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TABUAL RASA.  
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NEAR IS   
AND DIFFICULT TO GRASP,  THE GOD.   

BUT WHERE DANGER THREATENS  
THAT WHICH SAVES FROM IT  ALSO 

GROWS 
H O L D E R L I N   

 

Prelude 





First Clinical Case 

I used to see  a patient, a young lady 
who suffered from panic attacks. Once 
she revealed me that she had learned to 
provoke to herself a panic attack. She 
had first to think the precise point where 
she was, e.g., she was sitting on a given 
chair. Then she had to think the place 
where she was, say, her bedroom; then 
where that place where located, for 
instance her apartment; then the larger 
context in which the place was located, 
for instance the city of Rome; then 
where the city of Rome was located, say 
in Italy; then where Italy was on the 
planet earth; Then where the planet 
earth was in the solar system; then 
where the solar system was in the 
galaxy; then…  then the panic attack 
almost invariably exploded.  



THE BEGINNING 

 ְּבֵראִׁשית
Εν αρχη 



The Lapis Niger 

 The Lapis Niger is a large 
piece of black marble in the 
ancient Forum of Rome, 
which covers, according to 
legend, the tomb of Romulus, 
the founder of the city. Under 
the Lapis Niger, there is the 
oldest known Latin 
inscription, dating from the 
sixth century BC, which 
declares the place sacred, and 
threatens all those who enter 
with terrible punishments.  

 



 ֹ֙ ֹ֔  הּו֙ ת הּווָב  

The notion of the well ordered 
sacred  space has deep religious 
roots.  
 
God creates the world (cosmos) 
from a formless state, (Greek 
χάος khaos) or from an empty 
abyss (Biblical Hebrew,  ֹ֙  הּו֙ ת

 ֹ֔ הּווָב , Tohu wa bohu). As the 
god creator, or the demiurge, 
creates the world out from an 
indeterminate non-being, 
similarly the ancients separated 
space into sacred, restricted 
zones and everyday, public 
spaces.  
 



Sacred Space 

Originally the word “sacred” 
meant “to be cut away, to be 
separated”. The Latin Templum and 
the Greek Temenos were areas that 
were specifically cut off and 
declared inviolable.  
In a the context of Roman family 
law,  the Latin language expresses 
this same concept by using the 
verb, privo – literally “ I cut away” - 
whose past participe is “privatus”, 
private.  
Sacred and private then share a 
similar etymological origin. They 
both describe secluded areas, 
which are exclusive property either 
of a god (sacred) or a lord (private). 



Place and Space 

Ancient Greek (Plato and Aristotle): 
chôra and topos. 
 
Place … is a part of the terrestrial 
surface that is not equivalent to any 
other, that cannot be exchanged 
with any other without everything 
changing. Instead with space [place 
as location]each part can be 
substituted for another without 
anything being altered, precisely 
how when two things that have the 
same weight are moved from one 
side of a scale to another without 
compromising the balance. 
(Farinelli, F. ,2003, Geografia. 
Un’introduzione ai modelli del mondo. 
Turin: Einaudi). 



Territoriality 

 The notion of territory is 
crucial to understand the 
behavior of many animal 
species. Animals tend to have 
outside boundaries of their 
movement during the course 
of their everyday activities, 
these boundaries describe an 
area which is called by 
biologists “home range”. 
Moreover some animals, 
called “territorial”, show also 
a peculiar attitude to defend 
an area of territory around 
them, which is usually smaller 
than their home range.  

 



Privacy  



Animal studies 

 What happens when animals are 
deprived of their own territory? 
Studies of overcrowding, population 
limitation mechanisms have been 
carried out in a number of animal 
species. There are little doubts that 
among most mammalians, and 
notably amongst primates, the need 
to maintain a certain degree of 
independence is essential. “One 
basic finding of animal studies is 
that virtually all animals seek 
periods of individual seclusion of 
small-group intimacy”. Most studies 
provide evidence that crowding may 
act as an intensifier of stressful 
condition, and, under extreme 
conditions, can itself induce stress 
reactions or pathological behavior 



PRIVACY AND L IBERTY 

The right to be left alone 



Privacy as the right to be left alone 

The meaning of privacy as 
autonomy of the individual 
entails recognition not only 
of the right to be left alone 
but also of “the claim of 
individuals to determine for 
themselves when, how, and 
to what extent information 
about them is 
communicated to others”.  



Privacy as the right to choose one’s life 

According to an evolution in the 
last decades, well-fitting with 
the dual nature of the right to 
identity, privacy is not only 
concerned with the right to 
be left alone but also with the 
right to keep control over 
one’s own information and 
determine the manner of 
building up one’s own private 
sphere” and with “the right to 
choose one’s life”.  

 



The Right to select with whom one stays 

 

 

The right to be left alone 
expresses with a nice 
slogan the concept the 
each one of us has the right 
to select those with whom 
he wants to stay. 

 



Harlow’s Experiment 



Isolation 

Isolation is much more pathological 
than overcrowding. Since the 
1950s, experiments have been 
conducted on persons in conditions 
of extreme solitude and reduced 
sensory stimuli (e.g. isolated 
prisoners, spaceship crews, polar 
explorers, patients hospitalized in 
burn units, etc). It has been 
observed that such persons 
unavoidably tend to develop minor 
signs of temporal disorientation, 
which are usually followed – if the 
isolation persists - by hallucinatory 
sensations, delusive ideation, 
and/or structural delusions.  



Prisoners 

 Research on the condition of 
prisoners or hostages held in 
solitary confinement reveal 
brain abnormalities and other 
physiological consequences 
(heart palpitations, insomnia, 
diaphoresis, weight loss, to 
cite a few) as well as strong 
negative psychological effects 
(symptoms linked to the areas 
of anxiety, depression, anger, 
cognitive disturbances, 
paranoia and psychosis).  

 



Maternal Deprivation 

Studies on total maternal 
isolation of children from birth 
come also to similar conclusions 
on the effects of social isolation. 
After some research that 
produced evidence of the deep 
and sustained health damages 
in neglected babies of some 
animal species, it became 
widely accepted that it is not 
just for food and protection that 
children require the assistance 
during the first phase of their 
lives, but also for the normal 
functioning of their brains.  



Mirror Neurons 

Since the discovery of a class of 
neurons called “mirror neurons”, which 
are activated both when an animal acts 
and when the animal observes the 
same action performed by another 
individual  a number of studies have 
investigated underpinning neurological 
mechanisms of empathy. According to 
the most accredited theories, empathy 
is generated by “automatically and 
unconsciously activated neural 
representations of states in the subject 
similar to those perceived in the 
object” , in other words empathy is an 
automatic and unconscious system of 
mimicry. The representation of other 
individuals is then an essential 
component of the self of any animal 
which possesses empathic skills.  



We need other humans 

Humans have developed at the 
highest degree such a capacity 
to reproduce the emotional and 
mental patterning of others, 
and this is likely to be one of the 
main evolutionary advantages 
of our species.  
The other side of the coin is that 
our brain cannot work in 
isolation, we continuously 
internalize other human beings, 
and humanize all external 
objects that we internalize.  



Robinson’s Nightmare 



Crowds and Power 

In Crowds and Power Elias Canetti 
notes “There is nothing that man 
fears more than the touch of the 
unknown (…) All the distances 
which men create around 
themselves are dictated by this 
fear” But what does it happen 
when we cannot create such 
sacred, inviolable, private spaces? 
There is still a strategy that we can 
adopt to avoid being sucked down 
into the abyss. It is still Canetti who 
speaks, “it is only in a crowd that 
man can become free of this fear 
of being touched. This is the only 
situation in which the fear changes 
into its opposite”.  



The Privacy Paradox 

One of the consequences of the 
current processes of secularization 
and globalisation, has been  the 
fragmentation of places. People in 
developed countries are increasingly 
exiled and uprooted people, living 
out of place. The global  relativity of 
space dissolve a human sense of 
place.  When private and sacred 
places disappear, or we fail to find 
them, we end up by throwing 
ourselves into a crowd, either a real 
one, or the virtual crowd created by 

the social web.  



PRIVACY AS A HIDDEN PLACE 

Nothing to hide 



The inner space 

 Metaphors which describe the mind 
as an inner space, like a container or 
a box or a room, are ubiquitous and 
pervasive. According to these 
metaphors we have an “inside”, 
which includes all our mental 
contents, distinct from an “outside”, 
which include the whole external 
world, other humans included.  

 In order to have an identity, humans 
need to create such a mental space, 
their own private sphere, a 
restricted virtual, mental  room 
where they  feel to be able to hide 
something. This “hidden 
something” is a vital component of 
each person’s individual, public 
identity.  
 

 



Second Clinical Case 

 Some years ago, Kristine, a 
young lady suffering from 
anorexia, came to my 
observation. She was a tiny, 
pale girl, with slender legs, 
slim hips, small waist, who 
looked no older than fifteen 
although she was almost 
twenty six. Kristine claimed 
that she was attending the 
university, but actually she 
had passed just a couple of 
exams in more than five 
years. 



Kristine 

 She lived at home with her 
parents and her life was 
completely invaded by a 
complex system of 
psychopathological symptoms, 
including the typical starvation-
induced physical and 
psychological signs. She was 
aware of having some kind of 
eating disorder and to be “skinny 
as a toothpick” but she refused 
the diagnosis of anorexia that 
she had received in previous 
psychiatric consultations. She 
claimed  that she would have 
been happy to eat if only she did 
not feel sick. 



Unpleasant Thoughts  

 Kristine was continuously 
fighting against unpleasant 
thoughts which prevented 
her eating, if she ate she felt 
immediately obliged to vomit 
by a violent revulsion of the 
stomach. She could eat only 
when she succeeded in 
blocking her thoughts. When 
I asked her what kind of 
thoughts she found 
unpleasant, she easily 
admitted that she was 
referring to thoughts with 
some sexual content. 



Reading the Mind 

 Kristine has never had a 
boyfriend and her sexual 
experience was very limited, 
yet I discovered that she had 
no difficulty in being totally 
explicit when she speaks of 
sexual matters. 

 After some months of 
treatment, Kristine told me a 
bizarre story. She was around 
seven when she started 
having the odd impression 
that her parents were able to 
read her mind and to see her 
feelings. 



Anxiety  

 Such a conviction developed little by 
little. At the beginning, when she 
started to suspect that her parents 
could understand her thoughts, she 
experienced a very pleasant and 
relaxing state because she felt that 
her wants could be always anticipated 
and met, and she was freed forever 
from the need to ask. 

 But as time went by, this experience 
became increasingly painful. Kristine 
was slowly pervaded by a mounting 
sensation of restlessness and anxiety 
thinking that her thoughts were 
somehow public. She did not want her 
parents to discover such an 
uneasiness, she didn’t want them to 
be worried about her, but what could 
she do? They could read her mind! 



Epicrisis  

 Kristine therefore decided to ban any 
mental content when she was in the 
same room with her parents. From 
that moment on, all her efforts were 
focused on reaching a perfect mental 
emptiness. Like a child Zen master, the 
little Kristine developed a number of 
meditation techniques, which were 
totally private because no one ever 
suspected her uncanny and secret 
exercise. With adolescence Kristine 
apparently recovered from her 
delusive belief and she felt free to 
think again, even in the face of her 
parents. But when she was around 
twenty she started suffering from 
“unpleasant thoughts”, which 
prevented her from eating, and her 
“anorexia” began. 



Why? 

Any stupid psychoanalyst could realize 
that Kristine had turned her infantile 
fight against “public” thoughts into a 
fight against eating and that child mental 
emptiness has become a model for adult 
body emptiness. But the reason why 
Kristine was so afraid by her thoughts 
was still in the dark. Psychoanalysts are 
obvious people and they always think of 
sexual fantasies or traumas but Kristine 
did not suffer from any sexual assault or 
seduction, and her child fantasies were 
the same of thousands of children. Also 
the other card usually played by my 
colleagues – aggressive fantasies – led to 
nothing. Kristine stubbornly repeated 
that there was no reason why she 
should fear that her parents understand 
her thoughts because she had nothing 
to hide. 



Nothing to Hide 

 It took a long time before I 
understood that she was literally 
right, the problem was indeed 
the she had nothing to hide, not 
only in a more obvious Freudian 
sense (she had no penis to hide) 
but in a  deeper sense. Kristine 
was suffering from a constitutive 
deficiency of her private sphere. 
She felt as though she was truly 
transparent and her child effort 
to create mental emptiness was 
paradoxically her last resort to 
have something to hide, say to 
exist as an individual. In a pun, 
she was desperately hiding that 
she had nothing to hide. 



Private vs Public 
In the Greek civilization then private realm 
was the women’s realm, the maternal 
kingdom. This private realm (oikia), which 
included women, children, slaves and 
foreigners, was the place where the woman 
was accorded normative priority over males. 
When a man belonged to the maternal 
kingdom, to the private  sphere, he became 
idios, which means “one’s own”. Idiotes were 
private persons, individuals without any part 
in private affairs. The negative sense carried 
out by this word remains in modern 
languages, as in the word “idiot” in English.  
 
Greeks had also two words to describe the 
public. One was still negative, the word 
demios, which precisely means “having to do 
with the people”, in the sense of vulgar 
persons, “populace”. Yet a second word for 
public had a highly positive sense, say, the 
word  koinos, which literally means “what is 
shared by friends”. 



'Αρρητοϕορία 



'Αρρητοϕορία 

The Arretophoria (literally, “carrying of unnamed things”) was a 
female feast. Two small girls between the ages 7 and 11, known as 

arrephoroi, carried out services for Athena for one year.  
At the time of year for the feast, the girls, wearing white robes and 

gold ornaments, received something in a chest from Athena's  
priestess. They put on their heads the baskets and carried the 

unknown things to  Athena's gardens and left the items at 
underground caves. At the caves they received other veiled items and 

the priestess sent them away and sent other girls to the garden.   
Then the ceremony ended without revealing what the hidden items 

were.  
Some modern commentators think that the sacred chests contained 
cereal paste, representing snakes, phalli, and forms of men. Yet this 
has never been proved. No one knows what the sacred things were 

and even if there was actually anything in the chests. 



P R I VA C Y  H A S  T O  D O  W I T H  T H E  T W O  P O L E S  O F  
D E P E N D E N C E  A N D  I N D E P E N D E N C E  A L S O  I N  A N  O T H E R ,  

D E E P E R ,  S E N S E .  

Dependence and Independence 



 Freedom from the intrusiveness 

Society involves a great deal of 
friction," Solove writes, "and we 
are constantly clashing with 
each other. Part of what makes 
a society a good place in which 
to live is the extent to which it 
allows people freedom from the 
intrusiveness of others. A 
society without privacy 
protection would be 
suffocation, and it might not be 
a place in which most would 
want to live." 

 



Privacy is not in what we hide 

The definition of the private sphere is 
part of the overall definition of 
one’s identity. We exist as 
individuals as far as we are able to 
represent ourselves as autonomous 
subjects.  

Basically people need to create an 
inner space, which is called 
“private”. It is not essential that this 
space holds anything, yet it is 
essential that each individual has 
the impression that they own the 
keys to enter this space and have 
the power to open and close the 
door of this private realm.  

Privacy is not in what we hide but in 
having the power to hide 
something.   

 



Journey to the end of the night (L.F.Celine) - 1 

 Why struggle, waiting is good 
enough, since everything is 
bound to end up in the street. 
Basically, only the street 
counts. Why deny it? It's 
waiting for us. One of these 
days we'll have to make up 
our minds and go down into 
the street, not one or two or 
three of us, but all. We stand 
on the brink, we simper and 
fuss, but never mind, the 
time will come.  

 



Journey to the end of the night (L.F.Celine) - 2 

 Interiors are no good. As soon 
as a door closes on a man, he 
begins to smell and 
everything he has on him 
smells too. Body and soul, he 
deteriorates. He rots. It 
serves us right if people stink. 
We should have looked after 
them. We should have taken 
them out, evicted them, 
exposed them to the air. All 
things that stink are indoors, 
they preen themselves, but 
they stink all the same.  

 



Journey to the end of the night (L.F.Celine) - 3 

 Speaking of families, I know a 
pharmacist on the Avenue de 
Saint-Ouen who had a 
marvelous sign in his window, 
a lovely advertisement: One 
bottle (price three francs) will 
purge the whole family. Isn't 
that great! They all belch! . . . 
and shit together, familywise. 
They hate one another's guts, 
the essence of home life, but 
no one complains because 
after all it's cheaper than 
living in a hotel.  
 



A NEW CATEGORY 

DATA PROTECTION 



 XVI Century XVIII Century 

End of Feudalism 



A new good: land 



 XVII Century XIX Century 

Industrial Revolution 



A new good: labour 



1950 2000s 

Information Revolution 



A new good: information 



The Gold Rush 



Personal Data 



W H AT  I S  F E A S I B L E ?  W H AT  I S  L E G I T I M AT E ?  

Operationalizing Privacy 



Why Operationalizing? 

 
 In complex, pluralist, 

societies, we need to set up 
procedures that may be 
verified and assessed in a 
transparent way, also in order 
to identify clear cut, and 
unambigous responsabilities.  

 In other words, 
operationalization may be a 
strategy for governance  in 
difficult and complex policy 
areas.  



What does it mean?  

 Operationalising means to 
translate into protocols  
complex decisions. Rather 
than allowing common 
sense or ad hoc 
professional/expert 
judgment to govern what is 
to be done, appropriate 
decisions are stipulate by 
formulae, algorithms, 
decisional softwares, best 
practices guidelines, etc.  



What is it needed?  

 One consequently needs to 
be able to 

1) Split the action/decision 
into discrete and clear cut 
steps 

2) Establish causal relations 
between steps 

3) Define a metrics which 
allows to validate and assess 
regularly the system 

4) Create a routine based on a 
follow-the-rule approach 
which substitute previous 
seat-of-the pants decision 
making processes. 



W H Y  O P E R AT I O A N A L I Z I G  I S  S O M E T I M E S  U N AV O I D A B L E  
A N D  D E S I R A B L E  

Positive Aspects of 
Operationalisation Strategies 



Positive Aspects 

 

 Precautionary approach 
(avoiding harm and major 
errors  at least) 

 More transparency 

 Clearer allocation of 
responsibilities 

 Possibility  of public review 

 

 



R I S K S  A N D  C AV E AT S  

Negative Aspects of 
Operationalisation Strategies 



Negative Aspects 

 

 Difensive observance of 
protocols 

 The blame game 

 Mechanical following of 
inappropriate procedures 

 Difficulty in reprograming 
protocols 

 Iatrogenic risks 



T W O  S U G G E S T I O N S  

Finding a balance 



1° SUGGESTION 

Carefully decide what can be 
operationalised and what 
cannot  

If everything cannot be 
operationalised, handle this 
with clarity and avoiding  
getting rid off the problem 
just by denying it 

Non operationalasible decisions 
usually require an educational 
approach that cannot be 
skipped in many cases 



2° SUGGESTION 

 Operationalisation works 
better in local, limited, 
organizations and 
situations 

 In large organizations, and 
wide contexts, where the 
bureaucratic component 
tends to prevail, 
operationalisation is 
extremely risky because it 
can be easily turned into a 
blame avoidance 
instrument 



K I N D N E S S  B Y  D E S I G N  

Toward a Gentle Technology 



The Human Right Sublime Architecture 



Little, humble, grain of sand 

 
 Life is made by small things, 

bricks that day by day  create 
the architecture of one’s life. 

 Quality of life relies more on 
those small, humble, stones,  
grains of sand, than on 
flamboyant arches and vaults 

 Truly these stones are the  
scandal, the stumbling blocks, 
which  unmask all tronitruant  
statements about human 
dignity 

  



Cortesia – Courtoisie 

 
 There is word which is 

hardly translatable in 
English, which is  the 
French word “courtoisie”. 
(Ital. and Span. “cortesia”) 

 It is not courtesy, but it 
includes several different 
notions. 

 It comes from court, 
literally it means the 
quality of living  in a court 



Langue d’Oc 

 

 An ideal of aristocratic life, 
a theory about love, a code 
of social conduct 

 

 Mizura (measure, ratio, 
harmony, timing, 
opportunity, sense of limit) 



Cortesia is … 

 SOCIAL NORM -  rules about 
social roles and relationships 
among them, code of social 
conduct, “instruction” about the 
tribute to provide to individuals 
 

 RESPECT FOR PEOPLE – how one 
can be kind, warm, welcoming in 
an actual context with actual 
people  
 

 COMMUNICATION CODE - 
politeness, etiquette,  pragmatic 
code, in essence linguistic 
 
 



“Cortese” Technology (cortesia by design) 

Technology  should be 
harmonic, and should imply 
harmonic operational 
procedures.  Ugly objects which 
oblige to  bad manners, 
disharmonic, vulgar, violent, or 
rude  gestures, are hardly 
“cortesi”. 
Technology  should be 
welcoming one should never 
feel himself stupid, ridiculous, 
unable,  handicapped because 
of a technology. 
 



“Cortese” Technology (cortesia by design) 

Technology  should pay the 
right tribute to each one.  
The weaker is the user, the 
more technology should be 
“cortese”, like a house owner 
who deserves most attention 
to the most humble guest.  
Remember: only vulgar 
people deserve their 
attention only to the 
powerful, despising the 
poorer.    



“Cortese” Technology (cortesia by design) 

Technology is cortese as far 
as respect intimacy, 
confidentiality, social, 
personal, and physical 
distances  and boundaries.   

It is cortese as far as it does 
not betray trust in little, 
everyday, things 



http://www.cssc.eu/
mailto:emilio.mordini@cssc.eu
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