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It is generally assumed that a reference to sur-
faces marks a reduction and hence a loss for our
thinking. But what would it mean to consider
the opposite? What if cultural techniques of
‘flattening’ afford a potential without which
scientific and artistic inquiry, architectural and
technological practices, but also bureaucratic
administrations would hardly be possible? In-
deed, what cave painting and tattooing share
with writing, diagrams, maps, formulas, com-
puter screens, and smartphones is the produc-
tive use of illustrated and inscribed surfaces.
What is the secret of this success? And what are
the changes we are witnessing with the digital-

ization of artificial flatness?
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This lecture is part of the ICI Lecture Series
‘Reduction’, which explores the critical poten-
tials of notions and practices of ‘Teduction’,
within and across different fields and approach-
es. One of the most devastating chargeslevelled
against theories, analyses, and descriptions is
that of being reductive or of amounting to a
full-blown reductionism. Conceptual frame-
works are scolded for being impoverished and
descriptions for being too sparse or flat. And
conversely, to call something ‘irreducible’
seems to confer an immediate and indisputable
dignity to it. And yet the history of science and
knowledge cannot be told without acknowl-
edging the importance of reductionist pro-
grammes; reductive paradigms have periodi-
cally revitalized the arts. What lies at the root
of such different attitudes towards ‘reduction’?
Can one embrace forms of reduction that are
not in the service of production, allowing for
the possibility of a ‘less’ that would no longer

have to amount to ‘more’?
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