
To Log or not to Log

We read, in one of Seneca's letters, some advice he gives to a friend who felt most
drained about his life. Seneca suggests that he give up his job, consisting in keeping
track of grains and other precious goods flowing into Rome. He tells him instead to
exclusively keep track of his own self, in other words to quantify himself rather than
wasting his life quantifying the capital of the empire.

This statement characterizes a later stance of Roman stoicism. If earlier the stoic was
ethically committed to take part in politics and be a man of action, with Julius Cesar
turning the Roman republic into an empire, governed by a dictator, what else could the
stoic  do but retreat,  so as to prepare the way for  after  this  period of darkness and
despotism?

We could argue whether this act of subtracting oneself from the bureaucratic machine
of an empire is an act of implicit sabotage. The machine loses a more or less valuable
asset and will have to find a replacement. If a stoic like Cato Uticensin might be able to
challenge the rise of the empire by fighting against Cesar, once the empire has been
established, there is no way to combat it directly, at least not individually. Thus, the
stoic is keener to limit his or her contribution to it.

Being part  of the imperialistic  machine may provide some wealth but it  is  generally
speaking  most  draining.  On  the  contrary,  subtracting  oneself  from  this  draining
experience can help a person regain a certain integrity, especially if he or she is willing
to develop a stoic-like discipline. I would dare to say, then, that the more regimental a
political regime is, the more corrupting it becomes, and the more one ought to develop
a regime of his/her own.

Along  those  lines,  I  could  possibly  stress  how  self-quantifying  is  a  form  of  anti-
imperialism.  Today  however  this  statement  is  challenged  by  the  fact  that  the  new
Western empire finds its most valuable capital in the very data that its subjects produce.
The  grains  and  other  resources  seem  to  be  irrelevant.  What  matters  is  the  data
harvested from each individual, in the interests of some type of manipulation, be it to
purchase certain products or manipulate thinking in certain ways.

Under these circumstances self-quantifying is no longer a challenge to imperialism, but
has  become  part  of  it,  a  key  contributor.  We  can  be  unemployed  and  completely
disconnected from any sort of work, but the very fact that we generate data is enriching
capitalism, the global economy and some empire-minded companies.

This is  rather a dilemma: “to log or  not to log” our lives,  since the implications are
important. All the life-logging and self-quantifying devices and apps that have emerged
in the past decades have become hubs to feed into the market profile of each user.



There may be a level of stoicism in quantifying oneself using these apps although maybe
one could ask whether the final drive is not rather Epicurean and Hedonistic, such as
improve one’s beauty or extend one’s life.

In any case, a claim can be made that health related self-quantifying is somewhat of an
anti-stoic practice. Ancient philosophers like Plutarch would scorn a man that in his old
age goes to a doctor to measure his heartbeat, saying that at his age he should know
himself already. The stoic generally, and quite differently from a Christian, is not afraid
of death.

Especially today, Stoicism is important because it preaches mortality, and not the sort of
immortality  that  health  gurus  try  to  achieve  with  all  sort  of  instruments,  such  as
quantified-self devices, to extend their lives at the cost of natural resources and the lives
of younger generations. Seneca himself scorned the Romans for training and being so
obsessed with their bodies, saying that a few exercises were needed to maintain bodily
health, but that what really counts is our “inner cultivation”.

In this respect I challenge the latest developments of the quantified-self movement; it
has been solely focusing on personal science, as summarized in a recent book meant to
draw conclusions from the movement (Wolf et al., 2022, Personal Science: Learning to
Observe). Yet this exclusive focus on the body is far from stoicism. Instead there is an
urgent need for a new ethic, beyond the forms of fanaticism that are so much in vogue
today, beyond ideologies that are also merely focused on the bodily, such as gender and
race that enforce the branding of the Western empire. We ought to focus our attention
on developing practices and rituals, if not a discipline of the self.

Michel Foucault suggests the term “Technology of the Self”. I would rather suggest a
“technique” of  the self  since,  as Jacques Ellul  pointed out,  technique has more of a
ritualistic  side  to  it.  In  this  respect  the  self  ought  to  emulate  not  so  much  the
enlightened  scientists  but  rather  those  of  the  pre-Enlightenment,  those  who
constructed schemes to decipher the universe, virtual architectures to generate new
knowledge and bring a syncrethic peace among the dogmas of the Christian, Jewish and
Muslim religion.

Ellul was clear in showing the destruction caused by the technology of homo faber, and
how a ritualistic technique adhering to a formula is much like the healing magic of a
shaman. Perhaps at this point in history it is better to adhere to the techniques that
each of us can mature based on our personal talents. And we can scorn any mainstream
ideology, which is the pretext of a new imperialistic set up.

Should we give up logging and quantifying all together then? I believe that the dilemma
is easily resolved by focusing not on whether a person generates data, but on whether
he/she  does  so  effortfuy.  The  difference  is  thus  among  those  who use  commercial
technologies that in fact boost the empire, and those who develop their own technique.



I want to emphasize the importance of a quantifying and logging technique as the way
of keeping up with a Stoic and Socratic practice of knowing oneself, one’s nature and
living according to it. That can help to break the advance of any unnatural setups, such
as the imperialistic forms of power and the regimentalization of lives, imposed by ever
more authoritarian governance.

A “technique” for self-quantification enables us to build a sort of armour, a military
tortoise  formation,  to  preserve  our  humanity  throughout  the  crises  of  paradigmatic
shifts brought about by new technology. I might sound too technologically deterministic
here but it  is quite clear to me, and maybe to others, how technology has come to
compromise life on earth.

Now,  too  many  believe  that  life  can  be  rescued  with  new  technology.  Here  is  my
fundamental skepticism and here I maintain my determinism in pointing out how in fact
we ought to rather tinker with our own techniques, not only in terms of surviving bodies
but rather as thriving humanities.  If  this humanness numbed by the ever more rigid
social apparatus can thrive again, we might in fact be able to live on air alone, and be
fully content like Diogenes in his barrel.

The point is not to literally self-quantify, track health or improve it. I emphasize an in-
depth and manual handling of our own nature. Starting from simple ritualistic acts of
listening, we can literally become farmers of our own data, we can cultivate it and live
from  it  without  any  large  dominant  company  trying  to  colonize  our  souls,  our  last
stronghold.

Each of us can become a Tibet on our own, without a China able to attack it. We ought
to keep tight with our technique of quantifying our inner nature, we ought to trust it, as
it  will  develop into a creature of its own. Having developed this creature we will  no
longer care so much about our bodies, and in turn nature at large may benefit.

I propose an ethical shift, not an ideology with dogmas to be imposed, but rather an
invitation to set off on a journey of reawakening, a journey in which each individual can
connect with his or her most rich and prolific soul. The result is a multitude of micro-
cultures, the real challenge to any empire, which its most monotheistic and has body-
obsessed ideologies making up its new dress.

In other words, the life-logging and self-quantifying that each of us can conceive is not
to be undervalued. A stoic resistance against the numbness implicit of any top down
automation,  set  up  by  governance,  can  only  be  obtained  by  dwelling  with  our
humanness,  with  the nature  the new industry  is  so keen to  exploit.  Cultivating  this
nature is just a way to keep our human autonomy, to keep awake and be able to see a
certain truth in the darkness of a Platonic cave which today can be represented by social
media.



Seneca is a great guide to understand what is worth and not worth pursuing in our lives.
In this case he has allowed us to understand that the fundamental question is not “to
log or  not  to log”  but whether we do so as the new slaves of  a  new empire or  as
individuals building their own autonomy and maintaining our self-awareness as a form
of common sense. Eventually this common sense will be able, when the time comes, to
point us in the right direction, the right direction for a new renaissance.  


