
César Rendueles: “We are experiencing the dark side 
of a friendly Silicon Valley” 

Redes Vacías (Empty Networks) is the latest book by this sociologist, who has observed the rapid 
shift we have undergone from an enthusiastic view of technology to the current climate of cyber-

pessimism. 

Irene G. Rubio - Palo Elorduy 
 

 

T hirteen years ago, César Rendueles (Girona, 
1975) enjoyed a fleeting publishing 

success. Sociofobia (Capitán Swing, 2013) outlined 
the extent of the defeat of emancipatory movements 
and the inability to find solutions to that defeat. The 
pages of Sociofobia already contained critiques of 
cyber-utopianism, the belief, in vogue at the time, that 
technology-mediated politics was a panacea; that, 
through technical solutions, it was possible to ‘hack’ 
the system, as they said back then, and escape from 
that endless defeat. Several years later, Redes vacías. 
Tecnología catastrófica y el fin de la democracia 
(Empty Networks. Catastrophic Technology and the 
End of Democracy - Anagrama, 2026), the latest book 
by this CSIC researcher, revisits the questions about 
technology present in Sociofobia. The starting point, 
however, bears witness to the sharp turn that much of 
society has taken from being dazzled by the possibilities of technology and social media to the current cyber-
catastrophism. Despite their different approaches, both works delve deeper into Rendueles’s work in identifying what 
makes us feel powerless, that we cannot change anything around us, and counteract it. 

What has happened to make us go, in such a short space of time, from an optimistic belief in the 
revolutionary power of social media to viewing it as one of the main threats to democracy? 
It is incredible how quickly it has happened. During the pandemic, there was a massive digital deluge, particularly in the 
field of education. Screens and devices were introduced everywhere with the promise that they would improve 
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traditional education. Five years on, there are proposals to ban children’s access to devices in the classroom and, beyond 
that, to certain social media platforms. It is a shift that reflects the spirit of the times. We have hurtled at great speed 
towards a time of sombre passions, passivity, fear and mistrust. And just as happened before, in the heroic era of 
globalisation, I believe that digital technology is a collection of objects and processes that are highly attractive for 
symbolically channelling all those energies that were once positive but are now negative. 

The problem lies more with us than with technology. 
I think we place too much importance on technology. It is important to see it as part of broader processes. What has 
happened in our relationship with technology is no different from what has happened with the political experience in 
general. We have slipped into a very reactionary, very passive climate, dominated by fear and resentment.

Are cyber-utopianism and cyber-catastrophism two extremes of the same trend? 
That is the book’s thesis. In this shift from an extreme form of techno-utopianism to an equally extreme form of digital 
catastrophism, we end up trapped in the same kind of fetishism, which grants disproportionate power to machines and 
fails to recognise the social processes that underlie them. I believe that de-fetishising something is not about denying the 
power it holds, but rather about seeing the social processes within which that power is embedded, what gives it that 
power, and not thinking that the machine’s own mechanisms are changing our lives. 

Artificial intelligence is currently the prime example of a fetish. What is AI today? 
In Artificial Intelligence (Capitán Swing, 2024), Melanie Mitchell takes a historical journey from the 1950s to the present 

day. She strongly emphasises that there is a dynamic of peaks and 
valleys, ranging from moments of euphoria surrounding artificial 
intelligence to moments of disillusionment regarding what it can 
actually do. We are clearly experiencing a peak right now. I like 
recalling stories of technological failures. In the case of digital 
technologies, a narrative of success and progress has been constructed, 

when the reality is that there have been many bluffs and burst bubbles. We are very short-sighted when it comes to 
technology. 

In what sense? 
It is very difficult to know which technologies will, in the medium term, become widely adopted and have a 
transformative effect on social relations. I sometimes joke that the technology that has had the greatest influence in Spain 
over the last 50 years is probably prestressed cement, given its role in public works. I think with AI, it is very difficult to 
dispel all the hype and look beyond it. As things stand, we are absolutely certain—99.99% certain—that a massive 
speculative bubble surrounding AI is about to burst. We do not know how much of the rest of the economy it will drag 
down with it, but it will happen. Curiously, it is the very thing we are talking about the least. 

Why do these tech bubbles occur? 
We must remember that, at the moment, most uses of AI are merely cosmetic, such as WhatsApp’s AI assistant, which is 

completely unnecessary. My feeling is that these tech bubbles 
surrounding certain devices are linked to the fact that they feed 
into processes that are already underway. In other words, we pay 
so much attention to AI because, in a way, it perpetuates a trend 
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towards job insecurity. First for the unskilled, and we’ll see if it extends to the skilled as well. What this trend suggests is 
that we better be content with what we have, because otherwise something will come along that is cheaper than us. In 
this way, AI perpetuates a dynamic of the dispossession of knowledge and a dynamic of submission to a power against 
which you are defenceless. They tell you that there is something much greater, against which you, as an individual, are 
powerless; you have to surrender. We pay attention to these technologies, whilst others—which we struggle to imagine—
are left by the wayside. 

To what extent is it a coincidence that AI, as the main obsession of Silicon Valley and the 
technoligarchs, has emerged in the wake of the crisis of neoliberalism? 
The debate surrounding the end of neoliberalism is complex because this decline is taking place through an acceleration 
of the dynamics of commodification. The neoliberal narrative is losing its legitimacy; it no longer convinces anyone, nor 
does it even try. No one expects to feel inspired by these processes of commodification, nor that they will generate a 
more or less hopeful worldview. We are living through the dark flipside of the friendly Silicon Valley, full of hoodie-
wearing nerds who used to collect trading cards. Those people who had trouble relating to their fellow humans still do, 
but now in a nihilistic and sociopathic form. 

In just a few years, we have seen how the world’s most powerful figures have changed. 
There is a reshuffling of the elites in this post-neoliberal era. I am not talking about political and economic power 
relations, but rather about the narratives they need to put in place to legitimise their power. This is where AI generates 
very potent images, culturally very powerful from a reactionary perspective. Because these are machines that seemingly 
can do anything, yet at the same time are extremely centralised, in the hands of a few companies that possess the 
technology to put them into action, and are closely linked to that coalition of post-democratic, post-authoritarian elites 
in Silicon Valley. 

As Astra Taylor and Naomi Klein put it, it is a form of end-times fascism.  
It is an image that ultimately ends up trapping you. Just as the paradigm of neoliberal globalisation ended up 
trapping left-wing movements and anti-establishment movements too, because it is the prevailing atmosphere of 
the times, within which you have to operate. You are unable to escape that framework of resentment, of the end of 
times. 

In the book, you argue that we are witnessing a process of digital deinstitutionalisation. Could 
you explain what this involves? 
The concept of an institution involves a set of clear rules that govern certain social processes and remain relatively 
stable over time. Institutions take the form of organisations. What sort of collaborative organisations do we know 
of? Plenty, from trade unions and cooperatives to educational institutions such as universities. These are 
cooperative, partially cooperative or collaborative institutions. I thought this back in the 2000s, when the free 
culture movements emerged, and I still think it now: the most significant limitation of those movements was a 

certain inability to imagine the institutionalisation of those 
processes. To think about how to create organisations that would 
foster cooperation around digital technologies, so that it would 
be stable, scalable, underpinned by deliberative dynamics, and 
guided by political deliberation rather than merely by technical 

protocols. And to consider what role the public sphere—which is not the same as the state—could play in creating 
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a digital counter-power capable of realistically opposing those enormous economic and technological 
superpowers. 

What do you think went wrong? 

Within the free culture movement, there was a certain degree of utopian idealism, heavily influenced by our own 
technological imagination, which ultimately worked against it. Now, when we have so much at stake in the 
technological battles – in terms of security and democracy – it is a good time to revive that free culture project. 
With all the positives it had, but also by acknowledging those limitations, to rethink what a public ecosystem might 
look like that isn’t purely state-run, where there is room for private initiatives, even commercial ones. The idea of a 
public institution as something distinct from a state organisation is crucial. I’ll give the example of universities, but 
there are many others—they could be trade unions, cooperatives, whatever you like. 
 

In the book, you also talk about a web of micro-dependencies that prevents us from stepping 
away from social media. One example has been this somewhat failed attempt to leave X 
(Twitter), where we run the risk of falling into an individualistic, moralising approach. How do 
we propose measures that are effective and not just blame-inducing? 

With the abandonment of platforms like X, we are seeing a repeat of past experiences. For a while, there were very 
emphatic calls to switch to free software and, indeed, there was often a strong identity-based and moralising 
dimension to it. "I'm better because I use Ubuntu, unlike you, you poor loser, who uses Windows and is a prisoner 
of capitalism." With the exodus from X, the problem is that, for individuals, the costs are of very different kinds. For 
some, it is about visibility; for others, it is about losing connections, losing convenience, or simply, it is a hassle to 
have to start from scratch. Most people couldn't care less about what happens with technology. As Geert Lovink 
said, I do not feel any freer just because I can tweak my printer drivers. I just want it to print, and that is that. 

So what is the key? 
We must avoid seeing them as individual rather than collective processes. In other words, let us all move to 
BlueSky, or wherever. And let us hope it works, of course. Because otherwise, it is absurd. I find the role that 
certain institutional actors, such as the media or universities, played in the exodus from Twitter interesting. Because 
you are not leaving on your own, but rather you are part of something bigger, with institutions that represent or 
reach hundreds of thousands of people, taking that step. That is what can work. Not so much acting as a censor but 
as being part of something we can all do together: building healthier digital ecosystems. 

Talking about the movement of families advocating a sort of ‘mobile phone prohibition’ for 
teenagers. What are the problems with this proposal? 
It is extremely poorly defined. It is not at all clear how, on earth, something like this could be enforced; nobody 
knows. It does not distinguish between 15-year-olds and eight-year-olds. For example, can you imagine a 15-year-
old girl’s only access to information on feminism, gender equality, sexual diversity, or contraception having to be 
filtered by her father? It is mad. Rosa Luxemburg began her activism at the age of 15. Greta Thunberg started her 
strike at the age of 15. Treating 15-year-olds as if they were eight is highly problematic. Then, what is a social 
media platform? It seems Instagram is, TikTok is, but is WhatsApp a social media platform? Telegram, which is a pit 
of hell full of paedophilia and Nazism, is it not a social media platform? In the end, you will have to accept the 
definition of a social media platform provided by the owners of social media platforms. Once again, we are falling 
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into the trap of accepting that the only source of solutions to technology’s problems is that offered by technology 
manufacturers, and that we must entrust them with solving those problems. 

What message is being sent to young people? 
On the one hand, what the ban is telling them is: you cannot. It deprives them of any kind of agency. There is a 
terrible world out there to which you must either surrender and let it corrupt you in every way, because it is 
impossible to resist, or else lock yourself away in a panic room and take a vow of digital chastity, because that is 
the only thing you can do. On the other hand, adults are depriving you of any responsibility for a world they have 
built. And, as a more general reflection, left-wingers who, in theory, advocated lowering the voting age to 16, now 
say that at 15, they cannot access social media. It is a refusal to frame the tensions in terms of freedom, privacy, 
and free access to information for people who are not adults but are certainly subjects of law. I find this deeply 
disturbing because it strikes me as yet another instance of the reactionary framework colonising the left. 

In this regard, proposals regarding technology are limited to calls for bans, whether on access to 
social media or on AI. The possibility of approaching technology in an empowering way is 
overlooked. 
Indeed, AI is so dominated by catastrophic, doomsday, and negative scenarios that it is hard to imagine any other 
interpretation. But it should not be that difficult. With a little speculative imagination, let us picture a highly 
sophisticated Big Data and AI system in the hands of a progressive public prosecutor’s office. I find it harder to 
imagine that than the end of the world! Let us imagine that these tools were used to prevent tax evasion, and that 

those who never pay—because they have a thousand ways of getting 
out of it—would start paying as a result. Or let us imagine a tool in 
the hands of the Ministry of Social Affairs that automatically sends 
cheques to people, without a single form, because it cross-references 
data and knows who needs them. I think there are ways to view 

these technologies more positively, but we are not even trying. There is a complete surrender to that grey world. 

How do these tech giants make their profits?  
It is striking how little we think about where the profits of the big tech companies come from. It is taken for granted 
that they make money, but nobody really knows where that money comes from. It is clear in the case of Airbnb or 
Uber. But WhatsApp – where does it get its money from? From our data. Right, but what do they do with that data? 
Just advertising? What is at stake? These questions confront us with the incredible speculative and rent-seeking 
nature of all these technologies. They have always had this aspect, even when we believed they were the future of 
new production models. Productive in what sense, exactly? Sometimes it is an increase in the speed and efficiency 
of production processes, but at other times it is not. It is a version of television or newspapers that lived off 
advertising, but accelerated exponentially. 

You also point out that the digital economy appropriates or parasitises everyday social 
mechanisms. 
This is very clear in the case of Uber or Airbnb. They capitalise on our daily efforts to get around the city or find 
accommodation. But ultimately, they are all like that. I do not know how many employees WhatsApp has 
worldwide, but I suspect not many. They capitalise on our need to communicate with our close circles to make a 
profit. I think this is an interesting way to apply that perspective on primitive accumulation, the extraction of 
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surplus value, the commons, and non-commodified spaces—to generate value and transfer it to other spheres. This 
is interesting because it is reversible. 

How could this be done? 
Just as certain social spheres have been decommodified by introducing public institutions—in this case, state-run 
ones—into the fields of healthcare, housing or education, that process of decommodification can be expanded. 
Many technological processes can be decommodified. Loads of apps are actually just really simple messaging 
systems. We have this fetishism that makes us attribute enormous symbolic significance to apps like WhatsApp, but 
it really would not be that difficult to decommodify them. 

It is difficult to find references in current analyses to the pandemic and its social significance, 
and we appreciate that the book addresses this. What did the pandemic mean? How did it 
influence society?  
I don’t think we have really given it much thought, neither in academia—in sociology or political science—nor 
within left-wing movements. The pandemic had such a profound impact on us that we wanted to turn the page and 
forget about it. It brought to light things that were already underway, lurking beneath the surface. But it has been a 
crucial turning point in many parts of the world. In Argentina, for example, the explanation for why Milei won has 
a lot to do with the pandemic. Or what is happening in Madrid—this political black hole that nobody quite 
understands how it is possible—has a lot to do with that. 

In what sense was it a crucial turning point? 
It was a moment when governments implemented the sort of policies one would expect from a radical right-wing 
government. There was surely no alternative. But it puts you in an impossible position, because, on the one hand, 

you are doing exactly what the far right would like to do if it were 
in power. And, on the other hand, the far right can accuse you of 
being a tyrant, a dictator... The pandemic changed everything 
because it was an outburst of negative emotions. A mix of feelings 
of passivity, fear and widespread resentment that have transformed 

how we relate to one another. In a way, the same thing is happening with technology. The progressive government 
is proposing a ban, which is what the far right would like to do, but at the same time, it risks being accused of 
being a tyrant. 

How has the pandemic affected our view of technology? 
It was the realisation of the cyber-utopian dream. Everything we were told would happen—that we would connect 
with the whole world via video calls, that we would download content from virtual libraries, and so on—came to 
pass. And it was awful, a nightmare. It takes something as horrific as a pandemic and the government locking you 
down at home for the cyber-utopian dream to come true. That changed our relationship with technology: we 
realised it was dreadful, but at the same time, it normalised it. 

Another issue that has also exploded with the pandemic is conspiracy theories. One of the 
saddest obsessions of our time, and one that is also present on the left, is the belief in 
conspiracies. 
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The rise of conspiracy theory as a major ideology of our time is linked to a certain individualisation of political 
passions. It involves taking the idea of critical thinking, which used to be about collective elaboration (together, we 
are all capable of thinking of something that challenges more or less established truths), and applying it to the 
individual sphere. “I’m smarter than everyone else; I’ve educated myself on YouTube, whereas you, you sheep, 
believe the government experts.” It is about viewing gains in knowledge as something individual, linked to the 
secret that I uncover. This has a very perverse effect: mistrust of expert knowledge and a complete perversion of the 
idea of critical thinking, leading to a general mistrust of science. Having to defend even the most basic expert 
knowledge is a very bleak prospect. We on the left need to engage in considerable self-criticism. During the 
pandemic, some people accepted monstrous overlaps with conspiracy theories, with very clear links to the far 
right. On the left, we carry a complicated legacy of tolerance for things we perhaps should not have tolerated. 

You also point out that many institutions involved in mediation, such as publishing houses and 
newspapers, have been facing a crisis and are being replaced by what you call processes of 
social algorithmisation. 
At the dawn of the digital shift, when internet use began to spread, the end of mediation was widely accepted. 
With your mobile phone, you are a journalist; you no longer need publishers because you can publish your novel 

directly, and so on. The direct relationship between consumer 
and producer was extolled. This was, of course, accepted by 
supporters of the proprietary model, who wanted the big tech 
companies to become publishers as well as paper 

manufacturers, transporters, and booksellers. But it was also accepted by the left, who saw it as a positive 
development because it eliminated hierarchies. It worries me greatly because I believe it is, to a large extent, the 
root of our problems. There is no such thing as non-mediation. If you do not have a mediator, it means someone is 
acting as an invisible mediator. Mediation processes at least allow you to make the dynamics of selection and 
promotion visible and to propose other alternatives. Not like the algorithm, which is the perfect example of 
monstrous invisible mediation, where it seems as though you are in control of your decisions, but you end up 
consuming exactly what the owner of YouTube or Twitter wants. 

Can we imagine a different model? 
Mediating institutions need not be newspapers, publishing houses, record labels, or traditional libraries; they could 
be something else. But to disregard all those established processes—which are, moreover, linked to professions 
with their own traditions, learning dynamics, and self-regulatory mechanisms—seems to me disastrous. There has 
been a collapse of these mediating institutions, some driven by the market, but others, I believe, partly brought 
about from within, as in the case of the media. This has put us in a situation we ought to fight against. 

“A poly-drug-addicted techno-oligarch with terminal infantilism”, “rat-like children with 
supposed superpowers”, “a supremacist millionaire with paranoid delusions”, “cyber-oligarchs 
who live the lifestyle and look like a Las Vegas pimp”, “narcissistic billionaires with obvious 
cognitive decline”… These are just some of the epithets you use in the book to describe Silicon 
Valley millionaires and their clique. Have you decided to revive the Marxist tradition of the 
noble art of the insult? 
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I felt like hurling insults, effectively reviving that noble tradition. More seriously, I believe that such ridicule has its 
importance. It is astonishing how these narcissistic billionaires have been treated with kid gloves for decades—
people who toy at will with matters of great importance to our lives, to democracy, to the economy. That portrayal 
of them as if they were likeable, shy children, millionaires almost despite themselves: “Deep down they’d rather be 
in a garage playing a role-playing game, but fate has placed them at the helm of a murderous multinational.” When 
Windows 95 came out, they sent a reporter from El País Semanal to Microsoft’s offices and interviewed Bill Gates. 
He described how there were mattresses in the programmers’ cubicles, because they loved their work so much that 
they stayed there to sleep. I remember one very specific detail: he said that Gates was wearing dirty glasses. He’d 
probably just arrived from Epstein’s island, and probably several of those programmers committed suicide due to 
overwork. That is why I think it is right to make that effort, for the sake of mental hygiene, to portray them for what 
they are: a sort of crazed, uneducated nihilists, of questionable intelligence in some cases, but with an incredibly 
generous view of themselves. Quite apart from the fact that I fancied a bit of a laugh, I think it is good, on a 
collective level. 

Related links:  
• The Jus Semper Global Alliance 

• Gil-Manuel Hernàndez i Martí: Why the world ignores Cassandra 

• Florent Marcellesi: Is a Green and Just AI Possible? 

• Access Now: Human Rights in the Age of Artificial Intelligence  
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	As Astra Taylor and Naomi Klein put it, it is a form of end-times fascism.  It is an image that ultimately ends up trapping you. Just as the paradigm of neoliberal globalisation ended up trapping left-wing movements and anti-establishment movements too, because it is the prevailing atmosphere of the times, within which you have to operate. You are unable to escape that framework of resentment, of the end of times.
	In the book, you argue that we are witnessing a process of digital deinstitutionalisation. Could you explain what this involves?
	The concept of an institution involves a set of clear rules that govern certain social processes and remain relatively stable over time. Institutions take the form of organisations. What sort of collaborative organisations do we know of? Plenty, from trade unions and cooperatives to educational institutions such as universities. These are cooperative, partially cooperative or collaborative institutions. I thought this back in the 2000s, when the free culture movements emerged, and I still think it now: the most significant limitation of those movements was a certain inability to imagine the institutionalisation of those processes. To think about how to create organisations that would foster cooperation around digital technologies, so that it would be stable, scalable, underpinned by deliberative dynamics, and guided by political deliberation rather than merely by technical protocols. And to consider what role the public sphere—which is not the same as the state—could play in creating a digital counter-power capable of realistically opposing those enormous economic and technological superpowers.
	What do you think went wrong? Within the free culture movement, there was a certain degree of utopian idealism, heavily influenced by our own technological imagination, which ultimately worked against it. Now, when we have so much at stake in the technological battles – in terms of security and democracy – it is a good time to revive that free culture project. With all the positives it had, but also by acknowledging those limitations, to rethink what a public ecosystem might look like that isn’t purely state-run, where there is room for private initiatives, even commercial ones. The idea of a public institution as something distinct from a state organisation is crucial. I’ll give the example of universities, but there are many others—they could be trade unions, cooperatives, whatever you like.
	In the book, you also talk about a web of micro-dependencies that prevents us from stepping away from social media. One example has been this somewhat failed attempt to leave X (Twitter), where we run the risk of falling into an individualistic, moralising approach. How do we propose measures that are effective and not just blame-inducing?
	With the abandonment of platforms like X, we are seeing a repeat of past experiences. For a while, there were very emphatic calls to switch to free software and, indeed, there was often a strong identity-based and moralising dimension to it. "I'm better because I use Ubuntu, unlike you, you poor loser, who uses Windows and is a prisoner of capitalism." With the exodus from X, the problem is that, for individuals, the costs are of very different kinds. For some, it is about visibility; for others, it is about losing connections, losing convenience, or simply, it is a hassle to have to start from scratch. Most people couldn't care less about what happens with technology. As Geert Lovink said, I do not feel any freer just because I can tweak my printer drivers. I just want it to print, and that is that.
	So what is the key?
	We must avoid seeing them as individual rather than collective processes. In other words, let us all move to BlueSky, or wherever. And let us hope it works, of course. Because otherwise, it is absurd. I find the role that certain institutional actors, such as the media or universities, played in the exodus from Twitter interesting. Because you are not leaving on your own, but rather you are part of something bigger, with institutions that represent or reach hundreds of thousands of people, taking that step. That is what can work. Not so much acting as a censor but as being part of something we can all do together: building healthier digital ecosystems.
	Talking about the movement of families advocating a sort of ‘mobile phone prohibition’ for teenagers. What are the problems with this proposal?
	It is extremely poorly defined. It is not at all clear how, on earth, something like this could be enforced; nobody knows. It does not distinguish between 15-year-olds and eight-year-olds. For example, can you imagine a 15-year-old girl’s only access to information on feminism, gender equality, sexual diversity, or contraception having to be filtered by her father? It is mad. Rosa Luxemburg began her activism at the age of 15. Greta Thunberg started her strike at the age of 15. Treating 15-year-olds as if they were eight is highly problematic. Then, what is a social media platform? It seems Instagram is, TikTok is, but is WhatsApp a social media platform? Telegram, which is a pit of hell full of paedophilia and Nazism, is it not a social media platform? In the end, you will have to accept the definition of a social media platform provided by the owners of social media platforms. Once again, we are falling into the trap of accepting that the only source of solutions to technology’s problems is that offered by technology manufacturers, and that we must entrust them with solving those problems.
	What message is being sent to young people?
	On the one hand, what the ban is telling them is: you cannot. It deprives them of any kind of agency. There is a terrible world out there to which you must either surrender and let it corrupt you in every way, because it is impossible to resist, or else lock yourself away in a panic room and take a vow of digital chastity, because that is the only thing you can do. On the other hand, adults are depriving you of any responsibility for a world they have built. And, as a more general reflection, left-wingers who, in theory, advocated lowering the voting age to 16, now say that at 15, they cannot access social media. It is a refusal to frame the tensions in terms of freedom, privacy, and free access to information for people who are not adults but are certainly subjects of law. I find this deeply disturbing because it strikes me as yet another instance of the reactionary framework colonising the left.
	In this regard, proposals regarding technology are limited to calls for bans, whether on access to social media or on AI. The possibility of approaching technology in an empowering way is overlooked.
	Indeed, AI is so dominated by catastrophic, doomsday, and negative scenarios that it is hard to imagine any other interpretation. But it should not be that difficult. With a little speculative imagination, let us picture a highly sophisticated Big Data and AI system in the hands of a progressive public prosecutor’s office. I find it harder to imagine that than the end of the world! Let us imagine that these tools were used to prevent tax evasion, and that those who never pay—because they have a thousand ways of getting out of it—would start paying as a result. Or let us imagine a tool in the hands of the Ministry of Social Affairs that automatically sends cheques to people, without a single form, because it cross-references data and knows who needs them. I think there are ways to view these technologies more positively, but we are not even trying. There is a complete surrender to that grey world.
	How do these tech giants make their profits?
	It is striking how little we think about where the profits of the big tech companies come from. It is taken for granted that they make money, but nobody really knows where that money comes from. It is clear in the case of Airbnb or Uber. But WhatsApp – where does it get its money from? From our data. Right, but what do they do with that data? Just advertising? What is at stake? These questions confront us with the incredible speculative and rent-seeking nature of all these technologies. They have always had this aspect, even when we believed they were the future of new production models. Productive in what sense, exactly? Sometimes it is an increase in the speed and efficiency of production processes, but at other times it is not. It is a version of television or newspapers that lived off advertising, but accelerated exponentially.
	You also point out that the digital economy appropriates or parasitises everyday social mechanisms.
	This is very clear in the case of Uber or Airbnb. They capitalise on our daily efforts to get around the city or find accommodation. But ultimately, they are all like that. I do not know how many employees WhatsApp has worldwide, but I suspect not many. They capitalise on our need to communicate with our close circles to make a profit. I think this is an interesting way to apply that perspective on primitive accumulation, the extraction of surplus value, the commons, and non-commodified spaces—to generate value and transfer it to other spheres. This is interesting because it is reversible.
	How could this be done?
	Just as certain social spheres have been decommodified by introducing public institutions—in this case, state-run ones—into the fields of healthcare, housing or education, that process of decommodification can be expanded. Many technological processes can be decommodified. Loads of apps are actually just really simple messaging systems. We have this fetishism that makes us attribute enormous symbolic significance to apps like WhatsApp, but it really would not be that difficult to decommodify them.
	It is difficult to find references in current analyses to the pandemic and its social significance, and we appreciate that the book addresses this. What did the pandemic mean? How did it influence society?  I don’t think we have really given it much thought, neither in academia—in sociology or political science—nor within left-wing movements. The pandemic had such a profound impact on us that we wanted to turn the page and forget about it. It brought to light things that were already underway, lurking beneath the surface. But it has been a crucial turning point in many parts of the world. In Argentina, for example, the explanation for why Milei won has a lot to do with the pandemic. Or what is happening in Madrid—this political black hole that nobody quite understands how it is possible—has a lot to do with that.
	In what sense was it a crucial turning point?
	It was a moment when governments implemented the sort of policies one would expect from a radical right-wing government. There was surely no alternative. But it puts you in an impossible position, because, on the one hand, you are doing exactly what the far right would like to do if it were in power. And, on the other hand, the far right can accuse you of being a tyrant, a dictator... The pandemic changed everything because it was an outburst of negative emotions. A mix of feelings of passivity, fear and widespread resentment that have transformed how we relate to one another. In a way, the same thing is happening with technology. The progressive government is proposing a ban, which is what the far right would like to do, but at the same time, it risks being accused of being a tyrant.
	How has the pandemic affected our view of technology?
	It was the realisation of the cyber-utopian dream. Everything we were told would happen—that we would connect with the whole world via video calls, that we would download content from virtual libraries, and so on—came to pass. And it was awful, a nightmare. It takes something as horrific as a pandemic and the government locking you down at home for the cyber-utopian dream to come true. That changed our relationship with technology: we realised it was dreadful, but at the same time, it normalised it.
	Another issue that has also exploded with the pandemic is conspiracy theories. One of the saddest obsessions of our time, and one that is also present on the left, is the belief in conspiracies.
	The rise of conspiracy theory as a major ideology of our time is linked to a certain individualisation of political passions. It involves taking the idea of critical thinking, which used to be about collective elaboration (together, we are all capable of thinking of something that challenges more or less established truths), and applying it to the individual sphere. “I’m smarter than everyone else; I’ve educated myself on YouTube, whereas you, you sheep, believe the government experts.” It is about viewing gains in knowledge as something individual, linked to the secret that I uncover. This has a very perverse effect: mistrust of expert knowledge and a complete perversion of the idea of critical thinking, leading to a general mistrust of science. Having to defend even the most basic expert knowledge is a very bleak prospect. We on the left need to engage in considerable self-criticism. During the pandemic, some people accepted monstrous overlaps with conspiracy theories, with very clear links to the far right. On the left, we carry a complicated legacy of tolerance for things we perhaps should not have tolerated.
	You also point out that many institutions involved in mediation, such as publishing houses and newspapers, have been facing a crisis and are being replaced by what you call processes of social algorithmisation.
	At the dawn of the digital shift, when internet use began to spread, the end of mediation was widely accepted. With your mobile phone, you are a journalist; you no longer need publishers because you can publish your novel directly, and so on. The direct relationship between consumer and producer was extolled. This was, of course, accepted by supporters of the proprietary model, who wanted the big tech companies to become publishers as well as paper manufacturers, transporters, and booksellers. But it was also accepted by the left, who saw it as a positive development because it eliminated hierarchies. It worries me greatly because I believe it is, to a large extent, the root of our problems. There is no such thing as non-mediation. If you do not have a mediator, it means someone is acting as an invisible mediator. Mediation processes at least allow you to make the dynamics of selection and promotion visible and to propose other alternatives. Not like the algorithm, which is the perfect example of monstrous invisible mediation, where it seems as though you are in control of your decisions, but you end up consuming exactly what the owner of YouTube or Twitter wants.
	Can we imagine a different model?
	Mediating institutions need not be newspapers, publishing houses, record labels, or traditional libraries; they could be something else. But to disregard all those established processes—which are, moreover, linked to professions with their own traditions, learning dynamics, and self-regulatory mechanisms—seems to me disastrous. There has been a collapse of these mediating institutions, some driven by the market, but others, I believe, partly brought about from within, as in the case of the media. This has put us in a situation we ought to fight against.
	“A poly-drug-addicted techno-oligarch with terminal infantilism”, “rat-like children with supposed superpowers”, “a supremacist millionaire with paranoid delusions”, “cyber-oligarchs who live the lifestyle and look like a Las Vegas pimp”, “narcissistic billionaires with obvious cognitive decline”… These are just some of the epithets you use in the book to describe Silicon Valley millionaires and their clique. Have you decided to revive the Marxist tradition of the noble art of the insult?
	I felt like hurling insults, effectively reviving that noble tradition. More seriously, I believe that such ridicule has its importance. It is astonishing how these narcissistic billionaires have been treated with kid gloves for decades—people who toy at will with matters of great importance to our lives, to democracy, to the economy. That portrayal of them as if they were likeable, shy children, millionaires almost despite themselves: “Deep down they’d rather be in a garage playing a role-playing game, but fate has placed them at the helm of a murderous multinational.” When Windows 95 came out, they sent a reporter from El País Semanal to Microsoft’s offices and interviewed Bill Gates. He described how there were mattresses in the programmers’ cubicles, because they loved their work so much that they stayed there to sleep. I remember one very specific detail: he said that Gates was wearing dirty glasses. He’d probably just arrived from Epstein’s island, and probably several of those programmers committed suicide due to overwork. That is why I think it is right to make that effort, for the sake of mental hygiene, to portray them for what they are: a sort of crazed, uneducated nihilists, of questionable intelligence in some cases, but with an incredibly generous view of themselves. Quite apart from the fact that I fancied a bit of a laugh, I think it is good, on a collective level.
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