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I went to Wiko in September 2019 to work on the problems of prediction in contempo-
rary society, which on the one hand can produce much more precise and timely forms of
forecasting, but on the other hand has to deal with new forms of opaqueness and obscuri-
ty — of the future and our ways of anticipating it. What did I predict for my time in Ber-
lin? Obviously I did not make precise forecasts, but I had expectations, and it is curious to
see how my experience confirmed and disrupted my work on prediction.

I knew, for example, that predictions tend to be disappointed by the very fact that they
were made. So I expected that my experience would be different from what I expected —
but this I expected. I expected surprises, but nevertheless I did not expect some of them to

be so unpredictable.
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I expected that the timing of my project would change — and in fact after a few weeks
I found myself talking to the other Fellows about the fact that practically nobody had
started their predicted research yet, even though we were all working very hard and very
well. T didn’t expect it to be such a pleasant feeling, this rediscovery of a freedom from
schedules and programs that is deeper than the freedom from deadlines.

I expected my project to change, but not that I would work on a different project —
and not because I had changed my mind. When the COVID emergency broke out and dis-
tressing data from Italy arrived every day, I realized that the freedom and time availabil-
ity I could enjoy would not help me at all. Wiko kindly continued to provide us with our
beautiful offices, and I could work without disturbance in the silence of my room with a
view of the garden (and even with the use of an alternative coffee machine). But I simply
could not stay focused on my research on algorithms and divination techniques — which
also continued to interest me very much. Precisely to preserve my passion for my theme,
I changed my theme and returned to the sociological foundation of my work.

For the theory of society, and in particular for sociological systems theory, which has
been the frame of my studies for many years, the COVID pandemic was and still is a
challenge. In the conditions of social distancing, when we are all forced to perceive society
through its absence, what can a general theory of the social teach us? With the generous
support of Daniel Schénpflug and our Wiko contacts, I changed the theme and the title of
my presentation from “Algorithmic Prediction: A Study of its Relationship to Probabilis-
tic and Divinatory Forms” to “Systemic Integration and the Need for De-Integration in
Times of Pandemic.” I started from the observation that the common response to a global
emergency is a call for harmonization, close to the sociological discourse about integra-
tion. Referring to systems theory, I argued that the problem of our functionally differen-
tiated society is not lack of integration, but rather an excess of integration. When there are
difficulties in one area of society, all others are forced to make serious adjustments. In
dealing with threats that come from the environment, I claimed, the opportunities for
rationality in society lie in the maintenance and exploitation of differences, not in their
elimination.

The new theme had the advantage, fundamental for me in that time, of allowing me
to combine the pressure of daily life with the object of my work. Reading the newspapers
that informed me about the course of events also gave me the material to structure my
research —allowing me to stay focused and work, even when I was distracted and worried

about current events.
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The unexpected condition of the pandemic, which transformed our routine at Wiko,
also made me focus on some aspects of the experience of the previous months — what
I missed and how my expectations had changed.

I predicted that I would be sort of impatient with the structured rhythm of our days,
punctuated by our common lunches and by the Thursday dinner “event”; instead,
I missed that constraint on the empty and free days of the lockdown. After a few weeks,
the Fellows had transformed for me from interesting and stimulating colleagues into
friends — interesting and stimulating, and very pleasant. The common lunches had be-
come a useful structure of the day, which helped me to work in a concentrated way,
thanks to the distraction of an engaging and always different break.

I missed the Tuesday Colloquia, and that was predictable. Less predictable was that
what I missed most weren’t the presentations, but the questions. In my opinion, one of the
most instructive and peculiar experiences of the fellowship at Wiko is to participate in a
discussion atmosphere in which one is invited to engage with issues and problems about
which in the majority of cases one is incompetent or semi-incompetent, in a group in
which the same applies to the majority of the others. You can discover then, intervening
in person or observing others, how it is possible to come up with questions that are often
deviant, but for this very reason interesting, while the discussion takes some unexpected
turns for the speaker himself. Being an expert is not necessary — being intelligent can
help, but showing it is not enough — and rhetorical ability can be a disadvantage. I hope to
be able to treasure this precious experience of interaction and exchange.

I expected to live in Berlin, with its concerts, theaters, Kneipen, and all the activities of
a great unconventional and rich capital. After a few months, all this disappeared — but we
discovered the Berlin of bicycle rides and promenades, the lakes, the half-hidden parks,
and the different communities with their centers and their specific character. I didn’t ex-
pect spectacular sunsets and sunrises, nor did I expect to discover the enjoyment of run-
ning on forest paths.

Everyone in our group of Fellows is aware of this: our experience at Wiko was very
special and in this sense unpredictable. Not necessarily enviable, but certainly memorable.

I did not foresee it, but I will definitely remember it.
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