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À l’heure du soupçon, il y a deux attitudes possibles. Celle de
la désillusion et du renoncement, d’une part, nourrie par le
constat que le temps de la réflexion et celui de la décision n’ont plus
rien en commun; celle d’un regain d’attention, d’autre part, dont
témoignent le retour des cahiers de doléances et la réactivation d’un
débat d’ampleur nationale. Notre liberté de penser, comme au vrai
toutes nos libertés, ne peut s’exercer en dehors de notre volonté de
comprendre.

Voilà pourquoi la collection « Tracts » fera entrer les femmes et
les hommes de lettres dans le débat, en accueillant des essais en
prise avec leur temps mais riches de la distance propre à leur singularité. Ces voix doivent se faire entendre en tous lieux, comme
ce fut le cas des grands « tracts de la NRF » qui parurent dans les
années 1930, signés par André Gide, Jules Romains, Thomas Mann
ou Jean Giono – lequel rappelait en son temps: « Nous vivons les
mots quand ils sont justes. »

Puissions-nous tous ensemble faire revivre cette belle exigence.

 

ANTOINE GALLIMARD
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Socio-ecological disruption is no longer a prediction; it is a reality,
punctuated by crises. In response, we produce sustainable
development, a prescription for sobriety and rising levels of eco-anxiety. But what if we were on the wrong track? Scientific reports
agree that the twenty-first century will be turbulent. Our only certainty
is that uncertainty will persist and that it will increase. In the face of
such fluctuation, control, optimization and performance are locking us
into a very fragile and narrow path. Robustness – keeping the system
stable despite fluctuations – is the operational response to turbulence.
Unlike performance, robustness opens up possibilities and reconnects
us to living organisms, which are robust in essence. Furthermore,
recent advances in biology also provide us with an important key:
robustness is built first and foremost on heterogeneity, redundancy,
randomness, waste, slowness, incoherence... in short, robustness is
the antithesis of performance. The shift towards robustness reverses
all the paradigms of our time and helps us move beyond an epidemic of
burnout. With no regrets.


LIMITS TO PERFORMANCE

In 1972, the Club of Rome report The Limits to Growth predicted a socio-economic tipping point in the first half of
the twenty-first century. What is the situation 50 years on?
Chronic resource shortages, extreme climatic events, social
turmoil, geopolitical tensions – this trajectory is now taking
shape. The question is no longer whether this tipping point
will occur, but rather how we will live through it.

Invited to Lyon in France by the Michel Serres Institute
in 2022, Dennis Meadows, principal author of the report,
was careful not to make any prescriptions. Instead, he invited
us to reflect, saying: “It’s our habits that get us into trouble.”

Basically, our main habits today are control and optimization. Our choices, our decisions, our convictions are guided
by the idea that all performance is necessarily positive. Our
cities, our countryside, but also our work, our organizations,
our vacations... everything is designed to increase efficacy
(achieving one’s objective) and efficiency (with the least
possible means). We have become a civilization of highly
generalized optimization.

And we continue to do so. With practices such as “green
growth”, “smart cities”, “energy efficiency” and “horizontal
management”, the sacrosanct notion of performance has not
been called into question. On the contrary, it appears to be
the essential lever for transformation. Can we in seriousness
address the problems of a changing world without questioning performance? We have reached such levels of (over)
optimization that any increments are now counterproductive.


SELF-JUSTIFICATION

Let us start with quantitative measurements: performance
indicators. According to Goodhart’s Law, “when a measure
becomes a target, it ceases to be reliable”. Put another way,
any performance subject to measurement tends to justify
itself to the point of going against its purpose.

For example, take competitive sport: doping, cheating,
financial gambling, money laundering... competition takes
precedence over sport. The same is true of education, where
the goal of getting the best grades leads to cramming before
exams. Performance takes precedence over learning. All
indicators of performance become toxic beyond a certain
threshold.

The efficiency imperative borders on the absurd when
solely seeking the objective of growth. Not only does the
metric of infinite growth – “green”, “sustainable” or otherwise
– on a finite planet make little sense, but it also replaces other,
more complex objectives, such as well-being. Growth gives
the illusion of abundance, while it creates scarcity; it outlines
a trajectory of progress, while it threatens the viability of
humanity on Earth. Performance, by self-justifying through
indicators, crushes other values, and feeds a toxic form of
reductionist thinking.

REDUCTIONISM

Since we cannot solve all the world’s problems at once, we
reduce them to make them “manageable”. If the world were a
ball of tangled threads, we would pull on them, one after the
other, hoping to unravel them all in the end. In reality, the
more we pull on one thread, the more we tie knots elsewhere.
For example, the shortcut provided by the Suez Canal (12 % of
world maritime trade) has made Europe dependent on China
for vital products and is now an explosive geopolitical site.

Optimizing weakens. The dogma of performance being
fundamentally positive provides formidable support for
reductionist thinking (which promotes the minimization
of interactions), against systems thinking (which, on the
contrary, is built on the abundance of interactions).

Rather than loosening ties, shouldn’t we be stimulating
them? As Stefano Boni writes in Homo comfort, don’t we
reflexively say “Sorry!” when we touch someone, as if interactions were becoming difficult or even awkward? This is
certainly one of the greatest paradoxes of our so-called interconnected world: we are multiplying our digital interactions,
but our compass for drawing the future has never been so
channeled and poorly connected. Performance feeds reductionism and reductionism feeds performance in a sterile loop.

REBOUND EFFECTS

Yet, efficiency gains should lead to energy and resource
savings. Could this be a case of virtuous performance?

As is often the case, the situation is more complex. Historically, the gains in efficiency brought about by the switch
from wood to coal, and then from coal to oil, have not led to
lower energy consumption – quite the contrary. Efficiency
gains bring short-term savings, but the resulting attractiveness leads to a proliferation of uses, creates new needs, and
ultimately leads to greater overall consumption of resources.

For example, refrigerators were very energy intensive in
the 1960s. Then, they gradually became more efficient thanks
to technological progress. As a result, their cost – both to buy
and to run – fell. This opened a Pandora’s box: they multiplied, got bigger, filled new niches (refrigerators specifically designed for wine), and are now “smart”. The increased
energy efficiency of refrigerators has led to a rise in overall
resource consumption.

This paradox (known as Jevons’ paradox) has been well
documented for a long time. It can be seen everywhere, from
concentrated detergents, which lead to an increase in the
use of active ingredients per detergent, to family-size foods,
which tend to stimulate over-consumption, and so on.

Finally, one of the most systemic rebound effects is certainly yet to come. With the development of artificial dialogue intelligences, such as ChatGPT, we could soon be
doubting all the information we receive in our e-mails, on
Wikipedia or on our search engines. Computers were supposed to facilitate our interactions; artificial intelligence
could well destroy trust in the internet and severely complicate our communications. Today’s age of fake news may well
be just the preview.

SOCIAL DESTRUCTION

If there is one sector where performance is justified, it is
emergency services, where the efficiency of caregivers is vital
for patients. But does this mean we have to be efficient all
the time? Focusing on performance gains encourages productivity gains. This inevitably makes organizations weaker,
and thus more vulnerable. In hospitals, when performance
is transitory, it is beneficial for the patient. Continuously, if
the focus is solely on performance, it leads to neglected care,
disengagement, burnout, and in a very Kafkaesque absurdity, it undermines the financial and human survival of the
structure.

More generally, the deterioration of public services is a
consequence of the obligation to perform, particularly in
financial terms. As Sandra Lucbert deciphers in Le Ministère
des contes publics, here is the logical chain: tax cuts generate
voter approval, but benefit the richest first; this increases
the public sector deficit; orders to reduce public spending
follows; the market takes possession of public services and
subjects them to the performance imperative of profitability.
Here is the paradox: The technocratic government warns of
payment default to the population as a threat, when in fact,
payment default is part of its plan.

This fiscal (and social) derangement may now be reaching
its limit. According to Oxfam (methodology note, January
2023), “since 2020, the top 1 % have captured almost two-thirds of all new wealth, compared with half over the last
decade. This is almost twice as much as the rest of the world
put together, and six times more than the bottom 90 %. […]
In the last 10 years, billionaires have doubled their wealth,
making nearly six times more than the bottom 50 % of the
world combined”. We will not be able to live at such a rate
for another ten years.

ALIENATION

High-performance machines have accustomed us to certain
services in our daily lives: we increasingly delegate more functions to machines. As a result, we accept their autonomy ever
more readily. For example, think of your word processor’s
spell-checker, or Wall Street’s stock market trading in nanoseconds. Machines now dictate the tempo of our activities.

This alienation is complete in the digital age. Physical
counters are gradually being replaced by digital ones. We
used to punch in on the time clock for work; today, we scan
QR codes. This is destroying the meaning of social jobs, also
triggering a cascade of resignations in favor of the all-digital
world, in a never-ending escalation. Without human contact
in the long term, we are creating total dependence on digital
technology for basic care and social services. Our society,
especially our urban society, will no longer be able to function without the internet for its primary needs. The “wireless”
that was supposed to liberate us is, instead, a “wireleash”.

Finally, this alienation has extended to our senses. Trapped
by digital technology, our relationship with our environment
is now mediated by screens. The words of technocritique
thinker Ivan Ilitch still resonate: “In the age of the show,
[…] the eye becomes dependent on the interface rather than
the imagination.” In many ways, reliability on performant
machines has atrophied our relationship with our habitat.
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