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Foreword

Pauline van Mourik Broekman and Simon Worthington

The distillation of 15 years of Mute magazine content into one book has

been a mammoth task, requiring what sometimes felt like a lifetime’s worth

of re-reading, re-evaluating and searching for consensus, as we pulled apart
our print and web archives and put them together again in a variety of
constellations. When this process started, in 2002, we were working towards

a very different anthology — provisionally titled White Cube, Blue Sky— which
covered the relationship between net art and conceptual art (a subject receiving
scant analysis back then and, we felt, pregnant with potential vis 4 vis the
dearth of critically historicised readings of digital art and culture on offer).
That particular compilation sadly fell victim to the resource-hogging juggernaut
that is day-to-day magazine production, but its legacy is woven deep into

this volume and remains most evident in the chapter entitled ‘From Net Art

to Conceptual Art and Back’. This present incarnation of the anthology is
indebted to Michael Corris who, acting as co-editor to Simon Ford, Josephine
Berry Slater and Pauline on that earlier project, lent both historical insight and
the all-important spur for us to re-orientate the book into a reflection of the
magazine itself.

Proud to be Flesh is not a ‘Best of Mute’. Rather, it treats the entire back
catalogue of Muteas its critical arena, exploring how the voices and ideas to
which the magazine has played host crystallised into a set of distinct themes
through which ‘culture and politics after the net’ (the magazine’s strapline
since 2002) might be understood. Crudely put, this rounded on the utopian
claims made for digital technologies in general and the internet in particular,
subjecting them to a deepening critique, which ever more explicitly considered
the socio-economic context created by capitalism. A typical example is the
promise of democratic empowerment, via engagement with new media,
which reverberated across a continuum from art to politics (discussed here
in the chapters ‘Democracy and its Demons’ and ‘The Open Work’). Similarly,
the emancipatory figures of the cyborg and, later, the immaterial labourer
were said to augur a break in historical time with far-reaching consequences
for gender, creativity and work — claims which are dealt with in ‘I, Cyborg’ and
‘Reality Check: Class and Immaterial Labour’. Concepts which emerged when
internet discourse had ‘matured’, but which nonetheless accrued near sacred
status as instances of a kind of public good — such as the information commons
and, extending into the realm of social movements, horizontal organisation
and openness — are tackled in the chapters ‘Of Commoners and Criminals’
and ‘Organising Horizontally’.

All of these themes will be more or less familiar from broader discourses
on digital culture. Less immediately obvious are those topics that might be
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attributed to Mute’s location in London, the global heart of the financial
services sector and the ‘creative economy’, a frontier space for the aggressive
pioneering of neoliberal policies, from the nation state’s management of the
arts to urban development and social cohesion. This necessitated an analysis

of the civic assault suffered under the aegis of ‘regeneration’ and the antinomies
of multiculturalism, and of artists’ insinuation into business agendas (detailed

in ‘Under the Net: The City and the Camp’ and ‘Assuming the Position:

Art and/Against Business’ respectively).

By arranging the content of each chapter chronologically, we hope to
convey the sense of an evolving conversation and the structural effect certain
texts and authors had on the magazine’s editorial (which explains some multiple
appearances). And, while chapters tend to possess a germ, or concentration
point, in particular periods, they also span our publication history, demon-
strating the lasting import of their core questions and generating interesting
parallels between ‘early” and ‘late’ Mute, not all of which were conscious.

Looking back at some of the moments that defined production — at the
back-end, as it were — the magazine’s history can quite easily be made to fit
a certain clichéd image of a 'gos creative project. From the negotiations we
conducted with the pre-print department at Pearson media group — to use
the Financial Times purpose-built plant in Docklands on a test run — to the
graft we put into cleaning an old, urine-soaked telephone exchange for the
magazine’s launch party and the manner in which we subsidised our publishing
activities with a mixture of commercial work and government aid, Mute looks
every inch the do-it-yourself entrepreneurial venture valorised in creative
economy doctrine.

And, in many respects, it has been; aside from running as an actual business
(rather than a volunteer collective, for example), the magazine’s foundational
connection to the subjects of art and technology situated our work at the same
nexus the British state sought to occupy as it amorously embraced the model
of an ‘immaterial’ economy driven by creativity, knowledge and networks.
Gradually moving eastwards from Shoreditch to Brick Lane and then
Whitechapel (all of which saw local communities outpriced and displaced by
a rapidly expanding ‘new’ economy hungry for office, retail and leisure space),
even the Mute office resided at the juncture between the digital economy’s
public fagade and its underside — now dramatically visible as the global
economy succumbs under the weight of its own contradictions.

Acknowledgements? It is hard to know where to begin... Mute has taken
many forms, often in the name of professionalisation, but we have spectacularly
failed to terminate the intimate connection between life and work. Loves have
been found and lost, passions ignited, children born, and partners and parents
have stepped into the breach. To attain even the smallest degree of veracity for
this story, the definitive influence of the people involved must be foregrounded.
From early editors, like Suhail Malik, James Flint and Jamie King (or even
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before them, Tina Spear, Daniel Jackson and Paul Miller), to what must be the
longest-running editorial team of the magazine’s life (Hari Kunzru — with us
pretty much since the beginning — plus Matthew Hyland, Demetra Kotouza,
Benedict Seymour, Anthony Iles and Josephine Berry Slater, the latter three
responsible for unstinting efforts in arguing the toss over the inclusions and
exclusions of this book), to long-time designers Damian Jaques and Laura
Oldenbourg, sales manager Lois Olmstead, and the countless individuals
who either pitched to us or responded positively to pitches from us; it is these
people’s ideas and collective modus operandi that have functioned as the
engine of development.

Mute has run treatises on the plight of student interns in its pages, but
we are not above accepting their generosity and Proud to be Flesh has enjoyed
significant contributions from Hilary Crowe, Stefano di Cecco, Lars Dittmer,
Paul Graham, Kate Guarente, Caroline Heron, Chatlotte Levins, Hannah
Marshall, Olga Panades, Joanne Roberts and Erin Welke in everything from
archive mining to proofing.

To say this book has had a chequered history is an understatement: it has
travelled from pillar to post, falling foul of mergers and acquisitions, new
editorial directions and mysterious silences. Support was shown by Arts Council
England and the British Academy, both of whom subsidised the anthology
early on and who have proven among the most patient of funders. The last two
years of gestation have seen Autonomedia show equal perserverance, and faith,
in helping us keep the end in sight.

On the home straight, with Mute’s editorial contingent intensely
pre-occupied (Pauline giving birth to baby Violet and Josie working flat out
on the magazine), Rebecca Gordon-Nesbitt granted this book the final bout
of intensive care, attention to detail and good judgement it needed, aided and
abetted by Kyle McCallum. Long-time contributor, John Barker, also offered
us the unanticipated luxury of an index. We're eternally grateful for their
last-minute agreements to participate. To have designers as perspicacious and
text-obsessed as Sarah Newitt and Fraser Muggeridge to translate all this work
into one coherent package has been the icing on the cake.

Finally, thanks to the ‘constructively’ critical but always serious family
members who have followed — and supported — Mute’s winding path: Ernest,
Kiddy, Ciska, Ritzo, Pam, Howard W., Raquel, Howard S. and Anthony.

We know where you live.
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Disgruntled Addicts —
Mute Magazine and its History
Josephine Berry Slater

Mute magazine was born, somewhere between art school anomie and the thrill
of the World Wide Web’s appearance, in 1994. Looking back at the magazine’s
history on its 15th birthday, its most constant feature seems to be its wilful
eclecticism and ceaseless criticality — something which, over the years, has got it
into all kinds of trouble commercially, politically and with its varied readership.
This concerted battle against the dominant logic of specialisation or static
identity is perhaps the trace element of its founders’ art school backgrounds

at the Slade and Central Saint Martins.

Simon Worthington and Pauline van Mourik Broekman knew practically

nothing about publishing or journalism when they set out to make Mucte.

But, as artists working in the post-conceptual era in which the requirement

to master a medium was lessening, they were primed and ready for practically
anything. Inspired by the broader cultural experimentation at play (from DIY
culture, to nomadic ‘briefcase art’, to the techno-aesthetics of magazines as
varied as Mediamatic, Underground and Mondo 2000), they were looking for
ways to break out of the conformist pseudo-activity of gallery and institutional
art. Nevertheless, the desire to explore and analyse contemporary life in all

its complexity — which could involve maintaining several conflicting ideas
about something simultaneously, often resulting in a position of both criticism
and support — could be seen as an overwhelmingly artistic approach that
remains with Mute to this day. This refusal to unconditionally embrace a genre,
discipline or political position is not only at odds with the niched requirements
of the market, but also often with political and artistic tribes.

Mute's stance of engaged criticality also seems to have characterised
Pauline’s attitude to art in the early-'9os. As she tells it, she was a ‘disgruntled
addict’ of art, sickened by the UK art world’s Thatcherite values in an era in the
thrall of artists like Damien Hirst, but avidly following it nonetheless, scouring
the scene for signs of activity at odds with the circus. Perhaps less preoccupied
with the art world’s schizophrenic attempts to retain critical legitimacy in its
phase of high commercialism, Simon was drawn to the greener pastures of
the datasphere. Soon, both began to see the web as offering the possibility
to do things otherwise, to elude the stultifying structures of official culture
while at the same time acting on a global stage. This techno-social revolution
in the individual’s ability to publish and access unfiltered information — to
communicate globally without the mediating presence of elite gatekeepers —
seemed to be having little impact on an art world obsessed with itself, its new
found mass media appeal and Tracey Emin’s dirty laundry. Accordingly, Pauline
and Simon identified a new editorial genre: ‘Digital Art Critique’.
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From a small flat in West London, the by now paradigmatic ‘home office’
they shared, a marvellously hybrid bird of publishing paradise emerged. The
first eight issues of Mute appeared somewhat quarterly, in broadsheet format
and on salmon pink paper. Printed on the Financial Times' own press, they
spliced the austere conventions of 18th century newsprint typography with
vector-based computer graphics, wacky fonts and articles on digital art and
post-humanism. This retro-futurist gesture of covering the ‘information super-
highway’ and its cultures on now historical newsprint was an unexpectedly
popular bit of hype deflation. Mute’s ‘Proud to be Flesh’ slogan fired another
salvo at the Cartesian/Gibsonian fantasy of ‘jacking into’ cyberspace and
leaving the ‘meat’ behind. The spectres of pink paper and flesh were wielded
against the rising crescendo of cybermania which would climax in the dotcom
bubble of the late-'9os.

Beneath the playfulness, Mute was advancing trenchant critiques of
what these dreams of disembodiment and immateriality belied. Richard
Barbrook and Andy Cameron’s text, ‘The Californian Ideology’, made an
important contribution to this endeavour, exposing the neoliberalism and
neo-Darwinism which lay behind Wired magazine-style celebrations of
cyberspace and ‘bottom up’ phenomena. The image by CORP on Vol 1 #5’s
cover proclaimed the words ‘Arbeit Macht Frei’ over a graphic of glass and
steel office blocks and three flying computer keys — a reference to the expansion
of work into daily life that digital technologies enable. Many years later, our
‘Underneath the Knowledge Commons’ issue, which carried a picture of a
merry-go-round driven by flesh-and-blood work horses buried underneath it,
would riff on a related theme — while elites experience the fruits of networked
communication, the majority encounter an intensification of labour as
managerial controls tighten and the ease of capital flight forces threatened
workers to graft harder for less.

Focusing on the unsung, exploitative effects of new technologies, Mute
has also consistently examined the unintended fallout from capitalism’s
constant development of the forces of production — and by this I mean
something more than the tendency for the rate of profit to fall. The internet,
of course, is a tremendous case in point. Information piracy, peer-to-peer file
sharing, ‘plunderphonics’ and plagiarism are all ways in which capitalism’s
ability to create scarcity and control the commodity has been damaged by
the net — that great, universal copying machine. Mute’s focus was increasingly
the cultural practitioners and political activists — net artists and ‘hacktivists’ —
who ‘misused’ the online environment to thwart attempts to own and control
information and, hence, social knowledge and experience.

In 1997, some of Mute’s expanded editorial board — which by then included
Hari Kunzru, Suhail Malik, James Flint, Jamie King and myself — took part in
a presentation and workshop series at Documenta X called HybridWorkspace.
This workspace, together with a net art installation elsewhere in the exhibition,
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were the first ever online and net art inclusions in a blue-chip, blockbuster art
event. However, after the show was over, the organisers closed the Documenta
site and saved the data onto discs which they then attempted to sell. But,
participating net artist Vuk Cosi¢ had foreseen this and taken the precaution
of saving the entire site to another address [www.ljudmila.org/~vuk/dx],
making it publicly available as soon as the official site had closed. The ability
of this new generation of web users to outwit the lumbering and proprietorial
procedures of institutions and companies using digital tools created a window
of opportunity and hope. The feeling that capitalism was a step behind its
own state of the art technology created a rush of enthusiasm for alternative
and anti-capitalist agendas.

To some degree, Mute attempted to manoeuvre itself within the
commercial landscape of magazine publishing with comparable pragmatism
and tactics. In 1997, we took the decision to come out as a quarterly glossy
magazine, to situate ourselves on the news shelf (categorised, for want of
any more suitable section, as ‘men’s lifestyle’), and to punt for some big
advertising. From today’s perspective, it seems astonishing that we should
have ever persuaded Silk Cut to pay for a double page, full colour ad in
Vol 1 #8, our first glossy. It also seems astonishing that, at that tender age,
we had faith in the prospect that Mute could garner enough popular appeal
to become part of a mainstream media diet. Surrounded by a deluge of new
lifestyle titles (Dazed ¢ Confused, Adbusters, Wired UK), it felt like Mute might
ride in their slipstream, buoyed by the growing enthusiasm for digital culture
and our savvy, sassy approach. This strategy would also prevent us from
becoming a service journal to the new media art scene, and open the door
to taking a broader view on how technology affects all of life, not just certain
discrete areas.

However, this desire to hack the commercial stratum of publishing
did nothing to quell the disgruntlement and intellectual ambition of the
magazine. Pauline’s editorial in Vol 1 #8 marked us out from the dotcom
cheerleaders, by commenting on the ‘epitaphs’ already being laid at the
‘grave of the digital revolution’. The same issue also carried a meaty section
on the maturing discourse of cyberfeminism, included a rave-inspired fashion
shoot, my article on outsider art, bearing the title ‘How a Logic Logiced the
System’, and Matthew Fuller’s piece on agent technology with sub-headings
like ‘Backzoom: From Self-absorbed to Self-dissolved’. Hardly mainstream
fare then.

By the eve of the millennium, our predictions and dreams of two years
earlier were proven to have been misplaced in both cases. The Silk Cut ads
had tailed off sharply; but, on the other hand, the ‘digital revolution’ was
converging with street activism to dramatic effect. While, for many, the
November 1999 demonstration against the WTO in Seattle marks the
consolidation of the ‘anti-globalisation” movement, the Carnival Against
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Capitalism in the City of London the previous June marked its spectacular
beginning, at least for Mute's editors. At that time, our office was located in
Shoreditch, a few minutes’ walk from the demo’s meeting point in Liverpool St.
Station and I think it’s fair to say that the infamous ‘starburst’ of activists from
multiple station exits, heading for the financial district beyond, is a force that
propelled our editorial in a new direction, and one that increasingly came to
dominate the focus of the magazine.

J18, N30, Genoa, 9/11; the arc of events is part of contemporary folklore.
The ‘movement of movements’ shared many of the same organisational forms
and techniques as the companies being restructured to suit the needs of capital
and post-Fordist, managerial thinking. Flat networks, hollow organisations,
alliances — capitalism and anti-capitalism were mirroring each other, as solid
companies and once-unified political parties dematerialised into flexible,
virtual and dynamic structures. ‘We are everywhere’ became a popular slogan
for anti-capitalist groups and the title of a book dedicated to the rise of the
movement edited by the Notes from Nowhere collective. Suddenly, thanks
to computer networks, people could be effectively summoned from everywhere
and nowhere to protest against equally diffuse elites who were dictating
the terms of globalisation. Dumping the hierarchies, ideological clarity and
arduous organisational means of traditional activism, large numbers of people
were energised into taking part in politics on a global stage. Networks and
mobility were the means, and direct action the result. But 9/11 changed
all that. The declaration ‘we are everywhere’ was inverted into ‘you (terrorists)
are everywhere’ and used to justify an open-ended War on Terror and
on political activists.

As Jamie King asked, in his 2002 article ‘Terror is the Network —and the
Network is You’ (Vol 1 #23), ‘what happens when the “network of terror” meets
the “network society”?’ One answer is that this collision of networks intensifies
states’ control and surveillance of their populations, counteracting many of
the progressive applications of those same technologies in the name of security.
The superficial parallels between Al-Qa’ida and anti-globalisation activists’
organisational means, not to mention their opposition to capitalism, played
all too well into the hands of conservative and repressive state agendas.

Jamie reports a headline from the New York Daily News, during the build up to
scheduled protests against the World Economic Forum in the Big Apple, which
declared: ‘New Yorkers will not be terrorised. We already know what that’s like.
Chant your slogans. Carry your banners. Wear your gas masks. Just don’t test
our patience. Because we no longer have any.’

Although the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq gradually dispelled this
American mood of ‘righteous’ indignation, the mainstream’s post-9/11
sidelining of, and intolerance towards, summit activism seemed to deflate
the confidence of the movement. The internal breakdown of its own fragile
alliances, as many of its organising groups were accused of merely ‘summit
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hopping’, also contributed to the loss of momentum. Despite attempts to
counter accusations of following the agendas of neoliberal elites by organising
a series of alternative World and European Social Forums, once the focus had
shifted away from the consensual target of free trade agreements and ‘damaging
globalisation’ the alliances began to break down. Mute’s coverage of the 2004
World Social Forum in Mumbai and the European Social Forum in London
was largely taken up with reports of infighting, exclusions and political
censorship. Counter-counter summits began to proliferate and the Peoples’
Global Action network was besieged by accusations of Eurocentrism, racism
and sexism. Were these anti-globos nothing more than First World ‘struggle
tourists” holidaying in other people’s misery?

At the same time as our writers were considering the social composition
of the anti-globalisation movement, its structures and methodologies had
also started to come under scrutiny. Activists’ constant foregrounding of the
technical and organisational forms of collaboration seemed, after a certain
point, to hide an absence of political debate and the emergence of crypto-
hierarchies and geographical centres. Mute ran several pieces — by Jamie King,
Anthony Davies and Eileen Condon — exposing the fallibility of this formalist
tendency amongst alliance-political groups and reminding readers that we’d
been here before in the 1960s and "7os. Jamie referenced Jo Freeman’s 1970
text, ‘The Tyranny of Structurelessness’, which had pointed to the tendency
for cliques to emerge within the same radical feminist groups that had overtly
rejected the patriarchal structures of leadership and hierarchy, whilst covertly
or unconsciously repeating their inequalities.

Since the sacred cows had started toppling, why stop there when so
many others could do with a good prodding? The Creative Commons, locative
media, social networking or Web 2.0 — the default piety that surrounded these
apparently social initiatives beggared belief. What they all ostensibly had in
common was literally the common, and a way of organising its production,
or protection, using new technologies. What was suspicious was the level of
commercial and governmental support they received; ‘movements’ that were
notionally about devolving power away from states and capital were getting
hooked back into them while claiming ideological purity. The Creative
Commons licence, wrote Gregor Claude in his 2002 article ‘Goatherds
in Pinstripes’, was not an anti-property initiative but a market-orientated
attempt to distribute intellectual property rights amongst small scale producers;
an anti-monopolist move aimed at developing a more dynamic and inventive
marketplace. In the media art world and funders’ rush to embrace locative
media, Armin Medosch and Saul Albert both detected a market-driven
agenda, as hand-held devices and wireless networking became the cutting
edge of the technological commodities market. Social networking sites or
Web 2.0, argued Dmytri Kleiner, may have encouraged more people onto
the net, but they drastically centralised the ‘means of sharing’. Web 2.0
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effectively commercialised the developments of the free software movement
and peer-to-peer file sharing, imposing a homogenised format on social
communication and monetising its ‘long tail’.

Mutes writers and editors were certainly alert to the infinitely cunning ways
in which people’s communicative capacities and desires were subsumed into
capitalist relations thanks, in part, to ICT. The politics of this subsumption had
come to the fore with the publication of Hardt and Negri’s Empire in 2000 —

a book which argued that ‘immaterial’ workers comprised a new revolutionary
class as a result of capital’s dependence on their affective and intellectual
labour. In this respect, immaterial producers could be said to ‘own’ the means
of production, giving them a new autonomy. While critiquing the politics
developing around immaterial production and the precarious conditions of its
workers, Mute nevertheless shifted its publishing activities increasingly towards
the immaterial realm. Having moved through a sequence of print formats

and frequencies of publication we were, between 2002 and 2004, producing

a thick, biannual coffee table edition. At this pinnacle of print luxuriousness,
the high cost and labour involved in making the magazine were starting to
take their toll. It was time to ‘jack’ our meat, and content, further into the web.
We decided to go fully hybrid.

With Pauline and me going on uncannily parallel maternity leaves for
the first half of 2005, this seemed as good a time as any to have a publishing
holiday and completely overhaul the Metamute.org website. Simon and
Raquel Perez de Eulate set to work designing and building a new site in Drupal
— a free software, the bugginess of which has since earned it the reputation
of a badly behaved household pet. Benedict Seymour and Anthony Iles had
joined Mute as editors in 2004, and staffed the ghost ship Mute during this
time, researching a cheap new form of printing called ‘print on demand’
(POD). This method — essentially a glorified laser print-out, prettified by the
addition of full colour, perfect bound covers — allows one to print as few or as
many copies as desired; you only have to pay for the number you need. This
could not be more different from the newsprint process we had originally used,
in which the minimum number of copies you could print was 10,000. With
the show back on the road by mid 2005, our new model was to prioritise the
website, publish weekly articles, solicit people to self-publish in the News and
Analysis and Public Library sections, make our entire back catalogue freely
available, and republish the best of each quarter’s crop of articles in POD form
for an affordable £5.

In commercial terms, this was a risky approach since it removed any clear
incentive for people to buy the print version by giving it all up for free on the
web. As an Arts Council-funded magazine, however, part of our costs was
covered and the wish to participate in international debates and free intellectual
exchange outweighed any commercial advantage to creating a pay-per-view
website. The readership results were dramatic, with Metamute.org averaging
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around 25,000 page views per day — although admittedly sales of the print
version did nosedive for a while.

It is tempting to try and draw some analogy between our very noughties
publishing model and the increased importance of the ‘virtual’ financial services
sector to global capitalism, in the throes of its meltdown at the time of writing,
The difference, of course, is that, with the shift from material commodities
to the trade in intangibles orchestrated by the proliferation of new ‘financial
instruments’, the city temporarily managed to make loads of money from
producing nothing. Mute, on the other hand, belongs to the legions producing
largely unremunerated content for the web. This condition some understand
as ‘digital commoning’ —a way of collectively maintaining the resources which
help the precarious intellectual worker to subsist within neoliberal globalisation
as living conditions, wages and job security degenerate. This notion of free
production, however, belongs to the phantasm of the ‘weightless economy’ in
which money supposedly begets money and the cognitariat produce intellectual
goods for nothing — a concept that came under fierce attack in Steve Wright's
article ‘Reality Check: Are We Living in an Immaterial World?’ (Vol 2 #1).
Quoting Ursula Huws, he writes:

Huws draws our attention back not only to the massive infrastructure
that underpins ‘the knowledge economy’, but also to ‘the fact that real
people with real bodies have contributed real time to the development
of these “weightless” commodities.” As for determining the contribution
of human labour within the production of immaterial products, Huws
argues, that, while this might ‘be difficult to model’, that ‘does not render
the task impossible’.

These ‘real people’, Wright concludes, are largely the ‘soil tilling’ majority

of the Earth. The real commoner, it turns out, is capitalism whose non-
reproduction of the natural resources and unpaid labour it loots is creating

a tragedy of mounting proportions. As for those ‘digital commoners’, they

are far from having transcended exchange value and returned to a pure reliance
upon use values. Those commodities they continue to consume, and which
sustain them in their immaterial production, are mostly produced by one
hyper-exploited half of the Earth’s population. It goes without saying that
Mute’s editors and writers belong to the lucky other half.

As the analyses of immaterial production, financialisation and ‘fictitious
capital’ intensified after 2005 — due in no small part to the editorial input of
Ben and contributing editor, Matthew Hyland — the focus on digital culture
and art dilated somewhat. Perhaps, with the hindsight of a ‘once in a century’
financial crisis, it is hardly surprising that ‘fictitious capital’ developed such
a hypnotic hold on our attention. In September 2007, we brought out possibly
the best timed issue of Mute's entire career. The ‘Living in a Bubble: Credit,
Debt and Crisis’ issue, which we’d been preparing over the Summer, intersected
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‘perfectly’ with the US sub-prime crash’s escalation into a full-blown credit
crunch and the nationalisation of Northern Rock, the first in a long line
of public bailouts it would later transpire.

But, despite the shift in focus, the parallels between the relational
developments of art and virtual economic activity remain stark. Paul Helliwell
contributed several lengthy articles on this subject, casting avant-garde art and,
more latterly, ‘relational aesthetics’ as the vanguard of cultural commodification
in its immaterial phase. Due to the commodity’s demise at the hands of digital
abundance, he argues, the music industry in particular, and capitalism in general,
are coming increasingly to resemble relational art. For several generations,
artists have critiqued and abandoned the object; after the institutional critique
of the 1960s—8o0s, droves of artists began to abandon the ‘white cube’ for the
real world beyond, looking to ‘heal’ wounded social relations by operating
on them directly. Thus was born ‘relational aesthetics’ as Nicholas Bourriaud
termed it. Whether feeding the gallery visitor noodles or creating archives
of collectively produced histories in the midst of regeneration zones, the artist
became ever less the detached observer and producer of objects, and ever more
the provider of social and cultural services.

Mute's coverage of this cultural turn focused on how this once self-critical
tendency became complicit with the forces of regeneration and social
engineering. The London Particular’s image/text analysis, ‘Fear Death by
Water’, and Anthony Davies’ article, “Take Me I'm Yours’, were key to this
exploration. Both revealed a toxic mix of cuts in public spending and welfare,
privatisation of the public sphere and the strategic deployment of culture
to neutralise any resistance. This marriage of convenience between cultural
producers and the neoliberal state results, they argue, in the consultative nature
of community arts projects which do nothing to prevent already-decided-upon
regeneration schemes, or the politically progressive programmes of institutions
which nevertheless underpay their unskilled staff. This instrumentalised culture
—which appears to be isomorphic with market deregulation and privatisation —
is often the sad result of art’s critical dematerialisation. As with the ‘weightless
economy’, art’s dematerialisation into a network of communication and
relationality coincides with increased material hardship at the other end of
the productive chain.

It seems that we’ve arrived back where we began, at the switch point
between the liberating and repressive tendencies of dematerialisation. It is
partly due to the overlapping concerns of these lines of enquiry that it took
us over five years to assemble this book. Untangling the separate themes which
now organise such a fat manual to the past 15 years of cultural politics took
some doing. Art historian and Aute contributor, Michael Corris, gave us a great
deal of help with this, moving our thinking on from the initial plan to make
a book about the relationship between conceptualism and network-based art
practice to a multi-themed anthology of some of our best articles. Reading
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over the book in its final form, I find it striking that a magazine which has
continually contended with the question ‘but what’s it about?” has, in fact,
produced such a sustained and persistent analysis. The technologically driven
dematerialisation of culture, economics, social activity and control must always
contend with the material world of needs, production, embodiment and desires
which sustain and are sustained by these processes. We are now, as ever, and

for infinitely varied reasons, Proud to be Flesh!
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Chapter 1

Direct Democracy and its Demons:

Web 1.0 to Web 2.0

This chapter interrogates the web's dual promise - to increase the direct
democratic potential of many-to-many communication while, at the same time,
perfecting the conditions for further expansion of capitalist social relations and
the ‘free market’. Its timeframe spans the period between the pre-dotcom 'gos
to the late Web 2.0-obsessed ‘oos — a trajectory leading from the days of the
internet’s initial and faltering marketisation to its mature, well-established form.
As the net was popularised through Tim Berners-Lee’s invention of the World
Wide Web and the first commercial browsers, the ‘commons’ of the internet -
originally developed, owned and maintained by the state — was laid open

to popular usage and vulnerable to a corporate land grab. Mute was keen to
rupture the market-orientated hype of the digerati’ prospectors, to expose their
economic bottom line, and to insist upon the continuity of social relations across
real and virtual space — in this sense, we understood ourselves as the European
anti- Wired.

Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron’s article, ‘The Californian Ideology’,
written in 1995, describes the stakes of this struggle between commercial and
radical democratic forces, and importantly exposes the economic and political
underside of the seemingly hip West Coast digerati gathered around Wired
magazine. Politically conservative neoliberalism and techno-determinism were
being repackaged as the daring embrace of the new network culture, as Newt
Gingrich shaded into William Gibson. The workaholism of ex-hippies developing
internet start-ups in garages and their ‘spare time' was revealed as anything
but the slacker culture it pretended to be. As with its classical antecedents,
the virtual class, performing its intellectual labour in the electronic agora, relied
upon an underclass of black and immigrant workers, excluded from the networks,
to perform its reproductive labour for it.

Were the digerati concerned by these exclusions and did they think the
technology could help society address such inequities? In his interview with
legendary techno-booster and Wired editor Kevin Kelly, Jamie King reveals,
with comic aplomb, the self-referential nature of the Californian Ideology. Kelly -
who famously argued in Out of Control that, like life itself, technology is a vital
force that should be subject neither to ethical judgements nor to developmental
interventions — is at a loss to address the question of the digital divide' that is
developing as a result of the networks he so passionately embraces. Throughout
the interview, while claiming that ‘technology solves the ills of society’, he
continually defends its unbridled commercial development on the grounds of
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its naturalness. Like most neoliberals, Kelly hides his rampant free market
thinking behind a barrage of unsubstantiated clichés about the natural order
of things.

Pit Shultz, co-founder of the nettime mailing list (one of the hubs of
‘European’ media critique), is equally concerned with the growth of virtual life
forms, but from a very different political standpoint. In his interview with Mute’s
Pauline van Mourik Broekman, he rejects claims that there has been a digital
revolution” while still holding out hope for new media’s ability to create channels
which ‘redirect the flow of power’. Without the freight of advertising, the channel
produced by the mailing list itself is described as not only free but also ‘silent’,
and, curiously, as a space that attempted to ‘avoid dialogues’. Early nettime
was conceived as a ‘collaborative filtering” project, not the space of rhetorical
theatrics it so often became.

Anustup Basu, in his piece ‘Bombs and Bytes', written in the aftermath
of the second invasion of Iraq, laments the role of the media in driving the shift
from democratic discourses, based on knowledge and persuasion, to the mass
‘psychomechanical’ programming of thought made possible by informatics.
Providing an example of (corporate and state media’s) fascistic collaborative
filtering, Basu cites the combination of the events of g/11 with the name Saddam
Hussein as a lethal instance of information’s malleability. In this ‘inhuman plane
of massified thought', it is possible to combine two ideas which have no organic
or narrative connection.

The final piece in this chapter, by Dmytri Kleiner and Brian Wyrick, brings
the discussion full circle. Web 2.0, they argue, the tools and platforms which
finally made ‘mass participation’ in the web a reality, in practice amounts to
little more than ‘Info-Enclosure 2.0". Where the first round of the net’s enclosure
was centred on its infrastructure (its backbones, ISPs, browsers and means
of governance), the second has focused on the capture of community-created
content and a homogenisation of the means of sharing.

What Barbrook and Cameron dubbed the Californian Ideology has, over
time, revealed itself to be none other than the informatic dimension of post-
Fordism itself. As with flexibilisation in the work place, what might at first have
seemed to present small gains for the working class quickly establishes itself
as a more individualised, finely grained and decentralised form of control. With
Web 2.0 sucking the majority of web content production into a pre-formatted
and narcissistic micro-casting, the big bucks are now determining not only
the shape of social reality in its massified form, but also what Deleuze calls the
‘imperial-linguistic takeover of a whole social body of expressive potentialities'.
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The Californian Ideology

Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron

Vol 1 #3, Autumn 1995

Not to lie about the future is impossible and one can lie about it at will.
Naum Gabo

Hippy Capitalists

The Californian Ideology is a mix of cybernetics, free market economics and
counter-culture libertarianism and is promulgated by magazines such as Wired
and Mondo 2000, as well as the books of Stewart Brand, Douglas Rushkoff,
Kevin Kelly and many others. The new faith has been embraced by computer
nerds, slacker students, thirty-something capitalists, hip academics, futurist
bureaucrats and even the President of the USA himself. As usual, Europeans
have not been slow to copy the latest fashion from America. While a recent

EU report recommended adopting the Californian free enterprise model to
build the ‘infobahn’, cutting-edge artists and academics have been championing
the ‘post-human’ philosophy developed by the West Coast’s Extropian cult.
With no obvious opponents, the global dominance of the Californian Ideology
appears to be complete.

On superficial reading, the writings of the Californian ideologists are an
amusing cocktail of Bay Area cultural wackiness and in-depth analysis of the
latest developments in the high-tech arts, entertainment and media industries.
Their politics appear to be impeccably libertarian — they want information
technologies to be used to create a new ‘Jeffersonian democracy’ in cyberspace
where every individual would be able to express himself or herself freely.
Implacable in its certainties, the Californian Ideology offers a fatalistic vision of
the natural and inevitable triumph of the high-tech free market — a vision which
is blind to racism, poverty and environmental degradation, and which has no
time to debate alternatives.

Saint McLuhan

Back in the '60s, Marshall McLuhan preached that the power of big business
and big government would be overthrown by the intrinsically empowering
effects of new technology on individuals. Many hippies were influenced

by the theories of McLuhan and believed that technological progress would
automatically turn their non-conformist libertarian principles into political
fact. The convergence of media, computing and telecommunications, they
trusted, would inevitably result in electronic direct democracy — the electronic
agora — in which everyone would be able to express their opinions without
fear of censorship.
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Encouraged by McLuhan’s predictions, West Coast radicals became
involved in developing new information technologies for the alternative press,
community radio stations, home-brew computer clubs and video collectives.
During the "7os and ’8os, many of the fundamental advances in personal
computing and networking were made by people influenced by the
technological optimism of the New Left and the counter-culture. By the 'gos,
some of these ex-hippies had even become owners and managers of high-tech
corporations in their own right, and the pioneering work of the community
media activists has been largely recuperated by the high-tech and media
industries.

The Rise of the Virtual Class

Although companies in these sectors can mechanise and sub-contract many
of their labour needs, they remain dependent on key people who can research
and create original products, from software programs and computer chips

to books and TV programmes. These skilled workers and entrepreneurs

form the so-called ‘virtual class: [...] the techno-intelligentsia of cognitive
scientists, engineers, computer scientists, video-game developers, and all

the other communications specialists. ..” (Kroker and Weinstein). Unable

to subject them to the discipline of the assembly line or replace them

by machines, managers have organised such intellectual workers through
fixed-term contracts.

Like the ‘labour aristocracy’ of the last century, core personnel in the media,
computing and telecoms industries experience the rewards and insecurities
of the marketplace. On the one hand, these high-tech artisans not only tend
to be well-paid, but also have considerable autonomy over their pace of work
and place of employment. As a result, the cultural divide between the hippy
and the organisation man has now become rather fuzzy. On the other hand,
these workers are tied by the terms of their contracts and have no guarantee
of continued employment. Lacking the free time of the hippies, work itself has
become the main route to self-fulfilment for much of the ‘virtual class’. Because
these core workers are both a privileged part of the labour force and heirs of the
radical ideas of community media activists, the Californian Ideology, therefore,
simultaneously reflects the disciplines of market economics and the freedoms
of hippy artisanship.

This bizarre hybrid is only made possible through a nearly universal belief
in technological determinism. Ever since the ’60s, liberals — in the social sense
of the word — have hoped that the new information technologies would realise
their ideals. Responding to the challenge of the New Left, the New Right has
resurrected an older form of liberalism: economic liberalism. In place of the
collective freedom sought by hippy radicals, they have championed the liberty
of individuals within the marketplace. From the 7os onward, Toffler, de Sola
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Pool and other gurus attempted to prove that the advent of hypermedia would
paradoxically involve a return to the economic liberalism of the past. This
retro-utopia echoed the predictions of Asimov, Heinlein and other macho sci-fi
novelists whose future worlds were always filled with space traders, super-slick
salesmen, genius scientists, pirate captains and other rugged individualists.

The path of technological progress didn’t always lead to ‘ecotopia’ — it could
instead lead back to the America of the Founding Fathers.

Agora or Exchange — Direct Democracy or Free Trade?

With McLuhan as its patron saint, the Californian Ideology has emerged from
an unexpected collision of right-wing neoliberalism, counter-culture radicalism
and technological determinism — a hybrid ideology with all its ambiguities

and contradictions intact. These contradictions are most pronounced in the
opposing visions of the future which it holds simultaneously. On the one

side, the anti-corporate purity of the New Left has been preserved by the
advocates of the ‘virtual community’. According to their guru, Howard
Rheingold, the values of the counter-culture baby boomers will continue

to shape the development of new information technologies. Community
activists will increasingly use hypermedia to replace corporate capitalism and
big government with a high-tech ‘gift economy’ in which information is freely
exchanged between participants. In Rheingold’s view, the ‘virtual class’ is still

at the forefront of the battle for social change. Despite the frenzied commercial
and political involvement in building the ‘information superhighway’, direct
democracy within the electronic agora will inevitably triumph over its corporate
and bureaucratic enemies.

On the other hand, other West Coast ideologues have embraced the
laissez-faire ideology of their erstwhile conservative enemy. For example,
Wired— the monthly bible of the ‘virtual class’ — has uncritically reproduced
the views of Newt Gingrich, the extreme-right Republican leader of the
House of Representatives, and the Tofflers, who are his close advisors. Ignoring
their policies for welfare cutbacks, the magazine is instead mesmerised by their
enthusiasm for the libertarian possibilities offered by the new information
technologies. Gingrich and the Tofflers claim that the convergence of media,
computing and telecommunications will not create an electronic agora, but
will instead lead to the apotheosis of the market — an electronic exchange
within which everybody can become a free trader.

In this version of the Californian Ideology, each member of the
‘virtual class’ is promised the opportunity to become a successful high-tech
entrepreneur. Information technologies, so the argument goes, empower
the individual, enhance personal freedom and radically reduce the power
of the nation-state. Existing social, political and legal power structures will
wither away to be replaced by unfettered interactions between autonomous
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individuals and their software. Indeed, attempts to interfere with these
elemental technological and economic forces, particularly by the government,
merely rebound on those who are foolish enough to defy the primary laws

of nature. The restyled McLuhanites vigorously argue that big government
should stay oft the backs of resourceful entrepreneurs who are the only

people cool and courageous enough to take risks. The free market is the sole
mechanism capable of building the future and ensuring a full flowering of
liberty within the electronic circuits of Jeffersonian cyberspace. As in Heinlein’s
and Asimov’s sci-fi novels, the path forward to the future seems to lie backward
to the past.

The Myth of the Free Market

Yet, almost every major technological advance of the last 200 years has taken
place with the aid of large amounts of public money and under a good deal
of government influence. The technologies of both the computer and the net
were invented with the aid of massive state subsidies. For example, the first
Difference Engine project received a British Government grant of £17,470 —
a small fortune in 1834. From Colossus to EDVAC, from flight simulators to
virtual reality, the development of computing has depended at key moments
on public research handouts or fat contracts with public agencies. The IBM
corporation built the first programmable digital computer only after it was
requested to do so by the US Defense Department during the Korean War.
Lack of state intervention meant that Nazi Germany lost the opportunity to
build the first electronic computer in the late-'30s when the Wehrmacht refused
to fund Konrad Zuse, who had pioneered the use of binary code, stored
programs and electronic logic gates.

One of the weirdest things about the Californian Ideology is that the
West Coast itself is a creation of massive state intervention. Government dollars
were used to build the irrigation systems, highways, schools, universities and
other infrastructural projects which make the good life possible. On top of
these public subsidies, the West Coast high-tech industrial complex has been
feasting off the fattest pork barrel in history for decades. The US government
has poured billions of tax dollars into buying planes, missiles, electronics and
nuclear bombs from Californian companies. Americans have always had state
planning, but they prefer to call it the defence budget. All of this public funding
has had an enormously beneficial — albeit unacknowledged and un-costed —
effect on the subsequent development of Silicon Valley and other high-tech
industries. Entrepreneurs often have an inflated sense of their own ‘creative act
of will’ in developing new ideas and give little recognition to the contributions
made by either the state or their own labour force. However, all technological
progress is cumulative — it depends on the results of a collective historical
process and must be counted, at least in part, as a collective achievement.
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Hence, as in every other industrialised country, American entrepreneurs have
in fact relied on public money and state intervention to nurture and develop
their industries. When Japanese companies threatened to take over the
American microchip market, the libertarian computer capitalists of California
had no ideological qualms about joining a state-sponsored cartel to fight off
the invaders from the East!

Masters and Slaves

Despite the central role played by public intervention in developing
hypermedia, the Californian Ideology is a profoundly anti-statist dogma.

The ascendancy of this dogma is a result of the failure of renewal in the

USA during the late-’60s and early-"7os. Although the ideologues of California
celebrate the libertarian individualism of the hippies, they never discuss the
political or social demands of the counter-culture. Individual freedom is no
longer to be achieved by rebelling against the system, but through submission
to the natural laws of technological progress and the free market. In many
cyberpunk novels and films, this asocial libertarianism is expressed by the
central character of the lone individual fighting for survival within the virtual
world of information.

In American folklore, the nation was built out of a wilderness by free-
booting individuals — the trappers, cowboys, preachers and settlers of the
frontier. The American Revolution itself was fought to protect the property
of the colonists against unjust taxes levied by a foreign parliament. Yet this
primary myth of the USA ignores the contradiction at the centre of the
American dream: some individuals can prosper only through the suftering
of others. The life of Thomas Jefferson — one of the icons of the Californian
ideologists — clearly demonstrates the double nature of liberal individualism.
The man who wrote the inspiring and poetic call for democracy and liberty
in the American Declaration of Independence was at the same time one of
the largest slave-owners in the country.

Despite the eventual emancipation of the slaves and the victories of the
civil rights movement, racial segregation still lies at the centre of American
politics — especially in California. Behind the neoliberal rhetoric of individual
freedom lies the master’s fear of the rebellious slave. In the recent elections
for governor in California, the Republican candidate won through a vicious
anti-immigrant campaign. Nationally, the triumph of Gingrich’s neoliberals
in the legislative elections was based on the mobilisation of ‘angry white males’
against the supposed threat from black welfare scroungers, immigrants from
Mexico and other uppity minorities.

The high-tech industries are an integral part of this racist Republican
coalition. However, the exclusively private and corporate construction
of cyberspace can only promote the fragmentation of American society into
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antagonistic, racially-determined classes. Already ‘red-lined’ by profit-hungry
telcos, the inhabitants of poor inner city areas can be shut out of the new
online services through lack of money. In contrast, yuppies and their children
can play at being cyberpunks in a virtual world without having to meet any of
their impoverished neighbours. Alongside the ever-widening social divisions,
another apartheid between the ‘information-rich’ and the ‘information-poor’ is
being created. Yet calls for the telcos to be forced to provide universal access to
the information superstructure for all citizens are denounced in Wired magazine
as being inimical to progress. Whose progress?

The ‘Dumb Waiter’

As Hegel pointed out, the tragedy of the masters is that they cannot escape from
dependence on their slaves. Rich white Californians need their darker-skinned
fellow humans to work in their factories, pick their crops, look after their
children and tend their gardens. Unable to surrender wealth and power, the
white people of California can instead find spiritual solace in their worship

of technology. If human slaves are ultimately unreliable, then mechanical ones
will have to be invented. The search for the holy grail of Artificial Intelligence
reveals this desire for the Golem — a strong and loyal slave whose skin is the
colour of the Earth and whose innards are made of sand. The techno-utopians
imagine that it is possible to obtain slave-like labour from inanimate machines.
Yet, although technology can store or amplify labour, it can never remove the
necessity for humans to invent, build and maintain the machines in the first
place. Slave labour cannot be obtained without somebody being enslaved. At
his estate at Monticello, Jefferson invented many ingenious gadgets — including
a ‘dumb waiter’ to mediate contact with his slaves. In the late 2oth century; it

is not surprising that this liberal slave-owner is the hero of those who proclaim
freedom while denying their brown-skinned fellow citizens those democratic
rights said to be inalienable.

Foreclosing the Future

The prophets of the Californian Ideology argue that only the cybernetic flows
and chaotic eddies of free markets and global communications will determine
the future. Political debate, therefore, is a waste of breath. As neoliberals, they
assert that the will of the people, mediated by democratic government through
the political process, is a dangerous heresy which interferes with the natural
and efficient freedom to accumulate property. As technological determinists,
they believe that human social and emotional ties obstruct the efficient
evolution of the machine. Abandoning democracy and social solidarity,

the Californian Ideology dreams of a digital nirvana inhabited solely by
liberal psychopaths.
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There are Alternatives

Despite its claims to universality, the Californian Ideology was developed by
a group of people living within one specific country following a particular
choice of socio-economic and technological development. Their eclectic
blend of conservative economics and hippy libertarianism reflects the history
of the West Coast — and not the inevitable future of the rest of the world.
The high-tech neoliberals proclaim that there is only one road forward.

Yet, in reality, debate has never been more possible or more necessary. The
Californian model is only one among many.

Within the European Union, the recent history of France provides practical
proof that it is possible to use state intervention alongside market competition
to nurture new technologies and to ensure their benefits are diffused among
the population as a whole.

Following the victory of the Jacobins over their liberal opponents in 1792,
the democratic republic in France became the embodiment of the ‘general will’.
As such, the state had to represent the interests of all citizens, rather than just
protect the rights of individual property owners. The French Revolution went
beyond liberalism to democracy. Emboldened by this popular legitimacy, the
government is able to influence industrial development.

For instance, the Minitel network built up its critical mass of users through
the nationalised telco giving away free terminals. Once the market had been
created, commercial and community providers were then able to find enough
customers to thrive. Learning from the French experience, it would seem
obvious that European and national bodies should exercise more precisely
targeted regulatory control and state direction over the development of
hypermedia, rather than less.

The lesson of Minitel is that hypermedia within Europe should be
developed as a hybrid of state intervention, capitalist entrepreneurship and
DIY culture. No doubt the ‘infobahn’ will create a mass market for private
companies to sell existing information commodities — films, TV programmes,
music and books — across the net. Once people can distribute as well as receive
hypermedia, a flourishing of community media, niche markets and special
interest groups will emerge. However, for all this to happen the state must play
an active part. In order to realise the interests of all citizens, the ‘general will’
must be realised at least partially through public institutions.

The Rebirth of the Modern

The Californian Ideology rejects notions of community and of social progress
and seeks to chain humanity to the rocks of economic and technological
fatalism. Once upon a time, West Coast hippies played a key role in creating
our contemporary vision of social liberation. As a consequence, feminism, drug
culture, gay liberation and ethnic identity have, since the 1960s, ceased to be
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marginal issues. Ironically, it is now California that has become the centre of
the ideology which denies the relevance of these new social subjects.

It is now necessary for us to assert our own future — if not in circumstances
of our own choosing. After twenty years, we need to reject once and forever
the loss of nerve expressed by postmodernism. We can do more than ‘play with
the pieces’ created by the avant-gardes of the past.

We need to debate what kind of hypermedia suits our vision of society —
how do we create the interactive products and online services we want to use,
the kind of computers we like and the software we find most useful? We need
to find ways to think socially and politically about the machines we develop.
While learning from the can-do attitude of the Californian individualists,
we must also recognise that the potentiality of hypermedia can never be
solely realised through market forces. We need an economy which can unleash
the creative powers of high-tech artisans. Only then can we fully grasp the
Promethean opportunities as humanity moves into the next stage of modernity.
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The Californian Ideology:
An Insider’s View

Celia Pearce

Vol 1 #4, Winter/Spring 1996

I first read a draft of “The Californian Ideology’ during Andy Cameron’s visit
to Los Angeles last Summer for the SIGGRAPH g5 Convention. Andy stayed
at a beachside motel near my house and wore sandals every day. We ate cheap
Mexican food for lunch and had lively discussions. He seemed to have a lovely
visit, and, if T am not very much mistaken, left Southern California with a bit
of a tan.

What, Precisely, Is California?

‘America and England are two nations divided by a common language,” quipped
George Bernard Shaw some 60 years ago. But there’s more to it than mere
linguistics. Especially when you are talking about California.

It is typical of Americans to be myopically ignorant of their own history —
which is how the Republican Party is able to repeatedly succeed at the polls.
But a glimpse into our history, and particularly the history of California, is
useful in understanding the basis for the Californian Ideology.

California has always been characterised by pioneers and gold-diggers.
From the gold rush, to the movie industry, to the computer revolution, the
Californian Ideology has always been one of spirited individualism and
entrepreneurialism. It is also a breeding ground for greed and self-interest.

By way of example, take a look at this list of just a few of the things California
has brought the world:

Levi’s

Movies

Charles Manson

The Grateful Dead

Ronald Reagan and Richard Nixon
Silicon Graphics

Microsoft and Apple
Industrial Light & Magic

Los Angeles and San Francisco
Scientology

Disneyland

Toy Story
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A View From Inside

What is it like to live — and survive — the Californian Ideology on a daily basis?
As a bona fide member of the so-called ‘virtual class’, I am certainly qualified

to answer this. The description — independent contractor, free to come and go
as they wish, well-paid, but at the same time, suffering from acute workaholism —
fits me to a tee. All except the well-paid part. And that is a myth. It is true that
many of us are well paid by the hour. However, we also spend 75 percent of our
time trying to secure that hour of work, negotiating elaborate (and expensive)
contracts, being expected to work on spec, etc. Those who are pushing the
envelope the hardest, and especially those with a social conscience, must fight
every step of the way. The true vanguards of the digital revolution are blazing
their trail at tremendous personal risk. The condition of the virtual class cannot
be blamed on the individuals within it, but must be looked at in a larger context.
Artists here receive very little support from the government or, for that matter,
the society-at-large. In our anti-intellectual culture, art is considered subversive
and unnecessary. In America, anything that does not generate revenue — such

as art and education — is viewed as gratuitous. Once you realise this fact, the
Californian Ideology becomes historically inevitable.

Capitalist Cyberhippies

Why is Silicon Valley overrun with capitalist hippies? It is easy to label them
revolutionaries who ‘sold out’ to the capitalist ethic — unless you have to live
within that ethic. In the 1960s — while fighting a pointless war, and after our
President, his brother, and our two most influential civil rights leaders were
murdered — we learned that politics was a dangerous path to take towards revolu-
tion. The Nixon regime in the "7os further drove home the point that politics was
no place for an ethical person. Furthermore, it doesn’t take a genius to see that,

in reality, there is no politics in America, only economics. So, it is absolutely
correct to say that Americans are apolitical. In the European Community, there
are countries. In America, there are corporations. Those things which are typically
government-supported in social democracies — like medical insurance, education,
and the arts — are provided by corporations here. We live in a modern-day feudal
society consisting of corporate fiefdoms, mini-nations each with its own culture
and language. And these fiefdoms are what drives politics in this country.

In the 1960s, the generation that seemed destined to revolutionise America
was utterly derailed. They did ultimately change America, but not in the ways
we thought they would. Those who might have excelled in politics turned
instead to industry. In another time and place, it might have been Bill Gates in
the White House rather than Bill Clinton. But their generation learned the hard
way that politics are as treacherous in America as they are pointless. I don’t think
I need to tell you which of the two Bills has more power — the one who pays
the bills, or the one who signs them.
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Siliwood and the Military Entertainment Complex

California’s two nexi of activity, Silicon Valley and Hollywood, are, ironically,
connected by a common faultline. These two powerful forces have now ‘gotten
in bed together’ (as we say in showbiz) and given birth to a new phenomenon
aptly known as ‘Siliwood’.

But, beneath the self-congratulatory glitter of this marriage of convenience,
both regions are tied together by another bond, a bond less glamorous, but no
less profitable. That bond is the military. As “The Californian Ideology’ very
astutely points out, virtually every aspect of the computer industry has its roots
in government-funded military technology, and California has always been a
leader in military contracts. For every Apple in California, there is a Lockheed.
Considering Silicon Valley is the domain of the cyberhippie-turned-capitalist
culture, there is a deep irony in the fact that former peacenicks have built an
empire on the shoulders of their military enemies. (Shh ... don’t tell anyone.)

Nowhere has this become more evident than in Siliwood’s companion
movement, the ‘Military Entertainment Complex’. In the wake of military
downsizing, many military contractors were faced with the vexing problem:
‘Who, but the military, can afford us?” There was only one conceivable answer —
Hollywood! The result is a series of hybrid technologies, some of which
I have helped to develop. I like the idea of turning weapons into ploughshares,
especially since both of the military-cum-entertainment projects I have worked
on consisted of non-violent content. In spite of my staunchly pacifistic position,
I have a tremendous amount of respect for the many brilliant and innovative
minds behind military technologies. In a way, the military could be looked at
as the front end of the technological adoption curve. ‘Adoption curve? you may
ask, ‘What the hell is that?” Allow me to explain...

Adoption Curve

The authors of ‘The Californian Ideology’ call it elitist technological
determinism. In America, we call it the ‘adoption curve.’ Here’s how it works:
Technology is developed at tremendous capital expense. It is released on the
market at exorbitant prices, well beyond the means of the ‘average’ person.
A certain demographic — affluent, young, educated, eager to impress themselves
and each other — lead the market. They run out to buy ‘the latest’ thing, speed
home in their BMWs to Marin County, and plug it in. Then, one of two things
happens: either it becomes obsolete within a few months, or the ‘early adopters’,
as they are called, build up enough market saturation that the product can
then begin to be produced at a lower price and in larger quantity, thus making
it accessible to the general public. This is the formula by which mass market
penetration of any new product or technology is achieved in the US.

It is true that this is an elitist system. But, on the other hand, it is people
at the head of the adoption curve who pay the price for making these
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technologies available to everyone. They buy at a premium, subsidising R&D,
so that, later, others can buy at a fraction of the cost. Underlying it all is the
‘bottom line’: Profits, profits and more profits. In France, you give free Minitels
to everyone. In America, you sell them for a lot of money to early adopters.

The Virtual Class Revisited:
Social Capitalism and Autodidactic Communalism

Surviving in this complex landscape is nothing if not a challenge. You can
never really separate yourself from the power structure, but, if you prefer
to exist outside the corporate culture, the only alternative is to become

a renegade member of ‘the virtual class’. If you play your cards right, you
can evolve into a consultant, which is basically just a renegade who knows
how to market themselves.

Contrary to the myth, renegades do not operate in a vacuum, nor would
the vast majority of us claim to. Instead, we form our own loosely structured,
somewhat anarchistic communities. Because we share the common resource
of the ‘digisphere’, we can, in fact, function in this way, without submitting
completely to the protection of a feudal master. This has given rise to
two systems of community. I call these ‘autodidactic communalism’ and
‘social capitalism’.

Autodidactic communalism is our educational system. Most people in new
media are autodidacts. As in all fields, education is always about twenty years
behind industry, so anyone with any time in the new media business is, by
definition, self-taught. The computer is, of course, the ultimate heuristic tool
(and as I am speaking to a British audience, I can rest assured that you all know
what this word means). But lone autodidacticism is also a myth and nowhere
is this more true than in the computer field. In fact, most autodidacts work
together. We learn by doing, and we learn by showing each other how to do
things. We teach each other HTML, we pass around shareware, we bootleg
software for each other. This is very much a part of the hacker ethic. While the
corporate world takes a proprietary posture, hoarding ‘intellectual property’ and
charging a premium for its use, and the military world is entirely shrouded in
secrecy, autodidactic communalists freely share ideas and information, believing
(and rightly so) that such an open architecture is to the benefit of all.

Social capitalism is an economic system characterised by the lateral,
collaborative approach taken by many small companies and new media
‘boutiques’. Sometimes, this work is done on contract, other times, it is taken
in barter. Relationships under social capitalism are reciprocal. I may be your
client one day and you may be mine the next. Or, we may be partners on
a larger project. This is a sharp contrast to the hierarchical corporate system
where large organisations vie for absolute power and total ownership. In this
model, cooperation and a sense of community is seen to benefit all. Companies
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that operate this way have become the backbone of the industry, often
producing content for large corporations. Unhindered by the burden of high
overheads or executive bottlenecks, they are often more efficient, less expensive,
and, well, just better.

Joining Forces

These two movements combine to create a community of individualists.

For those of us who are trying to break new ground, we have no choice

but to live on the edge. But we cannot live on the edge alone. We must of
necessity join together. Many of us do share a sense of social conscience and
do everything in our power to broaden the landscape to create more inclusive
forms of technology. But we must always fight an uphill battle. Many young
entrepreneurs are creating cybercafés, websites, and other venues that allow
free and open access of technology to a much wider audience. And, although
the internet does promote individual, ego-based expression, as suggested by
‘The Californian Ideology’, it also promotes freedom of access to information
and a sense of community that transcends geographical boundaries. This
disintegration of these international boundaries is precisely what makes

this type of discourse possible.

As an inhabitant of the Californian Ideology, I can choose to write this
article for Mute, rather than Wired. At the same time, Andy Cameron can spend
his Friday nights watching American television programmes. As much as the
British may regard the Californian Ideology with disdain, neither can they
or its other critics deny their inextricable ties to it.

Let us consider another approach. Here we are in the midst of a number
of major planet-wide transformations. Multinational corporations are changing
the face of the global economy. The Earth’s environment is on the brink of
major disaster. While half of Europe coalesces, the other half disintegrates.
Asia has become a major force in the world economy. And in and around this
complex landscape is the digital ‘Global Village’ (to quote the oft-maligned
Marshall McLuhan), simultaneously contracting and exploding, a parallel
universe of which we are all the architects — whether we read Mondo 2000
or Mute.

In light of all this, it seems absurd to speak at all of geographical ideologies.
California has a lot to learn from Britain and vice versa. We may be divided
by a common language, but we are connected by another one — HTML and
the language of cyberspace. We ought to use that to form a new ideology —
one which takes into account our individual political, social and economic
realities, while creating a forum for change that goes beyond those limitations
towards a global community consciousness that we can all work together
to create.
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Proliferating Futures

What about the Becoming of the net? We cannot describe the net as one single
process of Becoming, but as a proliferation of different coexisting processes.
Therefore, we can’t make a statement about the future of the net. Many different
futures will coalesce within it.

Different intentions can enter the net, different processes of semiotisation
can co-evolve. The net is not a territory but a multiplanary sphere. Infinite
plateaux are rotating inside this sphere. What is forbidden on one level can
be done on another.

The net cannot be conceptualised within the Hegelian concept of
Totality. In Hegel, the Truth is the Whole. The Hegelian Whole is Aufhebung—
the annihilation of every difference. In the net, every connection between
points of enunciation creates its own level of truth. Truth is only found
in singularity. In the net, the world cannot be considered as the objective
reference point of a process of enunciation. The world is the projection of
enunciation itself.

Networking is the method of a new social paradigm — one that goes beyond
the social oppositions and conceptual contradictions inherited from the modern
world. Because capitalism is still in power, acting as the general semiotic code,
the old social oppositions and conceptual contradictions are not vanishing
yet. This is the reason why we are still concerned with the old problem of the
state versus the market. Notwithstanding the emergence of the net, the state
and the market still exist.

High-Tech Deregulation

The discourse about the net (cyberculture) is still dominated by ideologies which
are the legacy of the 20th century. Cyberculture is still dominated by conceptual
and political alternatives coming from industrial society. A sort of high-tech
neoliberalism is emerging from the American scene. In the theoretical core
of this philosophical movement, I see a misunderstanding: the identification
of technology with economics within the paradigm shift. Thinkers like Alvin
Toftler, Kevin Kelly and Esther Dyson support the neoliberal agenda of Newt
Gingrich because, they argue, the free market is the best method for expanding
free communications — and free communications are the key to the future world.
Sounds good, but what does the ‘free market’ mean? In the social framework
of capitalism, free market means power to the strongest economic groups — and
the absorption or elimination of society’s intellectual energies.
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Kevin Kelly, in Out of Control, says that, thanks to the digital technologies
and computer networks, mankind is evolving into a super-organism, a new
biological system. The biologisation of culture and society described by
Kelly is nothing but the disappearance of any alternative from the social
field, the absorption of intelligence itself within the framework of capitalist
semiotisation. The possibility of choice is denied, eradicated.

This is the main effect of the integration of technological development,
scientific work and economic power. Michel Foucault describes the formation
of modern society in terms of the imposition of discipline on the individual
body and on social behaviour. What we are now witnessing is the making
of what Gilles Deleuze defines as a society of control: The code of
behaviour is being imprinted directly onto the mind through models
of cognition, of psychic interaction. Discipline is no longer imposed on
the body through the formal action of the law — it is printed in the collective
brain through the dissemination of techno-linguistic interfaces, inducing
a cognitive mutation.

Old Alternatives are Misleading

In their article, ‘The Californian Ideology’, Richard Barbrook and Andy
Cameron criticise the mystification of this high-tech neoliberalism. But, with
what do they oppose it? They talk of a European way — the way of the welfare
state, public intervention within the economy, public control over technological
innovation. Can we believe in this solution? I don’t.

Barbrook and Cameron say that Minitel in France has shown the possibility
of a European way of building the net. But this is pointless. This example
shows exactly that public intervention cannot achieve this goal. Minitel is
arigid and centralised system, unable to face the challenges of virtualisation.
And in Italy, the experience of Olivetti shows that it is impossible to innovate
on the basis of state investment and control. From this point of view, the
American model of development is working better. It opens the way to creative
innovations. It captures these innovations through techno-social interfaces.

Barbrook and Cameron say that Europe must oppose the process of
globalisation which is being led by the US. But this idea is naive and dangerous.
Stopping globalisation, preserving identities: These are the ideas which are
generating nationalism and fundamentalism. These are what are called retro-
fascism by Kroker and Weinstein in their book, Data Trash.

The war between neoliberalism and the old fashioned welfare state is

not over — as shown by the strikes of the French railwaymen. The struggles
of Fordist workers will probably go on for a long time, but they are doomed.

The strategic defeat of industrial labour has already happened — FIAT 1980,
Peugeot, the Miners’ Union, Detroit were stages in the ‘8os marginalisation
of industrial labour.
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The new composition of social labour is marked by the emergence of
the cognitariat — what Kroker and Weinstein call the ‘virtual class’. The social
labour of collective intelligence — or general intellect as Marx calls it in the
Grundrisse— remains dominated by capitalist social relations in spite of its formal
independence. Marx distinguishes two different kinds of domination of capital
over human activity: formal domination and real domination.

Formal domination is the legal imposition of discipline, the formal
subordination of human time to capitalist exploitation. Real domination is the
technological and material dependence of social activity on the capitalist form
of social relations. Today, we are probably entering a new phase of capitalist
domination, beyond the formal and real: mental domination, realised through
the pervasiveness of the semiotic code of capital within the collective brain,
within language, within the mind and within cognitive activity. The capitalist
paradigm is imprinted on the collective intelligence, inside techno-social
interfaces, in the semiotic framework of social communications.

The alternative between policies of deregulation and policies of state
intervention is a false alternative. There is no way of regulating capital.

Capital is a proliferating process of semiotisation, informing techno-social
interfaces and producing neural pathways and frames of social interaction.
Since capital is pervading all social relationships, it is the regulator, not the
regulated. The problem is not the legal regulation of capitalism; the problem
is capitalism itself.

The industrial world is fading, the industrial composition of labour is
dissolving and a new composition of social activity is emerging, but the
capitalist code is still pervading it. And, in its current virtual (dis)incarnation,
capitalism seems to be a system without any alternative. The alternative cannot
be found in the past.



43

19th Century Nostrums are not
Solutions to 21st Century Problems

Louis Rossetto

Vol 1 #4, Winter/Spring 1996

Barbrook’s seeming understanding of the digital revolution’s crucial left-right
fusion of free minds and free markets is followed by a totally out-to-lunch
excursion into discussions of the role of government, racism and ecology in
California, ending with a startling admission of the need to marry ‘some of the
entrepreneurial zeal and can-do attitude’ of California to a uniquely European
(but not even vaguely defined) mixed economy solution — all of it betraying an
atavistic attachment to statism and an utterly dismal failure to comprehend the
possibilities of a future radically different than the one we currently inhabit,
one that is actually democratic, meritocratic, decentralised, libertarian.

Far from building the digital revolution, the US Defense Department
sucked up 6 to 7 percent of US GNP for 40 years and utilised up to 40 percent
of all engineering talent, channelling these resources not into technological
growth but into tanks, bombs and military adventurism. In point of fact, it
was the cutback in American defence spending following the Vietnam War
and the subsequent firing of thousands of Californian engineers which resulted
in the creation of Silicon Valley and the personal computer revolution.

A descent into the kind of completely stupid comments on race in
America that only smug Europeans can even attempt: Any country which
prohibits its own passport holders from residing within its borders, or any
people who are currently allowing genocidal war to be waged in their own
backyard after the stupefying genocide of World War II, shouldn’t be lecturing
Americans about anything having to do with race, much less events which
occurred 200 years ago. The charge of technological apartheid is just plain
stupid: ‘Already “red-lined” by profit-hungry telcos [isn’t every company,
by definition, ‘profit hungry?’, although that description in this context is
also stupid, since telcos are regulated monopolies with government-enforced
rates of return|, the inhabitants of poor inner city areas are prevented from
accessing the new online services through lack of money.” Oh really?
Red-lined? Universal telephone access is mandated in the US. And anyone
with a telephone has access to online service. Lack of money? Online is cheaper
than cable television, and you can get a new computer for less than $1,000,

a used one for less than $500.

The utterly laughable Marxist/Fabian knee-jerk reaction — that there is
such a thing as the info-haves and have-nots — is equivalent to a 1948 Mute
whining that there were TV-haves and have-nots because television penetration
had yet to become universal, the logical conclusion being that, of course, the
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state had to step in and create television entitlements. This whole line of
thinking displays a profound ignorance of how technology actually diffuses
through society. Namely, there has to be a leading edge, people who take a
risk on new, unproven products — usually upper-tenish types, who pay through
the nose for the privilege of being beta testers, getting inferior technology

at inflated prices with the very real possibility that they have invested in
technological dead ends like eight track or betamax or Atari. Yet they are the
ones who pay back development costs and pave the way for the mass market,
which, let me assure you, is every technology company’s wet dream (the biggest
market today for the fastest personal computers is not business but the home).
Less haves and have-nots than have-laters.

This anal retentive attachment to failed 1gth century social and economic
analysis and bromides is what allows you to claim that the laughable French
Minitel system is a success when, in fact, it is a huge impediment to France
developing a real networked economy, since the dirigisme which mandated
an instantly obsolete, closed technology for deployment into every home in
France — and then conspired to stifle any alternative — has ensured that France
remains resolutely outside the mainstream of the internet.

A profound ignorance of economics. The engine of development of the
digital revolution was not state planning, whether you call that an industrial
policy or a defence policy. It was free capital markets and venture funds which
channelled savings to thousands upon thousands of companies, enabling
them to start and to thrive. Contrast this with the sorry history of European
technological development, where huge plutocratic organisations like Siemens
and Philips conspired with bungling bureaucracies to hoover up taxes collected
by local and Euro-wide state institutions and shovel them into mammoth
technology projects which have proven to be, almost without exception,
disasters. The true measure of failure of the European (in other words, statist)
direction of technology lies in the fact that in ten years, during the biggest
technology boom the planet has ever witnessed, Europe has gone from a net
exporter of technology to a net importer.

Let’s get real here: High European taxes have restricted spending on
technology and hence retarded its development; state telco monopolies have
kept prices high and service bad, again impeding networking in business
and the home; state-directed technology investment has resulted in the
monopolisation of risk capital, uniformly bad technology policy and the
squandering of resources and opportunities; social welfare policies reward
parasitical living rather than risk-taking; a truly atavistic, sick attachment
to the compulsion and non-meritocratic elitism of statism as a way of life;
and a knee-jerk disdain for truly radical social and political thought which
falls outside Euro PC dogma (read: failed Marxist/Fabian) — have all retarded
and will continue to retard Europeans. If the US and Asian countries had
conspired to ensure that Europe continued to cede export markets, they
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could not have come up with a better strategy than the one you advocate:
continued statist meddling.

Meanwhile, it’s Europeans who are discussing ‘Californian Ideology’,
not Californians who are discussing ‘European Ideology’. And not because
some clatch of bureaucrats in Strasbourg or Luxembourg have issued yet
another directive, but because Europeans are recognising that 19th century
nostrums are not solutions to 21st century problems — on the contrary,
they are the problem —and it’s time to encourage competition, risk taking,
democracy and meritocracy, and, dare I say it, dreaming about a different,
better future. Ask me again, and I'll really tell you what I think.
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In the wake of Timothy Druckrey’s inspiring symposium on online publishing
at the Dutch Electronic Arts Festival 1996 (DEAF96), Pauline van Mourik
Broekman interviewed the co-moderator of nettime, a key forum for media
critique at that time.

Pauline van Mourik Broekman: Could you tell me something about how
nettime was started and how it has developed since then?

Pit Schultz: Nettime started as a three-day meeting in a small theatre in Venice
during the Biennale '95. A meeting of media activists, theoreticians, artists,
journalists from different European countries (Heath Bunting, nettime
co-moderator Geert Lovink, Diana McCarty, Vuk Cosi¢, David Garcia, Nils
Roeller, Tomasso Tozzi, Paul Garrin and many more). We developed the main
lines of a net critique along the topics of virtual urbanism, globalisation/
tribalisation and the life metaphor. Also, it became obvious that it was necessary
to define a different cultural (net)politics than the one Wired magazine represented
in Europe. It was a private and intensive event, and, in a way, it defined the
‘style” in which we critique and discuss issues on nettime. Nettime is somehow
modelled on the table of the meeting — it was covered with texts, magazines,
books, whatever we had to offer the group. It was the start of our ‘gift economy’
with exchanges of information. Today the list has nearly 300 subscribers, it’s
growing constantly with around ten subscribers a week. We do no PR and the
list is semi-closed, which means new subscriptions must be approved.

PvMB: Were you intensely involved with computers?

PS: My first computer was an Atariz600 TV-game, then a ZX81, C64,
Amigarooo. I switched to Mac when I began with DTP in the Botschaft group
after ‘9o, used DOS/Linux for the internet, and ended up with a DX66 under
Wings, mainly to run Eudora, in an intranet. So these machines document
certain phases in my life, but they don’t determine them. I also studied computer
science for a couple of years, but it was not what I expected, which was a more
conceptual approach that reflected the development of software on a much
broader, maybe cultural, level.

PvMB: ...and net culture?

PS: I was involved with THE THING BBS network from '92—94, the high
time of ASCII and text-based internet like MUDs and MOOs, before the web.
At the same time I was working with the group Botschaft. There were also some
exhibitions of low media art, a communication performance in the TV tower
in Berlin, meetings, long-term projects in the public sphere like an installation
with Daniel Pflumm in a subway tunnel, a collaboration with the group
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handshake which later became Internationale Stadt, or Chaos Computer Club
which Botschaft shared office space with. After a Bilwet event we organised,
I started to work with Geert Lovink, which was a truly new phase of work.

PvMB: ...as an artist?

PS: Yes and no. I got a stipendium and did exhibitions, but always had
problems accepting art as a ‘closed system’, and I have to emphasise here that
nettime is a group project, it is not a ‘piece of individual art’, but a medium
formed by a collective subjectivity, a sum of individuals. 'm moderating it and
it has its aesthetic aspects. But you don’t have to call me an artist because of that.

PvMB: I mean before you started the list, and how do you think that has
affected how nettime was set up?

PS: Well, you can call it a continuation of my art practice, but it functions
without naming it art. In ‘94, I tried to begin with projects on the web, especially
the Orgasmotron Project (a database of recorded brain waves of human orgasms),
which reflected the early euphoric times of ‘first contact’. With Botschaft e.V.

In '93—94, we did the ‘Museum fiir Zukunft’, a group project and database of
future scenarios, ideas and views, but, during these projects, it became clear that
I needed a deeper understanding of the collaborative, theoretical and discursive
aspects of cyberspace to continue. During this time, I also gave up doing
installations in defined art spaces. Generally, after a euphoric entry phase,

I got extremely bored and disappointed with what was, and is, happening in
the art field. My main interest remains what Andreas Broeckmann calls ‘machinic
aesthetics’, a field between the social, political and cultural economy of the

so called ‘new media’. So I was happy to meet Geert and, through Venice and

a series of other meetings, a group of people with shared interests that we’re
trying to bring together on the nettime list.

PvMB: It seems that nettime has gravitated more toward net-political and
-philosophical discussion than that directly to do with ‘art’. What role do you
and Geert Lovink, as moderators, have with regard to that?

PS: Art today, especially media art, is a problematic field. When I listen
to music, it may happen that I don’t like it, but it comes through the radio.
That’s how art appears to me. You can switch it off, but there is still a lot of
music around. So much for art. With the moderation — it is also a contradictory
role. The less the moderator appears the better the channel flows. It is, of course,
this power-through-absence thing, but we hope that we handle it carefully and
in a responsible way, with the continuous group process in mind. Power flows
through networks, and you cannot switch it off. From different sides, Geert
and I have an interest in working with the dynamic of the aesthetic contra the
political field. There are many faultlines and frontiers. One of them seems to
become the art system which still has some kind of Alleinherrschaftsanspruch
in the symbolic cultural field. This changes through new media and, even if
new media will not make the term ‘art’ obsolete, there is something about the
paradox between media and art, or media art, that I find deeply problematic.
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Both have components of totalitarian systems of representation. There is the
chance that new media creates channels to redirect the flow of power. That’s
what nettime is made for. An experimental place for (re)mixes; something

I missed for a very long time. Never perfect and always ‘in becoming’, but
not explicit, not descriptive but performative and pragmatic.

Both Geert and I have our own reasons for distancing ourselves from
today’s ‘art discourse’. You can call nettime a political project in terms of the
real effects we try to trigger, in terms of conflicting debates, reflecting and
criticising the economic and social implications of the ‘digital revolution’.

It is a philosophical channel in terms of describing a certain ‘condition’, while
accessing and applying traditional knowledge, including the ‘postmodern’
stuff. It is an aesthetic process in many aspects, while developing a collaborative
writing space, experimenting with modes and styles of ‘computer mediated
communication’. Finally, we have the luxury of silence and don’t advertise, so
we don’t need big investments into labels and surface — it gets spread by word
of mouth — and the footer ‘cultural politics of the nets’ can mean many things.
It’s about clouds. There is this ‘field of virtuality or potentiality’, multiple
contexts and personae, interests and intensities which, like the social aspect,
the time aspect, the knowledge and news aspect, make nettime something
which modulates a flow of heterogeneous subjective objects, something with
an existential aesthetic of living with nettime, (including the group, events,
projects which grow here) a collective and singular info-environment which
exists without the need to be named art.

PvMB: At the discussion at DEAF96, I think you described nettime as
a ‘dirty’ ASCII channel; how ‘dirty’ or unmoderated is it?

PS: Dirtiness is a concept here, especially for the digital realm, which
produces its own clean dirtiness. Take the sound of digital distortion on a CD
compared to the analogue distortion of vinyl. Take all kinds of digital effects
imitating analogue dirtiness, which means, in the end, a higher resolution,

a recursive, deeper, infinite structure. I used the concept because of its many
aspects. It means here to affirm the noise aspect, but only to generate a more
complex pattern out of it. It doesn’t mean ‘anything goes’, or a self-sufficient
ethic of productivity. It is slacker-ish in a way: slows down, speeds up, doesn’t
care at certain places, just to come back to the ones which are tactically more
effective. .. there is a whole empirical science behind it, how to bring the
nettime ship through dark waters. .. how to compress and expand, how

to follow the lines of noise/pattern instead of absence/presence... (In fact,

I pushed the big red button of the moderator mode only once, after a period
of technical errors and an ensuing unfocused dialogue.)

The phenomenon is — and I think this is not such a rare thing — that a group
of people, in a repetitive, communicative environment, begin to filter a field
of possible ‘communication acts’ in a certain way quasi-machinically. You don’t
have to be professional or especially skilled in the beginning. The production
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of ‘information’ along the borderline of noise means to constantly refine

a social context, maybe an artificial one, what some call immanent. [ mean

with rules which are self-evident and are interdependent in a dynamic way.

The list-software sends a kind of basic netiquette to the new users but this affects
only some formal factors. One is that we decided to avoid dialogues, without
forbidding them. Nettime is not a list of dialogues of quote and re-quote,

but more of a discursive flow of text, of different types, ‘differentialising’,
contextualising each other. On the net it is called ‘collaborative filtering’,

or earlier, it was ‘social filtering’.

Dirtiness means many things here. First of all the absence of purity — you
always have mixtures, agencements, but this becomes too trivially ‘postmodern’.
The constant commentary, forming a socially defined body of knowledge and,
of course, a field where power is generated out of undifferentiated forces —
which includes the position of the moderators or other very active participants —
for defining where the scope of the flow tends to go. But, actually, anyone can
post whatever she likes. This risk, which often leads to a situation of overflow
and reorientation, is also the productive freedom of nettime. Another is the
limited set of signs, like the Euro-English or net-pidgin, using English as
a non-native speaker or the reduced character set of ASCII, or the minimal
features of the perl-scripts which run the mailing list. Finally, for the authors,
there is always a multiple aspect of why to write and, for the readers, why to
read nettime. You definitely have to filter; I guess nobody, including me, reads
every mail from start to finish. The sender has the chance to actively select texts
she finds on the net and forward them. The author can pre- or republish texts,
send pre-versions, test certain ideas or sample others. On the material side, there
are the printouts of ZKP [Zentrum fiir Kunstprojekte] readers which come out
in small numbers during conferences. The process of inscription, combined
with a filtering process, functions a bit like a news-ticker if you want to find
a comparison in the publishing world.

PvMB: Two other pertinent issues that came up at the DEAF discussion were
those to do with size and finance. If online journals or lists are akin to creators of
community, for example, where discussion can be catalytic due to the small size
of the group and many of the contributors also knowing each other ‘in real life’,
does their effectivity decrease beyond a certain size (I think Geert mentioned a
couple of hundred)? Although nettime is still a ‘closed’ mailing list, its subscriber
base has grown; have you adapted your methodology?

PS: As you can see, nettime is still going well. It seems there is a self-
regulation process on the side of the contributors. There is the growth (which is
around ten new subscribers per week, mostly on a word of mouth basis), which
leads to a certain social consistency. Then, in the way texts get selected/produced
and find their way to the list. The ‘group’ is circumscribing a network of real life
relationships, a network of shared interests and a network of contextualising
documents. This happens in relation to the ‘outside’, to the ‘wideness’ of the net,
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and to the ‘deepness’ of the local places where people work and live. Every
document represents a vector through time in a social context, a discursive
environment with many levels of reference, but a relatively concrete and simple
surface: ASCII-text. The complexity and aesthetics which come out of the simple,
practical rules of a mailing list are complex and dynamic enough not to feel the
urge to experiment with multi-thread, hypertextual, multimedia environments,
even if we think about certain extensions you find in common with infranet

or groupware solutions in the corporate world. It says: ‘Never touch a running
system.’ I think the next level will evolve through a certain economic pressure,
certain cases where texts reappear somewhere without permission, or other cases
where the unwritten norms are subverted by other ‘content machines’ running
on other principles, but sharing similar fields of issues. There is a need to use the
chance and experiment with new horizontal networks of producers, to respect
the collaborative editorial work of a user community and, most of all, to think
about financial models in terms of a sustainable quality of discussion, which
includes the ‘currency’ of trust and credibility.

PvMB: And then, regarding finance, this obviously has enormous effects on
how things can run. Nettime is a ‘no budget’ operation; what are the advantages
and disadvantages of this, and how do you manage to keep going?

PS: First, I have to say that your question already has certain implications.

It may seem natural to put anything you do into an economic model and ask,
What do I get for it? What do I pay for it? But it cannot even be said that such
an exchange economy runs effectively with money. There is clearly a drive to
profit from new media, and, of course, money must be there for basic funding,
but the goal of nettime is not financial profit. One easily comes to this point
with a defensive position, or a dogmatic one, fighting against the all too present,
not to say totalitarian, system of a worldwide, integrated capitalism. Even after
Marx, there are social fights, and, especially within new media as in the art
world, you have to face certain problems which often mean making money fast
but doing bad work, or working but not getting good money. There is a certain
kind of luxury today which is somehow over-coded by ‘slackerdom’, which is
contrary to the work ethic of the yuppie or the political activist. It is a pragmatic
level; we do not have to talk about just economics, but we have to develop a
working model, a constant fight with risks of exploitation, burn-out, sell-out.

Finally, we would have to change nettime from its microeconomical, very
basic structure if we forced its commercialisation. To make it clear, especially
for mailing lists, but also many other sites with high content, it is not at all
clear how to finance them in the longer term. The time of hype might be over
soon, and then you have to face a shake out of centralisation that we already
know from the history of radio and TV. On the other hand, I do not believe
in the concept of autonomy. It leads to a sad double life. It might be that you
live by state grants, or that you have to do a stupid job during the day. Between,
there are many shades of grey, and among them is the possibility of alternative
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online economies which may reintroduce less alienated semiotics into the
circulation of capitalism.

PvMB: You've talked about the importance of editors being sensitive to the
exchange economies of the nets; these many economies intertwine, they are not
separate are they? Highly commercial and competitive ones share technologies,
content and ‘participants’ (for want of a better word) with ones that are more
clearly like the potlatch economy you refer to. In practice, what has been your
experience of keeping nettime independent within this situation?

PS: These economies intertwine, but not without friction. From the view
of the poor, there is the need to disrespect certain economic barriers, for
example, licences and copyright. That’s what is happening in many Eastern
countries. The new markets are not functioning like they promised to, at least
not for all. There are still many chances to use new technology as a tool, to reach
more independence, but it also gets used in the other way for a huge ‘Darwinist’
shake-out. And, as one can see with Microsoft, it is not at all the best who
survive. So I strongly resist any logic of pre-aftirming the situation. Potlatch is
only a circumscription of a kind of exchange economy, which is pretty common
as soon as you have the privilege to do so. I am sure that we will face models
which are based on certain local exclusions of the money economy. Any family,
community or friendship is based on such models. Finally, you need the friction,
the potential of mixed economies, for a vivid and creative market, at least from
what I understand about markets.

PvMB: This links with one of the ongoing discussions on nettime, the one
to do with libertarianism or neoliberalism and social justice. It has, over time,
involved posting extensive ‘dialogues’ on the role of Wired and the demonisation
of the state, and has been presented as an attempt to start generating a productive,
European contribution to the development of ideas on techno-cultural political
organisation for the future. Is this right, and how do you feel it is going?

PS: You can describe it like that, but I don’t like to make predictions here.
One thing nettime does is critique. This means it reflects and constructs the
present. Of course, there are strategies, and part of a strategy is that one should
not talk too much about it. The important task is not to give up against the
homogenising, centralising and alienating networks of a global integrated
capitalism, to use these very ethical-political techniques as ‘cultural” ones,
to push against what is forced on us as ‘economic factors’ in favour of a
necessary quality.

Berlin, January 1997
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‘Imagine that we live on a steel planet, and there’s a hippy bus-load of things
that arrive from outer space and they have these big bags of seeds — life —and
they’re like, “Do you want it?” and we’re like, “File an EPA report” — we’d reject
it. It’s too risky, it’s out of control, it’s full of diseases. We would reject life if it
was given to us right now. And that’s exactly what we’re doing with technology.
Technology has all the same kind of qualities, and we’re saying, “We can’t deal
with it.”

This anecdote, related to me in a recent interview with Kevin Kelly, speaks
volumes about the attitude toward technology and culture promulgated by Kelly,
John Perry Barlow, Nicholas Negroponte et al., whose self-promotional chutzpah
has established them as the ‘digerati’. The unchecked substitution of ‘life’ for
‘technology’ is a semantic sleight of hand that gives way, here, to the assertion
that the same sceptics who want to refuse technology today would be the kind to
have wanted to refuse life at its dawn (the implication of the gag, its utter fatuity
notwithstanding, being that, since only a dumb ass would want to refuse life,
only a dumb ass could want to refuse technology). Elsewhere, it’s a ‘switcheroo’
(Kelly’s word, not mine) that will lend technology the working status of a vital
force that, like ‘nature’, operates outside the reach of social imperatives.

That, of course, leaves a nasty taste in the mouth for those comfy with
a Tomorrow’s World technology that is ‘put to work’ for us, achieving palpable
results which can be lauded, applauded and then comfortably consumed.
Connectionism, with all its zany, bottom-up, out-of-control-ness, is anathema
to the prevailing picture of technology as humankind’s servant. And the digerati,
bless ’em, are just bursting to relieve you of such a paradigm. Fair enough,
you might think.

There is a whiff, though, of something rather more pernicious here. For
many of us, the invocation of the old bogey, Mother Nature, as a legitimation
for any discourse raises hackles, largely because she’s been made bedfellow
to some particularly unscrupulous types in her time, lending dumb support
to (amongst other things) radical racism and gender discrimination. But it’s
worse than that for the connectionists because they’re not merely attempting
to substantiate an ideology upon nature, but to use nature as that ideology;
in the free market ecology of Kelly, Barlow and Negroponte, nature, with all
its savage vicissitudes, becomes the law —a naturally occurring phenomenon
beyond the dictat of culture. The middle term is expelled: no longer: ‘x is right
because it’s natural’ but x is natural — so talking about its rightness is pointless’.
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Should the network, I ask Kelly, really be viewed as irreproachable? What
happens when its emergent phenomena are violent, acrimonious, undesirable?

‘I do think,” he confirms, ‘of technology as a form of life. And in general,

I think, the more life we have the better. Are there specific powers or disruptions
that are caused by specific forms of life? Yes. What does that mean? Well, that
means we have to kind of deal with it. But does it mean that we should try

to stop life altogether, stop technology altogether? No.’

Well, no one was actually offering that as a serious option. We could ask,
in its stead, for simple concessions; Is there, for instance, room for a social
conscience in such a paradigm? A social support network? An anaemic one,
at best. ‘I don’t think technology solves the ills of society,” Kelly says bluntly.
‘Those are socio-political problems, not technological problems. Technology’s
not going to change those things.’

Convenient how it’s possible to pull apart economics and technology after
spending 600-odd pages putting them together in his somewhat infamous
book. But how cool is it, I wonder, to study and promote the growth of
distributed, out of control technologies when those technologies are not being
put to work to help people? After all, wasn’t technology, at least nominally,
supposed to try to help? Vehicles to move people. Agricultural machinery to
feed people. Medicine and medical technologies to save people’s lives. But this
network — because it’s part of nature — doesn’t need to help anybody.

Somehow it feels wrongheaded, or perhaps just deeply unfashionable, to
pop the question. ‘So what about the people who fall through the network,’

I ask nonetheless, ‘The homeless people, the starving, the mentally disturbed?
How does the network try to extend its help to them?’ Kelly doesn’t falter

for a moment. ‘The people you're talking about have very little to do with
technology and much more to do with politics and social skills. I know of

no technology that is going to help the people you've just mentioned.” Well.
At least we know where we stand. Nature doesn’t help anybody, and why
should technology?

Except that the digerati don’t go this far. They don’t want to be accused
of cruelty, and they’ve developed a little fantasy that helps them to feel they’re
helping you. It goes like this: there’re no have-nots, just ‘have-lates’. Everybody
will get the network in the end, even those who don’t even have food right
now; everybody will benefit wonderfully from it, and ‘in about ten years, this
question [of have-nots] is going to be perceived with great amusement. The
problem is not going to be all those people who are not connected, cause
they’re just have-lates. Everybody’s going to have the stuff sooner than they
think, and then we’re all going to be worrying about what happens when
they’re connected.’

But this connectionist rift about ‘haves and have-lates’ is another wholly
unacceptable bit of semantic manoeuvring that, looked at from ground level,
seems flimsy, insubstantial and more than a little crass. The question of access
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to knowledge is crucial, especially as such access is becoming increasingly an
issue of economics, and attempting to close it with so flippant a soundbite is
unforgivable. The world outside the virtual class has big problems that preclude
large sections of the population from access or even thinking about access.
‘We’re in an era,” Kelly says to me, ‘where we have tremendous stuff to gain by
looking at the bottom.” Unfortunately, he wasn’t talking about the rock-bottom
and the very limited gains the people who reside there have to make from the
connectionist project.

How many of us are going to be having this pan-capitalist global network,
anyway? Is the process toward one really that clear, that inexorable? In Europe,
despite isolated moves toward non-government organisations and quangos,
the general political swing is manifestly toward a centralised system — which
seems utterly polarised to the digerati’s connectionist pronouncements about
the world. How does Kelly reconcile this with his picture of a global shift to
decentralisation, deregulation and bottom-up governance? By ignoring it,
as far as I can tell. ‘Despite backsliding in various parts of the globe, there’s
a very clear trend towards the decentralisation of governments. Very few would
dispute that there’s a general trend in that direction,” he asserts in response to
my questions. I'm sorry? Backsliding? Various parts of the globe? Aren’t we
talking about the whole of Europe here, Kelly? He leaps over the continent
in one gigantic visionary stride, hardly even taking in the point. This is typical
of the quite deliberate and obstinate myopia that characterises the ‘Californian
Ideology’ of the digerati, the same myopia that has led Negroponte to make
wild assertions about the redundancy of issues of race and gender in a recent
letter to Wired US.

I suppose I've given the game away: there’s something about connectionism
that I can’t quite connect with. Its ideology, for reasons I hope I've pointed at,
is fundamentally unsound. ‘But the ideological part of it is irrelevant,” Kelly
protests, ‘the pervasive, ubiquitous spread of this technology will continue
because it’s practical.” Yeah, yeah, yeah. I'm not even convinced that any of it is
going to happen, but were it to, I'd be deeply suspicious of any process founded
on a purely ‘natural’ and ‘practical’ rationale, the trajectory of which sweeps
straight over a whole gaggle of nasty, sticky little objections.

What happens, for instance, to privacy in a world where every dumb little
thing is talking to every other dumb little thing? Isn’t it all queasily resonant
of some disgustingly bloated global Neighbourhood Watch scheme? ‘Well, in
America, the idea of privacy is a very loaded word that is actually not very clear
and which means a lot of different things. A person who had true privacy was
the Unabomber.” My worst fears confirmed: a network this ubiquitous, this
voracious, would never tolerate absence — every silence, every unknown, would
be regarded as the stirring of dissent. Mad bombers in huts in the forest; pinkos,
revolutionaries and freaks hiding behind encryption codes and firewalls. It all
adds up to a situation in which silence will need to be justified. ‘But who wants
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to have no relationships?’ Kelly demands incredulously. ‘Who wants to have
no-one know anything about you? That’s inhuman, that’s sick.” Who are you
calling sick? I'm not saying that I necessarily want to be cut oft from society,
just that I'd like it to be a possibility. “Well, if you make it easy to rebel, then
there’s no value in doing it,” says Kelly blithely. Great to know he has our best
interests at heart.

Privacy, that’s one issue. Another: protection. Have the digerati failed to
notice the violent and unpalatable emergent phenomena at football matches
and mob rallies? Have they ever considered that from ‘natural’ flux, society
has doggedly organised itself into top-down and often totalitarian systems?
That if you strengthen the ability of humans to communicate ideas without
tempering them, you invite the spontaneous emergence of systems which
may not reflect your own political intentions? A distributed system, I point
out to Kelly, need not stay in motion but can reach a resting point in any one
of a plethora of constellations.

For a while we skirt around each other, me arguing that his network will
speed the process of tyranny and revolution into a kind of continuous repression
and revolt, him arguing that it will make such tyranny ‘more difficult. I'm not
saying it can’t be done, just that it becomes more difficult.” We manage to agree
that the network, already generating conspiracy theories like Billy-o through
its younger sibling, the internet, might, in future, give them an environment
in which they can proliferate with even greater efficacy.

But what’s the difference between conspiracy theory and religious and
political movements, I ask? Kelly cuts through the question with a prophetic
assertion: ‘We’re not going to see tyrannies, but things that are like conspiracies
to the extreme.” He then comes over a bit vague and seer-ish, in an Ides of
March kind of way. ‘Very, very toxic, conspiratorial and rumour based things.
We haven’t, probably, seen that kind of thing yet.’ I decide to leave it at that,
and we move on swiftly to the subject of mob rule.

Suddenly we hit pay-dirt. ‘T think it’s impossible to have any kind of
sophisticated civilisation that’s run entirely from the bottom. Sure, that’s a mob,
and you get mob rule. So you absolutely need to have top-down control.” In a
flash, I get it: even Kelly doesn’t really believe any of this gab about distributed
rule. “That,” he admits, ‘is just one part of the equation. You need points of
control within the system. Leverage points, I'd call them.’

This, of course, is the crux of what many sceptics are trying to get across
to the digerati: that the architecture of a system defines the movements of
those who traverse it, and that those who design and influence that architecture
should therefore pay close attention to their motivations and mind-sets.

Whilst the claim was for a system that had an entirely open architecture, similar
somehow to those found in ‘nature’, we merely wanted to point out that that
didn’t sound like the way ‘nature’ worked — or that open systems, in human
society, have often led to abusive, coercive movements. Now our position as
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critics of this emergent Californian Ideology changes, for here is a far more
dangerous admission: that the digerati, or at least some of them, are fully aware
that ‘leverage points” have to be hardwired into their network, and that those
points will define control within that network. Now we want to know — and we
have to ask — what ideology informs the placement of those points of control,
what strategies govern their operation?

“Yeah,” muses Kelly, ‘can we agree on a set of moral heuristics that we want
to wire in?” Oh, oh. And then: ‘How do we engineer consensus?’

This has all started to sound very, very worrying indeed, and I find myself
considering the opinion of a couple of notable nettime writers — to whit, that
the digerati are the new Mussolinis and Hitlers of our time —in a new light.
Could Kelly really be an embryonic Infofiihrer, exhorting the virtual class to
sneak leverage points and fulcrums of control into the systems they are helping
to fashion? Somehow it doesn’t ring true. I have to add a new criticism to
the list of those he is already surrounded by: that Kelly is an intellectual naif.
By his own admission, he relies on other people to provide ideologies. T am
very eager,” he says to me, ‘to hear someone else map something out that makes
sense to me.’

You really get the feeling, talking to him, that he honestly doesn’t feel
equipped to talk about certain issues. He’s a bright guy, but I start to realise
that he just isn’t comfortable discussing the implications of his work when that
discussion starts to touch on philosophical and socio-political theoretics. It may
be that Kelly feels on safe ground in his book, therefore, with nature on his side.
It’s hard to go wrong with nature. It doesn’t answer back, and if you describe it
convincingly enough, most of your readers won’t either.

Sceptics would, of course, point out to me that I bought into his
disingenuity, that I'm the naive one, and they’d probably be right. But, before
I finish, let me point out that this charge of naiveté should not be taken as
an attempt to mitigate Kelly’s, or the digerati’s, astonishing intellectual
irresponsibility. ‘What are your ideas?’ Kelly asks me as the interview is closing.
‘T'm an editor at Wired, I have many times asked people to prepare something
that I can believe in. Give me something that makes sense in terms of what
I know, and I'll try to disseminate it.” Not good enough, I'm afraid: the way
to respond to the fact of your own misguided, malnourished and half-assed
ideology is not to ask me, or anyone else, to come up with one; it’s to start
doing some thinking yourself.

‘Well,” Kelly says meekly, ‘T'm not much of a preacher. I'm a devout
Christian, I have my own faith, my own beliefs that very few people share and
very few people are actually interested in hearing about. I'm not a preacher.’
Now that, I think, is interesting. But I'm going to resist giving a Christian
reading of the notions of Gaia and the hive mind, and I'm going to resist setting
Christianity alongside the ‘natural law’ argument and saying ‘Look!” — both
of those actions would be somewhat below the belt. I will also resist going into
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any detail about the incompatibility of Jesus’ teachings with a system that
promotes pan-capitalism and which is all but blind to those at the bottom.
All this is part of a different article.

What I will say is that I, for one, would be very interested in hearing
a technological discourse based not on nature, but on the Bible. Kelly, if you're
truly committed to pointedly unfunny speculations about the future, you might
as well jettison all this prosaic, ‘natural’ claptrap, put your money where your
mouth is and head for the heavens. Tam the Common Gateway Interface, the
truth, and the light.” Cor, now wouldn’t that be something?
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Introduction

During the publicity drive toward building up domestic and international
support for the 2003 war on Iraq, no functionary of the United States
government actually made a public statement to the effect that Saddam Hussein
had an active part to play in the devastation of 11 September, 2001. Nevertheless,
it was subsequently noted in the opinion polls that an alarming number of
American people believed that the Iraqi despot was involved in the conspiracy
and its execution. Hence the two propositions — Saddam the evil one and 9/11,
the horrible crime — seem to be associated in a demographic intelligence without
having any narrative obligation to each other, that is, without being part of the
same ‘story’. The outcome, it seems, was achieved by a mathematical chain of
chance by which two disparate postulates, in being publicised with adequate
proximity, frequency and density, gravitate toward each other in an inhuman
plane of massified thought. They, in other words, are bits and bytes of newspeak
which have come to share what I will call an ‘informatic’ affinity with each other,
without being organically conjoined by constitutive knowledge. The formation
of the latter entity is, of course, something we are prone to consider a primary
task of the philosophical human subject, who is also the modern citizen with
rights and responsibilities. Attaining knowledge by reading the world is how
we are supposed to self-consciously exercise reason, form views and partake

in an enlightened project of democratic consensus and legislation. Hence,
insofar as these much hallowed protocols of liberal democracy are concerned,
this 9/11 opinion poll poses some disconcerting questions:

1. How does one account for the fact that what is, at face value, the most
sophisticated technological assemblage for worldly communication and
dissemination of ‘truth’, can sublimate what, in Kantian terms, must be called
an unscientific belief or dogma?

2. To be mediatised literally means to lose one’s rights. Hence, what happens
to the idea of government by the people and for the people if the ‘false’ is
produced as a third relation which is neither the synthetic union of two ideas
in the conscious mind of the citizen, nor the general intellect of the organic
community but a statistical coming together of variables?

3. If the ‘false’ is merely a moment in the overall control and management of
an information environment and its electronic herd — that is, if it is simply
a matter of manipulated distribution and saturation of facts in order to get
a desired feedback in terms of public perception — what consequences does
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that have in terms of human politics? How is the cynical intelligence of
power that calls this into being to be configured?

4. Lastly, this distillation of the false as ‘informatic’ perception requires money.
In other words, it requires a tremendous amount of wealth in order to
not only bring the variables Saddam Hussein and 9/11 into a state of
associative frequency, but also to minimise and regulate the appearance
of other variables from appearing in the scenario. For instance, in this case,
to reduce, for the time being, the frequency of the proper name Osama.
Hence, the obvious question — what is the role of money in the purportedly
postmodern, increasingly technologised, sphere of communicative action?

These are not new questions. They are a continuation of what a long line of
western thinkers, from Antonio Gramsci to Giorgio Agamben, have been asking
from various philosophical standpoints: how was it that modern technologies
of reproduction of the artwork and electrification of the public sphere should
produce European fascism as one of its first, grotesque spectacles? In a way, this
anxious query seems to resonate, in a particular context, with the old Pascalian
question posed at the very gestative period of a godless modern world: how
does one protect the interests of abstract justice from the real, material interests
of power in the world?

What is Information?

The paradox, qua modern publicity and communication, as it is expressed in
Walter Benjamin’s ‘Work of Art’ essay, can be outlined as follows: from the
perspective of the enlightenment humanist, one could say that mechanised mass
culture in the 20th century was supposed to ‘de-auratise’ the work of art and
make it more democratically available. But, what Benjamin notices in his time
is a disturbing incursion of aesthetics into politics, rather than the politicisation
of art that could have been possible. This, for him, constitutes a ‘violation’ of
the technologies of mass culture, by which the ‘Fiihrer cult’ produces its ritual
values of aestheticising war and destruction. Benjamin formulates the problem
as belonging to a society not yet ‘mature’ enough to ‘incorporate technology

as its organ’. In Benjamin’s essay, ‘The Storyteller’, we can see this problem
being articulated as a situation in which forms of storytelling (which are at
once educative and exemplary to the citizen for his cosmopolitan education,
and also amenable to his freedom of critical interpretation and judgement) are
replaced by a new form of communication which he calls information. The first
characteristic of information is its erasure of distance — its near-at-hand-ness
grants information the ‘readiest hearing’ and makes it appear ‘understandable
in itself”. The dissemination and reception of information is thus predicated

on the production of the event as ‘local’, as ‘already being shot through with
explanation’. For the conscious subject, this also entails the disappearance
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of a temporal interval required for movement within the faculties, from
cognition to understanding and then finally to knowledge. Information is that
which is accompanied by the entropic violence brought about by a supersession
of the commonplace, and a reduction of language into clichés. It is in the ruins
of a constitutive or legislative language that the instantaneous circuit of the
commonsensical comes into being. In this case, therefore, the establishment

of Saddam’s crimes does not remain a matter of old jurisprudence, following
normative rules of argumentation, proof and deduction; it becomes an absolute
movement of the commonsensical as the ‘already explained’.

What is Fascism?

Fascism is the common name we accord to totalitarian power. However, we
often do it irresponsibly or ahistorically, categorically identifying the concept
with limited, sociologistic understandings of the German or Italian scenarios
around the Great Wars, or confining it to grotesque figurations of human
agency, like that of Mussolini or Hitler. If the concept is to have any critical
valence whatsoever in our global, neoliberal occasion, it needs to be unpacked
and re-articulated before we begin to transpose it here and there. Gilles Deleuze
has re-articulated Benjamin’s argument by transposing it from its organicist
parabasis into a subhuman, molecular-pragmatic one. According to Deleuze, the
discourses of fascism, as dominant myths in our time, establish themselves by an
imperial-linguistic takeover of a whole social body of expressive potentialities.
There are different forms of life and expressive energies in any situation of

the historical, which are capable of generating multiple instances of thought,
imaginative actions and wills to art. Fascism destroys such pre-signifying and
pre-linguistic energies of the world, extinguishes pluralities and replaces them
with a monologue of power that saturates space with, and only with, the
immanent will of the dictator. This is the moment in which the language system
sponsored by the sovereign is at its most violent; it seeks to efface historical
memory by denying its constitutive or legislative relation with non-linguistic
social energies; it casts itself and its unilateral doctrine as absolute and natural.
For Deleuze, this is a psychomechanical production of social reality more

than an organicity of community torn asunder by human alienation and the
incursion of reactionary ideologies, and agents with false consciousnesses.

Not that agents do not exist or are unimportant components in this matter, but
that this technology of power cannot be simply seen as a neutral arrangement
of tools misused by evil ones. The figure of the dictator is, therefore, not that

of an aberrant individual madman, but a psychological automaton that becomes
insidiously present in all —in the technology of massification itself. The images
and objects that mass hallucination, somnambulism and trance produce are
attributes of this immanent will to power." The hypnotic, fascinating drive

Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time Image, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989, pp. 263—9.
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of fascism is thus seen to paradoxically operate below the radar of a moral and
voluntaristic consciousness of the human subject; fascism becomes a political
reality when knowledge-based exchanges between entities of intelligence give
way to a technologism of informatics.

Thinking, knowledge or communicability (which is different from this
or that technologism of communication) becomes foreclosed in such an order
of power because one cannot really say anything that the social habit does
not designate as something already thought of and pre-judged by the dictator.
The publicity of fascism is one where friend and foe alike are seen to be
engaged in tauto-talk, repeating what the dictator has already said or warned
about. Benjamin calls this an eclipse of the order of cosmological mystery
and secular miracles that the European humanist sciences of self and nature,
and an enlightened novelisation of the arts, sought to delineate and solve.
There can be neither secrecies in fascism, nor anything unknown. Conspiracies,
in that sense, can only be manifestations of what is already foretold and
waiting to be confessed. The SS can, of course, procure and store ‘classified
information’, but it can never say anything that the Fiihrer does not know
better. Information, therefore, becomes an incessant and emphatic localisation
of the global will of the dictator; in its seriality and movement, it can only keep
repeating, illustrating and reporting the self-evident truth of the dictatorial
monologue.” For Deleuze, it is in this immanence of dictatorial will that Hitler
becomes information itself. Also, it is precisely because of this that one cannot
wage a battle against Hitlerism by embarking on a battle of truth and falsehood
without questioning, and taking for granted, the very parabasis of information
and its social relations of production. ‘No information, whatever it might be,
is sufficient to defeat Hitler.’

Hence, like any other individual, Adolf the Aryan anti-Semite does not
exhaust the figure of Hitler. Informatics has not ceased after the death of Adolf
and his propaganda machine, or the passing away of the particular discourse of
the Adolphic oracle and its immediate historical context. As a figural diagram,
as a special shorthand for a particular technology of power, Hitler subsequently
must have only become stronger; that is, if indeed we are to still account for him
as an immanent will to information that invests modern societies. But how can
one conceptualise him without the formalist baggage, in other words, without
the grotesque, arborescent institutions of repression, like the secret police or
the concentration camps, which constitute an historicist definition of fascism?
If one were to put the question differently, that is, occasion it in terms of a
present global order of neoliberalism marked by American style individualism,
consumer choices, democracy and free markets that supposedly come to us after
the agonistic struggles of liberation in the modern era are already settled, how

. In this context, see Hannah Arendt’s useful elaborations in The Origins of Totalitarianism, Fort Washington:
Harvest Books, 1973.
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can one enfigure the dead and buried tyrant in our midst in such an ‘untimely’
manner? How is Hitler possible in a liberal constitution? The question is
a complicated one because, if we go back to the example we began our
essay with, we will see that it actually satisfies the conditions of democratic
accountability in terms of the human lie (the President never said this). Besides,
it is also not the result of the state, as collective capitalist, monopolising the
public sphere for propaganda purposes.

Perhaps one has to begin by not trying to enfigure Hitler in the contours
of the human, as the irrational apex of the suicidal state or the pathological
Goebbelsian liar who perverted the tools of human communication into mass
propaganda machines. Hitler, in that sense, would not simply be the mediocre
and grotesque madman who uses or abuses technology. He would still be
a proper name for technologism itself; but, in his latest neoliberal incarnation,
he would not be one who simply imprisons the human in enclosed spaces
like the death camp or exercises a Faustian domination over him through
arborescent structures like the Nazi war/propaganda machine. The
‘postmodern’ technology of information that we are talking about qua Hitler
is neither external nor internal to the human; it is one that is a part of the latter’s
self-making, as well as that of the bio-anthropological environment in which he
lives. Hitler enters us through a socialisation of life itself, through a technology
of habituation that involves our willingness to be informed. It is a diffuse
modality of power that perpetually communicates between the inside and the
outside, erasing distance between the home and the world. It is in this context
that Deleuze’s statement, that there is a Hitler inside us, modern abjects of
capital, becomes particularly significant. Hitler, as per this formulation, becomes
an immanent form of sovereignty that is biopolitically present, percolating
individuals and communities in an osmotic manner. Hitler as information, as
socially immanent micro-fascisms, is not the addresser who speaks to us while
we listen. It was only Adolf who did that in the old days, as the anachronistic
caricature of the sovereign who had not yet had his head cut off but had simply
‘lost it’. Information, on the other hand, is a metropolitan habit of instant
signification; it is an administered social automaton that does not presume
a contract between the speaker and the hearer. Since it has no point of origin
other than the person informed, the instance of information is thus always
one where the self listens to the commonsensical within the self itself, to the
point where the two become indistinguishable. Hence, it is neither a lying
President who says that Saddam Hussein had something to do with 9/11, nor
was such a sublimation the result of unilateral state propaganda in the style of
old Adolf or old Stalin. Information, in this sense, is indeed a commodified
effect —a compact of words and images that is called into being by a non-linear
and inhuman intelligence that, amongst other things, produces the human
caricature or the icon of the Dictator himself. Informatisation, therefore, evades
the legal question altogether by creating a situation where the commonsensical
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relation between Saddam Hussein and Al-Qa’ida is established not by the
word of the sovereign (which can always be produced as evidence and
contested in tribunals of justice) but by a manifest immanence of an inhuman
sovereign will.

It is only when we understand the cult of information as a social mode
of production that we can understand that the problem of mediatisation that
we have been talking about does not concern the agency of the individual
human at all. To put it blandly, this is not about a conspiracy of a cabal of
capitalists and money mongers who manufacture truth in a determined manner;
that is, Hitler in an anthropomorphic form who arbitrates what should be said
and what should not. We are also not simply talking about representational
intentions (what Karl Rove really wanted us to believe) or prejudices about
representational capabilities (Americans, as a people, need to mature in order
to be able to separate the wheat from the chaft). The effort, on the other hand,
is to understand a situation where screen time is money time, where one has
to have money or be sponsored by corporate interests of money, in order
to be able to exercise one’s right to ‘self representation’. The fact that we are
mediatised, hence bereft of rights, thus applies only differentially — all of us
are Hitlers who command attention or nigger-infants (the Greek etymology
of the word infant, as in in-fans, refers to the being without language) who listen
without speaking, but only in differential degrees of hierarchised mediation.
Without Adolf’s old dividing walls, everyone can speak, blessed with the
freedom of speech. Nominally, everyone can play the game of representations,
since everyone has money. It is a different matter altogether, one that has not
much to do with the language games of neoliberal economics and ideology,
that some have a lot more of it than others.

Conclusion

A new form of political thinking has to begin by taking into account vast
amounts of energies in the world that are antagonistic to capital. This has to

be done in terms other than those pertaining to the figure of the human citizen
and his charter of rights. It is part of the transcendental stupidity of the cult

of information to impart such energies with a catalogue of profiles: the criminal,
the delinquent, the madman, the negro, the woman, the child, the African
AIDS victim, the poor, the unemployed, the illegal immigrant or the terrorist.
Informatics is about the reporting of the state’s pharmacopic action on these
bodies, as objects of charity, aid, medication, schooling or military action.

This is why the unspeakable antagonism of living labour in the world is never
‘visible’ on CNN, Fox or any other corporate, geo-televisual schema of metro-
politan representation. The latter can discern only the ontology of money and
its coalitionary interests — that which perpetually makes screen time money
time. Humans, who are merely refugees great and small, can only climb into
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one or many of the designated profiles of massification. The centralising,
perspectivist drive of CNN — as commentary of the world, as a repetitive
human psychodrama of development (birth pangs of modernity in the frontier,
subjugated and freed consumer desires) — overlooks the energy from the
margins of the frame in trying to fit entire crowds into the telegenic face.

This is why populations can be categorically divided into simple binaries like
‘with us’ or ‘against us’. Labour and its multiple wills to antagonism (of which
various narratives of resistance are only partial but undeniably important molar
expressions) are thus un-representable precisely because they lack a ‘human’
face, or rather the face of the future American consumer. Global antagonisms
to capital are at once utopic (as in ‘non-place’ since the logic of globalisation
cannot posit an ‘outside’) and pantopic; they are, in multiple forms and in
different degrees of sublimation, nowhere and everywhere. It is a complex,
political understanding of such matters — like linking insurrectionary violence
in different corners of the world to unfair and imbalanced trade practices like
agricultural subsidiaries, dumping and tariff walls by first world countries —
that spectacular informatisation removes or minimises from the public sphere.
Politics therefore is replaced by symbiotic exchanges between peace and
terror, and fear and security. Communication, likewise, is overwritten by

a great monologue of global managerial-elite interests in which power

speaks to itself.

A judgement of the panorama of expressions of this global antagonistic
will on the lines of good and bad can take place only as an afterthought;
political thinking in our occasion can begin only with the acknowledgement
of these energies as eventful, and not subject to essential categories of a state
language that has become global. In other words, thinking has to proceed
acutely, from an awareness of that very point of danger, where the state fails
to ‘translate’ such affective hostilities into repetitive instances of its own already
explained story. It must be remembered that informatics, as a form of social
production of consent, is able to attain a normative power precisely because
it is accompanied by an epistemic presumption of the end of the historical
process altogether3 Stories therefore cannot be seen to be teaching us anything
new in terms of constitutive politics because in the new world order of a
globally rampant neoliberalism, there can be nothing new to narrate at all,
in terms of alternative destinies and potentials of the world. They can only be
local instances of crisis and management in a grand chronicle of financialisation
of the globe that is already foretold. It is this dire poverty of political language
that the neoliberal state tries to cover up with violence dictated in a situation
of ‘emergency’ that is legitimised by an emotionalist, folksy rhetoric of ‘good’
and ‘evil’. Here I must strongly clarify that I am not registering support for

. Tam, of course, alluding to Francis Fukuyama’s Kojevian-Hegelian thesis in The End of History and the Last Man,
New York: Avon Books, 1992.
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either the undeniably tyrannical Saddam Hussein, or a statist ideology of
violence like that of Al-Qa’ida. These two totalitarian entities, like some

of their Western counterparts, merely capture and mobilise some of these
antagonistic energies. As far as the latter is concerned, it is not difficult to see
how informatics peddles the worst clichés of neoliberalism in trying to enframe
antagonism through a host of good and evil profile doublets — the model
minority contra the inner city delinquent, the healthy contra the mad, the
peaceful Arab contra the Islamic bigot — according to which a population is
invented and managed, or policed and fed. In terms of spectacle and violence,
it thus falls perfectly within the logic of war/information to have the yellow
cluster bomb be interspersed with the yellow food packet during the recent war
in Afghanistan. The global state of surveillance and security today violently
tries to foreclose the political by informatising complex insurrectionary
potentialities in terms of a simplistic, self-evident and bipolar logic of peace
and terror. The latter thus becomes a generic term to reductively describe

a multiplicity of forces — from Latin American guerrilla movements, to African
tribal formations, to Islamic militancy in the Middle-East to Maoist rebellion in
Nepal. The freedom of choice offered by the globally rampant North Atlantic
machine of war and informatics is no longer between dwelling as a poet or as
an assassin, but between a statistic or a terrorist.
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Wikipedia says that:

Web 2.0, a phrase coined by O’Reilly Media in 2004, refers to a supposed
second generation of internet-based services — such as social networking
sites, wikis, communication tools and folksonomies — that emphasise online
collaboration and sharing among users.

The use of the word ‘supposed’ is noteworthy. As probably the largest
collaboratively authored work in history, and one of the current darlings

of the internet community, Wikipedia ought to know. Unlike most of the
members of the Web 2.0 generation, Wikipedia is controlled by a non-profit
foundation, earns income only by donation and releases its content under
the copyleft GNU Free Documentation Licence. It is telling that Wikipedia
goes on to say [Web 2.0] has become a popular (though ill-defined and
often criticised) buzzword among certain technical and marketing
communities’.

The free software community has tended to be suspicious, if not outright
dismissive, of the Web 2.0 moniker. Tim Berners-Lee dismissed the term,
saying ‘Web 2.0 is of course a piece of jargon, nobody even knows what it
means’. He goes on to note that ‘it means using the standards which have been
produced by all these people working on Web 1.0’. In reality there is neither a
Web 1.0 nor a Web 2.0; there is an ongoing development of online applications
that cannot be cleanly divided.

In trying to define what Web 2.0 is, it is safe to say that most of the
important developments have been aimed at enabling a given community to
create, modify and share content in a way that was previously only available
to centralised organisations which bought expensive software packages and
paid staff to handle the technical aspects of the site and to create content
which was generally published only on that organisation’s site.

A Web 2.0 company fundamentally changes the mode of production
of internet content. Web applications and services have become cheaper and
easier to implement, and, by allowing the end users access to these applications,
a company can effectively outsource the creation and the organisation of
their content to the end users themselves. Instead of the traditional model of a
content provider publishing its own content and the end user consuming it, the
new model allows the company’s site to act as the centralised portal between
the users who are both creators and consumers.

For the user, access to these applications empowers them to create and
publish content that previously would have required them to purchase desktop
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software and possess a greater technological skill set. For example, two of the
primary means of text-based content production in Web 2.0 are blogs and
wikis which allow the user to create and publish content directly from their
browser without any real need for knowledge of markup language, file
transfer or syndication protocols, and all without the need to purchase

any software.

The use of the web application to replace desktop software is even more
significant for the user when it comes to content that is not merely textual.

Not only can web pages be created and edited in the browser without
purchasing HTML editing software, photographs can be uploaded and
manipulated online through the browser without the need for expensive
desktop image manipulation applications. A video shot on a consumer
camcorder can be submitted to a video hosting site, uploaded, encoded,
embedded into an HTML page, published, tagged and syndicated across the
web all through the user’s browser.

Paul Graham’s article on Web 2.0, ‘What Business Can Learn From Open
Source’, breaks down the different roles of the community/user into more
specific roles, those being the Professional, the Amateur and the User (more
specifically, the end user). The roles of the Professional and the User were,
according to Graham, well understood in Web 1.0, but the Amateur didn’t
have a very well defined place. As Graham describes it, the Amateur just loves
to work, with no concern for compensation or ownership of that work; in
development, the Amateur contributes to open source software whereas the
Professional gets paid for their proprietary work.

Graham’s characterisation of the Amateur reminds one of If I Ran The Circus
by Dr. Seuss, where young Morris McGurk says of the staff of his imaginary
Circus McGurkus, ‘My workers /ove work. They say, ‘Work us! Please work us!
We'll work and we’ll work up so many surprises You'd never see half if you had
forty eyses!’ And, while ‘Web 2.0’ may mean nothing to Berners-Lee — who sees
recent innovations as no more than the continued development of the web —
to venture capitalists, who, like Morris McGurk, daydream of tireless workers
producing endless content and not demanding a pay cheque for it, it sounds
stupendous. And indeed, from YouTube to Flickr to Wikipedia, you'd truly
never see half if you had forty eyses.

Berners-Lee is correct. There is nothing from a technical or user
point of view in Web 2.0 which does not have its roots in, and is not a natural
development from, Web 1.0. The technology associated with the Web 2.0
banner was possible, and in some cases readily available, before; but the
hype surrounding this usage has certainly affected the growth of Web 2.0
internet sites.

The internet (which is more than the web, actually) has always been about
sharing between users. In fact, Usenet, a distributed messaging system, has been
operating since 1979! Since long before even Web 1.0, Usenet has been hosting
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discussions, ‘amateur’ journalism, and enabling photo and file sharing. Like the
internet, it is a distributed system not owned or controlled by anyone. It is this
quality, a lack of central ownership and control, which differentiates services
such as Usenet from Web 2.o.

If Web 2.0 means anything at all, its meaning lies in the rationale of venture
capital. Web 2.0 represents the return of investment in internet startups. After
the dotcom bust (the real end of Web 1.0), those wooing investment dollars
needed a new rationale for investing in online ventures. ‘Build it and they
will come’, the dominant attitude of the '9os dotcom boom, along with the
delusional ‘new economy’, was no longer attractive after so many online
ventures failed. Investors were no longer interested in building infrastructure
or financing real capitalisation; capturing value created by others, however,
proved to be a more attractive proposition.

Web 2.0 is Internet Investment Boom 2.0. Web 2.0 is a business model;
it means private capture of community-created value. No one denies that
the technology of sites like YouTube, for instance, is trivial. This is more than
evidenced by the large number of identical services, such as DailyMotion.

The real value of YouTube is not created by the developers of the site, but rather
it is created by the people who upload videos to the site. Yet, when YouTube
was bought for over a billion dollars worth of Google stock, how much of

this stock was acquired by those that made all those videos? Zero. Zilch. Nada.
Great deal if you are an owner of a Web 2.0 company.

The value produced by users of Web 2.0 services such as YouTube is
captured by capitalist investors. In some cases, the actual content they contribute
winds up the property of site owners. Private appropriation of community-
created value is a betrayal of the promise of sharing technology and free
cooperation.

Unlike Web 1.0, where investors often financed expensive capital
acquisition, software development and content creation, a Web 2.0 investor
mainly needs to finance hype-generation, marketing and buzz. The infra-
structure is widely available and cheap, the content is free and the cost of the
software is either free or negligible. Basically, by providing some bandwidth
and disk space, you are able to become a successful internet site if you can
market yourself effectively.

The principal success of a Web 2.0 company comes from its relationship
to the community; more specifically, the ability of the company to ‘harness
collective intelligence’, as O’Reilly puts it. Web 1.0 companies were too
monolithic and unilateral in their approach to content. Success stories of the
transition from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 were based on the ability for a company to
remain monolithic in its brand of content or, better yet, its outright ownership
of that content, while opening up the method of that content’s creation to the
community: Yahoo! created a portal to community content while it remained the
centralised location for finding that content; eBay allows the community to sell
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its goods while owning the marketplace for those goods; and Amazon, selling
the same products as many other sites, succeeded by allowing the community
to participate in the ‘flow’ around their products.

Because the capitalists who invest in Web 2.0 startups do not often fund
early capitalisation, their behaviour is markedly more parasitic as well. They
often arrive late in the game, when value creation already has good momentum,
swoop in to take ownership and use their financial power to promote the
service, often within the context of a hegemonic network of major, well
financed partners. This means that companies that are not acquired by venture
capital end up cash-starved and squeezed out of the club.

In all these cases, the value of the internet site is created not by the paid
staff of the company that runs it, but by the users who use it. With all of the
emphasis on community-created content and sharing, it’s easy to overlook
the other side of the Web 2.0 experience: ownership of all this content and
the ability to monetise its value. To the user, this doesn’t come up that often —
it’s only part of the fine print in their MySpace Terms of Service agreement,
or it’s the Flickr.com in the URL of their photos. It doesn’t usually seem
like an issue to the community; it’s a small price to pay for the use of these
wonderful applications and for the impressive effect on search engines when
one queries one’s own name. Since most users do not have access to alternative
means to produce and publish their own content, they are attracted to sites
like MySpace and Flickr.

Meanwhile, the corporate world has been pushing a whole different idea
of the Information Superhighway, producing monolithic, centralised ‘online
services’ like CompuServe, Prodigy and AOL. What separated these from the
internet is that these were centralised systems that all users connect to directly,
while the internet is a peer-to-peer (P2P) network; every device with a public
internet address can communicate directly to any other device. This is what
makes P2P technology possible. This is also what makes independent internet
service providers possible.

It should be added that many open source projects can be cited as the key
innovations in the development of Web 2.0: free software like Linux, Apache,
PHP, MySQL, Python, etc. are the backbone of Web 2.0 and the web itself.
But there is a fundamental flaw with all of these projects in terms of what
O’Reilly refers to as the Core Competencies of Web 2.0 companies — namely
control over unique, hard-to-recreate data sources that get richer as more
people use them; the harnessing of the collective intelligence they attract.
Allowing the community to contribute openly and to utilise that contribution
within the context of a proprietary system where the proprietor owns the
content is a characteristic of a successful Web 2.0 company. Allowing the
community to own what it creates, though, is not. Thus, to be successful and
create profits for investors, a Web 2.0 company needs to create mechanisms
for sharing and collaboration that are centrally controlled. The lack of central
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control possessed by Usenet and other peer-controlled technologies is the
fundamental flaw; they only benefit their users — they do not benefit absentee
investors, as they are not ‘owned’.

Thus, because Web 2.0 is funded by Capitalism 2006, Usenet is mostly
forgotten. While everybody uses Digg and Flickr and YouTube is worth
a billion dollars, PeerCast, an innovative P2P live video streaming network
that has been in existence for several years longer than YouTube, is virtually
unknown.

From a technological standpoint, distributed and peer-to-peer technologies
are far more efficient than Web 2.0 systems. Making better use of network
resources by using the computers and network connections of users, P2P
avoids the kind of bottlenecks created by centralised systems and allows content
to be published with less infrastructure, often with no more than a computer
and a consumer internet connection. P2P systems do not require the massive
data centres of sites such as YouTube. The lack of central infrastructure also
comes with a lack of central control, meaning less censorship — often a problem
with privately-owned ‘communities’ that frequently bend to private and public
pressure groups and enforce limitations on the kinds of content they allow.
Also, the lack of large, central cross-referencing databases of user information
has a strong advantage in terms of privacy.

From this perspective, it can be said that Web 2.0 is capitalism’s pre-emptive
attack against P2P systems. Despite its many comparative disadvantages,

Web 2.0 is more attractive to investors, and thus has more money to fund and
promote centralised solutions. The end result of this is that capitalist investment
flowed into centralised solutions, making them easy and cheap or free for non-
technical information producers to adopt. Thus, this ease of access compared

to the more technically challenging and expensive undertaking of owning
your own means of information production created a ‘landless’ information
proletariat ready to provide alienated content-creating labour for the new
info-landlords of Web 2.0.

It is often said that the internet took the corporate world by surprise,
coming as it did out of publicly funded university and military research. It was
promoted by way of a cottage industry of small independent internet service
providers who were able to squeeze a buck out of providing access to the
state-built and -financed network.

The internet seemed anathema to the capitalist imagination. Web 1.0, the
original dotcom boom, was characterised by a rush to own the infrastructure,
to consolidate the independent internet service providers. While money was
thrown around quite randomly as investors struggled to understand what
this medium would actually be used for, the overall mission was largely
successful. If you had an internet account in 1996, it was likely provided
by some small local company. Ten years later, while some of the smaller
companies have survived, most people get their internet access from gigantic
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telecommunications corporations. The mission of Internet Investment Boom 1.0
was to destroy the independent service provider and put large, well-financed
corporations back in the driving seat.

The mission of Web 2.0 is to destroy the P2P aspect of the internet. To make
you, your computer and your internet connection dependent on connecting
to a centralised service that controls your ability to communicate. Web 2.0 is the
ruin of free, P2P systems and the return of monolithic ‘online services’. A telling
detail here is that most home or office internet connections in the ’9os, modem
and ISDN connections, were synchronous — equal in their ability to send and
receive data. By design, your connection enabled you to be equally a producer
and a consumer of information. On the other hand, modern DSL and cable-
modem connections are asynchronous, allowing you to download information
quickly, but upload slowly. Not to mention the fact that many user agreements
for internet service forbid you to run servers on your consumer circuit, and may
cut off your service if you do.

Capitalism, rooted in the idea of earning income by way of idle share
ownership, requires centralised control, without which peer producers have no
reason to share their income with outside shareholders. Capitalism, therefore,
is incompatible with free P2P networks, and, thus, so long as the financing of
internet development comes from private shareholders looking to capture value
by owning internet resources, the network will only become more restricted
and centralised.

It should be noted that, even in the case of commons-based peer production,
so long as the commons and membership in the peer group is limited, and inputs
such as food for the producers and the computers that they use are acquired from
outside the commons-based peer group, then the peer producers themselves
may be complicit in the exploitative capturing of this labour value. Thus, in
order to really address the unjust capture of alienated labour value, access to the
commons and membership in the peer group must be extended as far as possible
toward the inclusion of a total system of goods and services. Only when all
productive goods are available from commons-based producers can all producers
retain the value of the product of their labour.

And, while the information commons may have the possibility of playing
a role in moving society toward more inclusive modes of production, any real
hope for a genuine, community-enriching, next generation of internet-based
services is not rooted in creating privately owned, centralised resources, but
rather in creating cooperative, P2P and commons-based systems, owned by
everybody and nobody. Although small and obscure by today’s standards, with
its focus on P2P applications such as Usenet and email, the early internet was
very much a common, shared resource. Along with the commercialisation of the
internet and the emergence of capitalist financing comes the enclosure of this
information commons, translating public wealth into private profit. Thus, Web
2.0 is not to be thought of as a second generation of either the technical or
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social development of the internet, but rather as the second wave of capitalist
enclosure of the information commons.

Virtually all of the most used internet resources could be replaced by
P2P alternatives. Google could be replaced by a P2P search system, where
every browser and every web server were active nodes in the search process;
Flickr and YouTube could also be replaced by PeerCast and eDonkey-type
applications, which allow users to use their own computers and internet
connections to collaboratively share their pictures and videos. However,
developing internet resources requires the application of wealth, and, so long
as the source of this wealth is finance capital, the great P2P potential of the
internet will remain unrealised.
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Chapter 2

From Net Art to Conceptual Art
and Back

For those introduced to new media art in the 19gos, the discovery of an earlier
history of conceptual, computer art was often quite a startling revelation.
Although the stand-alone, hard-drive based new media art of the late-'8os and
early-'9os was often put into the same lineage as art made in the commercial
computer labs of the past, there was a whole streak of more autonomous and
socially critical technology-orientated work that was being sidelined by the
new media art circuit. It was to these artists that Mute's coverage increasingly
turned, as their historically and politically grounded approach provided tools
with which to critique some of the worst excesses of new media art naiveté.

As the heady euphoria surrounding the www ‘revolution’ subsided, and its
promise of delivering communicative equality and social autonomy revealed
itself to be a cyber-fantasy, the desire to bring the force of avant-garde critique
to bear on the market-complicit gadgetry of so much new media art became

an almost compulsive desire for the Mute editors.

The chronological arrangement of this chapter charts the intensification
of such looping-back into the themes of earlier, technologically-orientated
conceptual art, which departs from the contemporary altogether. Rather than
intending to suggest any dying off of contemporary art coverage in the magazine
per se, this trajectory is dictated by the decision to remain faithful to the chapter’s
main theme. This could loosely be defined as art’s engagement with the potentials
of techno-scientific development in the wake of modernity’s failed narrative of
(science- and technology-driven) progress.

In the temporal span of the chapter, it is interesting to see how certain
concerns regarding the relationship between art and technology persist. Far from
celebrating the ICA's 1968 show, Cybernetic Serendipity, as the first exhibition
in the UK dedicated to ‘the computer and the arts’, Gustav Metzger, dismissed
it for obscuring computing’s principal deployment in modern warfare and social
control, claiming that, ‘whilst more and more scientists are investigating the
threats that science and technology pose for society, artists are being led into
a technological kindergarten.

Writing some 30 years later, about another ICA show - Imaginaria, dedicated
to art and digital technology — Ewan Morrison claims, ‘The inherent technological
utopianism of Digital Art is irresponsible, naive and dangerous.” He goes on to
argue that technology always serves the interests of power, and that so-called
digital artists fall prey to an agenda not their own. A similar concern is expressed
by '9os net artist, Vuk Cosi¢, as he discusses artists who are ‘following high-tech
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and trying to be posh’, when actually ‘they are only selling equipment’. ‘As an
artist’, he concludes, ‘you're only falling within the boundaries of the imagination
of an engineer if you're working with an off-the-shelf product.’

But, while there is a perennial return of certain themes, there is also a total
amnesia regarding others — according to Morrison at least. Crucial to his
argument against digital art is the apparent failure of these artists to deal with
the postmodern crisis of human progress. Technology hasn't been used as a tool
for social emancipation but for mass annihilation, and the associated modernist
projects of communism and humanism have similarly failed. Intimately related to
this is a loss of faith in art — therefore, says Morrison, any idea that the computer
is giving rise to a new art form fails not only to recognise this epistemological
crisis but to adequately respond to it. Art’s only respectable path, he asserts,
is to revisit the conditions of its impossibility and those of society.

Although such critiques of techno-utopian art are well grounded, they don't
recognise the attempt by certain artists to find, in the very techniques and logic
of the military-industrial complex, a way of mirroring, and thereby exposing/
subverting, this system of power. As Matthew Fuller puts it: ‘We live in an era in
which the dominant mode of politics is systems analysis. Power has been handed
over to a series of badly animated, white-shirted technicians who deliver fault
reports and problem-fixes that can only be answered with an ‘Okay’ [...] In this
context, it is essential for artists and others to synthesise an un-format-able world.’

Josephine Bosma in her piece, ‘Is It a Commercial? Nooo... Is It Spam?...
Nooo - It's Net Art!" — one of the earliest published overviews of the emerging
genre of net art — takes another tack. In essence she argues, albeit in 1998, that
the speed with which artists have taken to the web has succeeded in outstripping
the art world’s ability to keep pace. Accordingly, commodification of the artwork
was proving difficult, abetted by the rate of browser development, which meant
that artworks designed to run on older browser softwares quickly became
obsolete. The ephemerality of the medium was actively embraced by artists,
many of whom also refused to ‘sign’ their works or to locate them in a permanent
place. Rather than promoting a utopian view of the technology, then, these
artists could be said to have exploited the faults in a specific technical system
to advance a materialist critique of art's own system.

However, Bosma also discusses the attempt by an early ‘experimental net-
based company’ called ada'web to develop new ways of funding art by offering
net art as a form of ‘creative research’ to the corporate sector, rather than asking
for ““charity” money’. Founder, Benjamin Weil, is quoted as explaining that this
‘could make them understand better the medium they were investing in, and draw
attention to their corporation as being innovative’. Not only does this strike one
as a classic piece of knowledge economy rationale, it also reminds us of how
commercially intoxicating the relationship between high-tech and art continues
to be. One quickly sees the risks faced by artists working with technology in an
avowedly experimental way — making medium-specific work which both critiques
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and advances those means — rather than deploying familiar technologies to
draw attention to existing modes of life.

Michael Corris’ piece, ‘Systems Upgrade’, gives a crucial overview of the
‘white hot' technological and scientific environment of the 1960s, and artists’
responses to it. In the wake of the accelerated technological development of
war-time production — and the advancements in the productive base this had
achieved - scientific and technological R&D were seen as central to the economy,
and funded as never before. The significance of systems theory, cybernetics and
information theory at this time — which artist, Stephen Willats, affirms in the
interview Mute undertook with him in 2000 - took hold of the ‘1960s imagination’,
expressed in a general enthusiasm for logic, order and systems. Corris discusses
how these technocratic theories, hatched from ‘the objectives of military or
corporate management’, were integrated into art both optimistically and critically.
Impacting on conceptual art’s generalised bureaucratic and informatic aesthetic,
the likes of Roy Ascott took matters further, seeking to transform art through the
adoption of ‘homeostatic, self-regulating, self-assessing systems’. At the other
end of the scale, argues Corris, systems theory provoked artists like Hans Haacke
to deconstruct the entire social system in which the artwork participates. In other
words, and in contradistinction to Morrison’s argument, the neo-avant-garde
was able to rehearse the dystopian aftermath of modernity using its own
techno-scientific tools. However, a distinction needs to be made between using
a systems-based analysis to demystify the apparently neutral context of art, and
using digital technology’s tendency to become obsolete - its glitches and failures
— within the postmodern context of art’s endgame.

Any residual positivism in Haacke's method had well and truly vanished
from the net art of the ‘gos - as it has from the general culture. And, as the Cold
War — which provided the backdrop to artistic engagements with technology in
the ‘60s and '7os - threatens to reignite itself (with Russia’s invasion of Georgia
and the construction of a US missile shield at the former superpower’s borders),
technology’s destructive power once again comes to the fore. With the social
acculturation to computer technology virtually complete - thanks, in part, to the
user-friendliness of Web 2.0 - the return of its repressed military uses in the form
of Cold War Il will no doubt challenge the hegemony of touchy-feely, ‘socially
engaged’ varieties of media art. Conversely, however, the aura of warfare in
the age of embedded reporting and incessant blogging has waned. The extent
to which the civil application of computing will come to haunt its military matrix,
or to which its military origins will crack the upbeat veneer lent to it by social
networking, remains to be seen. Artists’ engagements with bleeding-edge
tech will always have the potential to critique its destructive civil and military
applications, as well as the potential to be co-opted by them - as propaganda
or R&D - as the rise of the so-called knowledge economy has amply
demonstrated. This chapter hopefully conveys how delicate the equilibrium
between art and technology remains.
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THE THING: A Sysop Describes
his Art Bulletin Board and the
Network of which it is a Part
Andreas Riithi

Vol 1 #1, Spring 1995

THE THING is an independent computer network, initiated in 1992 in
New York by artists, art critics and curators. The following European cities
are now connected: London (since 1994), Cologne, Berlin, Diisseldorf,
Frankfurt, Hamburg, Munich, Vienna, Basel and Copenhagen. Future points
of connection will be in Paris and Amsterdam.

Since the early-199os, art discourse and the discussion of its social
context have begun to have the equivalent standing in the actual realisations
of artworks. This can be seen in the plethora of workshops, lectures and
discussion events that more often than not follow institutional and curatorial
frameworks, but hardly ever actively reflect the form of the discourse itself.
Rather than following the classical mode of disseminating information,

i.e. the lecturer (as transmitter) and the audience (as receiver), THE THING
was conceived as a tool for artists, art critics and curators, to allow a multi-
relationary communication and intervention, rather than being an end in itself.
This choice of format is influenced by the dematerialisation of art’s parameters
which began in the '60s. The distribution of information in the art context
takes certain discrete forms (whereby discrete knowledge = capital); the ability
to be anonymous as a network user allows similar strategies. This fact makes
one sceptical if, in the end, the hidden subtext is more significant to the art
discourse than the ‘open’ discourse which is coded by other interests.

Up to now, public presentation of THE THING has primarily been
indicated by the presence of a workstation in public galleries (Dagegen-Dabei:
Production and Strategy in Art Projects since 1969 at Kunstverein Munich,
and Interface at Kunstverein Hamburg). This signifies the activity but doesn'’t
encourage audience participation. Therefore, the importance is placed on the
evidence that such an activity is currently taking place, rather than what is
actually happening. If you consider that, in the paradigms of the '9os, lots
of artistic positions are contextual and/or intervention-based, then, as a result,
every form of cultural activism can use electronic communication as a vital tool.
This would mean that THE THING functions at the line between real artistic
presence (exhibitions, workshops, discussions) and the ‘invisible’ forms of
discourse, which have initiated the former or have been derived from them.
Owing to the regularity and speed of the contact, this creates a social texture
which printed media cannot develop as quickly. It is important to recognise that
there can’t be editorial control of THE THING. Passive use is discouraged,
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since each user is intended to be both reader and writer. The result could

be seen as a network of secret agents which represents a small part of the
contemporary art scene. The linking up with the internet, in April 1995, is
compatible with the structure and aims of THE THING. Assuming that

we will see a further contextualisation of post-conceptual art, then we need
to ask ourselves whether non-art areas will profit from the impulses of art or
the other way round. In relation to THE THING, this could mean that, if we
continue discussing art exclusively, the discussion could ultimately refer only
to itself and go round and round in circles. The discourse between contextual
art positions and those of external disciplines — such as biotechnology, media
sciences, biology, ecology etc. — will create a perspective that is indispensable
to the art of the 'g9os. The merit of THE THING has been to locate the
possibilities of technological communication within contemporary art. The
border character of THE THING provides the possibility to create such

a constructively mixed culture.
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Is It a Commercial? Nooo...
Is It Spam?... Nooo — It’s Net Art!

Josephine Bosma

Vol 1 #10, Summer 1998

The most annoying discussion surrounding net art is the one that asks whether
or not net art is truly a new art form. While some critics continue to deny the
existence of this new art form within the communication networks, net art
should be given some definition and positioned in relation to oftline culture.

Place, History, Time

The term ‘net.art’ was first used in 1996 when Vuk Cosi¢ organised the small
gathering, net.art per se, in Trieste. The dot in it made the term a sexy and
humorous one. The people who got involved with net.art were mostly connected
through ‘nettime’ — the mailing list for net.criticism [www.desk.nl/~nettime].
Nettime also saw the first criticism of the term, which soon provoked a broader
discussion about art on the net. From the outset, this discussion was complex
and it had many layers. The discourse around net.art and its many relatives

(net art/netart/web art/art on the net) is confusing in the extreme.

In essence, this complexity is caused by net art’s embeddedness within
networks, a characteristic that also makes it so hard to describe. Building theory
around art on the net, and, more specifically, doing this in constant discourse
with others on the net, exposes one very directly to a mass of conflicting
opinions, levels of perception and layers of communication. Add to this the
unavoidable connection to the offline world and you have an explosive mixture
of interests, cultures, schools and markets.

While the art world (a complex of the art market, academies, theorists and
journalists) tries to get its expansionist grip on the development of new media
art, the old electronic arts scene keeps to itself, sceptical of this newfound
interest in electronic media. With the development of new media art, the art
market is, quite literally, losing sight of the matter, and, with it, the self-evident
creation of a product to sell. Whereas the electronic art scene (I am thinking
of the circuit including Ars Electronica, V2, ZKM and ISEA) has based
seminars and thematic exhibitions around online arts for years, the art world
has suddenly been forced to deal with a shift away from commerce and
postmodern capitalism by a medium with which it is hardly familiar. The art
world is now desperately trying to find ways to encapsulate the electronic arts,
and professionals are repositioning themselves on all fronts in this process. The
development of electronic media has redistributed the tools of production and
shifted the understanding of the value of art: What will become of the artist
and the artwork? How will art be funded, and for what will artists be rewarded?
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Ada’web

The recent discussion around ada’web [wwwz2.awa.com/artnetweb/ia/] — an art
site which recently lost its corporate funding and had to close down —is only one
example of how delicate the new forms of collaboration are within communica-
tion networks. Ada’web was an experimental net-based company, and its story
shows why the strategies of ‘net.experiments’ require constant re-examination.
What seem like good tactics during one period can become obsolete, or down-
right dangerous, during another. Benjamin Weil of ada’'web explained on nettime:

Part of ada’'web’s founding mission was to explore possible alternatives

as far as funding for art online was concerned [...] It was my belief that the
development of the web would be an extraordinary opportunity for art to
desegregate itself, and (re)gain a central position in ambient cultural discourse
and practice [...] Rather than knocking at the corporate door asking for
‘charity’ money, we thought we could convince them that art could be
avaluable asset, [...] it could be understood as a form of creative research
which could make them understand better the medium they were investing
in, and draw attention to their corporation as being innovative.

Ada’web tried to sell creativity and innovation, as a necessary commodity,
to companies. It is questionable whether this is art’s main strength, though, and,
arguably a subtle misjudgement was made on the part of ada’web in positing
art’s ‘functionality’ in this way. Perhaps ada’web would have been more credible
in the eyes of both the corporations and the net artists if it had tried to convince
its benefactors of art’s intrinsic value before entering the ‘art as innovative
inspirer’ chapter. On the other hand, ada’web made many important steps, one
of which was to present artworks by their names and not those of the artists. In
this way, value was assigned more to the work than to its provenance. Detaching
work from its ‘brand’ could be a dominant strategy in the near future, and the
experience of ada’web urges caution. For one thing, we will need to pay attention
to the inability of small enterprises and individuals to protect authorship of their
work, as big corporations are as protectionist as ever.

What is Net Art?

Art on the internet is more than just a continuation of 2oth century art, and the
notion that net.art/net art is just another step in art history is, however, presently
used derisively. The experiments being carried out on the internet are, in a certain
sense, without precedent. Furthermore, art on the net is catalysing a resumption
of discourses centred more on art’s intrinsic value than on the mechanisms of
the art market.

Very early net art could mostly be defined as performative — it was temporary
and left almost no trace within the networks. What distinguishes net art from
earlier electronic art is its expanded connection to the internet (or the net’s
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predecessors). One could say that the more complex these connections become,
the more we are able to talk about net art. This complexity is not necessarily
found in literal hardware connections. Some more recent works achieve
complexity through their poetic use of the whole network space. Artists have
become so much more at home in the communications networks that an emotive
but subtle use of those features is now possible.

Early net art mostly worked with data transmissions that were reassembled
at creative will, on all ends of the ‘line’, and comprised sound, text and perform-
ance, simultaneously taking place in cyberspace, the mass media (mostly radio)
and in physical spaces. An example would be The World in Twenty Four Hours by
Robert Adrian, presented at Ars Electronica in 1982.”

In the recent work of ‘young’ art groups like Fakeshop or Re-lab (Xchange),
one can find complexity in various forms. The poetic complexity I referred to
earlier is found in, for instance, ‘subtle’ uses of the locality of servers, like in the
Refresh project initiated by Alexei Shulgin, Vuk Cosi¢ and Andreas Broeckmann.
It can also be found in Olia Lialina’s work, Agatha Appears, in which a ghost-like
female figure appears in the same position on the pages of different servers.
Lialina has published part of her diary on the net, in which she shows her
subjective experiences of a ‘culty’ secret net.art meeting. She has also published
her will online, which contains only her online works, to be inherited almost
exclusively by people with a similar obsession for net.art. To Lialina, the network
environment is almost sacred, and she wants to pronounce its features strongly
in a sensitive, sometimes romantic, way.

An example that stands out because of its unique style is Jodi (the collective
name of artists Joan Heemskerk and Dirk Paesmans). Jodi’s work is both deeply
poetic and complex, although they rarely work within decentralised art projects,
preferring to concentrate on their site, Jodi.org. Jodi.org dates back to the grey
Browser Netscape 1.0. Yet, Yahoo! refused to list it under any category. Now the
Jodi site is, without doubt, the most interesting and most discussed art website.

So, is it relevant to make a distinction between net art and other art? On the
whole, the question is irrelevant. Names for new art forms are just tools; they
should be helpful in understanding what we are dealing with on a very basic, prac-
tical level. In essence, there is nothing wrong with the categorisation of different
art forms. Equally; artists who do not describe their work as art can avoid limiting
discussions about the relevance and value of their work within an art market.

Temporal Theory
To place net art in the right perspective, art history must be partly rewritten. Too

much emphasis has been placed on the commodity status of artworks during this

Tilman Baumgaertel, journalist for both off- and on-line publications, wrote a long article on Telepolis, which
is a brave attempt to put the entire history of net art into sequence. The article is available, in German only, at
www.heise.de/tp/deutsch/special/ku/6151/1.html
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century. Inevitably, this tendency has excluded certain art and artists who do
not satisfy related criteria. Perhaps net art offers us the opportunity to rethink
the criteria by which art is valued. For instance, one can already distinguish
between those artists using, or making work about, technology and electronic
media who indulge in utopian fantasies (like the Futurists with their fascist
tendencies) — and those whose experiments demystified the media (for example,
in the ’60s and "70s), and the playful approach of present-day artists who
handle media with great ease and humour and with less reverence.

Of course, net art is not an easily perceivable object. A lot of art on the
net appears very scattered due to its transience and use of multiple media. In
order to experience it, one has to be an avid follower of net.culture. Nowadays,
there is already a tendency amongst net artists to make their work more lasting,
which is possibly a consequence of the increased interest in net art. Artists
act and react within an environment. Some net artworks are more or less lost
today, like early Jodi works that need to be viewed on older, virtually extinct
browsers.” Some net artists try to be invisible and dissolve into fake identities
and ephemeral works.3

Not recognising its uniqueness is obstructing the development of discourse
around art on the net, and good opportunities for deeper understanding are
missed because the theoretical framework around net art does not keep pace
with the artworks. Perhaps art only profits from this obscurity.

Related URLs:

Vuk Cosié, net.art per se: www.ljudmila.org/naps/

ada’web: adaweb.com

nettime archive for ‘funding for the arts’ discussion: www.factory.org/nettime
The homework project: jupiter.ucsd.edu/~bookchin/finalProject.html
Mr. Net.Art: www.irational.org/tm/mr/

Robert Adrian: www.aec.at/ freelance/rax/24_HOURS/

Norman White: www.bmts.com/~normill/artpage.html

Fakeshop: www.fakeshop.com/

Re-lab/Xchange: xchange.re-lab.net

Olia Lialina, Agatha Appears: www.c3.hu/collection/agatha

net.art diary: www.design.ru/olialia/diaryhtm

Will: will.teleportacia.org/

Refresh: sunsite.cs.msu.su/wwwart/refresh.htm

Recycling The Future: thing.at/orfkunstradio/ FUTURE/RTF/index.html
Strange but good site full of net art links (on a Peruvian server):
ekeko.rcp.net.pe/lagaleria/

Digital Rainis an example of an early Jodi work that has suffered from the new generation web browers
jodi.org/beta/rain/digi.html
For example, Rachel Baker or ‘Trina Mould’.
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Ten Reasons Why the Art World
Hates Digital Art

Ewan Morrison

Vol 1 #11, Autumn 1998

The art world hates digital art. The ICA’s show, Imaginaria, which sets out to
showcase the best of digital art from 1997—8, has helped to clarify the reasons
why digital art is shunned by the art world, and why it will never be accepted
into the canon of high art. The following is a list of reasons why ‘digital art’
will not be accepted as fine art.

1. A new art form — give it up! Art is dead. There is nothing more futile
than aspiring to the condition of art at a time when giving up art is the only
legitimate art form.

Since Jean Baudrillard claimed that art is dead and continues to exist only
as a simulation of its former self, the only way to make art has been to endlessly
replay the death of art — to take ‘the authentic’ and show that it is a simulation.
Digital art seems to start from a misreading of Baudrillard: it attempts to make
art out of simulacra and then claim authenticity for its own products.

Within Imaginaria, there is one work which seems to stand as a metaphor
for the status of digital art within the art world: Anabiosis, by Simon Tegala,
monitors the heart rate of the artist through a screen display. ‘Anabiosis’ is
the medical term for ‘revival after apparent death’. Could it be that digital
art sees itself as a new lease on life within an art world obsessed with death,
obsolescence and redundancy? Perhaps suicide could be suggested as a way
for this artist to be accepted into the canon of contemporary art.

2. ‘Digital art’ does not exist. In proclaiming itself as a new medium, digital art
has failed to recognise that art is no longer medium-specific. Artists now operate
across disciplines — text, image, moving image, event —and use whatever tools
are at their disposal.

Digital artists are mistaken in thinking that a medium can have inherent
properties and that the realisation of such can be called art. As such, it shares
a common history with photography. Photography struggled throughout
the century to become realised as an art form in its own right. It experienced
a period of fine art credibility in the mid-'8os with Jeff Wall, Cindy Sherman
and Sherrie Levine, all of whom were ‘artists who used photography’, but
none of whom could call themselves ‘photographers’. The recent retreat
of photography into ‘specialist’ galleries is a testament to its failure to become
an art form ‘in itself”.

Digital technology exists. Art exists. Art which uses technology exists.
Digital art does not exist ‘in its own right’.
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3. Deconstruction. Ever since Jacques Derrida pronounced that the frame
(and possibly even the wall) were part of the artwork, art has been emptied
of content and been transformed into a self-conscious deconstruction of the
history and context of art.

Artists no longer make statements; instead, they ‘critique the medium
of representation itself”. To actually communicate, without deconstructing
the mode of communication that one uses, shows a failure to understand the
importance of the deconstructive method in contemporary art.

So-called digital artists are just too damned excited by the medium’s infinite
potential for new representation to engage in any meaningful discourse on the
subject of its own limits. Digital art does not start from the premise that language
has to be taken apart; instead it is at the relatively unsophisticated stage of
‘inventing’ its own language. Digital art has got to reach the limits of its own
potential, roll over and die before the post-mortem can begin.

4. Anti-teleology. The future is not a better place, as Hegel, Marx and Darwin
claimed. There is a strong anti-Hegelian thrust in postmodern art, which mani-
fests itself as a distrust of the idea of ‘progress’ and a belief that ‘the new’ has
positive value in itself. The notion that the future is leading us somewhere, and
that technology is the tool for the emancipation of society, has been abandoned
due to the failure of the modernist technological utopia and its inversion in

the Holocaust, to colonialism and to the failure of teleological projects such

as communism, humanism and feminism. This is why digital artists are often
accused of ‘techno-fascism’ by their critics. The inherent technological utopian-
ism of digital art is irresponsible, naive and dangerous. Contemporary art, in
contrast, is going nowhere — and proud of it. It is, after all, safer to mull over the
shadows of the past than to be blinded by the brightness of a new future.

5. Foucault’s critique of technology. The myth that technology is a ‘tool’.
Technology always serves the interests of power. Artists get used by technology.
Not the other way around.

The horror of the artist/reviewer meeting, Imaginaria, is that it is technology
and science that sets the agenda. Thus, artists fall prey to an agenda which is
not theirs, to a set of concerns that they cannot control or limit and to a set
of outcomes (since many works are set up as ‘experiments’) which are predeter-
mined and not as ‘open ended’ as the artists would like to think.

6. Heidegger’s opposition between art and technology. The debate on art and
technology is always prefaced by some reference to Heidegger. For Heidegger,
technology keeps humanity from recognising ‘being’: we deny ourselves when
we see the world ‘technologically’ — that is, as a tool for our own use. Against
the evils of technology, Heidegger set the virtues of art, through which ‘being’
expresses itself to us. Heidegger’s views on art were dominant in the '50s and
have had a lasting impact.
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Although very few contemporary artists would support Heidegger’s
philosophy and its endorsement of the notion of the autonomous individual,
the ethically existing subject and the expression of inner truth, the art world
continues to distrust technology.

The postmodern rejection of Heidegger should have seen an abandonment
of the old opposition between art and technology and paved the way for
a reconciliation of the old opposites. However, the result has not been a new
belief in the compatibility of art and technology, but, instead, the belief that
both art and technology are equally lacking in an ultimate justification. In this
way, Heidegger’s split is reconciled — through mutual failure.

7. Post-Duchampian hatred of technique. Since the revival of Duchamp and
the death of painting, art which requires any form of technical skill has been
devalued to the lowly status of mere craft. The ready-made has taken the place
of the well-designed or expressive object. Anything can be a ready-made:

a feature film by someone else or an ashtray teaming with cigarette butts. The
intention behind the ready-made is not just to reject technical skills but to insult
the notion of committed endeavour, purposeful action or virtuosity.

Thus, a work like Technosphere V2 by Jane Prophet — in which a graphically
designed world is undoubtedly the product of immense technical mastery and
several years of committed hard graft — can, to a follower of Duchamp, seem
like a complete waste of time.

8. The cult of failure. Once the future has been abandoned and belief in the
expressive function of art has been rejected, once artists have come to hate
the market which supports them, there is one last petty act of rebellion which
can keep the artist going: making art which is deliberately banal.

Thus, we have seen, over the last ten years, the growth of the cult of
contemporary artist as heroic failure. Technical inadequacy has been elevated
to a virtue. This is not technical naiveté but deliberate and self-conscious faux
naiveté.

The justification for this is clear and has a history dating back from
performance art to Dada. Against the mantle of artist as genius, the heroically
failing artist says quite simply: ‘No I will not stand up as a spokesman for
humanity — I will, instead, be deliberately pathetic and banal.’

The complexity of these spiralling circles of self-loathing nihilism seems
lost on digital artists, who somehow want to aspire to technical virtuosity, style
and belief in their own work.

9. Gimmickry. Nothing offends the sensibilities of those who have been
raised on a diet of conceptualism and minimalism more than gimmicks

and theatricality. There is a good reason for this. Gimmickry always hides
something, usually a lack of content or an inability on behalf of the artist

to deal with the meaning of their work. Digital art seems to present the artist
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with an infinite variety of technical gimmicks. As such, it should be viewed
with suspicion.

Take, for example, Simon Robertshaw’s The Order of Things. Eliminate
the reference to Foucault, the spooky theatrical lighting and the trip switch,
which activates the video signal when you get close to the viewing surface, and
look what you are left with: archival footage of a patient receiving ECT. In its
original context, the footage was viewed for medical reasons. In a gallery, we
are being asked to deal with it in terms of visual pleasure — the thrill of the peep
show. Such treatment of this type of material is in poor taste and is an example
of an artist becoming seduced by technical gimmicks and being inevitably
unaware of the other meanings they are putting out.

10. Distance. Interactive art destroys the objective distance that, since Kant,

has been the basic premise for the contemplation of aesthetic experience. In
more contemporary terms, Baudrillard has repeatedly discussed the diminishing
of objective distance through digital technology and described the horror that
this presents to the Western philosophical tradition — the terrible immediacy,
the obscene reciprocity of the virtual experience, the closing down of the gap
between observer and object. This, he claims, in Kantian style, is the death

of aesthetics.

Without objective distance, there is no contemplation; without contempla-
tion, there is no metaphysics. Virtuality and interactivity are the death not only
of art but also of culture itself. Interactivity is a vacuum, a self-perpetuating,
self-referring closed circle that coils in on itself. We do not need ‘digital
interactivity’ to see this; it is displayed well enough in ‘live TV’. The messages
of ‘interactive art’ and live TV are the same: each is itself. In Imaginaria, Sera
Ferneaux’s work, Kissing, is an example of the vacuousness of instantaneous
interactive experience.

Ironically, such a work claims to be social — and sociable — but only further
opens up the vacuum that exists in social experience. This is the perverse state
that Baudrillard predicted: when we are no longer alienated by technology
but share our alienation as a form of pleasure. As Baudrillard pointed out, the
horror vacui of this death of the social is invariably presented to us in the guise
of a smiling face. In this instance, the face is not smiling but kissing, and it is
your own face staring back at you. The artwork is no more than an image of the
viewer. You are being invited to participate in the collapse of your own culture.
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Ten Reasons Why the Art World
Loves Digital Art

Matthew Fuller

Vol 1 #11, Autumn 1998

1. We live in an era in which the dominant mode of politics is systems analysis.
Power has been handed over to a series of badly animated, white-shirted
technicians who deliver fault reports and problem-fixes that can only be
answered with an ‘Okay’. All the control and trustworthiness of Norton
Utilities is delegated to a bunch of frightened, useless pilots, gibbering out of
control at the keyboard of a system they no longer understand. In this context,
it is essential for artists and others to synthesise an un-format-able world.

2. The art world loves digital art because there is a large, submerged part

of the latter — as of the former — that is invisible to the viewing public and
only ever read by interpretative machines. Digital art is an autonomous field
with its own opportunities, norms and institutions. It understands that the
distinction between the fields is necessary in order to maintain the integrity
and thoroughness of both fields. For all artists, it is imperative that they
maintain the field in which they work as an autonomous sphere. The strength
of a specific field can be measured precisely by the degree to which participants
recognise the contributions of their peers and therefore develop each other’s
richness in specific capital. The collapse of a discipline can be measured
precisely by the degree to which heterogeneous elements are able to exert
force within or upon it.

3. Jeff Koons recently described the patterns produced by the interrelations

of basic, repeated units, motifs, forms, colours, in his sculptures constructed of
variegated patterns of boxed basketballs, as a basic form of artificial intelligence.
Mainstream art has already begun to incorporate the terminology and
methodologies of digital cultures as a way of talking about itself and finding
sympathetic refrains within a wider culture.

4. The art world loves digital art because it reminds the art world of the limits
of its knowledge and the wisdom to be found in the open, non-prejudicial
contemplation of the unknown. Likewise, it is always useful to have a relatively
large amount of the unknown to call upon in the event of a vague legitimation
crisis. In the past, it has proven good insurance to have a few unknown things
knocking about in the rear. Graffiti, macramé, female artists and other minor
genres have all played their part in the past.

5. Large, prestigious art museums, with marble foyers, love web-based
art because it implicitly solves some of the problems of distribution for
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non-gallery-orientated works that were faced by video art. Because the
web guarantees at least some kind of circulation, this frees them from the
embarrassment of undergoing similar rituals to those undertaken on behalf
of artists thoughtless enough to produce painting, sculpture or installation.
Given the medium’s self-sufficiency, widely promoted, attentively curated
exhibitions — with all their background manoeuvring, public attention, critical
discussion, historicisation machinery, high artists’ fees and other negative
influences on the pure essence of artistic creation — can all be avoided, leaving
the work to be safely ignored.

6. For similar reasons, those who are interested in reading Marx without
illusions believe that the ‘Fragment On Machines’ in the Grundrisse has
important implications for technology and art. Here, Marx suggests that what
he terms ‘general intelligence’ — the general, social knowledge, or collective
intelligence, of a society in a given historical period, particularly that embodied
in ‘intelligent’ machines — reaches a decisive point of contradiction when actual
value is created more on the basis of the knowledge and procedures embedded
into these machines than in simple human labour. This frees digital artists from
having to exist, or at least frees them from being any less cheap and infinitely
reproducible than their work or equipment.

7. The art world loves digital art because someone other than the Royal
Society of Portrait Painters has to take the conventions of pictorial
representation into the future. Whilst virtual worlds might still be to the
mid-'9os what Roger Dean album covers were to the mid-"7os, the onward
march of technology will one day surely permit an upgrade-obedient artist
to produce a final form of perfection: an utter conformity to perceptual
mechanisms, the perspectival instructions of which permit viewing only
by the most perfected of subjects. At this sublime moment, being empties
in entirety onto a computer and thus, perhaps, allows isolation on a hard
drive to be stored or destroyed.

8. Artists wait in ambush for the unique moments at which an unrecognisable
world reveals itself to them. They pounce on these little grains of nothingness
like beasts of prey. It is the moment of full awakening, of union and of
absorption, and it can never be forced. Artists never formulate a plan; instead
they balance and weigh opposing forces, flexions, marks, events, distribute
them in a sort of heavenly layout, always with plenty of space between, always
alternating between the heat of integration and the coolness of critical distance,
always with the certitude that there is no end, only worlds within worlds, ad
infinitum, and that, wherever one left off, one had created a world.

The sublimation of technique to the advantage of a separate category
known as creation is consistent between all sections of art. Programmers,
technicians and other people are glad to work hard to make the realisation
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of the vision of the artist possible. Providing such freedom for the artist is
essential because, in this way, providence always triumphs over ego.

9. Because art that is not solely about content but that is multiply reflexive —
concerned with materials, that is, about the lustres and qualities of light, about
the tonality of certain gestures, about modes and theatres of enunciation —
refuses to make a strict separation between creation and technique. Concept
and execution fold in and out of each other, blurring the categorical imperatives
of rule by the head or by the dead. The most powerful art, digital art, art which
is digital in spite of itself, is, regardless of the context which codes it and from
which it escapes, derived in this way precisely from hooking into an expanded
compositional synthesis.

A multitude of currents of heterogeneity destabilise digital art’s status
as an autonomous field. Most prosaically, this occurs in the production of art
that takes the needs of sponsors to heart, so much that it is indissociable from
them. Heterogeneity can also disrupt the autonomy of a field and, thus, its
internal self-evolving richness, when it comes in the form of interpretation:
in lazy journalistic work, the primary concern of which is the humorous
gratification of what it presumes are its audiences’ prejudices, in works
that are diagrammatically pre-formatted by pre-existing critical criteria or,
most importantly, in works whose relationship with certain flows of words

amplifies both.

10. Both fields, art and digital art, attempt to control what art and artists

should do and what they should be called. This is simply as a necessity for

their maintenance and development. At the same time, even their own historical
emergence is, or was, dependent upon the eventual impossibility of such
control. Those moments at which that impossibility is made concrete are what
produce artists worthy of the name, as well as those to whom the word means
nothing. Paradoxically, this very impossibility is what art and digital art claim

as grounding their ability to speak, to be paid attention. It is only when they
lividly and completely fail to betray that claim that art becomes worthy of
anything but indifference.



89

Artware
Saul Albert

Vol 1 #14, Autumn 1999

The idea becomes a machine that makes the art.
Sol LeWitt"

The rise of conceptual art, which occurred around the time that Sol LeWitt
wrote ‘Paragraphs on Conceptual Art’, coincided neatly with the birth of hacker
culture — between the transformation of MIT’s Tech Model Railway Club into
the Al lab in 1963—4, and 1969, the year that ARPANET was set up. Although

it is not possible to chart the links between these events in a linear fashion, it

is interesting to note their more recent convergence. Artist-programmers have
been hunched over computer screens in bedroom-studios (and, now, in trendy
new media labs), bearing much resemblance to the stereotypical teenage hacker
of the '8os. Many of the theories in LeWitt’s text draw a strong analogy between
the conceptualist use of the ‘idea-becoming-machine’ and contemporary uses
of software in art.

It is one of the defining characteristics of computer programs that they
blur the boundaries between user and author. The move towards software
engineering — from a more commonplace ‘click here’ approach to computer-
based art — can be seen as an attempt by artists to engage the user as a co-author
of their experience. This relates clearly to the conceptualist strategy of relying
on the viewer to make (or imagine the making of) the artwork, whereby
“To work with a plan that is pre-set is one way of avoiding subjectivity [...]

The plan would design the work.’

LeWitt regarded the execution of the conceptual plan as a tactic for avoiding
the ‘expressive’, or self-consciously authored, art object, and the conceptualists
developed the form of ‘instructions for the making of art’. This represented
a shift in authorial hegemony, from a centralised model (centred on the body of
the artist) to a distributed one. However, although by following the instructions
anyone could make the artwork, the instructions themselves retained the
authorial privilege. The ‘original’ idea remained sacrosanct. This highlights
a contradiction in the stated intention — to de-subjectify the artwork — and
the final result, in which the user/viewer is still subjected to the didactic stance
of the artist.?

Writing in 1998 about artistic developments since the ’60s, Jon C. Ippolito
described how ‘an emphasis on specific objects gave way to an investigation of
instructions as an art form and the role of the artist as communicator to the public

Sol LeWitt, ‘Paragraphs on Conceptual Art’, Artforum, Vol. 5, no. 10, Summer 1967, pp. 79—83.
. Tam not criticising LeWitt’s work with this observation. I am simply pointing out a link between his work,
and the issues surrounding the work of artists using software.
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gave way to the artist as instigator of public events.”? In a recent interview with
Tilman Baumgirtel, John E Simon Jr. describes the workings of his homemade
paint program: ‘Using the artwork to create more artwork [...| When you run
the program you are demonstrating the writing of the program.” The use of the
program generates artwork, and Simon invests equal artistic value in the program
itself. It seems that Simon’s programmed artwork retains LeWitt’s contradiction;
on the one hand, enabling the user to direct the making of artworks, while at

the same time preventing them from directing the way in which the artworks

are made, a fact he acknowledges in interview, T have to say that I am not very
interested in defining my work through the actions of other people.’

This limitation on authorship can be attributed to other factors besides
Simon’s conceptualist artistic heritage. The limitations placed on the user of
the artwork are framed by the artist’s limited authorial privilege in writing and
running the program. For example, the program is written in a language that
has a given structure and syntax, to which the artist must adhere in order for
it to function. Aside from this and countless other dependencies, the artwork/
software runs within an operating system that has a given visual feel and a given
functional structure, not to mention the political, cultural, economic and legal
intricacies of IT infrastructure. Of course, all of these limitations have their
analogous limitations in the physical world of canvas, plaster, dealer and gallery,
but it is the nature of these limitations which make the artist-programmer
a distinctive figure.

The structures that surround the work of the artist-programmer can be
examined by looking at the various ways in which artists approach software.
Without pretence at exhaustive analysis, I will present the work of a few artists
who represent diverse approaches to the artistic use of software.

Keith Tyson wrote his Art Machine program using Prolog, a language well
suited to Al applications. He feeds the program with a variety of sculptural
ingredients, the Art Machine then translates these into instructions on how
to make a sculpture. Tyson makes the sculptures, exhibits them and sells them
on the art market. The relationship Tyson has with this program is mutually
controlling. He programs the Art Machine with possible sculptural ingredients
and a framework for configuring them, then the Art Machine programs him
with conceptualist-style ‘instructions’ for making artwork. The sculptural
product of the process can then be introduced into the art market, which has its
own means of distributing, evaluating and promoting sculptural forms.# Tyson
subjects himself to programming, in much the same way that John E Simon Jr.
does when he — rather than another subjected user — is running his homemade
software. The products of these interactions are manifestations of the artist’s

On nettime, 4 September 1998.

Tyson has drawn up Jackson structure diagrams (family-tree-like hierarchical arrangements) of the way money
flows through the art market. His use of the Art Machine to interface with these money flows is extremely
well calculated.
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ideas, displayed in a compatible format (sculpture and drawing), for assimilation
by the art market. Viewers are placed in an art gallery context, yet have no direct
interaction with the Art Machine other than by seeking its rationale through its
many bizarre products. They are invited to examine how Tyson’s relationship
with the Art Machine affects his status as the artist, and theirs as viewers.

Paul Garinn’s name.space (NS) project is realised and distributed in an
entirely different arena. NS is an alternative, autonomous Domain Name System
(DNS) with which Garrin hopes to establish a ‘Permanent Autonomous Net’.
He speaks about the existing DNS being a dominating and semantically
territorial regime nefariously controlled by ex-CIA officials, whereby: ‘In the
meme of the “DOMAIN NAME SYSTEM?” the message is “CONTROL”,
“DOMINATION”, “TERRITORY”.

Whether or not this is the case, Garrin’s creative use of software is masterful.
With only a couple of servers, he has created an alternative DNS. His system
does not rely on geographical referents, such as .uk, .au or .jp. Instead, name.space
is open to user-directed suggestion as to how the name syntax is defined, for
example http://timothyleary. The art world is sidelined here; Garrin is playing
to a potentially mass market, and for potentially high financial stakes. Other
companies with similar ideas, such as Alternic, started up at around the same time
as NS, so he even had commercial competition, and his right to incorporate his
system into the mainstream DNS is being contested in the courts.

This artistic use of software attempts to throw off some of the strictures of
the technology to which internet users are subjected. Both of the applications
Garrin uses — Apache and WebStar — are available free (or as shareware) over the
internet, and are not necessarily intended for use as independent Domain Name
Servers — the end to which Garrin cunningly exploits their functionalities. His
idea is to facilitate a use of the internet which is less mediated by commercial and
governmental interests, allowing a user’s internet presence to be nominally self-
directed. By playing with the server software that makes up the infrastructure
of the net, he is attempting to bolster the authorial rights of its inhabitants. In
this struggle for (signified) territory, Garrin takes his cue from Situationist tactics
of détournement, using the technology of the dominators to undermine and
subvert their aims.”

The art collective, Mongrel, has also taken this Situationist approach to
software, by hacking into a popular commercial image editing application and
giving it a political charge. The user is invited to edit their heritage using this
software tool and, with commands such as ‘Purge’ and ‘Invert’, to alter the image

. Tyson’s under-used Replicators project for ada’web works along similar lines and is worth a try at:

http://adaweb.walkerart.org/influx/tyson/

. Paul Garrin interviewed by Pit Schultz, nettime, 13 June 1997.

‘Retired’ artist and ‘aspiring revolutionary’, Heath Bunting, relates to this territorial struggle in a recent
interview at London’s Expo Destructo. Although he has shifted ground to biotech, his intentions and
methods are very similar to those of Garrin.


http://timothy.leary
http://adaweb.walkerart.org/influx/tyson/
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of a skin-masked face using a racially charged visual language. This method
of software intervention derives from a hacking tradition of game patching —
writing software agents or altering image resources to change the look, or
function, of pre-existing software. Mongrel breaks the smooth, simulated
surface of the program and gives the user insight into the politically dubious
and racialised norms of routinely used software. The cropped language of
the commands (‘Purge’, ‘Execute’) reveals the software’s own military heritage,
and the shocking imagery, combined with the ‘user-friendly’ interface, is
very unsettling. By altering the program in these ways, Mongrel shows how
mainstream programs direct what is produced and even limit the imagination
and capabilities of users.

In early 1999, the panel of judges for the Prix Ars Electronica chose Linux,
the Open Source Operating System® as the winner in the ‘.net’ category. If
just the name Linux sends you into a boredom-induced coma, skip the next
paragraph, in which I will try to outline some of the reasons Linux won.

The legalities at the basis of Linux’s usage are dealt with under the General
Public Licence (GPL), which free it from the grasp of commercial software
corporations. The central ethos of its development policy has been to make
available all the information, tools and code necessary for users to alter the
program; accordingly, the operating system does not constitute a visual or
functional ‘given’ for any artwork/software made or shown using Linux. The
ability of Linux to gather a community of users/authors was acknowledged
as a contributing factor to it winning the Golden Nica. The distribution,
evaluation and promotion of Linux is done within this open source community,
ensuring its continuity and growth. It is this combination of features which
allowed the Linux development community to grow so large that Linux’s
efficiency, quality and speed of reaction to user demand far outclass those

of the commercial competition. As a result of this and the tumult of media
hype now surrounding Linux, it has become the only real challenger to
Microsoft’s market dominance.

When Linux is examined using artistic criteria, it reveals a very high degree
of critical rigour in its execution and conception (this rigorous approach was
necessary to the legality of the project). Most of all, Linux is a beautifully clear
realisation of the idea of open source. As to how the judges came to choose
Linux for the Ars Electronica prize, LeWitt’s words are resonant: ‘The idea
becomes a machine that makes the art.” By awarding the prize to Linux, the
judges were revealing the connection between LeWitt’s conceptualism and
the hacker/hobbyist dreams of the last forty years.

It is the idea of open source, which became a machine (Linux), which both
constitutes and facilitates the artwork.

. For those of you who don’t know what open source is, try Eric S. Raymond, ‘The Cathedral and the Bazaar’,
http://www.catb.org/~esr/writings/cathedral-bazaar/
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Art is Useless
Vuk Cosi¢ Interviewed by Josephine Berry

Vol 1 #17, Summer 2000

Vuk Cosi¢ believes in essences — the originality of the avant-garde, the
possibility of narrative, the lessons of history, the area of art’s jurisdiction,

the right way to make coffee or to prepare a California roll. In one of his best
known net artworks, The History of Art for Airports, Cosi¢ compresses thousands
of years of art history, from the caves of Lascaux to the net art of Jodi, into a few
images of recombinant toilet people interacting with cocktail glasses and other
airport fare (eat your heart out Ernst Gombrich!). Stripped of its aura, art history
is clad in the uniform of utility, its canonical works whittled down to one-liners.
But, if representing thousands of years of art history using airport signs seems
like a consummately postmodern gesture, you only have to consider the
substance with which these minimal icons endow their referents.

Unlike postmodernism’s typically de-historicising language of pastiche, this
account of aesthetics roots each developmental moment within a lifeworld. The
lifeworld is primarily constructed through an elaboration of art’s functionality:
art in the service of religion, art in the service of the state, art attempting to elude
power. These spare images provide dense ideological and temporal diagrams in
the manner of a user’s manual of art history. However, this is the kind of manual
that shows you how to take something apart and put it back together again
without telling you what the thing is intended for in the first place. Cosi¢
paradoxically combines a positivist modernism of means with a postmodern
ambivalence of ends, a strategy which finds its natural home in the economically
and ideologically contested space of the internet.

Given the conventional framing of net art in terms of political resistance —
an account which almost naturalises its radicalism by associating its virtuality
with a resistance to commodification and its existence within the global specular
and financial network with a default media activism — it is interesting to piece
together Cosic’s art histories and his attitude to the politics of art: ‘I like to
believe that art is useless. It liberates me from all these worries.” The conjunction
of The History of Art for Airports and this comment beg the question: Can art be
understood as both utilitarian and useless?

But, let’s start at the beginning, and in Cosi¢’s own words:

I was born in ’66 so that makes me 32 now... I studied archaeology, gradu-
ated, used to teach methodology a bit in Belgrade and then I left the country
in ‘g1. At that time I was already writing and editing magazines, and doing
political satire and also regular literature. .. I was doing various art stuft too:
texts, collages, land art, some shows. I started working creatively with HTML
in 95 and making net.art in ‘96 because that’s when we invented the term.
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Cosi¢ draws a direct line between his archaeological training and his acute
historical consciousness: ‘For me, it was always important to be fully conscious
of the era you live in, it was very important — like in archaeology — to be able to
date things, be aware of when, and in what kind of context, objects were made,
or used.” And, despite what is said about the loss of historical consciousness
being the hallmark of postmodernity, the coincidence of the internet and the
break-up of former Yugoslavia must have provided two quite awesome
historical developments for someone of Cosi¢’s archaeological persuasion.

The Yugoslav experience, of passing from dictatorship to civil war, may
not be an explicit concern in Cosi¢’s art, but it should certainly be borne
in mind when considering his stance on the relationship between aesthetics
and politics. Talking about a radio play he wrote at the age of 19 which was
pulled on air by a ‘telephone intervention’ from the party headquarters, it
is possible to see how an early belief in political art has turned into a purer
form of aesthetics:

And, as a young person, of course you went for the toughest points, but

I like to compare it to today’s situation because everyone who was active in
the political process claimed, even today, that it was a necessary step because
it was impossible to live before. But, if you look at the reality today, ten years
after, there’s not a single place, except for Slovenia maybe, where life is in
any way comparable. So that’s weird, and I like to insist on that. It’s terrible,
it’s just a redistribution of money and power. Look at Serbia and Croatia —
that’s the best example — and Bosnia, no comment, Macedonia doesn’t exist
really, and so on. But hey, come on, this is politics.

Growing up in Yugoslavia and feeling that he was at the periphery of
cultural production also cultivated Cosi¢’s strong sense of authentic and
derivative artistic styles:

I was always pissed off when they were selling new books and translating
literature which was actually written 30 years earlier. Somehow, in our
country, there was always this massive delay, and it was reflected in the
actual local cultural production... I was never interested in the best Albanian
pop art, I was interested in the best pop art... Isn’t it better, I thought asa
kid, to actually be at the source and possibly influence the birth or the way
that work in this new area is going on.

In discussing this point, I couldn’t help but contrast Cosi¢’s unequivocal belief
in the continued originality of art with Fredric Jameson’s sentencing of art
production to the imitation of dead styles lifted from the ‘imaginary museum’ of
global culture. Turning the mic back on Cosié: ‘Maybe aesthetic appropriation
does give some kind of a valid output, and I'm not arguing that this should be
banned. I'm simply noticing that, according to my temperament, the juiciest
work happens the first time around.’
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Enter the internet —a medium within which art had no history, the meta-
medium, the vehicle of accelerated cultural and informational cross-pollination,
the embodiment of contemporaneity par excellence. Art practice on the net
is, ipso facto, ‘juicy’, and it is happening within what has well nigh become
a signifier not only of the new but of the future too. Given the historicity of
‘the new’, however, it is small wonder that Cosié¢’s work is concerned with
looking back at cultural history and carving out its own position within it.
Having no desire to go vitrine shopping in the ‘imaginary museum’ of culture,
Cosi¢ processes history through computer-specific languages and codes, such
as ASCII, HTML and Java, thereby creating history and style as a referent
within the contemporary symbolics of the computer medium. History and
future collapse into each other within the computer’s symbolic matrix. Having
said that, it is important to note the degree to which ASCII has already accrued
a retro appeal, and science fiction has become a language of nostalgia. Post-
modernism’s refusal of ‘the new’ is what riles Cosi¢ most about this account
of cultural logic:

It’s too complicated to in any way criticise or analyse postmodernism
because it’s totally unclear what it is. Are we talking about a practice

or a group of people or what? But, here we are, I'm looking at the positive
effects of the introduction of this ideology. What it did was it levelled

the unsustainable pluralism of before, unsustainable for the lazy... I think
that absolute freedom of expression or appropriation got institutionalised
and canonised and all possible meanderings, all possible developments

in a linear history of development, somehow got sanctioned and a priori
incorporated into the postmodern point of view. But, because, of course,
this point of view says ‘anything goes’ —and I'm not trying to make

a caricature out of it — and by saying that anything that will ever be invented
falls into the category of ‘everything’, then, of course, you've appropriated
all future creativity. Just at the level of rhetoric, I think, you have sort of
made a bad friend of posterity. I think the term ‘net art’ is one of those
problems in which postmodernism already includes it a priori. Before me
or Alexei [Shulgin] moved a single tag in HTML, we were already part

of that movement, or group or era. Just because it’s so loosely defined,

and it says ‘everything’.

Here, we stumble upon the enigma of Cosi¢’s relationship to the internet.
The internet is at once a perfect reification of the velocity, specularity and
virtuality of postmodernity and the place where something ‘happens for the
first time’. It offers an opportunity for originality within the site of optimum
reproducibility and the site of resurgent history in the flattened space of
historical amnesia. But, if Cosi¢ is undeterred by what has come to be seen as
the historical constructedness of the concept of originality, his historical sense
of how to market originality is acute:
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I think it is very logical that the old guys who were doing early video art
insisted that they were video artists, and not just artists who were interested
in a new toy. They insisted really seriously, and because of that there was a
whole ecosystem around them and their work. And maybe in a similar way,
we are slowly developing an ecosystem around net art. People are writing
their PhDs about net art, and we have net art critics — an ecosystem.

And, in almost complete contradiction to the early utopian accounts of net
art, in which it was claimed — perhaps more by the critics than by the artists
themselves — to transcend the commodifying and etiolating processes of the
market, Cosi¢ states:

I think simply that it’s not the massive desire of museums to maintain
prestige that’s going to draw net art into the collections successfully. It’s
more the conformism on the side of the artists, who are going to create
technically commodifiable pieces or a model for the accommodation of

net art within the museum situation. So it is interesting to observe net artists’
ambitions as the driving force behind this process of commodification.
Simply, some of us have no problem with this. What can we do? I myself
look at this as the only thing that I do, and, interestingly enough, my
mother’s capital knows limits.

There is some type of illusion of virginity that used to exist, earlier on,
in what I call the ‘heroic period’ — a term that Olia [Lialina] is using also —
that was a time when what we did was known almost only to us, and that
was a time when whoever you encountered that had anything to do with
net art was usually also a practitioner because nobody else was interested.
So, those were the good old days, two years ago, who remembers when?
But, in the process, all these very nice offers you can’t refuse started popping
up, and it’s not easy, but it’s not a world premiere either — it’s biblical.
There’s a school of thought —and the nettime mailing list is one of the
places in this world where you can often encounter people who believe in it
— that money shouldn’t exist, that all human labour should be done for free
and exchanged for services; err I do your website and you give me a bucket
of beer. But somehow it’s a problem that it’s impossible to imagine a human
being, or a net artist, who doesn’t interface with any of the networks and
infrastructures that surround you, like economy; streets, public space, private
space. Every instance of interaction with those systems is a loss of this same
virginity that is being defended with the claims like ‘net art should not be
sold’, which, of course, makes it very ugly. But how do you think you got
your first Sex Pistols record? Because they didn’t want to sell it to you? Still,
it worked, most of the aesthetics and qualities remained — I repeat most,
because, of course, something does happen. Unfortunately, it’s a necessity,
but what can I do?
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Does Cosi¢ regard the potential of the internet for artists to take distribution
and sales into their own hands as an attractive option?

What I like to think is that it’s simply helping artists by giving them a much
better negotiation position than, say, video artists. This, again, is a pragmatic,
strategic viewpoint that should, perhaps, never be uttered. A video artist
could blackmail his gallerist, maybe, by saying that he has full control over
the production, but the gallerist could also tell him to fuck off because the
gallerist still owned the means of distribution. Nowadays, if you are an
online artist, you control all of it and in a way, put the guy in a tight corner,
because really he’s not empowering you or in any way giving your work
exposure that it doesn’t already have. .. And, yes, I would like to have a show
at Stedelijk because, when Stedelijk moves their machine of promotion, it
will do miracles to distribution, and that shows on the log of my server.

At last we arrive at the crunch question: So, what is politically radical about
net art? ‘Some artists use up the medium very well,” says Cosi¢, ‘I consider my
copy of the Documenta website a very political act, but of course within the art
system. This is a relatively clear example of a political gesture, but, nevertheless,
I still haven’t seen a really political-political net artwork.’

Cosi¢’s definition of political art effectively turns it into an oxymoron:
‘Political art is art about politics, it’s not politics,” and he further states that net
art is in no way ‘changing reality’. Cosi¢ is also unromantic about the power
structure of the internet:

It is easy to identify US involvement with the internet simply as an
imperialistic gesture and as a prelude to internet 2.0, which will be all about
commerce, and somehow the US already is the hub of all communication.
What's it called? The Theory of Information, you know Roman Jakobson
and all those old guys? It’s folklore, basically; whoever owns the channel
owns the content, period. It was applied to some earlier communication
systems, because the anecdote is from the '30s, and it is applicable now
because the internet is working on broadcast principles, especially with

this shift which everyone is predicting to cable systems, which are broadcast
systems. And the many-to-many model, even now; isn’t really working
because you are connected, or your server is connected, to only one upstream
server, not to many many points. This upstream system makes you very
vulnerable because that nuclear bomb from the old story about how the
internet was made kills you very well.

As with the condensation of art history into terse airport signs, Cosi¢ is also
able to reduce the elaborate relations between the internet, power and net artist
into a comically potent image: ‘To put it simply, I think that Bill Gates has a
button under his pillow on which it says “internet on/internet oft”. That’s where
my work has anything to do with that power.’
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For Cosi¢, then, the internet would seem to provide the opportunity for art
to extend its internal discourse on the basis of its formal and technical qualities.
In this space of media, economic, political and artistic convergence, art remains
as it ever was — a developmental process whose moments of originality are
intimately linked to, and yet independent from, the wheel of social change.
Politics and society are the block upon which the form of art is hammered out,
but the two remain unalloyed.

I ask whether he believes that art’s autonomy is essential to the maintenance
of its ‘artness’:

It’s a beautiful thing to try. For instance, that would be nice. I prefer to do
that than to change society. You can see me doing that in my use of, say,
low-tech, which I can misuse properly, and that, for me, is a sign of ‘artness’
because something is being used in a way that the engineer didn’t intend it
to be used. Whereas you have all these artists following high-tech and trying
to be posh, but actually it’s only selling equipment. As an artist, you're only
falling within the boundaries of the imagination of an engineer if you’re
working with an off-the-shelf product. So this is where I'm looking at
‘artness’ as freedom.

London, 2000
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Since the early-1960s, Stephen Willats has repurposed system-based theories

in the social context — initiating multimedia art and design projects everywhere
from suburban tennis clubs and public galleries to inner city housing estates.
Fusing cybernetic models, an authorial death-wish and an enduring commitment
to participatory politics, his work is poles apart from the media-friendly
individualism of the yBa (young British artist) era. But, tempting as it is to
attribute the renewed interest in his work to the rise of socially responsible
product on the modern art taste-index, its context and implications are far wider;
in a world in which horizontal communication structures are being hardwired on
global proportions and social problems increasingly tend to beget technological
solutions, his experiments with self-organising systems are instructive.

The scientific inspiration, apparent rationalism and political contradictions
of Willats’ work make his investigations, in terms of classic net debates,
irresistible. So, surrounded by the steady ticking of his studio’s many clocks,
the conversation between Willats and Mute opened up some of the following
questions: To what extent can models lifted from the ‘hard’ sciences work their
magic in the social sphere? Can socio-structural open-endedness be engineered?
Are there forces controlling so-called ‘open systems’ and, if so, is resistance
futile? Betraying a long love-hate relationship with art, his answers turned on
the mutable question of the cultural model and — in contrast to its scientific and
technological equivalents — what it might achieve.

Pauline van Mourik Broekman: Can we begin by talking about the Drian
Gallery, where you worked in the late-’50s? You have described this as a
formative experience in terms of wanting to generate a different model of how
art could work.

Stephen Willats: Well, it was a strange situation because I came to work in this
art gallery from the world outside and it was an unimaginable leap of reality,
really. I found myself working in what was, at that time, a very avant-garde
gallery environment, and I hadn’t come with any kind of lumber or been to
art school or anything like that.

It quickly became apparent to me that no one ever went to the gallery except
those who were already involved. It was a kind of capsule, really. This enabled
me to have plenty of time to dream about different speculative models of how
things could be. We have these moments of insight, and, in my case, I remember
we were showing this artist called Agam — an Israeli constructivist whose work
incorporated slats of colour that, as you moved across them, changed. They
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stimulated me to imagine that there could be quite another relationship of an
artist to a work of art, because implicit in the work was the audience.

This led me to set up a lot of diagrammatic models in ’58/’59, which
postulated that, instead of the audience coming along and finding objects
of certainty —icons of emulation —in a sort of passive, almost awe-inspired
way, they came into what I described at the time as a ‘random variable’. It was
task-orientated; they were part of the creation of the work, of the meaning
of the experience. The word I think I used at the time was ‘relativity’ — the
relativity of perception and meaning. Another artist, Kosice, a Marxist
Argentinean constructivist who made constructions with water which you
could move and turn around, stimulated in me the idea of task orientation
and tactile involvement.

Josephine Berry: What about other kinds of post-studio art? Anything from
Andy Warhol’s factory to Robert Smithson’s land art which tried, with very
different means, to create something that exceeds that oppressive model of the
artist, and which often used industrial technology to transform the mode of
production to break with this older regime of meaning?

SW: London in the late-'50s was quite provincial, and I remember quite
clearly the first exhibition of big American painting at the American Embassy —
these were devastating injections of culture from remote places and had a
completely fundamental effect on many artists. Casting oft the shackles of the
'50s was a rebellious experience and, indeed, there was this term, ‘Angry Young
Man’, which seemed to sum up that general feeling. By the 60s, another kind
of feeling had come about which was much more optimistic and which could
see the possibility of another social realm altogether, another sort of ideological-
political existence. An important aspect was the idea that nothing was the
preserve of any one person. The idea that some scientist was involved in
a discipline that he could keep hegemony over was anachronistic. People felt
that they were in a free flow of information, and this was very fertile. Other
people felt that they could be artists, as well. The models we are talking about
didn’t really become influential — in my opinion — until about ’63.

PvMB: Did you feel an affinity with these models when you encountered
them?

SW: I found, and continue to find, myself at odds with most American
political thought. I wasn’t overwhelmed by the vast resources available to
American practice, and the kinds of cultural domination that it seemed to want
and, in fact, got. I saw most of these models which were being represented in a
highly verified and supported manner for what they were —a kind of determin-
ism. They wanted emulation, what I was talking about was contextualism.

I certainly fell out with artists — especially American ones — who thought that
great art was universal. It was complete bullshit — all art is contextually
dependent on social relations and agreement.

JB: So, if there were any artists that you looked to at that time, who were they?
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SW: Although people knew about my practice, it was seen as quite marginal.
I found people like Gordon Pask and the people around Systems Research, as
well as Roy Ascott and his Ground Course, really stimulating. In 65, I stopped
calling myself an artist and called myself a ‘conceptual designer’, with the
specific purpose of terminating what I saw as the history of art and moving
on. My idea was to infiltrate the infrastructure of society, to deal with accepted
behaviours and norms and to transform them. So I thought that what I could do
with clothing, for instance, was to develop the idea of self-organising clothing —
you could alter your relationship to other people in a process of exchange.

JB: So, why did you go back to calling yourself an artist?

SW: Because nobody understood what I was talking about, basically
(laughs). It was quite lonely.

JB: But, why work with art at all? Were you harnessing art as an agent of
transformation — something that operates interstitially, between disciplines,
for example — and non-instrumentally?

SW: Well, we wanted to take the fundamentals of what we felt an artist
might be and relate this to what we thought was relevant to the social landscape.
In’65, for example, I was working at Ipswich with Roy Ascott on his course,
and had a group of 20 students for a whole year for whom I had to develop my
own programme. The students came from Ipswich and Suffolk and hadn’t been,
shall we say, conditioned in the history of art — the same way I hadn’t. We had
the idea that we would develop collaborative practice, that the artist as sole
author would not exist, and that all art would be social expression. The students
operated as a collective and we decided we’d look at what would happen if we
started from zero as artists: How would we develop a practice in relationship
to the social situation? We had to look at basic ideas about audience, context,
language, meaning, procedures of intervention, things like that. The group
divided itself into four and each group developed a different strategy for
a different audience group. The idea was that theory had to precede practice.

We took a housing estate on the outskirts of Ipswich and attempted to start
from fundamentals — what language we were going to use. We’d have to start
with their language, and we thought that the context should be their context.
Instead of trying to vary their behaviour so that they came to the art gallery,
why not place the work within their existing behaviours?

The students set up a means of retrieving this information from the audience
group, through a doorstep questionnaire looking at restricted language codes,
restricted visual codes, speech and so on. Another group was looking at priorities
and behaviours. Out of this, they formulated a strategy that turned out to be
a set of signposts for the neighbourhood, telling people where things were.

PvMB: How was this project related to the cybernetic systems of feedback
that you were interested in at the time? And notions like consensus, collaboration
and competition that figured in computer-based research, for instance in war
games?
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SW: Well, it wasn’t just cybernetic models. It was a whole host of different
disciplines which seemed to be parallel — information theory, communication
theory, learning theory. They were interesting to me because they provided
models which were conceptual but which also stimulated practice. I didn’t see
that they were to be copied slavishly or that their goals were necessarily my
goals, but they could be appropriated.

JB: Do you think that the methods you use to create this kind of commun-
ication and interaction are neutral? You often use that word in association
with the idea that you want to create a ‘neutral interface’, or something which
doesn’t over-determine the process which then unfolds. But, do you think that
neutrality can be achieved in any method? You're using, as you mentioned,
information theory, cybernetics and so on, and those are coming out of a
scientific practice which has been critiqued, at least latterly, as existing within
the Enlightenment project — not a relativist project, but as something that deals
in empirical truths.

SW: No, I think that, certainly in the case of Ipswich, the outcome was
sort of unknown at the beginning — it was open-ended. The construction of
response is so dependent on experience. When I say that the thing is or isn’t
neutral, it really depends on intention. You could say that everything is neutral
and nothing is neutral, depending on the position you wish to take. In a way,
one means the same as the other philosophically; you can find yourself in a
sort of circuit. But, the intention was that it was an open frame, so, in that sense,
it was neutral. When I say a system or a work is ‘neutral’, I actually mean that
the outcome is not determined — that it doesn’t have a preferred view. But,
of course, the work itself is not neutral because it actually is its own message.
When you engage with the work, it brings you into a kind of model of social
relationships which are built around exchange and self-organisation — this is
what I meant by being neutral. It isn’t meant in any kind of scientific manner —
you're getting confused between the way I'm operating as an artist and the
foundation of science and cybernetics.

PvMB: Can we go back to the agreement and consensus issue? When
manifested on a larger scale, consensus is often associated with conservative
or oppressive social paradigms. Are there glass ceilings for consensus acting
productively, and how can we differentiate consensus from agreement here?

SW: I think you have to be careful about the way that you perceive these
models operating. The notion of agreement implies, within it, a recognition
of the complexity of the other person, whereas consensus doesn’t necessarily
do that.

PvMB: Maybe we should look at this through an example of your work,
say, the project you initiated in Holland during 1993, Democratic Model, in which
people tried to picture an ideal space.

SW: Well, this particular work was actually about the formation of society.
I saw that the basic element, a sort of building block, within society was the
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small group. If you look at the dynamics within the small group, you can infer
larger structures — there is a tendency toward agreement; within a small group,
there’s the psychological possibility of the recognition of complexity within
others —and a process of exchange.

We invited 32 people who had never met each other before and who
represented different roles in Dutch society to come together to this community
room in Den Haag on Saturday morning. I didn’t know the people in advance —
my friends assembled them. They were given a task, which was to externalise
an implicit representation of themselves within an ideal space. By answering a
question, you externalise what is implicit. You encode it. I see the act of ordering
something on a sheet of paper as reinforcing the process of externalisation to
then feed it back to the self. It is a fundamental element of the creative process,
which is why I've used the question so often in my work.

People spent half an hour or so drawing. At the end of it, I blew a whistle
and we threw a die which paired people together. It seemed that two people
were the basis of a cooperative structure. They were then given a larger piece
of paper on which they had to try to make a joint space. They could do this
in various ways, but it meant that they entered into a period of negotiation.

At this point, everything was fine. I threw the die again and we had four people
— two groups of two coming together.

If we look at conformity and compliance, there’s a tendency to want to
reduce the complexity of your own role by compliance. But, within a group
of four people, they were all really willing to open themselves up to a group
because that group was based on a sort of agreement, not consensus per se. This
principle seemed OK to eight, but when it got to 16 it became impossible. At
that point, all kinds of complex situations came to the forefront. Some people
sought to try to exert influence, which they hadn’t done before; some tried to
organise the group; some people tried to break away from the group; different
things started to happen. But the basic thing was that the group became
unstable and upset with itself. And the reason they became upset with
themselves was because they’d lost the feeling of society that they had before.

JB: But don’t you think that most radical social transformation does need
to entail friction? I'm thinking about historical revolutions and the moments
at which transformation is most dramatically figured or realised — albeit only
temporarily, I would also argue.

SW: Well, no I don’t agree. I'd say that you were involved in very radical
transformations of the infrastructure of society and of cognition of the self,
but that this has happened in a totally implicit way — evolution. It is interesting
to note that, in the late-’50s and early-'60s, we had a situation in which the
development of philosophical models had got beyond the technology. It led
to a point, in the late-’60s, at which science and art became so engaged with
each other that science became political. People started to want to take
responsibility for the ramifications of their own actions. So, by the 198os,
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we have a revolution taking place in the infrastructure without anybody
knowing. The implications of what was being thought about in the late-’50s
is really beginning to affect the world we live in now. But it’s not a revolution
based on conflict — it’s come about through evolution in the infrastructure.
And, when we talk about technology, it’s just a vehicle, a medium of exchange.
It embodies different possibilities to which you can open yourself up.

JB: But the technological capacity of a society has huge ramifications in its
culture and politics wouldn’t you say? McLuhan, for example, talks about how
the book was indispensable to colonialism because it meant that an identical
message could be duplicated infinitely and could propagate national culture
within a colonial setting.

PvMB: And, if we take the technology of the net, its multi-nodal,
‘interactive’ architecture is viewed as having a democratising potential. Has
its development played out in as empowering or democratising a way as you'd
once hoped, or do you see the flipside?

SW: Well, I think you mustn’t get confused between agreement and
democracy. I mean, democratic processes aren’t necessarily based on agreement,
they’re based on acquiescence. We go along with the majority verdict.
Agreement is not that; agreement is about agreement.

PvMB: But, in the same way that you saw engineering culture build some-
thing evolutionarily, do you see a process of empowerment going on, now that
that something is reaching a serious level of massification?

SW: Of the individual? No, I don’t think it’s got anywhere near that point.
If you're talking about the relationship of the person to the terminal and the
representation of reality on the screen, it’s so encoded as to represent within
itself a realm of meaning. I think the point is that the person is psychologically
detached in referring that realm of meaning to the reality surrounding them.
This means that people can make decisions within the interface that they can
distance themselves from in reality, and that’s an extremely interesting effect.
In my work in the 1970s, I developed a thing called a Symbolic World. The
idea was to encode reality and create a psychological distance so the viewer
could engage more freely in a kind of remodelling. It’s not dissimilar to the
representation of reality through the screen.

PvMB: Could you tell us a bit about your recent show at the Laure Genillard
Gallery, Macro to Micro?

SW: Macro to Micro came out of a similar desire as the work in Ipswich
from 1965. It seems necessary, at the moment, to set up models of practice that
can be discussed. When I say discussed, I mean in a way that is useful to the
development of the way we think about art practice. I wanted to represent
something about the complexity of the language of the contemporary world,
and show that we construct order from what we almost randomly experience.
This also comes into the idea of exchange and that of the work of art not being
the product of any one person — whether we like it or not.
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To start, I invited a group of actors who sort of specialised in disturbing
normality. I told them my thinking turned around constructing four events,
with one leading on to the other in time. Touring around West London,

I had come across a shopping parade in Hayes with a very wide pavement
which formed a natural kind of stage. The actors went along there and

I left them to it, really, saying I didn’t really want to know what they were
going to do, but that they would be recorded. With the documentary group,
we set up the idea of a concept frame — a purely artificial device to break
down this multi-channelled picture of reality — and made various boxes,

of which each person elected one to document. We used Super 8 cameras,
primarily, because they’re informal devices and provide an interesting way
of recording reality.

The event itself was quite interesting: At 12:15 on a Saturday, the
documentary group crossed the road in Hayes and started filming all kinds of
people, but they soon found out who the actors were and they followed them
along these four events. Then there was a series of workshops over three months
in which the whole group edited the material collectively. The selected frames
were then made into one still and printed up on a laser printer.

The ‘macro to micro’, in this sense, is that there’s no ending and no
beginning to it. It’s presented in the gallery space as a sort of multi-frame piece
of information from which the viewer constructs their own order. So, it was
meant to illustrate certain kinds of ideas about divestment, which, I think, is a
very important model for the future of culture, and, in a way, is very ideological
because it goes completely against the idea of the sole authorship and the
elevation of the individual in terms of culture.

JB: Why did you decide to start using your name again in 1973? Was it just
a practical means of survival?

SW: Yes, just practical. I felt that the idea had to dominate over the culture
of the personality. And in that respect, I always felt that I was at completely the
opposite end of practice from someone like Daniel Buren, whose name you’d
hear and then each work was like a variation on the same thing. There were
works developed by large numbers of people; it was just the idea of the work.
So, you had the Social Resource Project for Tennis Clubs, and that was it. Even with
Metafilter, it’s only known as ‘Metafilter’. But, when I started to try to intervene
in the institutional process, it wasn’t possible to maintain that. I always retained
the name of the idea above the name of the artist. So, instead of the name of
the artist being big, it’s the idea that’s big — there’s no particular fetish about
the authorship of the work.

JB: But it’s remembered as a Stephen Willats, or goes down in archives
under Stephen Willats.

SW: So it might do, but that’s not the point. The point is the practical way
in which it operated as a tool to work with, rather than as an emulative icon.
So, this is the difference in the paradigm of the work itself. These works were
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initiated by myself and that’s their actuality. They wouldn’t exist otherwise;
you're in a tautology there.

JB: From the way I observe your work, I can’t see a totalistic political
critique — say, Marxist. Your work is definitely very left-wing, but it doesn’t
employ a pre-existing political language. I'm interested in knowing whether
your work advances something like a Grand Unifying Theory or whether
it’s opposed to that idea.

SW: Well, I don’t think it’s either. You can’t approach it that way. I think that
the work is ideological in the way that it has an idea of the future. It proclaims
a notion of what the future could be. And, if you think of the future implied in
the works from the early-'60s, for instance, we can say that the ramifications of
these works have been taken up by what’s happening around us at the moment.
The problem I had with a lot of the artists from the "7os was that they became
deterministic in their political outlook and this actually constrained them.

The reality of the situation we’re in is that it’s fluid, but that doesn’t mean
to say that you lose track of your ideological position. I'm thinking, with my
work, about the notion of transformation, the transformation of reality into
self-organising structures which actually empower the notion of the individual.
Now, this is not a sort of dogma, but, in my practice, it’s a way of externalising
my view into the reality of the culture around me. But, I don’t want to take on
the harness of any particular political dogma. Going back to your interest in
engineering and cybernetics, one thing that was interesting about that period
was the notion of being able to set up radical models of society without political
dogma. I think that that was the interesting outcome of those debates. So, I've
always maintained a position of being independent of any particular dogma.

JB: Would you say that, in comparison with other kinds of subcultural
groups, artists aspire to a greater reception, to making transformations far
beyond their own context? Unlike, perhaps, subcultural groups looking to
exclude, or operating on the basis of an exclusion from, ‘normal society’?

SW: What I mean by ‘normal society’ is how society is projected by itself.
So, there’s a sort of bandwidth of behaviour that is perceived as being normal.
But we all know that there’s no such thing as normality. I want to address
a bigger audience than just the primary people I work with. My motive for
inviting the art world is to open up the nature of art practice. I think it’s very
important that artists get beyond the idea of sole authorship.

JB: So, in a way, that’s your subcultural group — other artists.

SW: I'm in the business of trying to influence the cultural direction and
transforming the future of culture. And, certainly, moving towards the idea
of more complex and interactive structures within relationships which are
ultimately self-organising. These are ideas which I think are very relevant to
the current moment.

London, 2000
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This article examines how some conceptual art recoded the scientistic

theories that helped drive the technological revolution of the 1960s as

an aesthetic ideology. At the outset, we should note the intense interaction,
during the 1950s and '60s, between technology and all forms of culture and
visual art. The emergence of conceptual art during the 1960s coincided with

a tremendous surge in economic activity in North America and Western Europe
that ‘seemed powered by technological revolution’.” John E Kennedy’s ‘new
frontier’ and Harold Wilson’s ‘white heat of technology’ were both images
intended to denote and exploit the appeal of technological innovation in the
mind of the electorate.”

Writing on the period of post-war prosperity that originated in 1945
and reached its peak around 1970, historian, Eric Hobsbawm, offers three
observations on the distinctive social and economic effects of this technolo-
gical leap: firstly, the utter transformation of everyday life in the industrialised
nations and, to a lesser extent, in the developing world; secondly, the new
centrality of ‘Research and Development’ (R&D) to the economic growth
of the industrialised nations; and, thirdly, the structural effect on the labour
market of the new, capital-intensive technologies. It is this latter feature that
prompted the period’s technocrats to dream of ‘production, or even service,
without humans’ and to speculate on the prospect of human beings as ‘essential
to such an economy only in one respect: as buyers of goods and services’.3
Even though the ‘restructuring of capitalism and the advance in economic
internationalisation’ are probably more central to our understanding of this
broad period of economic expansion, the image and promise of technology
undoubtedly captured the intellectual, popular and artistic imagination of
the West, as well as guaranteeing its continued economic superiority.

In the United States, the development of technology and the dissemination
of the technocratic dream was fuelled, on the one hand, by the growing power
and influence of corporations and, on the other, by the ‘military-industrial
complex’. The marriage of Cold War policy and private sector enterprise

Eric Hobsbawm, Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century, 1914—1991, London: Michael Joseph, Ltd, 1994,
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Arthur Marwick, The Sixties: Cultural Revolution in Britain, France, Italy, and the United States, c.1958— c.1974,
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998, p. 248.

Hobsbawm, op. c t., pp. 265—7.
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sustained America’s military advantage and guaranteed a steady flow of
resources to support appropriate technological developments. Alongside the
many programs initiated to develop weaponry and communications systems,
there arose a parallel stream of research funding that was made available to
disciplines such as linguistic theory and pure mathematics. These fields of
theoretical research were the targets of strategic state funding, which aimed
to steer the production of knowledge into avenues that might yield results
applicable to the future development and production of high-speed electronic
computing machines, electronic communications systems, exotic new weapons,
powerful information processing programs and encryption devices. Many of
the innovators in the field of game theory, information retrieval, modal logic
and transformational grammar pursued initial research under the aegis of this
rich stream of state- and NATO-sponsored funding,

During the 1960s, such theories dominated the intellectual landscape and
quickly became the object of social and political controversy. Systems theory,
in particular, maintained a strong hold on the 1960s imagination. Typically
associated with the aims and objectives of the military, or corporate manage-
ment, systems theory was first promoted in a generalised form ‘capable
of addressing patterns of human life’ by the mathematician and inventor of
cybernetics, Norbert Wiener. Cybernetics — conceived during the 1940s, in the
context of military research on improved radar systems — is essentially a theory
of control, based on the concept of the feedback loop, whereby a system is in
a state of dynamic monitoring and adjustment of its performance with respect
to a specified goal. The biological analogue to cybernetics is homeostasis, the
processes through which an organism is able to maintain itself in a state of
dynamic equilibrium with its environment. According to Wiener, ‘the physical
functioning of the living individual and the operation of some of the newer
communication machines are precisely parallel in their analogous attempts
to control entropy through feedback’.4

The concept of a ‘system’, which became part of the /ingua franca of the
1960s, was not destined to remain the exclusive property of a technologically-
minded elite of engineers, scientists and mathematicians. In the hands of
intellectuals, artists and political activists, it would become a key ideological
component of the ‘cultural revolution’. It is generally agreed, for example,
that Robert Smithson’s obsession with inorganic molecular structures
(crystals), geological processes, time, and entropy — the latter being a concept
derived from classical thermodynamics, but also performing a central role in
communication theory — represented a strong cultural challenge to technology’s
progressive self-image. British art critic, Lawrence Alloway, likened the
production, distribution and consumption of art to a non-hierarchical network,
‘a shifting multiple goal coalition’, and supported his claim by citing the work

4. Norbert Wiener, The Human Uses of Human Beings, New York: Avon Books, 1954, p.38.
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of industrial psychologists and sociologists.> Systems theory also figured
prominently in the student revolt of the 1960s, prompting historian, Howard
Brick, to declare that ‘by the late 1960s students in American universities and
colleges easily grasped the concept of a “system”™.% In the volatile atmosphere
of confrontation with the Establishment, the term itself — which simply
denotes the ‘orderly processes at work in any complex array of multiple,
interacting variables, be it a living organism, an environmental milieu or
a computing machine’ — was to be demonised. The meaning of the term
‘system’ was highly politically inflected and its application to the flux of
human aftairs or the natural environment was strongly contested. Despite
its origins in the field of weapons research, social activists, environmentalists,
student radicals and artists appropriated the term and used it effectively to
polarise social discourse. Oppositional or counter-cultural uses of systems
theory typically emphasised a consciousness of “connections” among
diverse social problems’ indicating that ‘the flaws in society were fundamental,
endemic — not incidental’.7

What was art’s response to a set of technocratic theories, ideologies
and new structures of intellectual production (such as the ‘think tank’) that
seemed to be collectively committed to the transformation of people into
objects of ‘technical and administrative measures’?® Not all artists believed
that such knowledge and technology was indelibly tainted. In the visual
arts, some practitioners were more inclined to celebrate technology and
to read the growing influence of the social sciences as a sign of society’s
rapid modernisation, a future imagined as ‘a technologically utopian structure
of feeling, positivistic and “scientistic”’.9 These artists sought to emphasise
how the enlightened application of these new social and scientific theories —
particularly semiotic theory, the dream of which ‘had been the quest for
inter-disciplinary forms, which would cross different types of human forms
of expressions’'® — could achieve socially progressive ends. Roy Ascott
established his innovative ‘Ground Course’ at Ealing College in 1961, in the
hope that a reorientation of art education — informed by cybernetics, semiotics
and other theories of communication — could form the basis for a new visual
sensibility. The enthusiasm displayed by Ascott for graphic notations as
diagrams of a ‘new space’ had its counterpart in the American field of
conceptual art, which Robert C. Hobbs characterises as the aestheticisation
of knowledge and the fetishisation of ‘quasi-scientific’ (objective) modes

5. Lawrence Alloway, ‘Network: The Art World Described as a System’, Artforum, XI, Vol. 1, no. 29, September
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of display. In 1967, the British artist, Stephen Willats, argued that intellectual
resources drawn from ‘modern information areas’, such as psychology and
communication theory, would enable the artist to look at such important
issues as audience composition’ and the relation between the concerns
of art and those of its audience. Willats envisaged a practice of art that
‘structured function as an integral part of the environment’.’* In 1971, he
wrote that ‘the development of homeostatic, self-regulating, self-assessing
systems has been one of the most important conceptual developments in
respect of behavioural structures, for it is in the nature of these systems that
they are capable of determining their own structural relationship between
input and output’.’> A more radical example of the adoption by artists of
strategies and intellectual resources usually found in the cultural space of
corporations and government policy institutes is the reconfiguration of the
‘think tank’ and the modern corporate figure of the management consultant
by British artists, John Latham and Barbara Steveni, co-founders in 1966
of the Artist Placement Group."4

Others took a more benign approach to the concept of the system,
using it to denote a set of parameters, or rules, that can impart the image
of structure and motive to artistic practices that are invariably performative
and contingent. Such work was constituted through moments of social
encounter and interaction, rather than through the disposition of materials.
The concept of a template or schema — already familiar to conceptual art,
as the work of Dan Graham, Sol LeWitt, Hanne Darboven, Douglas Huebler
and On Kawara attests — provided an armature on which to organise a variety
of social scenarios, as in Lee Lozano’s Dialogue Prece, initiated in 1969, or
some of the early projects of Vito Acconci. Acconci, not ordinarily associated
with systems theory as such, was interested, in the late-1960s, in organising
performances that would place himself into a pre-existing situation or social
circuit, ‘something that already existed’.'> Acconci’s contribution to the
Museum of Modern Art’s 1970 exhibition, Information, was a structured
performance, which the artist described as a ‘mail system-museum-exhibition-
system’. Other works by Acconci, such as his solitary physical self-improvement
performances, display an absurdist caste which links him with those artists
who were far more interested in undermining the social authority of systems
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theory through parody, by pushing the application of a system to the

point of absurdity. Systems theory, cybernetics and game theory were
misrepresented and diminished by a strategy of over-generalisation, whereby
the most banal situations of everyday life would be subjected to isolation,
rationalisation and analysis in a travesty of corporate efficiency or military
control. One example is the early work of David Askevold — Three Spot

Game (1968), Shoot Don't Shoot (A Sum Zero Game Matrix) (1970) and Taming
Expansion (1971) — which is consciously modelled after a simple game theory
decision matrix.

The holistic insight that all systems, regardless of size or complexity,
are interconnected, lurks at the heart of systems theory and was mercilessly
exaggerated, to the point of paranoia, in the novels of Thomas Pynchon,
such as The Crying of Lot 49 and V. Earlier, Len Deighton’s The Ipcress File—
the 1962 literary debut of an ex-Royal College of Art student turned novelist —
anticipated ‘the synthesised environment of technological fantasy only so far as
the severely bureaucratic, hierarchical and class-ridden aspects of British culture
would permit’.*® Even the influential work, in America, of George Brecht and
John Cage — which Robert Morris characterised in the late-1960s as the ‘final
secularisation’ of art and systems of chance'” — may be read as an indictment of
technocratic and bureaucratic modalities of control. It was a defiant statement
of the poverty of such a world view, a warning about the hubris of all attempts
to overcome indeterminacy and an encouraging sign that led to the innovation,
by some conceptual artists, of more explicitly ‘democratically’ structured
artworks and situations.

The engagement of conceptual artists with systems theory, information
theory, cybernetics and electronic technology had a real basis in ideological
and social conflict, though, at times, it seemed to be the result of contingency.
Jack Burnham argues that Hans Haacke ‘wanted to reveal the way the world
functions on its most essential levels’."® Haacke took as his subject matter
the totality of all systems, regardless of their nature as physical, biological or
social, although his work before around 1968 concentrated on the first two
categories. Haacke’s central artistic strategy has been defined as the ‘production
of systems, the interference with and the exposure of existing systems’."9
He is concerned with the ‘operational structure of organisations, in which
transfer of information, energy, and/or material occurs’.>® Fredric Jameson
has likened Haacke’s methodology to that of homeopathy. Jameson writes that
‘Haacke poses the political dilemma of a new cultural politics: how to struggle
within the world of the simulacrum by using the arms and weapons specific
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to that world which are themselves very precisely simulacra.”** Provoked by

the assassination of Martin Luther King in 1968 and referring to the utility of
so-called ‘political art’, Haacke expressed the belief that ‘the production and the
talk about sculpture has nothing to do with the urgent problems of our society
[-..] We must face the fact that art is unsuited as a political tool.”?* The artist
stressed that ‘any work done with and in a given social situation cannot remain
detached from its cultural and ideological context’.?3

The challenge launched by Haacke against the ethical constraints imposed
on art by a particularly narrow sense of professionalism is enabled, in large
measure, by the artist’s embrace of systems theory and systems ‘thinking’.

In particular, it is the notion of an ecosystem that is most relevant to Haacke’s
projects of the early-1970s, imparting a sense of structure and coherence on
works such as 1o Turtles Set Free (1970) and Goat Feeding in Woods, Thus Changing
It(1970). Beach Pollution (1970) — a pile of driftwood and other rubbish that had
been collected on a Spanish seafront — not only signals Haacke’s concern with
environmental issues, but also initiates a dialogue with the anti-formalism of the
late-1960s. Visually, Beach Pollution is a work that seems to invite an experience
of ‘unmediated physical encounter with matter, an encounter unfettered by
language and a priori assumptions’?4 similar to that intended by Robert Morris
in his work Threadwaste(1968). Yet, what distinguishes Haacke’s work is not

its physical composition as a pile of scavenged rubbish but its conceptual
relationship to the exogenous cultural space of the emerging environmental
movement. That such a difference is not available to visual inspection but

is constituted through language marks a significant shift away from the
phenomenological claims of minimalism.

One of the lessons to be drawn from a study of the art of the 1960s and
70s is that systems analysis, information theory and the like cannot be applied
unproblematically to the practice of art. In fact, the contemporary application
of systems theory to art, in one instance at least, yields a dramatically different
conclusion. I am referring to the work of the sociologist, Niklas Luhmann,
who describes the domain of art as an operationally closed and self-referential
communicative system.”> According to Luhmann, art’s purpose, like that of
other social-symbolic systems, is communication. But, where Luhmann and the
1960s enthusiasts for systems theory in art part company; is in their respective
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New York: The New Museum of Contemporary Art, 1986, pp. 42—3. Jameson notes that ‘such a strategy —
even conceived provisionally — has little of the vigorous self-confidence and affirmation of older political
and even proto-political aesthetics, which aimed at opening and developing some radically new and distinct
revolutionary cultural space within the fallen space of capitalism. Yet as modest and as frustrating as it may
sometimes seem, a homeopathic cultural politics seems to be all we can currently think or imagine’ (p. 43).

22. Hans Haacke to Jack Burnham, correspondence 1o April 1968.
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understanding of the nature of communication in and through art. The artists
and critics of the 1960s and "70s used systems theory pragmatically, to facilitate
the integration of art and the world; in doing so, they risked the disintegration
of art. Luhmann uses systems theory analytically, to stress the difference
between art and the world, a move that risks being mistaken for an attempt

to rehabilitate the modernist practice of resistance through negation.
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On 21 January 2003, a crowd of onlookers watched as the 77-year-old artist,
Gustav Metzger, scurried through 100,000 newspapers piled up in the dark
basement of T1&2 Artspace, a squatted building in Spitalfields, London. With
the newspapers filled with reports on the coming war in Iraq, Metzger’s actions
appeared especially charged. Here was a man who, in his own words, had
dedicated his life ‘to the task of eliminating war and other social injustices’."
Metzger was born on 10 April 1926 in Nuremberg. His Polish-Jewish
parents had immigrated to Germany just eight years before. In January 1939,
they sent the 12-year-old Gustav, along with a brother, to England as part
of the Refugee Children movement. It was just in time. Those members of
his family that remained in Germany were subsequently murdered in the
Nazi concentration camps. After a brief period living in a commune in Bristol,
Metzger decided to become an artist. His studies took him to Cambridge,
London, Antwerp and then back to London, where he studied at Borough
Polytechnic School under David Bomberg. By this time, his experience of
fascism in Germany and the nuclear destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki
had already provided the foundations for his life-long political commitment:

The atomic bomb is really the starting point of my own work. This

is the point when I was an art student and I was very conscious that from
now on everything was different, including art. From that point, I started
to probe the limits of art, of what one could do and what one had to do
in relation to society, in relation to helping society so that this couldn’t
happen again.”

Metzger’s commitment to the anti-nuclear movement soon became the
most obvious manifestation of his opposition to Cold War nuclear proliferation,
but it also informed his development of auto-destructive art. Announcing
a new form of ‘public art for industrial societies’, Metzger’s first auto-destructive
art manifesto appeared in November 1959.3 His second manifesto, ‘Manifesto
Auto-Destructive Art’, appeared in 1960. In it, he described ‘man in Regent
Street’ and ‘rockets” and ‘nuclear weapons’ as auto-destructive, along with
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materials and processes such as acid, ballistics, cybernetics, electricity,
explosives, feed-back, human energy, mass-production, nuclear energy and
radiation. Auto-destructive art transformed technology into public art and
mirrored ‘the compulsive perfectionism of arms manufacture — polishing
to destruction point’.4

Fittingly, Pat Arrowsmith, Field Secretary for the Direct Action Committee
Against Nuclear War, wrote one of the earliest reviews of Metzger’s work
for Peace News: ‘T myself walked into London beside him at the end of last year’s
Aldermaston March. [... He also] stood up on a soap box to address the stall-
holders of Watton market.”> Metzger’s activism led him to become a founding
member of the Committee of 100, a group dedicated to non-violent civil
disobedience. In September 1961 at Bow Street Magistrates Court, Metzger,
along with other members of the Committee, refused to be bound over to keep
the peace for a year. For this, Metzger was imprisoned for a month along with
other Committee members including Alex Comfort, Bertrand Russell, Arnold
Wesker and Christopher Logue. At his trial, he read out a prepared statement:

I came to this country from Germany when 12 years old, my parents being
Polish Jews, and I am grateful to the Government for bringing me over.
My parents disappeared in 1943 and I would have shared their fate. But
the situation is now far more barbarous than Buchenwald, for there can
be absolute obliteration at any moment. I have no other choice than to
assert my right to live, and we have chosen, in this committee, a method
of fighting which is the exact opposite of war — the principle of total
non-violence.

In July 1961, just before his trial, Metzger organised a key auto-destructive
event: an open-air demonstration at the South Bank in London. Armed with
a spray-gun filled with acid and dressed in combat clothing and a gasmask,
he attacked three large sheets of nylon attached to a metal frame. The
accompanying manifesto contained Metzger’s first mention of computers
as a possible ingredient of auto-destructive art:

Auto-destructive art and auto-creative art aim at the integration of art with
the advances of science and technology. The immediate objective is the
creation, with the aid of computers, of works of art whose movements are
programmed and include ‘self-regulation’. The spectator, by means of
electronic devices can have a direct bearing on the action of these works.
Auto-destructive art is an attack on capitalist values and the drive to nuclear
annihilation.”

4. Gustav Metzger, ‘Manifesto of Auto-Destructive Art’, London, 10 March 1960.
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It took another four years before Metzger provided a more detailed
proposal to create an artwork that included a computer as an integral element.®
Five Screens with Computer, he wrote, would consist of five walls, or screens, made
of stainless steel, each 30 feet high, 40 feet long and two feet deep. They would
be arranged about 25 feet apart in a central area between three high-rise tower
blocks. Each wall would be composed of 10,000 uniform elements made of
stainless steel, glass or plastic and be square, rectangular or hexagonal in shape.
Each element would be individually ejected from the screen over a period of ten
years until the screens literally fell to pieces.

Metzger still had to work out how the elements would be ejected, but, at this
point, he proposed the use of magnets and compressed air. The computer’s job
was to control —according to a program devised by the artist — the sequence of
these ejections. This program would take into account the quality of light and
shade, the revolution of the Earth, the various seasons, the weather and spectator
participation via photo-electronic switches. Metzger claimed that the computer
would link art, technology and society and only through its use could the artist
‘achieve forms and rhythms that correspond[ed] to his aims’. Through the work,
Metzger aimed to re-channel the destructive potential of the computer: “Today,
death is fed into, processed and administered by the computers’. Unlike his acid-
on-nylon paintings, the computer also provided an escape from connotations
of expressionism and the fetishisation of the mark left by the artist’s hand.

This huge sculpture, in such a prominent public space, would make a spectacle
of destruction and, in the process, Metzger hoped, would ‘initiate a series

of controversies that can become a kind of mass-therapy as well as educational
programme’.9 Equally, you could imagine some viewers, especially those

living in the nearby tower blocks, reading the random ejections of the units

as analogous to the lack of autonomy and control in their own lives. And, of
course, the irony now is that it is the tower blocks themselves that are regularly
demolished in celebratory and public spectacles of destruction and regeneration.

Metzger’s interest in computer art in 1965 coincided with a number of key
events in its early history, most significantly the first computer art exhibitions
at the Technische Hochschule in Stuttgart and the Howard Wise Gallery in New
York. A year later, IBM recruited its first artist-in-residence, John Whitney, S,
and the Museum of Modern Art purchased Charles Csuri’s computer-generated
image, Hummingbird.*

Gustav Metzger, Auto-destructive Art: A Talk at the Architectural Association, London: Destruction/ Creation, 1965.
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Metzger spent much of 1966 organising the Destruction In Art Symposium
(DIAS) and much of 1967 dealing with its consequences,"" but he returned to the
problematic of working with computers in 1968 for the exhibition Cybernetic
Serendipity: The Computer and the Arts."> Curated by Jasia Reichardt, it was
the first exhibition in Britain to demonstrate the creative potential of computers.
Metzger’s participation, however, did not prevent him from severely criticising
the exhibition. His focus remained on issues of social responsibility, for both
the artists and scientists involved in the new technology, and he countered
those who advocated the utopian possibilities of the coming computer age
with sobering details of its origins in military research. ‘Cybernetic Serendipity’,
he complained, provided

a perfectly adequate demonstration of the reactionary potential of art and
technology. No end of information on computers composing haiku — no

hint that computers dominate modern war; that they are becoming the most
totalitarian tools ever used on society. We are faced by this prospect — whilst
more and more scientists are investigating the threats that science and techno-
logy pose for society, artists are being led into a technological kindergarten.

Metzger’s contribution to the exhibition took the form of a description
of his latest version of Five Screens with Computer. Slight modifications included
increasing the distance between the screens from 25 feet to 30 feet and also
the introduction of a festive element when suggesting that the ‘frequency of
ejections on holidays may reach 600 a day’."4

The work’s most developed description came a year later, during Event
One at the Royal College of Art (29—30 March 1969). The most significant
modification saw the number of elements in each screen reduced from 10,000
down to 1,200. Metzger also provided more details on how the individual
elements would operate: ‘These elements can be moved forwards or backwards
within a frame at controlled speeds, and will finally be ejected at various
controlled speeds, reaching a maximum distance of 3oft.” Metzger utilised
the computer in three key areas: design, operation and recording,

Design

Since all the decisions on the activity of the screens will be made before
production begins it is necessary to have the most complete understanding
of the work’s potential at the design stage. A computer allied to graphic

. DIAS ran from 31 August — 30 September 1966. After the performance by Hermann Nitsch at St. Bride

Institute on Fleet Street, on 15 September 1966, Metzger and fellow organiser, John Sharkey, were charged
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output will be used to plot the numerous possibilities for moving and
ejecting elements, and for visualising the possible shapes of the screenis

in transformation. 55 percent of the elements will be ejected on a
pre-determined program. The rest (including one entire screen) will be
ejected in a random manner. These random ejections will be sparked off

by intense sun or electric light, or by the assembly of people above a certain
number in the vicinity of a screen. Random ejections are subject to a variety
of controls such as structural considerations, and will be co-ordinated with
the overall program.

Operation

A computer will be in general control of the electro/mechanical activity
of the sculpture — continuous adjustments (online) will be necessary. The
computer will also direct peripheral activity such as the raising of the glass
wall surrounding the site before ejections can take place.

Recording

The computer will be used to print out and draw the day-by-day
development of the screens. This will be necessary to check on operational,
structural, and safety factors, and will be an aid to maintenance activities.
This graphic output, along with photographs and films, will be preserved
as part of the documentation on the work.">

In another text from this period, Metzger stated that, when not being employed
by the ejections, the computer could be used by the inhabitants of the flats:
‘By means of telephone lines it can serve as a local convenient library for the
inhabitants’.*®

Metzger’s description of the project offered little explanation of how the
artwork’s immediate audience might be consulted or invited to interact with
the sculpture. As Metzger clearly stated in the Event One text, ‘all the decisions
on the activity of the screens would be made before production begins’. This
point is significant because, if realised, such a sculpture would almost certainly
have attracted great resentment from its local audience. Not only would there
have been extensive and expensive construction and maintenance work, there
would also have been considerable noise from the explosive ejection of the
units, which, in themselves, would have posed a serious health risk (only
belatedly allayed by Metzger’s suggestion that a retractable glass wall should

Gustav Metzger, ‘Five Screens with Computer (1963—69)’, Event One, London: Computer Art Society, 1969,
unpaginated. Metzger accompanied the text with a schematic drawing of ‘the development of one screen
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Gustav Metzger, speech at the conference Computers and Visual Research, Zagreb, 1969, transcript in Bit
International, no. 7, 1971. As a further sign of Metzger’s commitment to computer art at this time, he was also
working on the translation into English of Herbert Werner Franke’s seminal work, Computer Graphics, Computer
Art, published by Phaidon in 1971.
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surround the site, protecting both the public from the sculpture and the sculpture
from the public).

It was probably these and many other pragmatic concerns that stopped
Metzger from taking his proposals any further. After Event One, his
engagement with computers and art became increasingly bound up with
a new organisation, the Computer Arts Society (CAS), set up ‘to encourage
the creative use of computers in the arts and allow the exchange of information
in this area’. The idea for the Society was first mooted on the afternoon of
7 August 1968, at an informal session on Computers and Music at the [FIP
Congress in Edinburgh."” Alan Sutcliffe, then head of the Programme Research
Unit at Imperial College, London, became its chairman, R.J. Lansdown,
Architectural Partner of Ian Fraser and Associates, became its secretary and
Metzger volunteered to be the founding editor of its newsletter, PAGE: Bulletin
of the Computer Arts Society. The Society initially held its meetings in rooms
donated by the British Computer Society at 29 Portland Place, London, but,
by June 1971, it had moved into its own permanent space, two rooms on the
second floor of The Dairy in Camden, a large complex of artists’ studios run
by SPACE.

In 1971, the membership of CAS consisted of 500 enthusiasts worldwide.
At this time access to computers was severely limited, with most being owned
by scientific and military institutions. Artistic projects formed only a small,
and often informal, element of their operation, so as part of the Society’s
brief to publicise and lobby for artistic projects, it hosted events such as the
Computer Art session at Computer Graphics 70.'8 Advertised as ‘More than
a symposium — more than an exhibition — an international meeting of minds’,
the conference boasted key representatives from the military-industrial
complex: General Motors, Lockheed Georgia, Mobil Oil Corporation, Royal
Navy, Ford Motor Company, Space Flight Center, Boeing, Sperry Rand and
Unilever. At the conference, Metzger presented a paper on ‘New Ideas in Plotter
Design Construction and Output’ and two months later, on 24 June, he gave
another paper, this time at the British Computer Society, entitled ‘Computers
and Sculpture’.

Such activities formed part of Metzger’s plan to ‘seek an alliance with
the most advanced research in natural and artificial intelligence’.’ It also
complemented his active membership to the British Society for Social
Responsibility in Science*® and culminated in a two-page essay for PAGE, in
which he listed every article that had appeared in the main professional journals
of the day (Computers and Automation and Communications of the Association for

17. Mission statement and information from PAGE: Bulletin of the Computer Arts Society, no.3, June 1969.

18. Hosted by Brunel University, Uxbridge, Middlesex, 14—16 April 1970. Information from conference
programme: Computer Graphics 70, Uxbridge, 1970.

19. Gordon Hyde, Jonathan Benthall and Gustav Metzger, ‘Zagreb Man festo’, Studio International, June 1969, p. 259.

20. Formed in April 1969.
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Computing Machinery) that exposed links between computers and weapons of
mass destruction. For Metzger, these references and selected quotations also
provided ample proof that the development of computers and armaments were
both closely integrated with the capitalist economy."

Metzger’s involvement with PAGE ended with issue 26, in November 1972,
when the bulletin announced he was ‘too busy’ with other projects to continue.?
These projects included his participation in 3 Life Situations at Gallery House, his
assistance in founding the Artists’ Union and his preparations for the Art Strike,
1977-1980.73 He published no further plans for Five Screens with Computer and,
for most of the 1980s, kept an extremely low profile, only returning to public
life in the 199os with proposals for artworks that focused increasingly on
environmental issues. More recently, curators have included his work in important
historical group shows, such as Life/Live, Out of Actions and Live in Your
Head,?4 and a major retrospective of his work took place in 1998 at Oxford’s
Museum of Modern Art.*> To date, though, most attention has continued to
focus on Metzger’s spectacular acts of destruction with little attention being
paid to his brief engagement with computer science.

In retrospect, Five Screens with Computer appeared at the height of what
became the first false dawn of computer arts. It would take at least another two
decades, the development of personal computers and the growth of the internet
before digital art once again achieved even nominal art world status. Thirty-odd
years on, however, Metzger’s critique of the dubious techno-utopianism of some
computer artists and his inconvenient pointing at the origin of much computer
technology in the military and state security sectors still hold true. Also sadly
prescient is his non-ironic assertion, in 1971, that, in terms of computer art,

at least, ‘the real avant-garde was the army’.2®

Gustav Metzger, ‘Social Responsibility and the Computer Professional, Part ', PAGE: Bulletin of the Computer
Arts Society, no. 11, October 1970. There was no part two.

Anon, PAGE: Bulletin of the Computer Arts Society, no. 26, November 1972.

Gustav Metzger’s announcement can be found in Art into Society — Society into Art, London: ICA, 1974, p. 74.
Life/Live, Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris, 5 October—5 January 1997; Out of Actions: Between
Performance and the Object 1949—1979, The Geffen Contemporary at the Museum of Contemporary Art,
Los Angeles, 8 February—10 May 1998; and Live in Your Head: Concept and Experiment in Britain, 1965—75,
Whitechapel Art Gallery, 4 February—2 April 2000.

See the catalogue Gustav Metzger, Kerry Brougher and Astrid Bowron (Eds.), Oxford: Museum of

Modern Art, 1998.

Citing as evidence the success — in the first computer art competition organised by Computers and
Automation in 1963 — of the US Army Ballistic Missile Research Laboratory. See Metzger, op. cit.,

Bit International, no.7, 1971. According to Charlie Gere, the US Army also won second place. See Gere,

op. cit., 2002, p. 100.



Chapter 3

I, Cyborg: Reinventing the Human

Donna Haraway's unforgettable ‘Cyborg Manifesto’, written in 1986, provides
the catalyst for the ‘post-human’ politics discussed in this chapter. This might be
where the resemblance ends, however, since you will soon notice that the politics
of post-humanism turn out to be extremely varied. When Mute launched in 1994,
the Manifesto had recently been published in Haraway's Simians, Cyborgs and
Women: The Reinvention of Nature (1991). In the same way that digital networks
were breathing new life into neoliberal economics at one pole, they were also
reinvigorating a feminism mired in ‘identity politics’ at the other.

Inspired by French writers such as Luce Irigaray and Monique Wittig,
Haraway was interested in building a politics based on the non-essence of
identity, on affinities built between partial and contingent identities — ‘affinity
politics’ rather than ‘identity politics’. Part of her challenge to the patriarchy
which coded women as nature and men as culture was to create a feminist
figure that lived in the breach between all categories of identity (nature/culture,
machine/animal, animate/inanimate). But Haraway's cyborg probably excited
feminists as much for her embrace of information technology as for her love
of the alien. As biotechnology, computing, life sciences and military hardware,
transformed by IT, grew increasingly to resemble one another, code and
networks were grasped by Haraway as primary agents of social transformation
within late capitalism.

For Suhail Malik, in an article appearing on the front page of the pilot issue
of Mute, Michael Jackson served as the mass-cultural embodiment of Haraway's
cyborg. Neither black nor white, adult nor child, fact nor fiction, human nor
animal - this medially enhanced pop chimera was also a tragic victim. After his
child abuse scandal, writes Malik, Jackson lost his already-fictional innocence.
By wanting to live outside the law, ‘by becoming child (woman, animal, satellite,
white, whatever)’, his very elusiveness precipitated his re-inscription in the
law. If Michael Jackson serves as a failed image of identity mutation, one that
was both propelled and ultimately destroyed by the delusional sovereignty of
mega-stardom, what would be a positive one?

Caroline Bassett's critique of the cyberfeminist politics popularised by Sadie
Plant was Mute's next serious attempt to deal with the question. In what, at the
time, felt like a refreshingly sober assessment of cyberfeminism'’s rabid computer
love, Bassett argued that Plant effectively replaces one form of essence with
another: woman-as-nature becomes new-technology-as-woman. Far from
throwing off the constraints of identity & la Irigaray — for whom ‘any theory of the
subject will always have been appropriated by the masculine’ - Plant places her
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hope for female emancipation in self-organising technologies and computer
networks. Unlike Haraway, who is deliberately using ‘her master’s tools’ to
revolutionary ends, Plant sees in computers and code the quintessence of the
female condition (simulation, connectivity, patchworking). For Bassett, therefore,
Plant's is less a politics than an eschatology, the (mere) hope for future things.

When, in 2001, we returned to the question of the ‘Cyborg Manifesto’ and
the politics it had spawned, ten years after its initial publication, it was in the
form of a ‘head-to-head’ debate. Maria Fernandez’s response echoes some of
Bassett's earlier criticisms — where Haraway pursues boundary transgression as
a feminist, socialist and anti-racist strategy, cyberfeminists eschew all definitions,
including political goals, and even fail to build alliances across identities. Suhail
Malik's return to the cyborg theory that had been his defining contribution as an
early member of Mute's editorial board, yielded surprising results. Arguing that
the universal celebration of boundary transgression is simplistic and inattentive
to the precise difficulties involved, he concludes that Haraway's engagement
with techno-rationality is undialectical and superficial since it leaves intact
a left-liberal, ‘proto-hippy’ critique of technology.

The debate on post-humanism gains a profoundly materialist orientation
in two of the closing articles of this chapter. Andrew Goffey and Luciana Parisi
both highlight unorthodox biological research to critique the anthropocentric
and (bio-)political orientation of the life sciences. Goffey is interested in how
classical immunology has reinforced the metaphysical split between self and
other by focusing on the defensive’ activity of antibodies apparently able
to differentiate between ‘friend’ and ‘enemy’. Instead, he draws attention to
alternative theories of the immune system, which focus on its ‘non-negligible’
activity in the absence of germs, as well as its continuous attempt to assimilate,
not reject, foreign bodies, attacking only what it can’t assimilate. Consequently,
the self is understood as a constantly mutating historical construct, not
a pre-existing one fighting to defend its boundaries.

A similarly non-anthropocentric view of evolution is taken by Parisi in her
article, ‘Abstract Sex'. Rejecting the Darwinian paradigm of evolution — based on
copulatory sex and nucleic DNA transmission — she uses the case of non-nucleic
DNA transmission in mitochondrial (parasite) bacteria — which participate in
the ‘host’ bacteria’s DNA transfer - to argue for a radically arbitrary account of
nature’s organisation. With myriad channels existing for information transmission
beyond copulation, she argues that transgenesis and, indeed, ‘biotech [were,
in fact] invented 3,900 million years ago by bacteria’. Add digital technology
into the mix and the opportunities for non-linear DNA transmission ramify.
‘Abstract Sex’, then, ‘opens up the bio-physical and bio-cultural organisation
of sex to radical destratification’ and, with it, jettisons all human teleologies,
whether Darwinian, neoliberal or, interestingly, post-autonomous.

Parisi’s argument for bio-cultural turbulence mounts a stinging attack on the
pseudo-embrace of non-linearity, whether in the form of the market’s ‘invisible
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hand’ or the post-autonomous concept of the multitude’s innate creativity.

For her, these models posit repetition without difference and fear mutations.
But Parisi’s thinking also opens the door to the total indifference of life’s
organisation. If this borderline nihilism represents one pole of post-humanist
discourse, Haraway's — with its overt politics and stowed-away humanism -
represents the other. One thing is for certain, the post-human leviathan will not,
in the words of cyberfeminist Sandy Stone, ‘stand up’, even if we say please.
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The Immateriality of the Signifier:
The Flesh and the Innocence
of Michael Jackson

Suhail Malik

Vol 1 pilot issue, Winter 1994

This article abandons at least one of the questions that this issue of Mute tries

to address — namely whether art can survive the 2oth century — in favour of
another question which is perhaps less secure, perhaps not so quickly available
to a polemic whose positions could be distributed according to what ‘art’, or
the ‘2oth century’, or even ‘survival’ are said to be and what sense any of these
terms are said to have here, today; a question which perhaps attempts only to
invoke whatever instability may be possible in just these terms (and some others,
not least ‘technique’ and ‘world’ and ‘today’) thereby remaining useless to

any position in the dispute over art’s ‘survival’, a question as to whether the
2oth century — whatever that is — can survive (the) art(s).

Such survival — of (a) time — matters ‘today’, matters now, precisely because
the notion of a continuation or a change or even an end to art ‘today’, indicating
an art or arts or an anti-art out of or beyond the 20th century, seems inextricably
tied to a technology — of the image and of sound — that is itself ‘new’. But this
is itself nothing new: in just this way it could be asked whether the 19th century
could survive the inventions of photography and sound recording on the one
hand, and Cézanne and jazz on the other (and is any one invention less a matter
of ‘technique’ than another?), and — to short-circuit an enormous argument —
that the word that the Ancient Greeks had for art (where the ‘West’ is sometimes
said to have been born) was only just techn. Which century, which time, then,
is art, are the arts, and the anti-arts (there are no non-arts) in today? And where?
Especially if ‘today’, ‘now’ that where and when cannot be removed from the
time of technique, ‘our’ time, the end of the 20th century (at least). Does that
mean an exacerbating materialisation or immaterialistion of fabrication and
of figure, of silences and of blanks? Which is why...

...I'want to talk to you about Michael Jackson. Because Michael Jackson
is innocent.

I'm not making any claims here about Michael Jackson’s legal status
(though, since the allegations you’ll all be familiar with have yet — if ever — to
be heard in court, he remains innocent as far as that’s concerned). And I'm not
making any claims about what Michael Jackson may or may not have done or
continues to do, whether or not he caressed, fondled or ‘orally copulated’ and
masturbated Jordan Chandler," the 13-year-old around whom the allegations

See The Independent, 15 September 1994.
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centre. What I hope to talk about is what’s up for grabs in all of these allegations,
defences and anxieties around Michael Jackson: namely, innocence. Michael
Jackson is innocent — because what Michael Jackson wants and wanted, and had,
more than anything else, even now, in the company of children (boys, but what
does this matter?) is innocence itself. And, just that far, Michael Jackson is more
innocent than ever before, more innocent than any child.

In her essay, ‘A Cyborg Manifesto’,> Donna Haraway introduces and lays
out many of the themes that have come to dominate the central concerns
of, and discussion around, what is now known as ‘Cyberpunk’. I'm going
to adopt Haraway’s quasi-definition of what’s at stake here: ‘A cyborg’, she
says, ‘is a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, a creature
of social reality as well as a creature of fiction. Social reality is lived social
relations, our most important political construction, a world-changing fiction.”3
I'll carry on with the rest of this paragraph, but with a greater hesitance.
Some of what Haraway goes on to say here I'll be taking issue with implicitly.
She continues:

The international women’s movements have constructed ‘women’s
experience’, as well as uncovered or discovered this crucial collective object.
[That is without doubt.] This experience is a fiction and fact of the most
crucial, political kind. Liberation rests on the construction of the
consciousness |...] The cyborg is a matter of fiction and lived experience
that changes what counts as women'’s experience in the late 2oth century.
This is a struggle over life and death, but the boundary between science
fiction and social reality is an optical illusion.4

I'll quickly outline Haraway’s argument about the ‘processes’ of ‘social reality’
in the ‘informatics of domination’ that is the ‘integrated circuit’ of society today,
‘coded’, she says, ‘by C31 command-control-communication-intelligence’ —
the planning strategy centre of the US military. The model of domination and
control Haraway is talking about above is one aspect of the ‘technological
apparatus’. Let’s move on and pick out a second strand from Haraway’s essay
which will allow a return to this apparatus and its dispersion (if, that is, that
apparatus isn’t just that dispersion), and Michael Jackson, namely the ‘three
boundary breakdowns’ that are, for her, the logic of the cyborg, if it is a logic.

What are these three ‘boundary breakdowns’? Firstly, ‘the boundary
between the human and the animal is thoroughly breached’. The second ‘leaky
distinction’ is ‘between animal-human (organism) and machine’. Thirdly, the
‘boundary between physical and non-physical is very imprecise for us’.5

Donna Haraway, ‘A Cyborg Manifesto’, Body/ Politics: Women and the Discourses of Science, New York:
Routledge, 1990.

Ibid, p.149.

Loc. cit.

Ibid, pp. 150-3.
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Everything here is to do with borders, boundaries and their establishment. And
this, as Haraway recognises very well, is because the cyborg is just a border that
is not yet properly in place, and what happens there? You, me, politics.

Let me pass quickly over these border skirmishes. Of the border between the
animal and the human she says:

Biology and evolutionary theory over the last two centuries have
simultaneously produced modern organisms as objects of knowledge
re-etched in ideological struggle or professional disputes between life and
social science [...] Biological-determinist ideology is only one position
opened up in the scientific culture for arguing the meanings of human
animality.®

What does this mean? Simply that the person — man — is studied, in the life
sciences at least, alongside every other animal and in much the same way. (This
has usually meant the cutting to bits, incarceration or close-up study of both,
either microscopically or environmentally, a recurring theme in the work of
Sterling and Gibson.) But the ‘much the same way’ is important here. There are
still marked and important distinctions between the study and use of animals
and persons (not least when it comes to consumption, eating and what, on
humans, would pass for torture).

But there’s also another side of this argument which Haraway points to
when she argues that:

[M]any people no longer feel the need for [the] separation [between human
and animal]; indeed, many branches of feminist culture affirm the pleasure
of connection of human and other living creatures. Movements for animal
rights are not irrational denials of human uniqueness; they are a clear
sighted recognition of connection across the discredited breach of nature
and culture. .. There is much room for radical political people to contest the
meanings of the breached boundary. The cyborg appears in myth precisely
where the boundary between human and animal is transgressed.”

(Haraway goes on to comment that [b]estiality has a new status in this cycle of
marriage exchange’.)

Who, then, in our public culture, in our mediatised and cultural currency,
could or would be a more ‘radical person’ than Michael Jackson in his most
intimate relation or connection with Bubbles, his chimp and good friend? And
it is not just one animal that Michael Jackson spends his time with; the stories
and reports of his menagerie — true or not — are well known enough to confirm
the point. I'll cite a report from about ten days after the Michael Jackson child
molestation story first broke, when Jackson could no longer afford to be seen

Ibid, p.152.
Loc. cit.
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as he always had been with an accompanying child, just after he had been brain
scanned following his cancelled concerts in Singapore: “Two adult and four
young orang-utans were brought to Michael Jackson’s Singapore hotel room
yesterday where the singer entertained them at the poolside’.8

Who, then, in this new and breached relation between human and animal,
could be more ‘transgress-lively’ cyborg in turning his back on the company
and companionship of his fellow humans for animals? Grizzly Adams, perhaps,
and the rest of the ‘Return to Nature’ brigade (you’d want to include here the
anti-culturist ‘crusty’, together with the dominant primitivistic, liberatory aspects
of rave — rather than clubbing — codes). But these are precisely the most naive
and inept responses to the boundary as boundary (they simply confirm that
boundary, simply or merely changing sides and consequently always failing
to work it at all). And these responses (or Donna Haraway) cannot even begin
to touch the actual transformation of Michael Jackson into animal form (panther)
at the end of one of his videos. Things are more complicated with Michael
Jackson. Not least because he occupies and breaches the other two ‘leaky
boundaries’ as well (and not only them), defying all stabilisation; defying, that
is, all desire for it. Recall that the second unstable and disordered boundary was
that between organism and machine. Haraway states that ‘the certainty of what
counts as nature — a source of insight and promise of innocence — is undermined,
probably fatally’.9

Let’s extend the boundary to that between the organic and the non-organic,
and intersect it with the border between the natural and the non-natural, as
Michael Jackson does, for example, in the multiple transmogrifications during
many of his videos; transmogrifications that are again the actualisation of the
breaching of this border — but that this is possible and, in some sense at least,
acceptable is what is of interest here (be it taken as deranged).

And, even if Michael Jackson is the most public and contemporary
manifestation of this troubled border, he is not alone. On the one hand, the
entire Cyberpunk genre, from Blade Runner on, has written, filmed and discussed
little else; from Gibson’s fetishistic Mona Lisa to Arnie as half-humanoid, half-
machine (but which half?), the constant stress has been on the compatibility and
encroachment of the prosthetic device on the body, on the brain, on memory
and so on. They are the anxieties in the face of a cyborg future, Michael Jackson.

The massive transfiguring of Michael Jackson is not merely restricted to
these two borders, it also steps around Haraway’s third ‘imprecision’, that of
the material and the immaterial. A leaching of visibility and tactility is most
explicitly shown in the video for ‘Do You Remember’ from the Dangerous album,
where Michael Jackson constantly appears and disappears in several different
guises, but also appears and disappears rout court.

8. See The Independent, 3 September 1993.
9. Haraway, op. cit., pp. 152—3.
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Again, I want to suggest that there is also another level at which Michael
Jackson’s materiality/immateriality allows for the phenomenon that he has
become and will continue to be. This level of immateriality is that which, in
fact, allows Michael Jackson to be quite the star he is — because, as Haraway
points out, in effect he is cyborg:

Our best machines are made of sunshine; they are all light and clean because
they are nothing but signals, electromagnetic waves, a section of spectrum,
and these machines are eminently portable, mobile [a matter of immense
human pain in Detroit and Singapore — with Michael Jackson, no less, a
matter of some pleasure]. People are nowhere so fluid, being both material
and opaque. Cyborgs are ether. Quintessence.

It’s this last point I want to stick with and which, I think, presents the
greatest difficulty in talking about Michael Jackson because it allows us to ask
this question: What is the consistency of Michael Jackson? That is, if Michael
Jackson is not simply a person because he is also the infraction of the border
between the human and the animal, between the organic and the non-organic
(which is also to say between the living and the dead — see the ‘Thriller’ video),
between the material and the purely communicative ethereal manifestation that
takes place in no one place as such and, because of this, takes place everywhere;
if, that is, Michael Jackson is neither merely animal nor merely human, merely
living nor merely dead, merely material nor merely signal and both animal
and human, living and dead, material and signal; if Michael Jackson is a
configuration of a stew which is, or wanted so badly to be, also neither merely
male nor female, man nor woman and both male and female, and, similarly,
for the separations between black/white, child/adult, victim/aggressor,
innocent/profane, public/private, real/fictional, human/nonhuman (whatever
it may be to be human) and so on; what then does Michael Jackson consist of ?
What consistency and manifestation can he have (or not have, in so far as he
makes sense)? It seems that it isn’t a matter here of a clearly demarcated cyborg
manifesto, but a much messier and depthless cyborg manifest-stew.

Michael Jackson’s own articulation of this business (if it matters) is straight-
forward: He wants to be like a child. Which is why he resorts to the company of
animals (‘They’re just like children,” he says to Oprah), why his sexuality has yet
to be fathomed out; why his gender had to be determined (his speaking voice
indeterminable); his race unimportant (and it’s certain that he’s the last person to
whom it matters if you’re black or white). He becomes the person that straddles
all these divisions and categories that the world and its politics are made up of,
that lead to wars and conflict, laws and legislation, violence and states, desire
and disorder.

In short, Michael Jackson is the humanist end-point, the freest of all
restrictions specified by the markings of the political body (in both senses),
and he achieves this by the most advanced technological apparatus available.
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And this basic human freedom is, for him and for what are called ‘our times’,
supposed to be childhood: the dispersion of a body that, to be the body it tries
to be, cannot be held together as such, that takes place everywhere and nowhere
(which is why there is not even one Michael Jackson). A humanist end-point,
that is, that seems to be the complete evacuation of the human (into the
machinic, the animalistic, the immaterial). This is why the police examination
of Michael Jackson’s genitals and lower body patrts, a search made to confirm
Jordan Chandler’s description of Michael Jackson’s penis (which could be
taken, publicly, as a police examination to see if Michael Jackson has a penis —
that he has a body to be examined) was said by Michael Jackson himself to

be ‘dehumanising’.®

Nothing can touch Michael Jackson, it’s certain, for he does not exist
for real. If he exists (for himself, above all) and if his global, political and
ideological success, the anxiety and fascination that surrounds him, can be
indicated, it might be through what he ofters (to us, for himself): an escape
to an innocence in childhood that has been lost, a childhood that, as he tells
Oprah, ‘he never had’ and, now, has no more. For, what was lost in the Michael
Jackson ‘affair’, was Michael Jackson’s already fictional innocence. The child
he befriended, innocently, corrupted him by mistaking his affection sexually.
The child, if a 13-year-old is a child, corrupted Michael Jackson. The child was
sexualised and sexualised Michael Jackson (he has a penis: the police have, the
polis has, seen it, confirmed it for us). The child, in all innocence, in therapy,
was more adult than Michael Jackson. The innocence Michael Jackson wanted
(and not only in his bed, ‘like a slumber party’,"" kissing, the boys report,' ‘like
you kiss your mother’), corrupted Michael Jackson, deprived Michael Jackson
of his innocence; innocence depriving itself of its fiction. And that is the law,
its fiction. Michael Jackson, in short, was and remains guilty of his innocence,
guilty — innocent — of his fiction.”3

In other words, Michael Jackson’s escape from the world, from the bind
of the law and its poisoning corruption, is always and only a fiction, an idea
of a childhood and innocence that he wishes for and which has yet to come.
And now more than ever. How will he ever ‘Heal the World” now?

It looks, then, like Michael Jackson’s cyborg manifest-stew wants to escape
politics and violence, be outside of the law, by becoming child (woman, animal,
satellite, white, whatever), a return to a childhood that has never happened (but,
recreated, is now) and which will leave him inarticulate, apart from the shouts
of sheer pleasure and delight of his music, the pleasure and satisfaction of desire
that he gets and gives — in fans. I'll finish, then, with two quotes: a long citation
from the recent essay ‘Prescriptions’ by Lyotard (about Kafka’s ‘In the Penal

10. See The Independent, 23 December 1993.
11. See The Independent, 277 August 1993.
12. Ibid.

13. Ibid.
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Colony’), drawing together the threads of materiality, infancy and why Michael
Jackson in fact — as with every attempt to escape law, binding and politics —
only ever re-inscribes that which it attempts to escape; in Michael Jackson’s case,
a total and totalitarian re-inscription of the law as an aesthetics; his corruption
(why his body had to fall apart once the allegations were made; his dehydration,
his painkiller addiction confession, related to his hair catching fire, his
corporeality catching up with him in his dehumanisation); and a second citation
from the four minute confession (on 22 December 1993, on global TV) in which
Jackson admitted all of this. Lyotard:

To be aesthetically is to be there, here and now, exposed in space-time and
to the space-time of something that touches before any concept and even
any representation. This before is not known, obviously, because it is there
before we are. It is something like birth and infancy (Latin in-fans) — there
before we are. The there in question is called the law comes, with my self
and language, it is too late. Things will have already taken a turn, this first
touch. Aesthetics has to do with this first touch, which touched me when

[ was not there [...] This touch is necessarily a fault as concerns the law [...]
If the law must not only announce itself, but also make itself obeyed, it
must vanquish the resistance of this fault or this offending potentiality
constituted at birth. By which I mean: deriving from the fact that one is
born before being born to the law. For the law, the body is in excess [...]
But the law must be concerned with this excess of the body. If the law

is to execute (itself), it will have to inscribe itself on the body; also like

a touch.

Jackson proclaims, just as well, ‘that if he was guilty of anything, it was of
giving all he had to children"4 and, quoting directly, ‘of believing what God
said about children: “Suffer little children to come unto me and forbid them not,
for such is the Kingdom of Heaven.” It is not,’ Jackson continues, well aware
of his media, ‘that I think I am God, but I try to be God-like in my heart.’

14. See The Independent, 23 December 1993.
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What is cyberfeminism? Sadie Plant claims it is an absolutely post-human
insurrection — the revolt of an emerging system which includes women and
computers against the worldview, and material reality, of a patriarchy which
still seeks to subdue them.” This is an alliance of ‘the goods’ against their
masters, an alliance of women and machines. It is a revolt of the chattels.

It also claims to be a revolt on a certain — rather grand — scale. At the
opening to On the Matrix: Cyberfeminist Simulations, Plant says that cyber-
feminism — and/or the complex systems and virtual worlds upon which it is
based — has the capacity to undermine the ‘world view and material reality
of two thousand years of patriarchal control’. Later in the same article, she
suggests this is already happening. “Tomorrow came’ — we are, she says,
already downloaded.

Cutting across the absolute certainty of this rhetoric of transformation,
though, is a surprising admission of uncertainty. Plant freely admits that she
is talking about an ‘irresponsible feminism’; more than that, she wonders if
what she is talking of ‘is a feminism at all’.

This uncertainty opens up certain questions about cyberfeminism. Crucially,
this one: Does it amount to a politics, or a technology? Is Plant talking about a
possible feminist response to computerisation? Or is she, rather, documenting/
predicting a technologically determined alteration in the condition of woman,
an alteration which women should embrace because it is a change in their
favour, but about which they can do very little.

Two themes in particular emerge as keys to unravelling the claims of
cyberfeminism. It is useful to consider how; first, Plant locates cyberfeminism
within debates around the subject, and, second, the arguments she makes
around the nature of self-organising machines.

Plant + Irigary = One + Zero

Cyberfeminism is only a new twist in a long love/hate relationship between
modern feminisms and technologies. From Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein onwards,
feminism has found an edge point in technology. It is regarded as desirable,
treacherous and despised, while always revealing of the condition of women,
and being implicated in it.

. Sadie Plant, ‘On the Matrix: Cyberfeminist Simulations’, Rob Shields (Ed.), Cultures of the Internet: Virtual
Spaces, Real Histories, Living Bodies, London: Sage, 1996, pp. 170—83.
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In this sense, cyberfeminism is part of the feminist tradition, but it also
repudiates it. Plant’s cyberfeminism emerges, in fact, out of what she under-
stands as the failures of earlier feminism — more broadly, out of the failure of
the Enlightenment — she doesn’t want a re-enchantment of the world.

Cyberfeminism, then, begins at the point at which humanism is abandoned.
Plant’s analysis focuses on the French philosopher Luce Irigaray’s contention
that, for women, a sense of identity is impossible to achieve, since women
cannot escape the ‘specular economy’ of the male —an economy in which,
through the controlling phallus and eye (the member and the gaze), woman
is always comprehended as ‘deficient’. Woman is always ‘the sex which is not
one’, the sex which always lacks the equipment to have one.

Given this analysis, the goals of earlier feminisms — those which have
demanded for woman her place as the also-subject of history, her share
of human domination over nature — are the wrong goals. Pursuing the
‘masculine dream of self control, self-identification, self-knowledge, and
self-determination’, as Plant puts it, will always be futile, since ‘any theory
of the subject will always have been appropriated by the masculine’ (Irigaray).
Rather, the only possible politics for the sex which is not one, and can never be
one, is a politics which takes as its starting point the destruction of the subject.
The question, then, is how this work of destruction might be carried out.
Irigaray’s answers have always been tentative. Plant is not so diffident. She
has an answer and it is, of course, self-organising technology: the femaleness
of the new species, which is not a species but an emergence, and one that is
dangerous to men.

Plant’s contention is that self-organising technology — ‘a dispersed and
distributed emergence composed of links between women, between women
and computers, computers and communications links, connections and
connectionist nets’ — can perform Irigaray’s work of destruction (which is the
grounds of possibility for new works of assembly) because it provides space
for woman to assemble herself — with a little help from her (new) friends.

Cut loose from patriarchy, woman is now ‘turned on with the machines’.
(Do we want this?)

Man, meanwhile, despite his Cartesian disdain for being ‘earthed’, is also
enmeshed in cybernetic space, becoming simply a ‘cyborg component of
a self organizing process beyond his perception or control’. From where Plant
begins — with the necessity for destruction, infiltration and corruption — there
is some joy to be had in finding Man caught in the nets he spread precisely
to consolidate his own position. (Perhaps we do want this.)

Essential Female Machines

This turn of events depends, of course, not only on a particular analysis of the
position of woman. It also requires a particular understanding of technology.



With a Little Help from Our (New) Friends 133

And here, I think, cyberfeminism falters. While eco-feminism holds technology
as hostile to woman, precisely because it understands that technological
‘advances’ represent a further encroachment by ‘man’ upon ‘nature’ and
‘woman’, cyberfeminism, by contrast, asserts that complex systems and
virtuality work the opposite way around.

How so? For cyberfeminism, the new nature of new machines might be
encapsulated in the notion of self-organisation; as Plant puts it, ‘tools mutate
into complex machines which begin to think and act for themselves’. These
machines, being emergent, do not have origins to which they must be faithful.
They twist beyond the specular economy, and the particular twist they take
is toward the ‘female’. Computers do not represent an encroachment of logic,
but its confusion. Crucially then, the valence of technology has changed.

But What Does it Mean to Say that Computers are Female?
Three claims Plant makes for technology as female are these:

1. Like women, computers are simulators, having no fixed identity, but, rather,
performing. Computers and women are, therefore, using Irigaray’s formulation,
‘not one’ but always multiple, being both nothing (zero) and everything/
everywhere at once. The nature of the computer and the nature of women
converge.

2. Asecond way in which the female is invoked is via a return to weaving,
understood in On the Matrix as an authentic, ‘feminine craft’ (certified female

by Freud). Weaving, undeniably processual, comes to symbolise elements of
technology which cannot be explained in terms of domination and control

(i-e. of man putting nature on the carpet). Plant suggests that this technology,
always technically demanding, has sewn its cross-stitches into the new:
‘[Flemale programmers were to find connections between knitting, patchwork,
and software engineering and find weaving secreted into the pixellated windows
which open on to cyberspace.” Weaving is invoked as a celebration of that which
is/always has been female about a certain kind of technology. Plant’s alliance
between ‘the goods’ — females and female technologies — suddenly looks
remarkably similar to the old ‘cobwebs against bombs’ tactics of the weaving
women of Greenham Common.

3. Finally, Plant claims that only those at ‘odds’ with the masculine can access
the plane of the new machines. If new technology is not masculine, it is because
some of its inventors were not either. She invokes Alan Turing, the inventor of
the Turing machine, the forerunner to the modern computer, who was forced

to take oestrogen as ‘therapy’ after being convicted of homosexuality by the
British courts. Turing’s brain she says, ‘newly engineered and feminised’,
produced the Turing machine.
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As a matter of fact, it didn’t. Turing invented his machine before he was
prosecuted and certainly before his ‘therapy’ took hold (at least according to
Andrew Hodges’ biography). But the factual error is less significant, perhaps,
than the rather brutal essentialism evident here. (Is a hormone really all it takes
to ‘be’ a woman?)

Cyberfeminism claims to ride the new edge of technology, but it also rides
a very old edge of feminism. Plant is essentially essentialist; there is little in her
account which suggests ways in which the category of the female might itself
be subject to mutation.

The When Question

In another way, too, cyberfeminism’s conception of emergent/self-organising
technology is to be questioned. Technology changed, says Plant, but is this
not equally true of computers, neural networks, telecoms networks, nano-
technology (the latter of which could very easily read as an attempt at absolute,
molecule by molecule control of nature), biotechnologies, AI? On the Matrix
glances across an array of technologies, each one produced as ‘proof” of ‘the
change’, but never precisely described. As a rhetorical strategy, blinding with
science (or in this case technology) has surely been (over)done. In addition,
there is always a tension between contention and tense; ‘tomorrow came’,
says Plant, but she admits that many of these technologies are still under
development.

There is a problem, then, with cyberfeminism’s understanding of techno-
logy. Plant’s assertions about the long list of technologies she invokes are,
often, simply assertions. More than that, they might be understood to reduce
technology insofar as they characterise it as ‘female’. Surely it will never
be enough to understand emergent technology ‘as feminine’, just as other
technologies can never be understood purely and simply ‘as masculine’? This,
paradoxically, is to deny the complexity of technology.

This conflict, between gender essentialism and technological
transformation, is a faultline that runs through cyberfeminism. It means that,
although cyberfeminism understands that everything has changed, in the end
it also suggests very little has changed. Despite the rhetoric, cyberfeminism is
not ambitious enough.

Conclusion

To return, finally, to the question of a feminism, following the threads of Plant’s
arguments through On the Matrix, it becomes clear that Plant never provides

a definitive answer to the question: ‘Technology or politics?” There is always, in
her work, a slippage — from what might be effected through a politics practised
by women to what will be effected by virtue of virtual (and complex) systems.
This slippage is the point for Plant, who courts and develops ambiguity in her
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writing, consistently con-fusing and re-fusing distinctions between woman —
who is ‘turned on by the machines’ — and self-organising machines themselves.
Women and machines, gathered under the same unvarying sign (the sign
of the female — the always multiple zero set against the one — in non binary
opposition) are, as Plant sees it, elements of the same networks. In this
proliferating confusion, distinctions about who or what is doing what to whom
— distinctions, that is, about what might amount to ‘doing politics’ and what
might amount to celebrating a technology — might seem difficult to draw. More
than that, they might even seem irrelevant. ‘As technology changes, woman
changes,” says Plant. Shouldn’t that be enough for us? I don’t think it is, because
it lets cyberfeminism oft the hook. It makes certain claims to being an active,
radical form of politics, one adapted to post-humanism, but it also comes close
to suggesting that the position of woman is simply intrinsic to a certain form
of technology.
In the moments at which cyberfeminism relies not on humans (women)
but on the emerging force of machines (presumed to be ‘female’), Plant seems
to deliver us less to a politics than an eschatology: a hope and desire for future
things. In this way, despite the sound and the fury of cyberfeminism’s (effective)
rhetoric, and, despite the power and precision of its destructive moment (the
destruction of the desire for a re-tooled Enlightenment), it often comes close
to a politics of quietism.
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In an era in which nearly everything, from small seeds to large computer
networks, entails practical or metaphorical organic and machinic fusions,

the ‘cyborg’ — that product of early Cold War cybernetic theory, dérourned

by Haraway a generation later — has lost its political clout. Haraway’s cyborg,
‘not of woman born’, the illegitimate offspring of militarism and patriarchal
capitalism, was modelled upon the meztisaje (racial mixing) of Mexican
Americans. Given that she wrote her central thesis at a particular historical
moment and primarily for women, Haraway’s cyborg was an inconstant
figure able to incorporate spiral dancers, electronics factory workers, poets and
engineers — a figure that allied diverse oppositional strategies, from writing

to biotechnology. Given this radical theoretical openness, what did the Cyborg
Manifesto (CM) really manage to achieve?

1. CM was an early recognition of the fundamental and irreversible changes
brought about by digital technologies. Predating Dolly, the Visible Man,

the Visible Woman and the (purported) completion of the Human Genome
Project, Haraway discerned both society’s transformation into a ‘polymorphous
information system’ and ‘the translation of the world into a problem of coding’,
as phenomena with specific resonance for women worldwide. In the 1980s,
Haraway was one of a handful of cultural critics to write about the double-
edged possibilities of biotechnology, which has become a major focus of
cultural work today. Her prediction — that control strategies applied to women
to give birth to new human beings would be developed using the language

‘of goal achievement for individual decision-makers’ — had, by the 1990s,

been all too fully borne out.

2. CM urged feminists to embrace new technologies as tools for feminist ends.
This was a pressing antidote to the pernicious notion, popular at the time, that
women belonged exclusively to ‘nature’. The manifesto proposed that feminists
definitely could and should use the master’s tools to destroy (or at least disrupt)
the master’s house.

3. CM contributed to the growth of a pan-global labour consciousness,
acknowledging the key role of women as workers in the global economy.

It also inspired the development of ‘cyberfeminism’ in various parts of the
world. But, in contrast to Haraway’s feminist, socialist and antiracist politics,
cyberfeminism eschewed definitions, political affiliations (including feminism)
and even goals. The political effectiveness of such an undirected movement
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is still to be determined. Issues of race and racism, primary in Haraway’s
formulation of the cyborg, have been avoided in cyberfeminism. This silence
could prove as destructive here as it was to second wave US feminism. One can
only hope that cyberfeminism is still open to transformations.

4. CM proposed feminist associations based on affinities rather than identi