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I. INTRODUCTION

The problematic relationship between the individual
and collectivity constitutes a historical drama that
speaks very directly to contemporary times, and raises
a fundamental question regarding the status of the two
terms in the issue: to which of the two should primacy
be attributed? Is the concept of collectivity not an un-
due hypostatization, simply the sum of all individuals,
who are the only ones to whom we can truthfully at-
tribute rights? And again, is the individual—noting that
they are born into a social and cultural context that
precedes them and forms their personality—not the re-
sult of an illegitimate abstraction from the collectivity
that comes before them?

Yet, rather than assigning superiority to either the
individual or the collectivity in a way that diminishes
one of the two, as if it were a struggle in which one of
the two must inevitably surrender, is there room for a
view that envisions the harmonious integration of the
individual—meaning, with all their legitimate aspira-
tions, initiative, and freedom—within the sphere of a
collective that neither swallows them nor dominates
them with stifling demands?

The aim of the article is to provide some points of
reflection for considering not only the political recon-
ciliation of individual claims and attention to the col-
lective, but also the fundamental role of the collective
in individual subjectivity. From this perspective, a fur-
ther objective is to reflect on the role of aggregative
events as laboratories for the integration of the individ-
ual and the collective.

II. INDIVIDUALISM OF DIFFERENT KINDS

The current model of Western society—what Ton-
nies' (and later Weber) called Gesellschaft—is one
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built upon individual interests and rational agreements
based on mutual consent. It should be made clear from
the outset that in this article—drawing on a text by Mi-
chelangelo Bovero—we will speak of Gesellschafi-
type and Gemeinschafi-type societies in terms of socie-
ties grounded, respectively, in one framework or the
other. Forms of coexistence based, to be clear on “con-
tract” and forms based on spontaneous togetherness
can, in fact, coexist within all types of societies. And
Tonnies, of course, in his diagnostic critique of con-
temporary society, had no intention of restoring the
Gemeinschaft model: for him, Gesellschafi and Ge-
meinschafi are simply two ideal types that describe
forms of coexistence.

Unlike Gemeinschaft-society, a type of society held
together by spontaneous communal sentiments, Gesell-
schaft has individualism as a core component. Alt-
hought it is necessary to clarify what kind of individu-
alism is both possible and desirable within a Gesell-
schaft-type society: ideally, a form of individualism
that allows us to preserve personal rights and freedoms
while upholding the political relevance of the collec-
tive.

In an article by Michelangelo Bovero titled Quale
mondo é sostenibile? [What Kind of World Is Sustain-
able?, (my translation)]!, three types of individualism
are outlined, each of which we should critically exam-
ine:

e Neoliberal individualism, which recognizes
only self-interested free individuals. Conse-
quently, it promotes “absolute and com-
plete” deregulation;

e (lassical liberal individualism, which aims to
establish a “maximum market” regulated,
however, by some collectively imposed
norms;

e Minimal state liberal individualism, which
seeks to limit collective power to public or-
der and the protection of non-coercive



rights—those guarding against violent re-
strictions on individual freedom.

While the first two forms may be seen as dystopi-
an—because they fail to protect the dignity of individ-
uals from being reduced to their market value—the
third, which is an authentically modern form, accord-
ing to Bovero, is the first in history not to be inherently
dystopian.

However, it still lacks a key component found in the
fourth and most desirable form of individualism: it af-
firms the individual’s negative freedoms (freedom
from coercion, interference, etc.), but it does not de-
mand that the collective preserve positive freedoms—
such as the right of each person to participate equally
in collective decision-making (“one person, one vote”).

This is the role of democratic individualism: a vision
that transcends the other, less desirable models, which
pit individuals against an overpowering society, and
instead recognizes society in a positive light—as a
space for relationships and cooperation between free
and equal individuals:

“It is misleading—it is erroneous—to oppose individualism as
such, sans phrase, to the (sense of) belonging to a community. [my
translation]” Doing so distorts the question from the outset, as it
takes the worst form of individualism as the norm and, in a kind of
theoretical counterbalance, leads to a representation of collectivity
in the form of Gemeinschaft—a premodern and anti-modern model
to which one belongs, and which is ultimately anti-individualistic.

By contrast, the typical form of Western coexistence—what we
call democracy (using the name of its political system as a synec-
doche)—is more accurately described by Gesellschaft, a society to
which individuals do not belong, but rather adhere».

While a Gemeinschaft-society is based on a sense of
belonging and tradition, Gesellschaft is sustained by
“impersonal” institutions and rituals (large bureaucra-
cies, contracts, complex legal systems, etc.) and arises
from the actions of individuals who understand society
as something they choose to adhere to. Therefore, Ge-
sellschaft draws its strength from its individually driv-
en, intentional structure: so, this means that the "imper-
sonal" structures regulating social life and imposing to
people born in a certain society can, in principle, be re-
negotiated by individuals according to their historical
interests.

Bovero refers here to the idea of fraternity as one of
the principles of the French Revolution at the base of
Gesellschaft that sparks as an individual tension which
cannot be imposed, but is part of individual’s will:
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“[...] Liberty and equality [...] can and must be translated into
social institutions—into legal and political institutions. But this is
not possible for the third principle of 1789: fraternity. One cannot
institute a law, a legal duty, or a political obligation that says: ‘be
fraternal, be supportive, be community-minded.” Not because it is
unlawful, but because it is illogical [my translation]”

Based on Bovero’s reflections, the following path

can be proposed:

1. Define “collectivity,” considering its relationship
to both “COMMUNITY” and “individual,” and
highlight the intrinsic tension between its two
components: the realistic-contingent and the ide-
al-teleological,

2. Clarify the fundamental meaning of the “collec-
tive” in human experience;

3. Ask whether there are civil practices or experienc-
es that offer a resolution to the crisis caused by
the eclipse—among individuals—of the ideal-
teleological meaning of “collectivity”: that is,
the view of the social bond as an intentional pro-
ject oriented toward shared goals.

III. COLLECTIVITY

By collectivity, we mean that which brings people
together to act toward a common goal—not necessarily
bound by a shared sense of territorial, linguistic, or
blood identityFar from understanding this term, in the
sense of a certain communitarianism, as referring only
to contexts where authentic moral and civic norms are
rooted in a community defined by shared culture, terri-
tory, or even blood ties, here collectivity entails a more
inclusive and open group of individuals.

However, one crucial aspect of the collective emerg-
es from previous reflections on Gesellschaft: namely, a
collectivity-Gesellschaft—that is, a modern society in
which individual interest is central, and relationships
are regulated by impersonal institutions—is a society
where two distinct components of collectivity coexist:

¢ Realistic-contingent component of “being in
a collectivity”: this refers to social relation-
ships among individuals, including their more
difficult aspects—such as pre-existing institu-
tional arrangements, power dynamics, and
structural relations shaped by power, competi-
tion, and rigid frameworks.

I refer to this component as realistic because
it involves otherness and constraints imposed
on the subject—elements commonly associat-
ed with the usual meaning of the word 'real,' as
certain social relationships cannot be altered
through simple, direct action. I also call it con-



tingent because it is relative to a given histori-
cal situation, which implies that it is subject to
change.

e The ideal-telic component of “being in a col-
lectivity”: this refers to an orientation, a striv-
ing, a telos—that is, a goal—towards a society
one truly wishes to belong to, a society that
embodies models of coexistence most in tune
with the deep human needs that drive us, as
vulnerable beings, to seek association. We call
this component ideal, not because it is unat-
tainable or utopian, but because it acts as a
regulative model (and is in principle realiza-
ble) that inspires us to imagine collectivity as a
fulfilled and harmonious whole—and to act in
function of this ideal.

Isn’t moving positively through the world, acting as
a result of a dialectic between the collectivity to which
one belongs and the collectivity to which one aspires—
between the realistic-contingent and the ideal-telic
senses of collectivity? And could we endeep cultural
crisis of contemporary Western societies perhaps root-
ed in the disappearance of this second, ideal-telic
meaning of collectivity? Can we think of the major cul-
tural crisis’s characteristic of our time as a sinking or
collapse of the ideal-telic sense of 'being in collectivi-
ty'"?

Anticipating the words of a philosopher and anthro-
pologist I will discuss in the next two sections, might
this not be understood as the submersion of the idea of
‘being in a collectivity’ as building a project, replaced
by a growing distrust in our capacity to act effectively
within the human (i.e., cultural and collective) world?

IV. A DEEPER INTERCONNECTION BETWEEN
INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE

The aim of the article is to highlight the potential of
aggregative events as opportunities for the creation of
meaning, in which the individual and the collective are
recomposed. The idea is that they should be conceived
as potential spaces to produce cultural devices (i.e.,
knowledge, the creation of networks, the diffusion of
ideas, opportunities for theoretical elaboration, etc.) to
face challenging, critical situations. But the point to
keep in mind is that a “return” to a Gemeinschaft-type
society—that is, a society in which individuals live to-
gether by virtue of a spontaneous sense of community
that precedes them and shapes both their direction and
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their forms of coexistence—appears entirely unhistori-
cal. The challenge, instead, is to envision an individu-
alism that, as mentioned, intertwines with the collec-
tive and remains aware of the need to take care of it, in
order to make the world sustainable and intelligible.

It is therefore not misguided to probe into the deeper
reasons for meeting together, starting from the most
fundamental role of the collective in the constitution of
human subjectivity and in the preservation of its capac-
ity to act in the world—that is, to render it intelligible
and workable through the creation of meaning.

To introduce what may seem to lead us far afield, we
should think at our appeal to the collective, to the
communitarian, in the face of emergency situations
that threaten us all. Our contemporaneity shows a cer-
tain familiarity with the sense of an ending—whether
of an era or of the material end of the world. One of the
most urgent dangers today seems to stem from our very
technical capacities, insofar as we are increasingly sub-
ject to what Eugenio Mazzarella has called the “artifi-
cialist fallacy” (Mazzarella, 2017, p. 12): the idea that
every technical possibility automatically entails the du-
ty or necessity of its realization. We all also feel that it
is within the collective, political, and more broadly cul-
tural dimension that effective protective responses
must be devised to crises we increasingly experience as
dramatically routine:

"The era has ended in which men thought they could escape re-
sponsibility toward the monstrous; for now they have become the
technicians of the monstrous, occupying, with the means currently
available, the position of the ancient theurgists or creators of gods.
Even everyday consciousness perceives something of the unsettling
and epochal character of the technical possibilities that have recent-
ly entered into Dasein [=man in M. Heidegger’s philosophy]. The
collective memory was right to regard August 1945, with the deto-
nation of two atomic bombs on Japanese cities, as the date of a
physical apocalypse; and February 1997, with the press announce-
ment of the cloned sheep, as the beginning of a biological apoca-
lypse. These are two key dates in the process that the man-of-
technology has initiated against himself, two dates that testify that
man can no longer be understood on the basis of the animal he once
was, and which he sometimes still pretends to be. They demon-
strate that man—Iet us for now maintain a doubtful singular—does
not exist under the sign of the divine, but under the sign of the
monstrous. With his advanced technology he offers a testimony of
the human that immediately turns into a testimony of the mon-
strous. It is of this that onto-anthropo-monstrology treats. [my

translation]""

Thus writes Peter Sloterdijk in The Domestication of
Being: For a Clearing of the Glade, an essay in which
he seeks to investigate the genesis, on the plane of bio-
logical evolution, of man’s capacity to understand him-



self, in Heideggerian terms, as the spectator of the “un-
veiling of the truth of Being”.
The idea of the Lichtung (essentially the exclusive
property of man that makes it possible for him to com-
prehend Being) finds in Sloterdijk’s text the attempt at
a bold evolutionary explanation, grounded in the idea
of niche construction: a “protected” natural context
within which man emerged as the result of his own
self-domestication, enabled by his technical capacities.

But what is particularly interesting for my purpose is
that which Sloterdijk refers to as ‘apocalypses’ (from
righancient Greek apd, a prefix of deprivation, and
kalypto, “to hide,” hence “un-concealments”) are the
great turning points in which the human being comes
to understand himself as capable, for example, of a vio-
lent technical manipulation of environment and life—
one that threatens to be unstoppable and fatal. As we
said before referring to Mazzarella, in obedience, al-
most, as said before, to a kind of uncritical duty we feel
to realize everything that is technically feasible.

It is in moments of emergency, in the stark evidence
of these apocalypses, that we think of a shared re-
sponse to crisis: of an assumption of responsibility, of
an impulse toward associationism to elaborate a new
society, of a political response—in general, it is here
that the sphere of the collective necessarily comes to
the fore.

Relevant, in this regard, are the elaborations of the
philosopher and anthropologist Ernesto De Martino on
the theme of cultural apocalypse. A cultural apocalypse
does not equal necessarily a physical catastrophe but
implies instead two moments: a radical crisis of mean-
ing and a symbolically elaborated collective response.
Many religious, cultural and political system of
thoughts, for instance, addressed the problem of the
end of the world, intended not as a material cata-
strophic event, but as the end of our possibility to live
in any meaningful world.

At the moment when a culture is no longer able to
provide individuals with the tools to give meaning to
reality, to act, to communicate, or to process a crisis,
there must be a calling forth of adequate cultural re-
sponses to face it (it will soon become clear how De
Martino conceives of culture).

A cultural response is collective insofar as it is
communicable and intersubjective, but this does not
mean that it must necessarily be elaborated by a group;
it may also be developed individually, in one’s own
thinking, while still retaining its communicable charac-
ter”.

Accademia

Fondazione
Fiera

FF

Milano

To understand this point better, one must return to a
fundamental concept of De Martino’s thought: the idea
of presence, a theme elaborated over the course of an
intellectual activity that begins with The World of
Magic. Prolegomena to a History of Magic’ (1948) and
concludes with the monumental La fine del mondo.
Contributo all’analisi delle apocalissi culturali [The
End of the World. Contribution to the Analysis of Cul-
tural Apocalypses] (1977), a posthumous and unfin-
ished work. One can say that the whole work of the
Neapolitan philosopher and anthropologist begins with
the investigation of the origin of Man (strictly speak-
ing, of his being a person and, in a certain sense, of the
individual) and concludes with the great cultural crisis
of the West: the inability to find shared cultural re-
sponses that would enable the individual to effectively
confront the threatening otherness of the world.

The first cultural institution that founded the person
(understood as a psycho-cultural entity aware of itself
as the autonomous source of intentional acts, as a self-
subsisting in relation to the rest of the world) is, for De
Martino, the systematic use of magic (magism).

For De Martino, the person is not something that ex-
ists purely by nature or biological constitution. Instead,
personhood is historically and culturally constituted. It
arises through intersubjective processes—shared cul-
tural practices, symbols, and traditions—that provide
the individual with the tools necessary to orient them-
selves in the world. In this view, being a “person”
means having access to cultural devices (rituals, myths,
social practices, language, symbolic systems, etc.) that
allow someone to interpret reality, anticipate future
events, and act effectively. These devices safeguard
one’s presence, or being-in-the-world, from dissolution
into chaos or crisis, enabling the possession a psyche
capable of withstanding the challenge of being in the
world."

For De Martino, human existence is presence: it is
defined as the capacity to stand firm before the threat-
ening otherness of the world through culturally (collec-
tively) elaborated devices of domestication of the
world. However, this presence is always at risk: it re-
quires constant effort to measure up to the immense
exposure to the existential danger of no longer being
operative in the world.

Magic, thanks to its supposed capacity for action at a
distance, enabled human beings to face this risk suc-
cessfully, because it gave some sort of superstitious but
reassuring belief system. Supposedly capable of encir-
cling the universe with the power of (collective) ritual,
magic has been—in the societies where it has had (and



still has) a defined cultural value—a “world-creating
practice™: an activity that originates a horizon of reality
in which we can safely live due to its reassuring val-
ue‘vii

Magic, as said, is only the inaugural movement to-
ward the constitution and maintenance of presence
(that is, of the person). But all cultural constructions of
humanity—even of non-traditional societies (and here
we are not speaking of folkloric constructions, but of
all intersubjective and communicable constructions of
a scientific, political, etc. character)—perform the
same fundamental function of rendering the world
comprehensible and workable, and they are elaborated
within collective contexts.

Obviously, science and technology offer our society
not only a reassuring value but also a more effective
and tangible material efficacy, but the point here is to
understand that all these cultural constructions serves a
specific society as ways to grant security in action (that
does not mean they should be morally or intellectually
equivalent to us). The individual person, so to speak,
can exist and measure up to the challenge posed by the
world (with its unpredictable events, with existential
challenges such as bereavement, another theme exten-
sively treated by De Martino) only if he has incorpo-
rated “collectivity”: if he has drawn upon collective
values, which are instructions to act in the world which
the individual can, of course, adapt dynamically to new
circumstances of the world (and should not be under-
stood as tools to be followed conformistically).

When man understand the world and act in it (this
also concerns cultural path of action hidden in “lower”
acts such as perception, ordinary language, up to high-
er-level cultural meanings), he relies on effective
courses of action that are elaborated within the collec-
tive, linguistically, through the sharing of experiences
that are not solely my own, but reproducible by other
subjects.

V. THE WORLD AS A PROJECT

For De Martino, the world presents itself to the in-
dividual as a network of “community projects of
usability”Vii: our primary interest as a biological
species—and as the only living species exposed to
the existential drama of losing the capacity to act
in the world, that is, the loss of presence—is pre-
cisely to continue existing in a meaningful world.
Such a loss is equivalent to the dissolution of the

cultural meanings that allow us to project the oth-
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erness of the world as a horizon of interlinked ef-
ficacies (Zhok, Representation and Reality,
2014)™ on which we trust we can act effectively,
and toward which we do not feel overwhelming
anxiety because, to some extent, we can anticipate
its course and imagine how it would be according
to what we know. A meaningful world, therefore,
is ultimately a usable world, made so by collective
practices and meanings:

“...the world is generally possible through the itineraries traced
by the community project of utilization, and indeed this consists of
these itineraries, more or less stable or renewed depending on the
type of society and culture, without it ever being possible to ‘en-
counter things in themselves,” removed from any domestication
and, so to speak, out of the hands of the Creator [my translation]*”.

"Things are never offered 'in themselves,' but within
a network of culturally elaborated meanings, making
them understandable and usable—materially or intel-
lectually—to us. Confidence in our ability to act in the
world must be continuously renewed through interven-
tions that are inevitably cultural—and therefore share-
able and collective.

To summarize: the human person—one who knows
herself as the source of free intentional acts, who has a
Self with a series of experiences referable to the same
core of existence (and has memory, has a personal his-
tory), to whom a world is given, a “reality” as some-
thing other than oneself, in which one can act effec-
tively—historically comes into the world, according to
De Martino, through the elaboration and exercise of
cultural devices. Presence, that is, the capacity of a
person to live in an operable world, is a constitutive
fragility of existence that must be repaired through
shared cultural elaborations. The first foundational de-
vice in human history was magic: it intervenes to re-
solve the crisis of perceived risk, a source of anxiety
that threatens to become overwhelming and fatal, of no
longer being able to act effectively in the world. The
cultural elaboration “magic” intervenes and allows the
unfolding of the person [presence]-crisis-redemption
dynamic, that is, it saves the person from their crisis
(for example, exposure to threatening unpredictability).

It may seem excessive to insist on this cultural insti-
tution, which is “merely inaugural,” but it is not, be-
cause the cultural phenomena that De Martino analyzes
throughout his work (which cannot be fully reviewed
here), continuing into the present, maintain the same
person [presence]-crisis-redemption structure, and con-



cern collective elaboration also of a civil and political
nature. Therefore, the discussion does not apply solely
to, say, ritual folkloric responses developed within so-
called traditional societies.

VI. TWO WAYS OF FACING A CRISIS

The issue of the state of our culture regarding the
problem of our crisis of presence consist, for De Mar-
tino, in this specific question: do we possess cultural
devices adequate to the cultural crisis (the cultural
apocalypse) we face?

To understand the theme of the crisis of presence, its
redemption in the collective, and the possibility of fail-
ing to respond adequately to the crisis, consider again
the great cultural crisis of our era we were discussing
above: within the collective, the individual develops
value-based responses to renew the capacity to act ef-
fectively in the world. When we explain the world, we
do so with cultural, collective tools; thus, even in our
individual lives, we do not cease to exist within the
collective.

Not all responses the individual gives themselves in
face of a crisi, however, are collectively integrated: a
psychopathological response, for example, to a crisis,
includes an element of privacy; it speaks a “private
language” in which the world acquires a semantic
charge that may remain incomprehensible to others. In
other words, we face a response elaborated by the indi-
vidual to the crisis of their presence in the world,
which remains solely individual and does not fall with-
in the sphere of public communicability*.

De Martino thus identifies two ways of confronting
the crisis of presence: one is the activation of a positive
dynamic “from private to public,” that is, one that uses
intersubjective cultural meanings. The other dynamic is
inverse, moving from public to private, and is the one
that potentially triggers psychic disorder: the disturb-
ance intervenes, as a behavior of a level inferior to “in-
tellectual integration,” to resolve the existential crisis
that has arisen for the subject.

This inverse movement is, for De Martino, “de-
mundanizing”: indeed, for the philosopher, the “world”
is, as seen above, the horizon of the comprehensible
and the operable, which implies adherence to shared
and communicable cultural meanings (not in the sense
of perfect conformity, but of action within a positive
individual-collective dialectic where there is room for
dissent and initiative)*i,
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The disturbing comparison that De Martino proposes
in La fine del mondo between the course of the West
and a psychopathological progression is this: are we, in
the West, adopting regressive responses to the crisis?
In other words, are we stepping back from the public to
the private, to the incommunicable (as in the psycho-
pathological case), rather than moving toward the col-
lective?

To conclude, for the purposes of this text, we can
consider a fundamental insight of De Martino’s
thought: the presence-crisis-redemption structure as the
fundamental structure of human existence. Returning
to the proposed dichotomy between the realist-
contingent and ideal-teleological sense of “collectivi-
ty,” which coexist within the same collective—
Gesellschaft: now that we live in a globally intercon-
nected community, has the “collective” taken on the
traits of something too complex and large to be com-
prehended, and to find its real connections? Does it not
too often appear as a realist-impositional reality that
admits no possibility of intervention, governed by in-
stitutions over which it seems impossible to exert in-
fluence? Even if it seems too complex to understand
and anticipate, can a positive dialectic still be initiated
among its meanings? Can the collective cease to pre-
sent itself as an “over-institutionalized,” immutable, or
uncontrollable horizon (entities such as “the market”),
and reveal its spaces for renegotiation and, indeed, op-
erability?

The crucial point to bear in mind is that a “return” to
a Gemeinschaft-type society—that is, a society in
which individuals are bound together by a spontaneous
sense of community that precedes them and shapes
both their orientation and their forms of coexistence—
appears wholly unhistorical, and possibly a recessive
answer to the crisis of the induvial-collective relation-
ship.

The challenge, rather, is to conceive of an individu-
alism that, as noted, is interwoven with the collective
and remains conscious of the need to care for it, so as
to render the world both sustainable and intelligible.

VII. TACKLING A CULTURAL CRISIS IN PRACTICAL
TERMS

Recapitulating the steps covered so far:

1. It has been shown that the concept of collectivi-
ty encompasses two complementary dimen-
sions. On one hand, collectivity exists as a su-
pra-individual reality that pre-exists us—



something we belong to and cannot easily
modify at will. On the other hand, it also in-
cludes society as the set of associations and
choices that individuals freely decide to join.
The deep reason for the necessity of elaborat-
ing shared meanings and associating with oth-
ers has been highlighted.

1. Revisiting the essential lines of Ernesto De Marti-
no’s thought is relevant given the centrality of
the individual-collective relationship in his work
and to show the interconnection between the two
at a deeper level.

2.The urgency of rediscovering the productive dia-
lectic between the two poles composing the
sense of “collectivity” has been showed through
the theme of the catastrophic risk for the West—
the risk of being unable to operate in a world of
shared meanings, particularly when confronted
with supra-individual entities that may seem
unmanageable, such as politics, the market, or
technological developments that risk becoming
uncontrollable.

The goal of this text is to reflect, considering all this
and drawing on the insights presented in the preceding
paragraphs, on the role that collective events can play
as potential opportunities to restore our confidence in
inhabiting an operable world. These experiences can
often be seen as driven by the desire to overcome the
disorientation caused by the troubling challenges the
world presents. Their aim — or, at least, part of their
aim — is to overcome the sense of powerlessness in re-
lation to these challenges, and to create spaces for col-
laboration and cultural creation that allow us to design
something new, and possibly something we feel better
equipped with to face the challenges ahead. In doing
s0, “collectivity” is reclaimed both as a “top-down reg-
ulated” dimension (to be taken into account) and as a
space for creation, planning, and rinegotiation, thereby
restoring the ideal-teleological component of “collec-
tivity” and making it work alond the realistic-
contingent one.

The purpose of these encounters should be to better
understand the world around us and to position our-
selves to act effectively within it, fully aware of the in-
terdependence of the actors involved. From artistic
gatherings to scientific, economic, and professional
events such as tradeshows, exhibitions, and confer-
ences, several key features emerge in light of the dis-
cussion so far:

1. They possess a collective character built around
a shared interest among participants, reflecting
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the central character of Gesellschaft, i.e., vol-
untary adherence based on individual interest.

2. They typically expose participants to a problem-
atic reality, requiring significant understanding
of complex social, political, or economic con-
texts, often institutionalized and independent
of individual will, in relation to which actors
seek to know how to act.

3. They allow free interaction among participants,
even beyond the original objectives of the
event.

For example, a tradeshow provides a context in
which interaction and information exchange make par-
ticipants more aware of, and better able to intervene in,
the economic, cultural, and social dynamics of a sector
of human activity®ii—and more generally, of the
“world.” Concretely, participants become aware of
market dynamics, including risks and power relations,
but they also develop tools through knowledge sharing
to understand their interdependence and create net-
works, activating their agency. Even smaller actors in a
market can gain a clearer sense of the collective con-
text in which they operate. Effective responses to a
mutable world, therefore, require collective elaboration
within a shared space for thinking about change and
creating connection networks to navigate the world
more effectively. They demand understanding, mean-
ingful human connections, and knowledge.

Concretely, this means understanding market dy-
namics and power relations, while also developing
shared cultural tools, thinking in terms of interdepend-
ent networks within which to act, and at times devising
the means to associate and renegotiate institutions.

Small producers, despite economic vulnerability, can
interact with major market players, exchanging ideas
and accessing networks that support growth. Elites, in
turn, are not only bearers of economic power but also
of knowledge and expertise to be shared. All actors
benefit from information exchange to act more effec-
tively in their social reality. In this sense, the
tradeshow prevents individual paralysis in the face of
imposed circumstances by offering tools to interpret
the world intelligently and operate in it. The possibili-
ties opened up by a trade fair, a congress, an artistic,
academic or cultural in a broad sense event represent a
key reintegrative resource, enabling meaningful en-
gagement with others.

Thus, a collective event like a tradeshow becomes a
tool of democracy (since it promotes everyone’s role in



society and gives individuals the opportunity to make
themselves heard, interact, and renegotiate the rules
through the instruments of democracy), operating with-
in the framework of democratic individualism (our de-
sired kind of Gesellscahft-society): participants bring
their interests while being required to engage with a
broader, more complex context. Reciprocity emerges—
what each participant contributes reveals connections,
even indirect ones, with what others contribute. The
collective ceases to appear less as an abstract or distant
entity, instead becoming a concrete dimension of
which everyone is part and toward which they bear re-
sponsibility.

All participants, with their diverse interests, are part
of an interconnected system that also grows through
sharing and cooperation, even within competitive eco-
nomic relationships. Through the free exchange of ide-
as, experiences, and opportunities, what becomes evi-
dent is the necessary collective cultural elaboration to
make the world more inhabitable.

In conclusion, the concrete basis for reactivating our
capacity to develop shared cultural meanings—
reviving the dialectic between the given collective and
the aspirational collective and facing the most critical
aspects of our contemporary world—also lies in collec-
tive events, which serve as occasions for information
exchange and human connection. By bringing individ-
uals face to face, these events facilitate the elaboration
of common meanings that allow participants to “make
a difference” through a better understanding of the
context and the actions of others, making interdepend-
ence visible and encouraging the creation of networks
that activate participant agency.

This does not happen by fostering a generic “sense
of belonging” to the community, but by making it clear
that individual interests must be pursued within their
necessary collective framework. Ultimately, this
should prepare the way for a reconciliation between the
individual and the collective:

“[Man’s ought-to-be in the world*"] It cannot be exhaust-
ed in a single individual or in an unrelated multiplicity of
individuals, but unfolds as a society of individuals, acting,
communicating, and relating their works [...]. The ought
cannot be compatible with a single individual [...] nor with
the chaotic clash of individuals, each attempting to realize it
in an unconnected way: from the very outset and above all,
the ought presents itself as society, as a communal project of
what can be used, of communicating and sharing needs and
satisfactions, of producing goods and instruments [my trans-
lation].*”
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