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How Many Is One

Subtitle On the loss of a lower bound on the unit of count as generation cost approaches

zero, and on the unit that has never been produced.

Abstract Once the cost of producing an artefact collapses toward zero, nearly every sector
reports the same figures: submissions per period explode, submissions per person explode,

and the number of people who get through does not rise. This is universally read as "more
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input, no more output." That reading rests on an untested premise: that "one item" is a stable
unit of count, so that a rise in item-count evidences a rise in input. Three non-communicating
disciplines each hold a mature account of what makes something one item, and the three
cannot all be true: index-number theory (aggregate quality-adjusted output and the count is
irrelevant), the ontology of contemporary artworks (the artist's publicly accessible sanction
fixes the boundaries of the work), and flow-and-batch theory (batch size is a U-curve trade-off
between transaction and holding cost, with no answer independent of pipeline conditions).
What they share, unstated, is that the number of items is a fact that some single dimension
can read off. The material overturning this comes from the three literatures themselves: a
dynamic item universe with no consistent cross-period commodity; an optimal batch size that
shrinks without bound as transaction cost falls; and works that are indeterminate in crucial
respects until a conservator acts. The load-bearing claim: the present intensification is neither
more output, nor more works, nor more work-items, but the loss of a lower bound on the unit
of count—a gap opening between the number of items submitted and the number that
survives merging by content, the latter never having been produced by anyone. This paper
names that unit the recombined item, supplies a modality-free test, a dimensionless reading
(recombination ratio) commensurable across three domains, a two-by-two with its target cell,
thirteen sectoral redemptions, three constraints that weaken the claim, decisive demarcations
against ten existing accounts, eight mechanism-level falsification conditions, and a dated

wager.

Keywords recombined item; recombination ratio; unit of count; merging criterion; per-item

accounting; collapse of generation cost
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