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nuelle:  Can you describe your project 
for me? Specifically, what does “utopia” 
mean for you?

henkel:  Utopia itself, for a political 
theologian rooted in practices, is hard 
to define. Utopia, by definition, is not a 
place, oυτόπος in Greek. And so utopia, 
for most people, probably means this 
dreamland, this fantasy, this nev-
er-to-be-realized idea. For me, however, 
utopia and utopian thinking is more of 
a vision, an idea about a future society. 
Because if you look at early utopian writ-
ings–take Thomas More or even 
Aristophanes–they are describing an 
ideal state. For me, this has concrete 
political implications. If we have a vision, 
this place in the distant future, in a 
distant fantasyland, we strive to realize 
it. This is what utopia means for me, a 
powerful motive behind our actions as 
political citizens, as voters, as politicians, 
as theologians, as scientists.

nuelle:  So it is exclusively a positive 
concept?

henkel: I try to revitalize the idea of 
utopia as something positive, being fully 
aware that the utopian idea, at least at 
the beginning of the 20th century, had 
become a contested concept. As soon as 
people started trying to put these ideas 
into practice, they turned into some

thing completely different. It is not just 
Stalinism, for instance. If you look at the 
pilgrim fathers of this nation––was that 
a good place? Was that a utopia? It was a 
great idea, maybe, but it quickly turned 
into something else. 

Here is something interesting from the-
ology that might help us understand this 
dichotomy––two ways any utopian vision 
can go: the idea of “already” and “not yet.” 
So you see that vision before you, but if 
you try to realize it in a way that resem-
bles a blueprint that you try to faithfully 
execute, this quickly turns into some-
thing not positive. If we talk about utopia, 
we should talk about having a utopian 
vision rather than a concrete blueprint. 

There is, however, another question we 
need to answer: Is there just one person 
or a small group, the elites, who then 
build up an ideal state? If we say we 
are all utopian thinkers–and utopia is a 
deliberative concept–if we take that as 
our starting point, then I’d say we could 
make this into something we can all par-
ticipate in, which leaves room for more 
than just the elites.

nuelle: What is specifically utopian for 
you about our digital age now?

henkel:  The advent of mobile devices, 
potent enough to run software at a fairly 
high level of complexity and able to com-
municate with other devices–these fac-
tors are important for me. The advent of 
this technology has enabled us to create. 
We no longer have to write a book about 
the best possible state and then hope 
some politician will adopt it and put it 
into practice after centuries. We can now 
just test it out, have a small community 
of internet users communicate in a way 
that would resemble communication in 
an ideal state. We no longer have to write 
pamphlets or give talks about healthy 
nutrition. We just can put an app on the 
market. If we find enough followers who 
are guided by their electronic devices, 
guided by these virtual realities, we have 
already put them into practice. 
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So we can circumvent this idea of having 
a giant superstructure such as the state 
as where utopian living is practiced. We 
can circumvent that and reach ordinary 
citizens in their everyday lives. For me 
that is the difference, really, between 
utopian thinking in the past and utopian 
thinking now.

Bruno Latour put this very well when 
he said that “the expansion of digitality 
has enormously increased the material 
dimension of networks: The more digital, 
the less virtual and the more material a 
given activity becomes.” This is no longer 
lofty thought out there, it is something I 
can touch. I can touch this phone, I can 
interact with it. I can interact with these 
ideas: they are in my pocket. That is why 
I find this so fascinating. 

Interestingly enough, when most people 
would talk about utopian thinking in the 
late 19th and early 20th century, they 
forgot most of the positive implications: 
Let us either say that utopian thinking 
is dangerous, leads to dystopian fanatics 
trying to overthrow the state, or let us say 
utopian though is completely irrelevant 
because we’re not interested. We live our 
daily lives. We have jobs, we have kids 
to feed, houses to maintain. We do not 
have time to engage in this. This is just 
for a few people, either with money and 
resources at their hands who can live out 
idealized lives. 

nuelle: You bring up dystopia, which 
is my next question. It seems to me that 
our digital age has created an excellent 
exchange system of ideas and a seamless 
way for folks to improve their lives. But 
in my mind, the improvements to their 
lives are relatively superficial. Or at least 
the most popular ones–connecting with 
friends, aesthetic lifestyle tips-that kind 
of thing. Is that just the beginning of the 
utopia movement as the technology in-
creases exponentially? Will those chang-
es to our lives become more significant?  

henkel:  I think that is an absolutely 
valid point. The fact that these ideas 
about universal communication, about 
living a better life, have become a com-

mercialized part of a market economy, 
could lead us toward saying they have 
been dumbed down into commodity. 
However, I would say the way we interact 
with these devices has already gradually, 
subtly but profoundly, changed the way 
we think. They have changed the way we 
understand friendship, or even more pro-
foundly, changed the way we understand 
romance. The dating app Tinder, for 
instance, changes how people love, and 
what could be more profound than that?

The idea that people adjust their lives to 
fit a digital lifestyle is something that 
changes the fabric of our society. Go to 
a restaurant and look what happens as a 
chef serves the first course. People will 
take a picture. The way they think about 
eating is completely transformed because 
their first thought is, “What would my 
followers on Instagram say about the 
presentation?” Not the nutritional value, 
not the taste, not the person I’m having 
dinner with, but just the appearance of 
what is before me. So I think that gradu-
ally has influenced the way we live. 

But on a deeper level, you rightly men-
tioned these other concerns. Moore’s Law 
showed us that the complexity of 
 integrated circuits, and with it comput-
ing power increases at a very high rate. 
I would say we are just witnessing the 
beginning of what some call another In-
dustrial Revolution. There are two sides 

“We could find designs 
which allow for a 
profound human 
interaction if we 
would move away 
from this idea that 
you just have a few 
influencers and 
you crave likes and 
shares.” 

to it. One side, I think, is the dystopian 
side. It replaces workers, it might even 
be–with machine learning and intelligent 
algorithms–the replacement of human 
beings in all their capacities; not just 
manual labor being replaced, but also 
creativity. My job could be replaced were 
robots trained to do theology!

I have for instance three thinkers I 
engage with in my project: Saul Alinsky, 
Ruth Cohn and Cornel West. I would 
have thought a machine learning algo-
rithm could actually go through their 
books and become these three characters, 
and they could have a conversation and 
my book would be done.

Apart from the dystopian vision, this 
could mean we free resources for creativ-
ity, for human flourishing. We are not 
extinguished but assisted, enhanced by 
digital technology. I would not just worry 
about what will happen with the power of 
machines and their increasing capabili-
ties. I would see this as a chance for  
living out these dreams for which we did 
not, or don not yet have the capacity for 
because we are too caught up in finding 
a parking space, worrying about the 
plumbing of our houses, and trying to 
figure out the most basic menial tasks. 

This is why I think you are absolutely 
right in saying this is a development 
where we have to proceed with caution. 
But this could potentially lead to even 
more creative utopian thinking. This 
could make utopian experiments even 
easier.

nuelle:  I  know part of your project 
deals with the effects of digitization on 
community organizing. From an ethical 
perspective, there is also this idea that 
technology depersonalizes–it clouds the 
other from us. It turns our gaze inward, 
which is traditionally not a theological 
virtue. What are your thoughts there?

henkel:  My first foray into digitali-
zation was liquid democracy, which is 
partially the idea that having online net-
works aids deliberative democracy. There 
is this German party, interestingly called 
the Pirate Party. They used an online sys-
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tem for party members to discuss issues 
and vote on party positions. Even the 
members of parliament from that party 
would post concrete questions that came 
up in parliament to have members talk 
and maybe reach decisions about their 
position. This was incorporated into daily 
lifestyles as people would return home 
from their jobs and log on to the system; 
it was more than just a forum. 

What they did was develop a software 
that would allow for deliberative deci-
sion-making to assist in making sure that 
all participants are equally respected, that 
there was time between the discussion 
and the vote, for instance––they called it 
the “cool-down” phase. You have a heated 
discussion, then you make up your mind. 
What does it require?  Time, distancing 
yourself from the issue–that system 
allowed for that.

There’s a lot of potential for something 
similar in community organizing, using 
these tools to facilitate an ongoing debate 
about pressing political issues that can 
make sure, by design, that this does not 
become a network dominated by one 
person. This does not turn into a nice 
event where some elite members simply 
give their decisions a more democratic 
façade. This could profoundly help people 
to interact with political issues in a more 
democratic way. 

You also mentioned the ethical perspec-
tive. I think that it is a design question. 
We could find designs which allow for a 
profound human interaction if we would 
move away from this idea that you just 
have a few influencers and you crave 
likes and shares–these logics which 
are not necessarily inherent in digital 
networks but which are built into them 
by programmers, by us as consumers. If 
we could move away from that, I think 
this would allow for more deep personal 
connections and interactions. 

However, I think you are also right to 
point out that this is not a universal 
solution. It is not all about digital tools 
and digital networks and digital utopi-
an thinking. It is not something that 

replaces everything else. I still think that 
the community is built on trust. Now you 
can have trust networks online, but I still 
think that that personal interaction is 
valid and important. 

My idea would be that we have this hy-
brid structure–as I said, we already take 
these devices with us and they become 
part of our everyday lives, part of our 
bodies. They do not take over in the sense 
that they replace our bodies. Before you 
and I met, we had an exchange via digital 
means, but that does not mean that we 
cannot have face-to-face conversations. 
I think these devices and the apps and 
services could actually foster face to face 
interaction. Think about the Occupy 
Wall Street movement. People actually 
got together on the streets. So here you 
have a digital tool that helps people come 
together in a very physical manner.

nuelle:  That is compelling. You made 
the point earlier about how a lot of the de-
humanizing aspects of tech are actually 
built in, because that makes them easier 
to sell and makes them addictive. So, I 
wonder: What could you see the incentive 
being for companies to start creating 

tech that is a little bit more ethical, that 
moves toward the good which technolo-
gy has the possibility to be? Is there an 
incentive? Is it going to have to be driven 
by people? It is never going to come from 
the corporations?

henkel:  I would answer that there is 
a certain logic inherent in the market 
economy as it is now. I can see that, 
within this economy, only so much is 
possible. But what I observed is people 
coming together and changing tech. 
The Fablab movement started off with 
people saying, “Well, why should we just 
leave the means of digital production 
to a few big companies? Why don’t we 
take matters into our own hands?” It has 
become a much more widespread move-
ment than just a few experts or nerds or 
hackers coming together, and this has 
transformed areas around these Fablabs 
where all kinds of community activities 
are developing. 

Even people who think they have no pro-
graming knowledge–they’re empowered 
by these movements, by these Fablabs, to 
actually think about, “What do I want? 
What is important for me? Can I take 
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matters into my own hands?” The whole 
idea of agency has become tremendously 
important in this respect. People want to 
take back control. I think people will de-
mand a different use of technology, and 
some of them will start, or have already 
started, changing the face of technology. 
I am not saying everyone will end up 
having a Linux phone with home-grown 
apps–that would be my idea, that would 
be the utopia. So that is my utopian 
vision, basically. But you could see people 
slowly and gradually doing things differ-
ently with digital devices, even within 
the existing Apple or Google ecosystem. 
Subversively, people are using these to do 
unintended things. 

Creativity and spontaneity cannot be 
curtailed by an app store policy or by a 
few big players. I think this will become, 
in the future, something that profoundly 
changes the fabric of society if people 
start taking these matters into their own 
hands. It does not matter if you are a 
radical community organizer, it does not 
matter if you think we should go out and 
do something or if you think, “Well, leave 
me alone, I’ll sit at home.” You cannot 
escape the questions that technology 
poses. I think if we design apps and ser-
vices that help people engage with these 
questions, they will.

[end]


