AI & SOCIETY
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00146-018-0840-x

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

The Borg–eye and the We–I. The production of a collective living body
through wearable computers
Nicola Liberati1
Received: 30 October 2017 / Accepted: 20 March 2018
© The Author(s) 2018

Abstract
The aim of this work is to analyze the constitution of a new collective subject thanks to wearable computers. Wearable
computers are emerging technologies which are supposed to become pervasively used in the near future. They are devices
designed to be on us every single moment of our life and to capture every experience we have. Therefore, we need to be
prepared to such intrusive devices and to analyze potential effect they will have on us and our society. Thanks to a phenomenological and postphenomenological analysis, we will show how these technologies are able to generate a new collective
subject with its different collective needs and appetites by merging the living body of many subjects into one. The world
becomes dwelled by these new collective subjects, and we will feed their own peculiar needs.
Keywords Phenomenology · Postphenomenology · Mediation theory · Embodiment relations · Wearable computers ·
Collective subject

1 Introduction
The aim of this work is to analyze wearable computers from
a phenomenological and postphenomenological perspective
to study the constitution of a collective subject through these
devices.
Wearable computers are emerging technologies which are
going to be pervasively used in the near future. Therefore,
it is mandatory to analyze them and to understand how they
will mould our society and the world where we live. We will
show how these technologies are able to generate a new collective subject with its different collective needs and appetites by merging the living body of many subjects into one.
This article will be structured in four main sections:
1. Section 2 will introduce wearable computers by taking
into account the Google Glass.
2. Section 3 will focus on how wearables can be in embodiment relations with the subjects thanks to postphenomenology.
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3. Section 4 will be on the effects wearables will have on
the subjects and how it will allow the constitution of a
collective subject.
4. Section 5 will show the limits of our analysis and the
actual problems it faces according to the present development of the technology.

2 Introduction on wearables
To start our analysis, we need to introduce what a wearable
computer is or, at least, what we intend with this term.
Our society is overwhelmed by computers. They are literally colonizing our world, and computers will continue to
become much more powerful year after year (Mack 2015).
Their dimensions will decrease, and we will be able to place
them in our surrounding by making them unnoticeable or
invisible to the users. Everything will be deeply intertwined
with computers thanks to their reduced dimensions and their
reduced costs and so our world will soon become “ubiquitous” (Weiser 1993a, b; Liberati 2016a, 2014; Rhodes et al.
1999) and fulfilled with digital technologies in the way Mark
Weiser predicted (Weiser 1991; Weiser and Brown 1996).
As a direct consequence of this “ubiquitousness,” even our
clothes will embed microprocessors which will have their
computing capability intertwined even within the fibers of
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the tissue (Kiourti et al. 2016).1 Thanks to the development
of such kind of technologies, it is possible to design wearable computers which can be actually worn by the subjects.
Wearable computers can have different shapes and different
functions (Barfield 2015). The only limit we set to consider
a technology a wearable computer is its “wearableness” and
the presence of a computer in it. Therefore, as we can imagine, we are dealing with really a wide range of technologies
which are designed for many different functions and needs.
To tackle this wide range of possible applications, we
will refer only to one possible usage. We will focus our
attention on the possibility of recording and sharing visual
experiences.

2.1 The Google Glass
There are many different kinds of wearables which are
designed for many different purposes such as watches like the
Apple watch by Apple, glasses like JINS MEME by JINS,
rings like RingU, bracelets like Jawbone UP3 or FitBit Charge
2, and jewellery like CUFF and Misfit. Among so many different devices, we will analyze just one device: the Google Glass.
The reasons for such a choice are easy to deduce.
1. It inspired many new prototypes and put a strong push
towards the design of wearable computers. Thus, even
if it was withdrawn from the market, it was influential.
2. This technology has been designed to become pervasive by keeping an eye to many factors like its cost, its
weight, its efficiency, and by being designed as a fashionable object.
3. It has very simple elements mounted on it, and so its
analysis can be limited to a few elements without taking
into consideration many sensors.
4. It already went off the market, and so its life is already
ended. We do not risk to develop an analysis on a device
which will change in the future.
The Google Glass is composed of few elements such
as a semi-transparent screen, a camera, and a microphone.
We will focus our analysis only on the camera, because
there are many works on it and because it relates expressively to sight which is one of the most important senses in
phenomenology.2
Thanks to this device, it is possible to capture what the
subjects wearing the device are seeing and to share it with
1

Wearable computers are not merely the ones which become intertwined into our clothes, but they are also devices meant to be worn by
users like bracelets, watches, and neckless.
2
The importance of sight does not come from its place in the constitution of the subject. Sight is not the most important sense (Husserl
1971). However, it is the most studied.
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other subjects.3 It is not surprising that the first applications
were created just to exploit this potentiality and to allow distant users to “see” what the subjects wearing the Glass see.
For example, Diane von Fürstenberg used this feature of the
Glass o share the experience of the models walking down
the catwalk with an entire audience.4 The audience could
visualize the data captured by the Glass worn by the models.
Moreover, thanks to this technology, it is possible to share
this experience in real time which means connecting directly
an entire community to the experiences lived by the wearing subjects. For example, the NBA team Sacramento Kings
allowed the entire audience to experience what the NBA
players were experiencing thanks to the use of the Glass.5
This way of sharing of the first point of view experiences has
been successfully used for education. For example, the Glass
has been used to help doctors to share what they were seeing
during a surgical operation (Champeau 2014).6
The Glass, and with it every other wearable technology
designed in the same way, allows distant subjects to see what
happens in another part of the world.
This aspect is not new, and it is pursued by other technologies like television. When there is a live interview, the
audience accesses the scene from the same point of view
created by the camera in the studio. However, in the next
sections, we will show the difference with these previous
technologies and the peculiarities of wearable computers.

3 Technology and the living body
A long tradition suggests that technology can become part
of the subject’s living body [Leib].7 Postphenomenology
clearly states that there are some technologies which can
3

The camera of the Glass is designed to capture the scene according to the point of view of the wearing subject with the same field of
view (Hwang and Peli 2014).
4
See, for example, http://www.dvf.com/world-of-dvf/post/?cid=blogpost-4471 (Accessed July 28, 2015) or https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=30Pjl31cyDY (Accessed May 29, 2015).
5

See http://www.nba.com/kings/news/sacramento-kings-become-first
-professional-sports-team-stream-live-google-glass. Obviously, the
players have different experiences from the people watching the game
through the wearable, since they have the kinaesthetic sensations of
movement related to their bodies. However, these devices generate a
connection between the experience of the players and the ones of the
watchers.
6
The power of these technologies to “track” and record any moment
of the subjects’ lives is rising many issues related to the privacy of
these data (Ghovanloo and Huo 2014). Even, in the case, the data
were locally stored (Van Kleek and O’Hara 2014), these technologies
make the subject “trackable” (van den Eede 2015).
7
We use the term “living body” in the phenomenological conception
of “Leib” as the body which perceives as opposed to the Körper (Husserl 1989, III:152–153; Liberati 2012).
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become part of our living body by being in an embodiment
relation with the subject (Don Ihde 1990; Verbeek 2005,
2009; Wellner 2015). The classic example is a pair of glasses
which allows the subject to see through the lenses and to
be directly connected with the object in front of them (Don
Ihde 1990).
Without going into details of this analysis, which would
bring us far away from our original topic on wearable
computers, we can say that the intentionality of the subject flows freely towards the object without being stopped
by the device as if it was a part of the subject’s body. The
device “withdraws” allowing the subject to be directly
oriented towards the object. Therefore, the classical perceptual pole of a subject has to be turned into a symbiotic
union of a subject plus the technology (Don Ihde 1990,
86):

Classic pole ∶ Subject → World
⇓
.
Embod. rel. ∶ (Subject-Tech) → World
The technology is in an embodiment relation with the
subject, and every action and perception has to be considered deeply affected by the technology used. The glasses
allow the subjects who are wearing them to change their
own perceptual capabilities. Their perception is partially
“enriched” by the new details of the objects obtained thanks
to the optical corrections and modifications made by the
lenses.8
The living body, according to the phenomenological tradition, is not restricted to the mere perception, but
it is deeply related to other aspects of the subject’s life.
As highlighted by Husserl, the living body is the “zero
point [Nullpunkt]” (Husserl 1952, IV:158; Summa 2014,
213:252–265) of orientation from which every action is
originated and the matrix by which every action is shaped
and made possible.
By modifying the body of the subjects with a technology
in embodiment relation, we modify also all the other aspects
related to it. For example, it is well known that the space
perceived as “reachable” by the subject, which is the subject’s peripersonal space (Farnè et al. 2007) can be shaped
thanks to the usage of a technology. Just by grabbing a stick,
it is possible to modify our peripersonal space to make the
“distant” objects “close” objects. We have a modification
on how the world is given to the subjects by the usage of
technologies. Moreover, even the subject’s appetites change

8
We are not thinking of this technology as something which “betters” our “naked” perception, because many different elements are
introduced such as chromatic aberrations and distortions (Liberati
2016b).

because of this technological modification.9 The world
shows new different faces to the subject and so new things
become appetible, while others reduce their attractiveness,
and they fade away.
The camera, as the pair of glasses, can be conceived in
an embodiment relation with the subject. The subject looks
through the camera, and its intentionality flows through it
towards the external object just as in the case of the pair of
glasses. The camera and the glasses work in the same way,
not only because they interact with the same sense, but also
because they both withdraw. For example, photographers,
even if they use the distortion produced by the lenses to get
creative shots, are in an embodiment relation with the camera and their intentionality is not oriented towards the tool,
but towards the subject of the photo.10
With glasses and cameras,11 the perceptual organs of the
subject are extended through them and the devices become
part of the subject’s body (Liberati 2014).12

3.1 Wearables and living body
The camera of the Google Glass works in a similar way. It
allows the subject to perceive through it. However, there is
a difference. The subject who is looking through the device
is not the same who is wearing it.13

9

Even if here we are using the term appetite in a general way to
identify any kind of inclination and attraction of the subjects towards
elements in the world, we can also highlight how the use of digital
technologies is literally changing the way we eat and to be on a diet
(Spence et al. 2016; Riva et al. 2016).

10

It is famous example of the “Kinoeye” theory by Dziga Vertov
(Vertov 1984b, 5–6) who thought the lens of the camera as a kind of
evolution of the human eye (Vertov 1984a).

11

This effect would be increased if the devices would be more
immersive, so that the subjects would enjoy the experiences lived by
the other subjects without the intrusion of other elements in it.

12

The embodiment relations generated between camera and filmmaker and between camera and watcher are well studied in film studies starting from a phenomenological point of view. The filmmaker
and the watcher extend their eyes through the camera which provides
them a technological mediated point of view (Sobchack 1992, 195;
Zimmer 2015, 90).

13

In this paper, we will not refer to the extended mind theory (Andy
Clark 2003, 2010; Andy; Menary 2010; Hauskeller et al. 2016),
because we will refer explicitly to postphenomenology, and these
two positions cannot be easily compared. Even if they work on the
same topic and they both analyze the same theme, they have different approaches. The main critic made from the postphenomenological perspective is that extended mind theory considers human beings
and technology as ontologically distinct categories (Kiran and Verbeek 2010) while, according to postphenomenological framework,
they should be considered tightly intertwined. However, we are not
interested in the details of this distinction. For the relation between
extended mind and postphenomenology, see (Ihde 2003; Evan et al.
2007, 2008; Clark 2007, 2008; Evan et al. 2015).

13
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In the case of the optical glasses, the subject who wears
the technology is also the subject who is in an embodiment
relation with the technology. In the case of the Glass, the
subject who is wearing the technology is not the one who
looks through the camera, or, at least, they are not the only
ones allowed to look through it. The camera is accessible
by distant subjects who have access to the database of the
device, and so this device allows subjects who are not wearing the devices to see through them.
From a scheme composed of three elements, we have the
introduction of a fourth element in it: the subject who looks
through the camera who is a beholder looking at the actions
performed (SBeholder ). Therefore, we have a subject of a community who is in embodiment relations with the technology
worn another subject ( TechSWe):

Classic glasses ∶ (SWe − TechSWe ) → World
⇓
.
Wearables ∶ (SBeholder − TechSWe ) → World
We have a scission between the functions. Even if these
devices work as technologies in an embodiment relation,
because they allow a distant subject to see through them;
the beholder is not the person who carries the devices and
who has them mounted on him. The technological extension
of the perceptual organ of the beholder is attached to the
flesh of the wearing subject. It is possible to have subjects,
seated on their comfortable chairs in their own apartment,
who perceive what another subject is living just by having
their own technologically mediated eyes mounted on the
other’s living body.
In addition to this dislocation of the perceptual organs of
the subject, we have another important difference with the
case of the classic optical glasses. With the Glass, the perception is not limited to a single subject, many subjects can access
the same camera at the same time. With optical glasses, only
the wearing subject is able to look through them:

((S1 , S2 , … , Sn )Be − TechSWe ) → World.
As in the previous case, we have a subject who is in an
embodiment relation with the technology. However, now, we
have many different subjects in relation to the same device
instead of one. Their eyes are embodying the same device
and they collimate within the same camera. Their organs
become technologically embedded, because they start to
work in symbiosis with the device and, in this case, a single
digital camera works in symbiosis with many different eyes
originally part of different individuals. Thanks to this collective symbiosis, we have a merging between these technologically enhanced eyes, because they co-work together
with the exact same device. These subjects perceive all
together through the same digital eye mounted on the wearing subject.
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Instead of having a single subject who is in an embodiment relation with the technology, we have a collective eye
which provides a collective perception.14

(
)
Classic glasses ∶ SubjectBe − Tech
⇓
.
(
)
Wearables ∶ S1 , S2 , … , Sn Be − TechSWe
Thanks to this collective organ, we can start talking about
a new type of subject who is the merging of many different
individuals who are looking through the same technology.
This phenomenon is similar to the one produced by other
devices like television, where an entire audience perceives
the scene through the lenses of the camera which captures
the scene and through the screen of the television.15 It is
possible to think of the audience as a collectivity watching together the scene (Elsner and Müller 1988) where each
viewer accesses the same point of view of the camera.16

4 Study on a collective living body
Many subjects are merged at the perceptual level by having the same devices as the ending part of their perceptual
organs. A new collective subject is generated by the creation
of a collective digital living body. Many eyes turn into one
and a collective subject raises thanks to this merging.17
The idea of a collective subject which is composed of
different subjects merged together is not new in philosophy
either. Even if its “classification” has been identified with
different names, this theme has a long history.18

14

There is already a study on collective brain based on Google Glass
(Heylighen 2013). However, these works are not about the creation of
a collective body, and so, we cannot base our analysis on them completely.
15
On collectivities generated through the use of television, see
(Frosh 2011; Stiegler 2003).
16
17

We will see in the next sections the difference with television.

The idea of a collective subject which is composed of many different subjects merged together is rising interest in computer and
cognitive sciences (Kramer et al. 2014; Kyriazis 2015b, a; Grau et al.
2014; Blumberg and Michelucci 2013). These works are expressively
related to the merging of many individuals into one single collective
subject, such as in the case of (Pais-Vieira et al. 2015) where three
monkeys are connected through their brain, and they act together
moving a remote robotic arm. However, these works focus on computer cognitive sciences and not directly on phenomenology. Thus,
even if they are interesting to show the path which we are walking,
they cannot be directly used in our analysis.
18
Pope Innocentius IV, maybe, was the first who recognized the
group as a persona creating the concept of “legal personality [persona
ficta]” for legal eschews (Pettit 2014). Even recently, the debate on
the existence collective subjects is still lively disputed (Searle 1990;
Gilbert 2007; Pettit 2004; De Vecchi 2014).
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Many different analyses have studied the phenomenon of
social bounds which make people act as parts of the same
“higher order” subject such as in the case of a group or a
community. The subjects who are part of this higher order
subject move and act together achieving a common goal. In
this action, their intentionality is merged together in a collective one. However, these analyses are related to the study
of a collective subject quite different from the one deriving
from our technological production.

4.1 The collective subject
The idea of a collective subject19 which groups different
subjects into one is always taken into account starting from
the “basic” actions of the single subjects taken in their singleness. Multiple subjects act together, and their actions are
orchestrated as a single one at a higher level (Salice and
Taipale 2015). For example, in the case of the group “soccer
team”, the single subjects act together to achieve a common
goal.
There are many different positions regarding the nature of
the group. Some analyses state that the collective subject can
be reduced to the subjects acting in it and others defend the
opposite position, arguing that this new collective subject
has to be considered as one and cannot be reduced to the single individuals. However, even the most “extremist” analyses
which think of the group as a new being which is irreducible
to the subjects found this new entity on the actions of the
single subjects’ living bodies. The collective living body is
actually founded on the many living bodies of the subjects
taken in their singleness. However, we cannot accept these
analyses, because they have a collective subject composed
by multiple living bodies taken as singles.
Max Scheler, who seriously analyzed the collective subject or, using his terminology, the collective person [Gesamtperson] (Salice 2015; Kelly 2011; Scheler 1972), considered
it as something generated starting from the single subjective
experiences. In his analysis, the subjects who are part of
the collective person are described as acting as singles who
are “unconsciously” performing a collective action (Salice
2015). Thanks to this starting point, he managed to save the
irreducibility of the collective person without saying that
there are perceptions not related to the single subjects. The
action is originated by the collectivity, but it is performed
by the many hypnotized subjects taken in their singleness
(Scheler 1973). Even if we have an action originated from
the collectivity, the action is actually performed by single
subjects acting as hypnotized singles. Thus, every single
experience of the collective person is deeply rooted in the
19
We still have to think of this term as equivalent to other different
terminology which actually relates to the same theme such as collective intentionality, collective mind, and many other similar terms.

single subjects taken in their singleness. The collectivity
is not only founded on the singles, but the actions are performed by the singles individuals thanks to their single living bodies.
We cannot accept this element, because, with wearables,
we have a collective living body which is not reducible to the
single individuals. The collective subject is able to directly
perceive as a collectivity without being founded on the single subjects’ living body for simple reasons.
First, the collective subject does not perceive “through”
the perception of the single wearing subjects taken as singles, because they are not the ones that look through the
technology; they are just the mere carriers.
Second, the collectivity does not see “through” the
beholders as singles, as well. When the beholders perceive
through the technology, they are in an embodiment relation
with a technology which is also in an embodiment relation
with other beholders at the same time. This “simple” element makes the sensible organ a collective organ which cannot be considered as related to the “singles”. As far as we
think of the perceptual organ as the composition of the eye
of the subject plus the technology used, we have to think of
it as a collective perceptual organ, because the technology
is in the same relation with others.
The technology is in embodiment relation not just with
one beholder, but with every beholder who is part of the
collective subject. Therefore, when the beholders perceive
through the technology, they actually perceive with a collective perceptual organ, because the technology used is a part
of the body of the other beholders, as well.
Obviously, the collective perceptions are still related to
the single subjects’ lives and their own private perceptions.
More precisely, the collective perceptual organs are still
related to the position and the actions of the wearing subjects, and they are founded on the single perceptual organs
of the beholders. However, they cannot be reduced to the
organs of the singles, because, when the beholders perceive
through the technology, they embody a technology which
is already embodied by other beholders. They perceive
together through the same digital eye. The organ thanks to
which the beholder perceives is collective. The “eyes” of the
beholders are collective eyes.
The collectivity has its own living body and this element
reshapes completely its previous conception. With wearable computers, the collective subject has its own collective
body without referring to single bodies in their singleness.
The collective subject is irreducible to the subjects not just
because the experience of the collectivity has been generated
at a “higher level”, but also because it has a different living
body, and so it can act in the world and perceive directly.
The collective subject, thanks to wearable computers, has
its own eyes.

13
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4.2 Collective affections and effects on the single
subjects
As we have previously seen, the living body of the subject
is not a mere object in the world which shapes our actions.
It is the zero point of orientation and the generator of every
action of the subjects. Moreover, it is also what allows the
subject to have affections towards the world.
The world, according to Husserl, emanates affective rays
related to the contrasts present in it to stimulate the subject in a certain way.20 These affections are not immutable,
but they are related to the experiences of the subjects and
their living body (Gooskens 2011, 184–185; Husserl 1966,
XI:148–172). Thus, the usage of a technology changes the
affective rays emanated from the world, because the subject
becomes receptive to different elements (Husserl 1971, V:7).
More specifically, a collective subject generated by the usage
of a technology will make the world send rays expressively
shaped for this collective subject in addition to the others.
The beholders play a double role. They are single subjects, because they live with their own living body, but, at
the same time, they perceive with the collective living body
and they are part of this community. Therefore, they are
stimulated by both of the rays emanated from the world:
the ones related to the single subjects and the ones related
to the collectivity. They become stimulated by these affections made for the collective subject, and the aspects of the
world which are “important” to the collective subject will
be peculiarly powerful for them too. The objects which are
attractive for the collective subject will start to be attractive
for the single subjects, as well.
One important aspect with wearable computers is that
the beholders are not only merely single individuals. They
can be the wearing subjects too. We always made a clear
distinction between the wearing subjects and the beholders,
because we wanted to highlight their different relation to
the technologies. However, the wearing subjects can be perceived through the wearables and vice versa. Even if there
is a clear distinction between the two roles, it is possible to
have subjects playing both of them.
We can fully appreciate the difference with technologies
like television, which provide many users with the same
perception of a scene. Television can provide subjects with
the same perception and so it can generate beholders looking through the device as a collectivity. However, it is not
possible to have these beholders wearing or carrying the
devices by themselves. Thus, it is possible to be wearing

20
The affective rays are not rays generated by the object without the
presence of the subject, but it is the way which the object is given to
the subject. On the nature of these affective rays, see (Biceaga 2010,
60:33; Husserl 1971, V:§ 25).
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subjects and beholders at the same time. For example, in
the case of television, the users have just the access to the
scene and they cannot move the camera around. The audience is fixed in one place and the collective organ produced
by the television is out of their control (Mann et al. 2003).
With wearables, it is possible for the beholders wearing the
collective devices to become more “active”, because they
are the ones carrying the collective organs.
From merely “passive” and “voyeuristic” beholders,
through wearable computers, they become the ones who
carry the devices and move them in the world. This element provides the collectivity with the living body’s zero
point of orientation from which every action of the subject
is generated.
In the case of the previous technologies, the “passive”
beholders can only hope the subjects dealing with the camera
which will act in a way which fits their collective interest
such as focusing on a part of the scene instead of another one.
They cannot act, directly because they are merely observing
the scene. The beholders who are also wearing subjects act
in the world with their single individual living body and the
collective one. Thus, the rays generated by the object for the
collective subject can be followed by a corresponding action
made by the collective subject. The beholders can freely and
collectively focus on a part of the scene or zoom on some
elements, because they are the ones carrying the devices.
Thanks to wearable computers, the collective subject has
not merely its own eyes, but it acts in the world thanks to its
collective body.

4.3 The Borg collective
As we have previously seen, the classic phenomenological
analysis on collective subjects cannot be applied in our case,
because we have a direct collective perception by a collective
living body. Therefore, to have an idea of how this collective
subject looks like and to focus our attention on the possible
effects which it may yield, we need an example which does
not come directly from a phenomenological analysis. We
will take into account the “Borg Collective” in Star Trek.21
21

“The Borg (derivate of cyborg) are cybernetic race appearing in
Star Trek: The Next Generation, Star Trek: First Contact, and Star
Trek: Voyager. They have been central antagonists in many plotlines and are very popular as villains. they are portrayed as having
managed to integrate technology into their organic bodies to such
an extent that they cannot exist without either. The Borg are also
presented as a collective society, meaning that Borg “drones” do
not register as individuals—they are a part of a group mind, which
control each drone’s actions.” (Consalvo 2004, 182). Alternatively,
the description made by Arras “The Borg, a hive of cybernetically
enhanced humanoid drones, explores the universe in search of interesting new cultures and technologies, which they promptly conquer
and incorporate into their neural network en route to their goal of ultimate perfection.” (Arras 2009).
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This futuristic alien race aims to “assimilate” other forms of
life to reach perfection. However, what is more important for
our analysis, is not their strive to perfection, but their pervasive
use of technologies which runs through their entire bodies.
Thanks to a massive use of technology implanted in their
flesh, every component of the Borg is always connected to
the community called the Collective. This connection enables them to share their experiences and their thoughts in
real time. What a single Borg thinks is thought by every single Borg of the Collective and what a Borg sees is instantly
seen by everybody.22
In this dystopian scenario, the single Borg subjects, who
are reduced to mere “drones”, cannot refer to themselves
as an “I”, but only as a collective “We”, because they share
their entire life and their bodies with the Collective. Therefore, we have the annihilation of any individuality related
to the existence of the singles in favor of the collective coexistence of the many. Every single subject is turned into a
“we-subject” connected to the collectivity.
Without starting to argue on the possibility or on the
impossibility of this futuristic scenario, we can use it as an
example to highlight possible effects these technologies will
have on our society.
Our wearable computers are designed to share experiences and, at first sight, they could seem like a sort of
underdeveloped Borg-like technology which will reach its
full potential only in the future by becoming more powerful
and pervasive just like the Borg one. We can ask if wearable
computers are going to turn ourselves, or our future generations, into Borg-like subjects and change our society into
something similar to the dystopian Borg society.
Are we going to be “we-subjects” without any kind of
individuality and with collective Borg-like organs running
through our body? Will we be able to refer to ourselves as
single “I” or we are going to be mere plural subjects merged
together in a “We–I.”
To answer this question, we need to focus our attention on
the differences between our technologies and the one used
by the Borg.
Our wearable computers are designed to be removable
from the body quite easily. Every wearable is, by definition,
something which is worn as clothes and so the subject has
the power to take them off. The Google Glass, for example,
can be removed by just taking it off from our nose.23
22

This idea was risen by posthumanism too (Roskies 2005; Andy;
Clark 2003).
23
This difference can be highlighted even more if we think of the
two relations between the users and the technologies generated in the
two cases. In the case of the Borg, we have cyborg relations where the
technology cannot be disjointed from the human body, while, in the
case of a person, wearing a wearable computer, we have an embodiment relation where the tool becomes part of the body during the use.
See (Don Ihde 2008; Verbeek 2008).

In the case of the Borg, we have quite a different technology. It is not removable from the body and, moreover, it
is not something worn, but it is intertwined with the very
flesh of the drones so deeply which is not removable without causing their death. Therefore, the Borg technology is
always mounted on the subjects and it cannot be separated
from the subject’s body. Moreover, it is always active. The
subjects cannot turn it off without losing themselves and
when the drones’ body is violated by unplugging them from
the Collective they tend to lose their lucidity, because they
have to learn how to live as single subjects as if they were
not individuals before the disconnection.24 The drone cannot
have private perceptions because of their always connection
to the Collective thanks to a technology which is always
on them and always active. Their living bodies are always
merged into the one of the Collective.
In our case, the wearable computers are not always
mounted on the subject, and they can be easily deactivated
by turning them off. This “simple” difference makes the two
technologies very distant. The wearing subjects can disconnect the collective perceptual organ from their own single
bodies. In this way, they can free themselves from the collectivity. The beholders can turn the device off as well and so
they can stop to perceive through the collective organ. The
wearable computers are “merely” attached to the single subjects’ body, and so, even if they provide a collective body,
they do not turn the single bodies into the collective one, but
they just add the collective organs to the single ones.
The Borg does not have “private” perceptual organs.
Everything in the Borg drone is collective. The subject
using wearable can have private perceptual organs by simply removing the devices. In the Borg case, we cannot have
a single subject any longer. The wearing subject is always
a beholder because they are always looking through the
device, and so the single subject disappears completely into
the collective one. In the case of the wearable computers, we
do have the creation of a collective subject which shapes our
world, but, at the same time, we do not get rid of the original single subjects. We have a co-existence of two different
types of subjects in the same world.
However, we need to keep in mind what the Star Trek
example seems to suggest, without taking into consideration
every single aspect of this science fictional world. This fiction clearly shows how the world could start to be dwelled by
a new collective subject which will develop their own peculiar life with their habits and their appetites just like normal
“single” subjects do. We are not going to merge ourselves
24

In the Star Trek world, the single Borg feel lost when disconnected
from the Collective such as in the case of the disconnection of two
characters of the series “7 of 9” and “Hugh” respectively in the first
episode of the second season of Star Trek: Voyager and in the 23rd
episode of the fifth season of Star Trek: The Next Generation.
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completely with others and so we will not become Borglike subjects. However, the collective body generated by the
wearable computers will start to act in the world producing their own collective perceptions, their own collective
actions, and their own collective needs just like the Borg
Collective.

5 Limits of this approach and of this
technology
There are possible critics and limits of this analysis.
This analysis finds its limits when it comes to deal with
some elements of the living body which are not present in
the collective technological one. It could seem we talked
about a collective living body and a symbiotic relation
between subject and technology, but we ignored some problematic elements.
First of all, our analysis is strictly related to sight, and
it focuses on application working only with this sense. We
completely ignored other senses. Anyway, even if we analyzed only one sense instead of taking into consideration the
entire spectrum, it is possible to apply our work to any of the
other senses. For example, it is possible to study hearing in
the case of a technology which captures the sounds a subject
hears and which shares it to a community. In addition, in this
case, we have “wearing subjects” and “beholders”. Moreover, it is possible to think of devices which allow people to
share tactual (Liberati 2017) and taste sensation (Cheok et al.
2011) the distance. Therefore, even if the phenomenological
analysis on how the subjects perceive has to be changed a bit
to fit the new sense, it does not change the main structure of
our work. We still have an experience of one single subject
which is shared with a community, allowing the collective
subject to directly perceive through the technology.
The second and, maybe, more sound critic are related to
the kind of actions which the collective subject is able to do
thanks to this device. The beholders who are not wearing the
technologies are mere passive viewers who cannot act in the
world with the collective body.
According to the phenomenological tradition, the living
body of a subject should provide the zero point from which
the subject can act in the world, or from which the subject
can originate their “I can [Ich kann]”. This technology, at the
present stage of development, does not allow the beholders
to act, and so it cannot be, strictly speaking, part of the living
body and acting in symbiosis.
However, we saw the beholders which can be wearing
subjects too. Thus, they can act in the world while perceiving through the collective body. Moreover, this “voyeuristic”
limit is just related to the actual limits of our technological
development. For example, it is possible to design a camera
which can change orientation according to the will of the
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collective subject and which focuses on some elements of
the scene instead of others. However, by limiting our analysis on actual technologies, we have to take this possibility
as a mere hypothesis not realized yet.
The third critic is about the kind of devices which we
analyzed. Even if this work does not focus only on the visual
field, because we can extend it to other senses, it is limited
because it is tightly related to the devices allowing the subjects to perceive through them. However, there are many
other devices which are not designed to do it, but they are
designed to “merely” capture and store data about the subjects. For example, the Apple watch is not designed to share
perceptions, but to store data about the subjects’ life such as
the measure of the wearing subjects’ heartbeats. For this reason, our analysis could look like restricted to few examples
and not to wearable computers, in general.
We focused our attention on perception, and so, the
devices which do not provide a perception are excluded.
However, this limitation does not compromise our work.
Our analysis clearly shows how it is possible to generate a
collective living body, and so, maybe, it could be useful for
studying how these data of the single subjects could constitute a collectivity and in which way they do it.
Our analysis is not complete, but it highlights some possible aspects of these technologies.

6 Conclusions
In the first part, we introduced wearable computers by analyzing Google Glass, and we showed how it can be used to
share a visual experience with an entire community thanks
to its camera.
In the second part, we studied how wearable computers
can become part of the living body and how the subjects
perceive through them thanks to postphenomenology. We
highlighted these technologies work in a different way from
the previous one, because they allow a community to be
embodied with the same device. Thanks to this collective
embodiment, the wearable computers generate a collective
living body. This analysis is limited to the perceptual level
and according to a phenomenological analysis. The analysis
should be extended in other fields by analyzing the psychological issues related to such an emergence and the effects
on individuality, identity, and personality generated by this
new collective body.
In the third part, we showed how these technologies generate a new type of collective subject because they aim to
produce a collective body. This new subject has the capability of perceiving the world directly as a collectivity without
founding its living body on the ones of the single subjects
taken in their singleness. We showed how the creation of
such collective body has effects on the subjects being part of
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it, because they will be stimulated by the affective rays generated for the collective body in addition to the ones directed
to their single ones.
Even if there are many points connecting this process
to dystopian futures, these subjects do not risk to become
Borg-like subjects. They are not completely merged into the
collectivity, because they still have their own single bodies
taken as single individuals at the perceptual level. However,
it is wrong to think that they have no effects. The subjects
will act and perceive as members of this new collective
organism pursuing their collective goals.
The world will become dwelled by these new collective
subjects which will develop their own peculiar needs to be
fed.
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