploy-
ment). The cultural worker is obligated to ferret out the
signsoffreedominasmanysectorsaspossible,andtransport
thembyway ofimage/texttoother locations. Thistransfer-
enceconstitutesthe temporaryanti-spectacle. Forexample,
hackershave alwayssaid that the computer cangrantthe
individual the ability tounderstand and to use real power.
Whatever the agent commands, the computer will do.
Althoughthismayseemtobeastatementofthe obvious, it
isquestionable whetherthe meaning of thisobservation is
really recognized outside the technocratic sector. Ifthis
assertionistruly understood, the possibilitiesfor resistance
dramatically increase. Populiststrategies of resistance de-
rivedfromreactionstothe problemsofearlycapitalareonly
anoption.

Consider the following: an activist organization decides
thatinsuranceagencieswhichkeeprecordsaboutuninsured
HIV+ people contribute to discriminatory practices, and
that such information-gatheringmust be stopped. Thisis
notaproblem of early capital imperialism, but one of late
capital information codes. All the picket lines, affinity
groups,anddrum corpsthatcanbe musteredwill have little
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effectinthissituation. The informationwill notbe deleted
fromthe databanks. Butto covertly spoil the information
banks, or destroy them, would have the desired effect. This
isamatter of meeting information authority with informa-
tiondisturbance; itisdirectautonomousaction, suitable to
thesituation. Oneelectronicaffinity group coulddoin-
stantly what the many could not over time. This is
postmoderncivil disobedience: it requiresdemocraticinter-
pretation ofaproblem, butwithout large-scale action. In
early capital, the only power base for marginal groupswas
defined by theirnumbers. Thisisnolongertrue. Nowthere
isatechnological power base, and itisup to cultural and
political activiststo think it through. Astime fragments,
populistmovementsand specialized forcescanwork suc-
cessfully intandem. Itisamatter of choosing the strategy
thatbestfitsthesituation, and of keeping the techniques of
resistance open.

Although breaksincommunication lineswithinand between au-
thoritarian institutions are reasonable focal points for
resistance, anditiseven possible that the concrete shell of
someinstitutionscouldbe completely crashed, itwillstillbe
difficult, if not impossible, to erase all the traces of the
institution leftin the rubble. Institutions, like ideas, do not
dieeasily. Infact, howcould complexsociety existwithout
bureaucracies? Howwould communication exist without
language? Irredeemable power isongoing. Macroinstitu-
tionshaveautonomousexistence, independentofindividual
action. Sowhatisthe point of resistance—why attack that
whichisundefeatable? Herein liesthe problem ofagency.
Towhat degree doesfreedomexist for the individual? This
isasite of continuous turmoil with nosatisfactory answer.
Overthe past century, ideas on the degree of entrapment
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havewildly proliferated. Peopleare caughtintheroutinized
pathwaysofwork,andareslavestothedemandsofproduc-
tion; peopleare caughtintheiron cage of bureaucracy,and
areslavestotheprocessofrationalization; peopleare caught
inthe domain of the code, and are slaves to the empire of
signs. Somuch isimmediately taken, from the momentthe
individual isthrown into theworld. Evenso, itisaworthy
wager toassume that the individual possessesa degree of
autonomyvaluableenoughtodefend,andthatitispossible
to expand it. It is also reasonable to gamble that social
aggregatessimilarin philosophical consensuscanreconfigure
social structures.

Ofthese twowagers, the former is of the mostimmediate
concern. As the division of labor grows in complexity,
individual sovereignty fadesunder increasingerasure, be-
comingatransparenttransistorforsocial currents. Agency
dwindles down to mundane choices entrapped in the
economy ofdesire. Toachieveanysense offree expression,
theindividual isincreasingly dependent upon the latter
wager. Power through numbers, thoughsomewhateffective
withinthesituation ofearly capital, islessimportantin late
capital, asthe praxis of quantity/power has hititscritical
mass. Globally,aninternetofunityisneeded thatat present
isjust notfeasible. Evenwithin national borders, activist
organizationsare encountering pointsofcritical mass. Itis
aparadox; to beeffective, the organization mustbesolarge
thatitrequiresbureaucratic hierarchy. Butdue toitsfunc-
tional principle of rationalization, thisrigid order cannot
accommodate multiple perspectivesamong itsmembers.
Splintering occurs, and the organizationisconsumedinits
own process. Perhaps it is time to reassess the idea of
quantity aspower. Evenwith the best ofintentions, large

141



142

The Electronic Disturbance

groupsinevitablysubordinate the individual to the group,
consistently running the risk of dehumanizationandalien-
ation. Itshould now be asked, can the model used by the
nomadicelite beappropriated for the cause of resistance?

Although the nomadic elite may be aunified power, itis
more likely thatthisclassexistsasinterrelatedand interde-
pendentcellspowerfulenoughtocontrol segmentsofsocial
organization. Theinterrelationshipbetween the power cells
developsnothy choice, butby nonrational process. These
cellsare oftenin conflict, continually moving througha
process of strengtheningandweakening, butthe transcen-
dental social current of late capital blindly proceeds,
untouchedbythe contingenciesofconflict. Repressionand
exploitation continue unabated. Theindividualagentsthat
laborwithin the cellsenjoy greater autonomy (freedom
fromrepression) than those belowthem; however, theyare
also caught in the social current. They do not have the
choice tostop the machinations of late capital’s process.
Thegeneticcode of these individualsisalso contingent; it
isnotessential tothe process. They couldbereplacedbyany
geneticsequence, and the resultswould remainthe same,
sincethe power islocated in the cells, notinthe individual.
Anindividual mayaccesspoweronlysolongass/heresides
inthe cell.

Technology isthe foundationforthe nomadicelite’sability
tomaintainabsence, acquirespeed, and consolidate power
inaglobal system. Enough technology hasfallen between
the cracksof the corporate-military hierarchy that experi-
mentationwith cell structure amongresistant culture can
begin. Newtacticsandstrategiesof civil disobedienceare
now possible, ones thataimto disturb the virtual order,
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rather than the spectacular order. With these newtactics,
many problems could beavoided that occurwhenresistors
use older tactics notsuitable toaglobal context. The cell
allowsgreater probability for establishinganonhierachical
group based on consensus. Because of itssmall size (arbi-
trarilyspeaking,4-8members), thisgroupallowsthe personal
voicetomaintainitself. Thereisnosplintering, only healthy
debate inanenvironmentoftrust. Thecell canactquickly
and more often without bureaucracy. Supported by the
power of technology, this action has the potential to be
more disturbing and more wide-ranging than any
subelectronicaction. Withenough of these cellsacting—
eveniftheirviewpointsconflict—itmay bewagered thata
resistantsocial currentwillemerge...onethatitisnoteasy
to turn off, tofind, or to monitor. In thismanner, people
withdifferentpointsof viewand differentspecializedskills
can work in unison, without compromise and without
surrender of individualitytoacentralized aggregate.

*kk*k*k

Therulesofthe game have changed. Civil disobedience isnotwhat
itused tobe. Whoiswilling to explore the new paradigm?
Itissoeasy tostay inthe bunker of assurances. Noconclu-
sions, no certainty; only theoretical frames, performative
matrices,and practical wagers. WWhatmore can besaid? Roll
thedice. Endprogram. Fade out.
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M
1890

But in this unstable, unbalanced spirit, ideas
crowd on one another, and escape, and give
place to others, while those that disappear still
leave their shadow brooding over those that
succeed.

But in this unstable, unbalanced hypertext, ideas
crowd on one another, and escape, and give
place to others, while those that disappear still
leave their shadow brooding over those that
succeed.



The Virtual Condition

M
1916

Animism came to primitive man naturally and
as a matter of course. He knew what things
were like in the world, namely just as he felt
himself to be. We are thus prepared to find
that primitive man transposed the structural
conditions of his own mind into the external
world; and we may attempt to reverse the
process and put back into the human mind
what animism teaches as to the nature of
things.

Reality engines came to screenal man naturally
and as a matter of course. He knew what things
were like in the world, namely just as he felt
himself to be. We are thus prepared to find that
screenal man transposed the structural condi-
tions of his own data nets into the virtual world,
and we may attempt to reverse the feedback and
put back into the human mind what reality
engines teach as to the nature of things.
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X
1926

Anxiety in the face of death must not be
confused with fear in the face of one’s demise.
This anxiety is not an accidental or random
mood of “weakness” in some individual; but,
as a basic state-of-mind of Dasein, it amounts
to the disclosedness of the fact that Dasein
exists as thrown Being towards its end.

Anxiety in the face of cyborgs must not be
confused with fear in the face of virtual demise.
This anxiety is not an accidental or random mood
of “weakness” in some interface; but, as a basic
state-of-media of Cysein, it amounts to the
disclosedness of the fact that Cysein exists as
sliding Being towards its disappearance.





