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their own power. The energies tamed by the steam engine and delivered by it as regulated
mechanical performance will destroy that engine itself in the case of an accident.™

In the late twentieth century, the potential for technological collapse is more pervasive, char-
acterizing catastrophes as diverse as Bhopal, Chernobyl, the Challenger explosion, earthquakes
which science and technology fail to predict, as well as railway and plane crashes. But this mas-
sive expansion is perhaps not the decisive difference. After the Detroit crash, airport authorities
spray-painted the burned-out grass green in order to conceal all traces of the accident and enable
other travelers to avoid the traumatic evidence. Yet, this action was then reported on radio news,
indicating that what is now at stake in the catastrophe, for us, is coverage. While the vision of catas-
trophe is blocked at one level, it is multiplied and intensified at another. The media urge us now to
obsessively confront catastrophe, over and over again. And while the railway accident of the 19th
century was certainly the focus of journalistic inquiry, its effects were primarily local. Television’s
ubiquity, its extensiveness, allows for a global experience of catastrophe which is always reminiscent
of the potential of nuclear disaster, of mass rather than individual annihilation.

Catastrophe is thus, through its association with industrialization and the advance of technology,
ineluctably linked with the idea of Progress. The time of technological progress is always felt as linear
and fundamentally irreversible—technological change is almost by definition an “advance,” and it
is extremely difficult to conceive of any movement backward, any regression. Hence, technological
evolution is perceived as unflinching progress toward a total state of control over nature. If some
notion of pure Progress is the utopian element in this theory of technological development, catas-
trophe is its dystopia, the always unexpected interruption of this forward movement. Catastrophic
time stands still. Catastrophe signals the failure of the escalating technological desire to conquer
nature. From the point of view of Progress, nature can no longer be seen as anything but an affront
or challenge to technology. And so, just as the media penetrates events (in the media event), tech-
nology penetrates nature. This is why the purview of catastrophe keeps expanding to encompass
even phenomena which had previously been situated wholly on the side of nature—earthquakes,
floods, hurricanes, tornadoes. Such catastrophes no longer signify only the sudden eruption of
natural forces but the inadequacy or failure of technology and its predictive powers as well.

On the ABC Evening News of September 15, 1988, Peter Jennings stood in front of a map
tracking the movements of Hurricane Gilbert for the first fifteen minutes of the broadcast. A sup-
porting report detailed the findings of a highly equipped plane flying into the eye of the hurricane.
The fascination here was not only that of the literal penetration of the catastrophic storm by high
technology but also that of the sophisticated instruments and tracking equipment visible inside the
plane—a fetishism of controls. Our understanding of natural catastrophe is now a fully technologi-
cal apprehension. Such incidents demonstrate that the distinction made by Schivelbusch between
preindustrial accidents (natural accidents where the destructive energy comes from without) and
post-industrial accidents (in which the destructive energy comes from within the technological
apparatus) is beginning to blur. This is particularly the case with respect to nuclear technology
which aspires to harness the most basic energy of nature itself—that of the atom. And in doing so
it also confronts us with the potential transformation of that energy into that which is most lethal
to human life.

While nuclear disaster signals the limits of the failure of technology, the trauma attached to
the explosion of the Challenger is associated with the sheer height of the technological aspirations
represented by space exploration. The Challenger coverage also demonstrates just how national-
istic the apprehension of catastrophe is—our own catastrophes are always more important, more
eligible for extended reporting than those of other nations. But perhaps even more crucial here
was the fact that television itself was on the scene—witness to the catastrophe. And the played and
replayed image of the Challenger exploding, of diverging lines of billowing white smoke against a
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deep blue Florida sky—constant evidence of television’s compulsion to repeat—acts as a reminder
not only of the catastrophic nature of the event but also of the capacity of television to record
instantaneously, a reminder of the fact that television was there. The temporality of catastrophe is
that of the instant—it is momentary, punctual, while its televisual coverage is characterized by its
very duration, seemingly compensating for the suddenness, the unexpected nature of the event.

A segment of Tom Brokaw’s virtually non-stop coverage on NBC contained a video replay of
the explosion itself, a live broadcast of the president’s message to the nation, Brokaw’s reference
to an earlier interview with a child psychiatrist who dealt with the potential trauma of the event
for children, Chris Wallace’s report of Don Regan’s announcement and the press’s reception of the
news during a press briefing, a mention of Mrs. Reagan’s reaction to the explosion as she watched
itlive on television, Brokaw’s speculation about potential attacks on Reagan’s support of SDI (“Star
Wars”), and Brokaw’s 1981 interview with one of the astronauts, Judy Resnick. The glue in this
collection of disparate forms is Brokaw’s performance, his ability to cover the event with words,
with a commentary which exhausts its every aspect and through the orchestration of second-
ary reports and old footage."” Brokaw is the pivot, he mediates our relation to the catastrophe.
Furthermore, as with television news, it is a direct address/appeal to the viewer, but with an even
greater emphasis upon the presence and immediacy of the act of communication, with constant
recourse to shifters which draw attention to the shared space and time of reporter and viewer:
terms such as “today;” “here,” “you,” “we,” “I” Immediately after a rerun of the images documenting
the Challenger explosion, Brokaw says, clearly improvising, “As I say, we have shown that to you
repeatedly again and again today. It is not that we have a ghoulish curiosity. We just think that it’s
important that all members of the audience who are coming to their sets at different times of the
day have an opportunity to see it. And of course everyone is led to their own speculation based
on what happened here today as well” The “liveness,” the “real time” of the catastrophe is that of
the television anchor’s discourse—its nonstop quality a part of a fascination which is linked to the
spectator’s knowledge that Brokaw faces him/her without a complete script, underlining the alleged
authenticity of his discourse. For the possibility is always open that Brokaw might stumble, that his
discourse might lapse—and this would be tantamount to touching the real, simply displacing the
lure of referentiality attached to the catastrophe to another level (that of the “personal” relationship
between anchor and viewer).

There is a very striking sense in which televisual catastrophe conforms to the definition offered
by catastrophe theory whereby catastrophe represents discontinuity in an otherwise continuous
system. From this point of view, the measure of catastrophe would be the extent to which it in-
terrupts television’s regular daily programming, disrupting normal expectations about what can
be seen and heard at a particular time. If Nick Browne is correct in suggesting that, through its
alignment of its own schedule with the work day and the work week, television “helps produce
and render ‘natural the logic and rhythm of the social order,”*® then catastrophe would represent
that which cannot be contained within such an ordering of temporality. It would signal the return
of the repressed. The traumatic nature of such a disruption is underlined by the absence of com-
mercials in the reporting of catastrophe—commercials usually constituting not only the normal
punctuation of television’s flow, but, for some, the very text of television.

That which, above all, cannot be contained within the daily social rhythms of everyday life is
death. Catastrophe is at some level always about the body, about the encounter with death. For all its
ideology of “liveness,” it may be death which forms the point of televisual intrigue. Contemporary
society works to conceal death to such an extent that its experience is generally a vicarious one
through representation. The removal of death from direct perception, a process which, as Benjamin
points out, was initiated in the nineteenth century, continues today:

In the course of the nineteenth century bourgeois society has, by means of hygienic and
social, private and public institutions, realized a secondary effect which may have been its
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subconscious main purpose: to make it possible for people to avoid the sight of dying. Dying
was once a public process in the life of the individual and a most exemplary one.... There
used to be no house, hardly a room, in which someone had not once died... Today people
live in rooms that have never been touched by death..."

Furthermore, the mechanization of warfare—the use of technologically advanced weapons which
kill at a greater and greater distance—further reduces the direct confrontation with death. Consistent
with its wartime goal of allaying the effects of death and increasing the efficiency with which it is
produced, technology also strives to hold death at bay, to contain it. Hence, death emerges as the
absolute limit of technology’s power, that which marks its vulnerability. Catastrophe, conjoining
death with the failure of technology, presents us with a scenario of limits—the limits of technol-
ogy, the limits of signification. In the novel, according to Benjamin, death makes the character’s
life meaningful to the reader, allows him/her the “hope of warming his shivering life with a death
he reads about””* What is at stake in televisual catastrophe is not meaning but reference. The
viewer’s consuming desire, unlike that of the novel reader, is no longer a desire for meaning but
for a referentiality which seems to have been all but lost in the enormous expanse of a television
which always promises a contact forever deferred. Death is no longer the culminating experience
of a life rich in continuity and meaning but, instead, pure discontinuity, disruption—pure chance
or accident, the result of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

And it is not by coincidence that catastrophe theory, on an entirely different level, seeks to pro-
vide a means of mapping the discontinuous instance, the chance occurrence, without reducing its
arbitrariness or indeterminacy. Catastrophe theory is based on a theorem in topology discovered
by the French mathematician René Thom in 1968. Its aim is to provide a formal language for the
description of sudden discontinuities within a gradually changing system. The points of occur-
rence of these discontinuities are mapped on a three-dimensional graph. In 1972, E. D. Zeeman
developed an educational toy called the “catastrophe machine” to facilitate the understanding of
Thom’s theory. (The appeal of this toy is that you can make it yourself with only two rubber bands,
a cardboard disk, two drawing pins and a wooden board). The point of the catastrophe machine
is the construction of an apparatus which is guaranteed to not work, to predictably produce un-
predictable irregularities. For catastrophe theory is, as one of its proponents explains, “a theory
about singularities. When applied to scientific problems, therefore, it deals with the properties of
discontinuities directly, without reference to any specific underlying mechanism.* It is, therefore,
no longer a question of explanation. Catastrophe theory confronts the indeterminable without at-
tempting to reduce it to a set of determinations. Thom refers to “islands of determinism separated
by zones of instability or indeterminacy® Catastrophe theory is one aspect of a new type of sci-
entific endeavor which Lyotard labels “postmodern”™—a science which “by concerning itself with
such things as undecidables, the limits of precise control, conflicts characterized by incomplete
information, ‘fracta, catastrophes, and pragmatic paradoxes—is theorizing its own evolution as
discontinuous, catastrophic, nonrectifiable, and paradoxical. It is changing the meaning of the
word knowledge, while expressing how such a change can take place”!

Television is not, however, the technology of catastrophe theory or, if it is, it is so only in a highly
limited sense. The televisual construction of catastrophe seeks both to preserve and to annihilate
indeterminacy, discontinuity. On the one hand, by surrounding catastrophe with commentary;,
with an explanatory apparatus, television works to contain its more disturbing and uncontainable
aspects. On the other hand, catastrophe’s discontinuity is embraced as the mirror of television’s
own functioning and that discontinuity and indeterminacy ensure the activation of the lure of
referentiality. In this sense, television is a kind of catastrophe machine, continually corroborating
its own signifying problematic—a problematic of discontinuity and indeterminacy which strives
to mimic the experience of the real, a real which in its turn is guaranteed by the contact with
death. Catastrophe thrives on the momentary, the instantaneous, that which seems destined to be
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forgotten, and hence seems to confirm Heath’s and Skirrow’s notion that television operates as the
“absence of memory” But because catastrophe is necessary to television, as the corroboration of its
own signifying problematic, there is also a clear advantage in the somewhat laborious construction
and maintenance of a memory of catastrophe. The spectator must be led to remember, with even
a bit of nostalgia, those moments which are preeminently televisual—the explosion of the Chal-
lenger, the assassination of John F. Kennedy (the footage of which was replayed again and again
during the time of the recent twenty-fifth anniversary of the event). What is remembered in these
nostalgic returns is not only the catastrophe or crisis itself but the fact that television was there,
allowing us access to moments which always seem more real than all the others.

Catastrophe coverage clearly generates and plays on the generation of anxiety. The indetermi-
nacy and unexpectedness of catastrophe seem to aptly describe the potential trauma of the world
we occupy. But such coverage also allows for a persistent disavowal—in viewing the bodies on the
screen, one can always breathe a sigh of relief in the realization that “that’s not me” Indeed, the
celebrity status of the anchorperson and of those who usually appear on television can seem to
justify the belief that the character on the screen is always—dead or alive—is always definitively
other, that the screen is not a mirror. Such persistent anxiety is manageable, although it may require
that one periodically check the screen to make sure. But this is perhaps not the only, or even the
most important, affect associated with catastrophe coverage.

Something of another type of affective value of catastrophe can be glimpsed in Slavoj Zizek’s
analysis of the sinking of the Titanic and its cultural and psychical significance. At the end of the
nineteenth century, “civilized” Europe perceived itself as on the brink of extinction, its values
threatened by revolutionary workers’ movements, the rise of nationalism and anti-Semitism, and
diverse signs indicating the decay of morals. The grand luxury transatlantic voyage incarnated a
generalized nostalgia for a disappearing Europe insofar as it signified technological progress, vic-
tory over nature, and also a condensed image of a social world based on class divisions elsewhere
threatened with dissolution. The shipwreck of the Titanic hence represented for the social imagina-
tion the collapse of European civilization, the destruction of an entire social edifice—“Europe at the
beginning of the century found itself confronted with its own death.”> The contradictory readings
by the right and the left of the behavior of first-class “gentlemen” with respect to third-class women
and children corroborate this reading of a social imagination seized by the shipwreck and treating
it as an index to the maintenance or collapse of former class differences.

But Zizek goes on to claim that there must be something in excess of this symbolic reading. For
it is difficult to explain satisfactorily the contemporary fascination with images of the wreck at the
bottom of the sea: “The mute presence of wrecks—are they not like the congealed residue of an
impossible jouissance? ... One understands why, notwithstanding technical problems, we hesitate
to raise the wreckage of the Titanic to the surface: its sublime beauty, once exposed to daylight,
would turn to waste, to the depressing banality of a rusted mass of iron.”? It would be problematic
to bring the Titanic too close—it is there to be watched in its “proper” grave, to be regarded as a
monument to catastrophe in general, a catastrophe which, in its distance, makes you feel real. Ac-
cording to Zizek, the two aspects of the Titanic—the “metaphorical one of its symbolic overdeter-
mination and the real one of the inertia of the thing, incarnation of a mute jouissance”—represent
the two sides of the Freudian symptom.* For although the symptom can be interpreted as a knot of
significations, it is also always more than that. There is a remainder, an excess not reducible to the
symbolic network (in the words of Jacques-Alain Miller, one “loves one’s symptom like oneself.”)
This is why, according to Zizek, “one remains hooked on the real of one’s symptom even after the
interpretation has accomplished its work”*

It is this remainder, this residue, which televisual catastrophe exploits. The social fascination
of catastrophe rests on the desire to confront the remainder, or to be confronted with that which
is in excess of signification. Catastrophe seems to testify to the inertia of the real and television’s
privileged relation to it. In the production and reproduction of the metonymic chain—the body-
catastrophe-death-referentiality—television legitimates its own discourse. This is why it is often
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difficult to isolate and define catastrophe, to establish the boundary which marks it off from ordinary
television. Information and catastrophe coexist in a curious balance. According to Susan Sontag,
“we live under continual threat of two equally fearful, but seemingly opposed, destinies: unremit-
ting banality and inconceivable terror”* Television produces both as the two poles structuring the
contemporary imagination.

This relation to catastrophe is by no means an inherent or essential characteristic of television
technology. Rather, it is a feature which distinguishes television and its operations in the late
capitalist society of the United States where crisis is produced and assimilated as a part of the
ongoing spectacle—a spectacle financed by commercials and hence linked directly to the circula-
tion of commodities. What underlies/haunts catastrophe but is constantly overshadowed by it is
the potential of another type of catastrophe altogether—that of the economic crisis. According to
Schivelbush, “If the nineteenth century perceives the cause of technological accidents to be the
sudden disturbance of the uncertain equilibrium of a machine (i.e., the relationship between curbed
energy and the means of curbing it), Marx defines the economic crisis as the disruption of the
uncertain balance between buying and selling in the circulation of goods. As long as buying and
selling work as a balanced and unified process, the cycle goes on functioning, but as soon as the
two become separated and autonomous, we arrive at a crisis.”*” Of course, economic crisis does not
appear to meet any of the criteria of the true catastrophe. It is not punctual but of some duration,
it does not kill (at least not immediately), and it can assuredly be linked to a notion of agency or
system (that of commodity capitalism) if not to a subject. Yet, for a television dependent upon the
healthy circulation of commodities, the economic crisis can be more catastrophic than any natural
or technological catastrophe. Ironically, for this very reason, and to deflect any potentially harmful
consequences, it must be disguised as catastrophe and hence naturalized, contained, desystematized.
The economic crisis as catastrophe is sudden, discontinuous, and unpredictable—an accident which
cannot reflect back upon any system.

In comparison with the lure of referentiality associated with catastrophe “proper,” the economic
crisis confronts us as an abstraction. Yet, the abstraction of catastrophe is difficult since catastrophe
seems to lend itself more readily to an account of bodies. Hence, the reporting of the Wall Street
crash of October 1987 strives to restore the elements of catastrophe which are lacking—the ico-
nography of panic becomes the high angle shot down at the milling crowd of the stock exchange,
bodies in disarray. An interviewee claims, “It’s fascinating, like a bloodbath.” Furthermore, a ca-
tastrophe which seems furthest removed from the concept of a failure of technology is rebound to
that concept through the oft-repeated claim that a major cause of the crash was computer trading
gone awry. Economic crisis is also tamed by naturalizing it as a cyclical occurrence, like the change
of seasons. This is a containment of a catastrophe which, unlike the others, potentially threatens
television’s own economic base, its own mechanism for the production of commodity-linked spec-
tacle. And perhaps this is why catastrophe has become such a familiar, almost everyday, televisual
occurrence. According to Ernst Bloch, “the crises of the accident (of the uncontrolled things) will
remain with us longer to the degree that they remain deeper than the crises of economy (of the
uncontrolled commodities)”” The depth which television accords to the catastrophes of things
is linked to the lure of referentiality which they hold out to us. Catastrophe makes concrete and
immediate, and therefore deflects attention from, the more abstract horror of potential economic
crisis. For the catastrophe, insofar as it is perceived as the accidental failure of technology (and one
which can be rectified with alittle tinkering—O-rings can be fixed, engines redesigned) is singular,
asystematic—it does not touch the system of commodity capitalism.

The concept of crisis is linked to temporal process, to a duration of a (one can hope) limited
period. This is why the time of crisis can coincide with that of politics, of political strategy. Crisis,
krisis, is a decisive period insofar as it is a time when decisions have to be made, decisions with
very real effects. The televisual representation of catastrophe, on the other hand, hopes to hold
onto the apolitical and attach it to the momentary, the punctual. Here time is free in its indeter-
minacy, reducible to no system—precisely the opposite of televisual time which is programmed
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and scheduled as precisely as possible, down to the last second. Television’s time is a time which
is, in effect, wholly determined. And this systematization of time is ultimately based on its com-
modification (time in television is, above all, not “free”). As both Stephen Heath and Eileen Meehan
point out, what networks sell to advertisers is the viewing time of their audiences.?” Here the com-
modification of time is most apparent (and perhaps this is why, in the reporting of catastrophes,
there are no commercials).

The catastrophe is crucial to television precisely because it functions as a denial of this process
and corroborates television’s access to the momentary, the discontinuous, the real. Catastrophe
produces the illusion that the spectator is in direct contact with the anchorperson, who interrupts
regular programming to demonstrate that it can indeed be done when the referent is at stake.
Television’s greatest technological prowess is its ability to be there—both on the scene and in your
living room (hence the most catastrophic of technological catastrophes is the loss of the signal). The
death associated with catastrophe ensures that television is felt as an immediate collision with the
real in all its intractability—bodies in crisis, technology gone awry. Televisual catastrophe is thus
characterized by everything which it is said not to be—it is expected, predictable, its presence crucial
to television’s operation. In fact, catastrophe could be said to be at one level a condensation of all
the attributes and aspirations of “normal” television (immediacy, urgency, presence, discontinuity,
the instantaneous, and hence forgettable). If information becomes a commodity on the brink of its
extinction or loss, televisual catastrophe magnifies that death many times over. Hence, catastrophe
functions as both the exception and the norm of a television practice which continually holds out
to its spectator the lure of a referentiality perpetually deferred.

Postscript (2003)

Although this essay was written fifteen years ago, I believe that the tendencies it describes have
only intensified and deepened. The televisual coverage of September 11, 2001 seemed to obscenely
corroborate the idea that “the death associated with catastrophe ensures that television is felt as
an immediate collision with the real in all its intractability—bodies in crisis, technology gone
awry.” It further blurred the already fragile opposition between catastrophe and crisis outlined
here, transforming a political act into something with the proportions of a monumental natural
disaster (or a grandiose battle between an abstractly defined good and evil), at the expense of any
more nuanced attempt at historical explication. The concept of catastrophe has been systematically
broadened since 1988 and this steady encroachment is enabled by the fact that catastrophe is de-
fined not so much by any stable or finite content but by the ideological inflection of a technological
potential—that of the “liveness” of representation. Hence, events as varied as the O.]. Simpson car
chase and later trial, the death of Lady Diana, Princess of Wales, the 1991 Persian Gulf War, the
Washington sniper killings, the loss of the space shuttle Columbia as well as, most prominently, the
collapse of the twin towers on September 11, 2001 and the ensuing Iraq War have all been covered
as catastrophic, invoking all the technical skills that have been honed and refined continually since
(at least) the 1980s. Those skills above all allow television to be there, on the scene, “live;” to stress
the urgency, indeed inescapability, of our attending to the event. Catastrophe takes on the logic
of innovation associated with the commodity system and especially with fashion—its constant
demand for newness, difference, uniqueness and its consequent “forgetting” of yesterday’s styles
and yesterday’s catastrophes (except in the form of the quotable, of “retro” —one might note the
existence of “retro catastrophes,” replayed somewhat nostalgically on anniversaries and other ap-
propriate moments.)

The role of televisual “liveness” has been made more critical by the emergence and rapid dis-
semination of digital media that lay claim to an even more desirable temporality—“real time.”
The use of “real time” in the digital register both appropriates the meanings of this term for film
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(continuity, lack of disruption) and for television (the instantaneity and immediacy of liveness) and
adds the additional connotations of interactivity and 24-hour availability. Computer “real time”
not only allows you to remain connected, to be in touch with what is happening now, but to alleg-
edly interact with the source of information as well, expanding your choices within a commodity
driven economy while leaving intact the restricted, corporate-produced definition of choice. In
television’s continual effort to assimilate everything—including all other forms of representation,
news anchors frequently exhort their viewers to keep up with the news in “real time” by visiting
the station’s or network’s Web site online. A Web site called “freerealtime.com,” whose motto is
“Turning knowledge into wealth,” provides its visitors with direct and instantaneous access to action
on the stock market. The site promises its visitors the opportunity to “see whats happening right
now, not 15 minutes later” The Web site of Lynuxworks aptly proclaims that “there is no tolerance
for delays in a telecom environment.”

No tolerance for delays. What is at stake in this continual technological celebration of instan-
taneity, in this insistence upon identifying the real with the “now”? In a sense, it signifies the
social abjection of representation itself in a highly mediated society. Bazin, in writing about what
must strike most people now as a fairly antiquated medium—film—Tlinks cinematic specificity to
a scandal, that of the repeatability of the unique (“I cannot repeat a single moment of my life, but
cinema can repeat any one of these moments indefinitely before my eyes”).*® While all moments
are unique, according to Bazin, the paradox of their cinematic repetition is muted by our accep-
tance of this status as a form of memory. But there are two moments that are so intensely unique
that their repetition in film must be obscene—death and the sexual act: “Each is in its own way the
absolute negation of objective time, the qualitative instant in its purest form. Like death, love must
be experienced and cannot be represented (it is not called the little death for nothing) without
violating its nature. This violation is called obscenity. The representation of a real death is also an
obscenity, no longer a moral one, as in love, but metaphysical. We do not die twice*' Death and
sex mark the limits of representation, the point at which no difference, no splitting of the instant,
is acceptable. For Bazin, this scandal was specific to the cinema and did not exist for photography
because only cinema could represent the passage from one state to another, from life to death. (The
supreme perversion, in his view, would be the projection of an execution in reverse.) Bazin wrote,
of course, before television (or at least its widespread dissemination), video, and digital media,
other visual time-based media which could share in the scandal of death’s representation.

Bazin’s formulation of representational obscenity is presented in the course of an analysis of
a film about a bullfight. The death at issue is the ever-present potentiality of the death of either
the bull or the toreador. Spectatorial cognizance of this risk is heightened by a refusal of editing,
by allowing the bull and the man to occupy the same frame. Hence, the obscenity is very much
a function of the continuity of cinematic “real time,” of the protection of cinema’s indexicality
from the violence of editing. Instead, as Serge Daney has pointed out, violence, difference, or
heterogeneity are internalized as subject matter in order to preserve the spatio-temporal unity of
the representation. It is representation which is truly at risk (“To intern difference means saving
representation”).”® This violence is eroticized, given Bazins view of the intimacy of sex and death
as apogees of the unique.

For Bazin, obscenity is the repetition of the absolutely unique, the fact that death could be
made to happen over and over again, made possible by time-based mechanical representation
and by filmic “real time,” which acts as a kind of proof of the process and its integrity. “Real time”
today, in its televisual and digital forms, is less about continuity (the refusal of editing) and more
about instantaneity (the adherence of the time of representation to the time of the event). It makes
possible a repetition that threatens to annihilate the temporal gap between the event and its rep-
resentation—in the live telecast, the event is virtually its own repeatability. The scandal would
be the disappearance of the very idea of the unique, the loss of death as a measure of singularity.
Death happens over and over again on the television screen and there is a general hemorrhaging
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of the notion of the catastrophic. The media thrive on this disruption, this discontinuity, because
it promises to stave off the boredom of the banal, of television’s unrelenting flow. Incorporated
within that flow, disruption becomes “reality television”

Yet, each catastrophe is somehow new despite its repetitiveness, for the catastrophic is also the
unscripted, the tinge of referentiality which seems to cling to mechanical and electronic reproduc-
tion. The dialectic of repeatability and the unique associated with catastrophe works both to affirm
representation (to “save” it in Bazin’s terms) and to allow for a hope in its effacement, the assurance
of an access to the real. This is, perhaps, the supreme paradox of a media-saturated society.
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The Weird Global Media Event
and the Tactical Intellectual
[version 3.0]

McKenzie Wark

1. Media Times

“The almost insoluble task is to let neither the power of others, nor our own powerlessness, stu-
pefy us”! Theodor Adorno was writing of the intellectual’s challenge in comprehending Hitler, but
perhaps the same injunction might apply to events of more recent times. As with Hitler, so with
Osama Bin Laden: both might be, to a psychologist, pathological cases, but “people thinking in the
form of free, detached, disinterested appraisal” are “unable to accommodate within those forms
the experience of violence which in reality annuls such thinking.”

It is a characteristic of traditional scholarship that it assumes a certain kind of time within which
the scholarly enterprise can unfold. Scholarship is knowledge occupying an abstract, homogenous,
formal time. Indeed scholarship might be defined as the production of precisely this kind of time.
A scholar’s primary duty is the patient working through of the consequences attendant on what
one’s predecessors and colleagues deposit for us in the archive.

As a consequence, scholarship has difficulties with those images which, as Walter Benjamin
said, “flash up in a moment of danger”* Such images interrupt the time of scholarship, breaking
the thread of its apparent continuity. There are always parallel times—the news media ticks over
at a faster rate than scholarship. The time of everyday life takes its distance and insists on its own
rhythms. These times may occasionally synchronize, but mostly they follow their own beat.

Every now and then there is an event which interrupts all such discrete and parallel times,
cutting across them and marking them all with the image of a moment of danger. We know that
September 11 interrupted the time of news media. The evidence is there in videotapes of CNN
and other live news feeds. The news story suddenly confronted its opposite, which I would call the
event. A routine news story has a narrative structure, which pre-exists any given circumstances.
Facts, when they emerge, can be fitted into a story. An event as an irruption of raw facticity into
the news, for which a story is not ready to hand.

The event, when it occurs in news media, opens up a certain abyss. One stares at the evidence
of an event for which the story is lacking, or rather, lagging. News media respond with a range of

265
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coping strategies, with which to paper over the evident fact that events have violated the narrative
control and management of the news media, at least for a moment.

One coping strategy is repetition. News feeds reiterate a cluster of images and sounds over and
over, as if only through repetition could the facticity of the event be acknowledged. Exploratory
attempts will be made using file footage to construct a beginning to the event. Events always ir-
rupt into news as if in the middle. News responds by speculating on the beginning point for the
story. As the narrative arc of the event is unknown or unstable, wise old white haired gentlemen
are recruited to provide a speculative trajectory, a template, which might serve to reduce the event
to some familiar variant on the common stock of stories.

The event now has the capacity to synchronize many very diverse local times, spilling over
into the living rooms, bars, bazaars and places of worship of many different kinds of people. Local
and communal rhythms suddenly appear as connected to global forces and relations. Yet for all
that, it proves remarkably difficult to think back from one’s experience to the causes of the event
itself. The New Yorker put some of the most distinguished writers in town on the job of recording
their experiences of September 11. The results were remarkably banal. Star writers from Jonathan
Franzen to Adam Gopnik could all provide richly detailed versions of their whereabouts on the
day, connected to nothing but trivial remarks about the more abstract forces at work.

As Fredric Jameson notes, this is an era in which the forces that determine one’s life chances
are abstract and global, yet the means by which one would usually communicate about one’s life
chances with others, one’s immediate experience, appears as merely an effect of unseen forces.
“There comes into being, then, a situation in which we can say that if individual experience is
authentic, then it cannot be true; and that if a scientific or cognitive model of the same content is
true, then it escapes individual experience.” This is a problem, as Jameson notes, for art; it is also
a problem, as he doesn’t note, for critical theory.

While I agree with Jameson on the disconnect between appearances and relations, which in art
is the disconnect between naturalism and realism, I think there is a solution. One needs to displace
the terms a little. The disconnect can be expressed as a difference between kinds of time. The time
of everyday life not only differs from the time of news media and the time of scholarship, it differs
from the time of capital flows and global power. The latter appear in everyday life as images that
flash up, not just in moments of danger, but as moments of danger. The moment when they flash
up is the moment of the event. The event opens a critical window onto the disjuncture between
different kinds of time precisely because it is the moment when times suddenly connect, even if,
in connecting, the usual means of making sense of time within the horizon of a specific temporal
narrative is obliterated.

So if one is not to be stupefied by the power of others, or one’s own powerlessness, one needs to
know something of the time in which power operates. But this is a temporality to which one usually
does not have access, either in everyday life, or in scholarship, or in art—it is even doubtful if the
news media is all that proximate to the most effective times of power and powers of time. But there
are moments, interruptions in the polyrhythmic flow, in which a kind of knowledge is possible.

These moments are events. Or to give them the full specification I have given them elsewhere,
“weird global media events* They are events because they interrupt routine time. They are media
events because they happen within a space and time saturated in media. They are global me-
dia events because they traverse borders and call a world into being. They are weird global media
events because each is singular and none conform to any predetermined narrative. They introduce
a new quality of time.

The event not only breaches the separation among what we might call after Marx superstructural
times, but between them and what we might call infrastructural times of political and economic
power. As Jameson notes, Marx borrowed this terminology from the railways. Superstructure and
infrastructure are the rolling stock and the rails. In these terms, the event might be the juncture at
which both the track and the train change paths.
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2. Media Spaces

Where do events come from? Do they fall from the sky? Yes they do. From the Comsat angels in
orbit overhead, or thrown from a truck onto the ground in front of your local news stand. Robert
McChesney points out that these vectors from whence we get the information to form an ongoing
map of the world and its histories become increasingly concentrated in fewer and fewer corporate
hands. These corporate owners are increasingly integrating diverse media holdings to more profit-
ably co-ordinate print and audio-visual flows.’ No matter how many channels we can get, our main
news feed comes from few hands indeed.

Herbert Schiller once argued that the growth of transnational corporations, who seek rich
offshore markets and cheap offshore labor forces, necessitates an internationalization of media
vectors. The deregulation of economic flows during the Reagan years went hand-in-hand with a
deregulation of information flows and attacks on public control and access to information.® The
media that feed us are not only more and more concentrated, but increasingly global in both own-
ership and extent. Since business consumes a vast amount of media information, and business is
increasingly global, so too are the information providers. Three developments come together: the
globalization of business communication, the communication of global business and the business
of global communication.

The global media vector does not connect us with just anywhere. It connects us most frequently,
rapidly and economically with those parts of the world which are well integrated into the major
hubs of the vector. It comes as no surprise that New York is a major media hub, as it is a major
business hub, but so too is the Middle East. Hamid Mowlana points out that the Middle East has a
long history of integration into the international media vector. At the turn of century, Lord Curzon
described British interests in the Persian Gulf as “commercial, political, strategical and telegraphic.”
Some of the world’s first international telegraph lines passed through there. British communications
with India flowed along this route. With the recognition of the strategic value of oil for propelling
the mechanized vectors of war from 1914 on, the region became important in its own right.

An event that connects an expatriate Saudi to New York so spectacularly is then not surprisingly
an event that punctures the time of everyday life with a major impact. One should, however, add
Tariq Ali’s caveat: “To accept that the appalling deaths of over 3,000 people in the USA are more
morally abhorrent than the 20,000 lives destroyed by Putin when he razed Grosny or the daily
casualties in Palestine and Iraq is obscene.” In proposing that September 11 is a weird global media
event, I am not assuming that the violence of that moment somehow trumps these other instances
of violence. The point is rather that the globalization of media flows is subject to very uneven de-
velopment. One of the characteristics of the event is precisely to reveal the uneven topography of
the vectoral landscape along which media messages speed.

One of the striking things about September 11 is that the event happened in a major node in
the media network, and hence was rapidly and thoroughly reported, thus provoking remarkably
different responses around the world. Ali records some of the range of responses: “In the Nica-
raguan capital, Managua, people hugged each other in silence.... There were celebrations in the
streets of Bolivia... In Greece the government suppressed the publication of opinion polls that
showed a large majority actually in favor of the hits... In Beijing the news came too late in the
night for anything more than a few celebratory fireworks.” The centralization and concentration
of media has some effect on what events may spark across the vector field of time and space, but
does not necessarily determine how they may be interpreted, which still depends on the tempos
of everyday life and of local media envelopes. The people make meaning, but not with the media
of their own choosing.

The “global village” is a fractious and contentious place, particularly when the lightning strike
of an event gives way to the thunder of a thousand pundits explaining it away. Local interpretive
strategies and authorities invariably script the event in terms which make it appear as if it were
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meant to make sense within the dominant local framework. John Hartley suggests that “news
includes stories on a daily basis which enable everyone to recognize a larger unity or community
than their own immediate contacts, and to identify with the news outlet as ‘our’ storyteller”'* The
protocols of everyday life appear here as the imagined categories of a far more vast and unevenly
global terrain of what I call telesthesia, of perception at a distance. This world of telesthesia is or-
ganized temporally in terms of “visible, distant visions of order,” but where these are highlighted
negatively by “the fundamental test of newsworthiness,” namely, “disorder—deviation from any
supposed steady state”!! Telesthesia is organized spatially by what Hartley calls Theydom. “Indi-
viduals in Theydom are treated as being all the same; their identity consists in being ‘unlike us} so
they are ‘like each other”

Slavoj Zizek and Edward Said offer a general and a specific theory respectively that may help us
reconstruct, after the event, our own narrative about how the narrative of Theydom works. To start
with the specific theory: Said proposes the category of Orientalism to account for the doubling of an
Wedom with a Theydom, in which the defining characteristics of Wedom come into focus against
the background of a Theydom. The opening up of the Middle East to European trade, conquest and
most importantly communication opens up a vector field in which information may flow across
boundaries for the purpose of commerce or colonization, but where that flow produces an anxious
desire for a sense of border or boundary. That boundary is defined by Orientalism, a discourse by,
for and secretly about Wedom, sustained by the image of a Theydom, in which it is axiomatic that
the “attributes of being Oriental overrode any countervailing instance.”*

For Zizek, the Orientalist image of Theydom might count as a local and specific variant on a
general structure: “We always impute to the ‘other’ an excessive enjoyment; s/he wants to steal our
enjoyment (by ruining our way of life) and/or has access to some secret, perverse enjoyment.”"
As if to illustrate such a theory, one of the more popular images to circulate via e-mail shortly
after September 11 was a Photoshop collage of Osama Bin Laden sodomizing President George
W. Bush. For Zizek, the other is dangerous because Theydom either pursues enjoyment too much,
or too little. In the construction of a Theydom in the wake of September 11, the focus is usually
on terrorist as denier of pleasure, as a fanatic, a militant. But curiously, this image keeps flipping
over into its other. The terrorist is also the one panting after the 70 virgins promised in paradise,
or putting liquor and lap dances on the al-Qaida credit card.

So far we have two things defining the space of September 11. One is the presence of a vector
from where the World Trade Center is to wherever you are. The other is a set of everyday conven-
tions operating to make the fate of its victims, who belong to Wedom, the subject of sympathy
or mourning, and an evil Theydom. There is a connection and a convention, in time and space,
making those fatal flights fall from the sky into our lives.

Whatever the virtues of the work of Said and Zizek, neither really offers a narrative of the dia-
lectic of Wedom and Theydom that takes full account of the role of the time of the event in creating
and recreating the boundaries, nor do they highlight the role of telesthesia in the formation of
Wedom and Theydom on a global scale. The weird global media event is more than an anomaly in
the “normal” functioning of culture; it is the moment which disrupts its normal functioning, and
in the wake of which a new norm will be created.

How then can such a weird global media event be conceptualized? The event as I define it is
something that unfolds within the movement of telesthesia along media vectors. These media vectors
connect the site at which a crisis appears with the sites of image management and interpretation.
Vectors then disseminate the flows of images processed at those managerial sites to the terminal
sites of the process, so they fall from the sky into our lives. In this instance the vector connects a
bewildering array of places: New York, Managua, Beijing. Into the vision mix went images hauled
off the global satellite feed, showing us file footage of Osama Bin Laden one second and live footage
of Mayor Giuliani the next, as if the Mayor were responding to that absent figure. The vector creates
the space of telesthesia where one can appear quite “naturally” to respond to the other, in the blink
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of an edit. We witnessed the montaging of familiar and surprising sites into the seamless space and
staccato time of the media vector. The terminal site of the vector is the radio, television or internet
terminal within reach—directly or indirectly—of almost everyone almost everywhere.

3. Vectors and Antipodes

A word on this word vector. I've adapted it from the writings of Paul Virilio. It describes the aspect
of the development of technology that interests him most and the style of writing he employs to
capture that aspect. It is a term from geometry meaning a line of fixed length and direction but
having no fixed position. Virilio employs it to mean any trajectory along which bodies, information
or warheads can potentially pass. The satellite technology used to beam images from Afghanistan
to America can be thought of as a vector. This technology could link almost any two such sites, and
relay video and audio information of a certain quality along those points at a given speed and at a
certain cost. It could just have easily linked Copenhagen to Chiapas, or quite a few other combina-
tions of points. Yet in each case the speed of transmission and its quality could be essentially the
same. ('That it often is not points to the politics and economics that shape the infrastructure of the
vector field, but which it in turn also shapes).

This is the sense in which any particular media technology can be thought of as a vector. Media
vectors have fixed properties, like the length of a line in the geometric concept of vector. Yet that
vector has no necessary position: it can link almost any points together. This is the paradox of the
media vector. The technical properties are hard and fast and fixed, but it can connect enormously
vast and vaguely defined spaces together and move images, and sounds, words and furies between
them.

In every weird global media event, new dimensions to the vector field are “discovered,” and
new technical properties of the vector implemented. After September 11, the Western world
discovered—as if for the first time—the significance of al-Jazeera satellite television." During the
Gulf War, most of the Middle East was more or less effectively contained within state controlled
national media envelopes, at least as far as television was concerned. Al-Jazeera changed all that.
Or to take a more poignant instance: it seems that while people all over the world knew that one
of the WTC towers had collapsed, the firefighters in the other tower did not know it, as the vec-
tors along which information might pass to them was disrupted by the collapse of the tower itself.
Telesthesia failed at the point where it was most pressingly required.

In the analysis of the weird global media event, a theoretical approach that highlights the tech-
nical, such as the concept of the vector, is crucial, but must be handled as a critical tool. Everyone
marvels at what the latest media technologies make possible in the moment of the event. It is one of
the most immediate ways of constructing a narrative for it. But then the material means by which
the space in which the event happens is constructed tends to be pushed to the background. The
knowledge of the vector that the event highlights passes imperceptibly into an unacknowledged part
of the information landscape we take for granted. Victor Shklovsky one said that the real reveals
itselfin culture in much the same way as gravity reveals itself to the inhabitants of a structure when
its ceiling caves in on them.'” That might stand as a good emblem for the event.

It is not only media technologies that have this vectoral aspect. The high-jacked 767s were
also a vector. So too are the bombs and missiles rained down on Afghanistan in what Ali calls
the “lightly disguised war of revenge”'® All if these vectors had certain fixed technical properties:
payload, range and accuracy. Yet they could be launched at any point within a given radius. On
the other hand, one could think of the entire U.S. invasion force that mobilized for what President
Bush initially called Operation Infinite Justice as a vector too. The fixed properties here have to do
with the length of time it takes to deploy a force of a given size. Yet that force could be deployed
almost anywhere. Indeed, in an age of proliferating media vectors, perhaps the public spectacle of
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a threat to the interests of imperial powers will provoke the deployment of this other kind of vec-
tor. The alternative, something we also saw on TV during the war in Afghanistan, is the vector of
diplomacy: diplomats can shuttle between any series of points negotiating an apparently limitless
range of demands with seemingly limited results. The time pressures introduced by the military
and media vectors pose a serious problem for the tactful tempo of diplomacy.

The beauty of Virilio’s concept of vector is that it grasps the dynamic, historical tendency of weird
global media events, but it is not a concept limited to media technologies alone. It also provides a
way of thinking about the other aspects of such events. Virilio homes in on the apparent tenden-
cies that seem to result from the relentless, competitive development of vectors. For instance, the
tendency towards a homogenization of the space of the globe. Its tendency to become an abstract,
geometric space across which powerful vectors can play freely, producing new differentials of
Wedom and Theydom.

Virilio grasps the novel kinds of crisis this seems to engender: “An imperceptible movement on
a computer keyboard, or one made by a ‘skyjacker’ brandishing a cookie box covered with masking
tape, can lead to catastrophic chains of events that until recently were inconceivable. We are too
willing to ignore the threat of proliferation resulting from the acquisition of nuclear explosives by
irresponsible parties. We are even more willing to ignore the proliferating threat resulting from the
vectors that cause those who own or borrow them to become just as irresponsible.”

There is a limit to the way Virilio conceptualizes the vector, in that he doesn’t distinguish the
vectors of telesthesia, which move information, from those that move bodies and things, labor
and commodities, subjects and objects. Thus he loses focus on the way telesthesia creates a space
for the logistical tracking of objects and subjects in movement, and for ordering that movement.
The second nature of labor and commodities, of work and leisure, of private and public worlds, is
traversed by an emergent space composed of vectors capable of moving information more quickly
than people or things can move. Just as second nature is built out of the historical transformation
of the raw materials of nature, so too a third nature arise, built out of the historical transformation
of second nature by the vectors of telesthesia.

Perhaps it is worth hitting the video pause-button at this point in the replay, just as the image
of the 767 hitting the WTC comes into view. Here we have a vector of second nature, the ubiqui-
tous passage of the 767 through the skies, which is only made possible by the existence of a third
nature, of radio and radar and global positioning technology. And here we have the rerouting of
the aircraft, using that same technology of telesthesia, to new coordinates, bringing about an event
in the most built up part of second nature, New York City, which in turn disrupts the third nature
of the news media.

What bears critical attention is the way telesthesia is part and parcel of what killed people in
both New York and subsequently in Afghanistan. The event takes place at the level of the physical
vector and the media vector conjointly. In terms of vectoral power in general, the media are part
of the problem of power, not merely a separate space of reportage or critique of emergent forms
of power that exist elsewhere. Needless to say, this essay too is a part of that problematic, and does
not exist outside, in a neutral space. It is in the worst of all possible worlds: within the regime of
power created by the media vector, but relatively powerless there, within. What is indeed stupefy-
ing is that the ability to think critically about the event depends on the same vectoral power that
produces its violence.

Reading the critical coverage of September 11 and the subsequent war in Afghanistan in journals
such as The Nation, I am struck firstly by the double bind its correspondents found themselves
in, and secondly by the curious way that the critical response to imperial power nevertheless
participated in the same way of seeing the world. As Michel Feher notes, the leftist response to
such events is caught between two desires. One desire is to oppose American imperial power, in
which case it can appear to lend support to dictatorial anti-western regimes. The other desire is
to overturn tyranny in dictatorial anti-western regimes, in which case it ends up lending support
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to American imperial power."® Either way, the rhetorical structure of Wedom versus Theydom is
reproduced, without really addressing the vectoral power that underlies the production of their
relation in the first place.

The massive presence in the media flow of American stories, images, faces, voices, is sometimes
all that stabilizes the flow of meaning in third nature. Take away America’s imaginary domination
and the domination of the imaginary of America, and meaning would drift and eddy, caught in
impossible turbulence and glide."” Not only the instant media coverage, but also the critical coverage
relies on this stabilization of the referents, either positively or negatively. The frightening paradox
of September 11 is how this attack on actual human lives in New York and Afghanistan is at the
same time merely an attack on abstract signifiers of Wedom and Theydom. The trick, if this is not
to stupefy us, is to look for a way of displacing the terms within which the event is understood.

4. Nightly Chimeras

By starting with the appearance of the vector in everyday life, we can trace it back to a general
problematic of the velocity of power. The “departure lounge” for this is not some abstract concept
of everyday life in general, not the life of others, under the microscope, but this life, these events.
A vectoral writing strategy considers the production of events within the media as the primary
process that nevertheless gives the appearance of merely reflecting “naturally occurring” moments
outside all such apparatus.

This may sound a little counter-intuitive, since we all tend to take it for granted that regardless
of how much the media constructs a particular view of an event the media still reports something
outside of itself. While not disputing the fact that violent and momentous conjunctures arise
whether the media report them or not, once the media takes up such conjunctures they assume a
quite different character. A vectoral approach looks at movements of information transgressing the
boundaries between what were once historically distinct sites. It looks at the effect of this movement
on the outcomes of conjunctures. It looks at the event as a peculiar and historically emergent form
of communication—or rather of non-communication.

In writing about September 11 as an event happening in a network of global vectors, which made
it that much more instant, that much more deadly, writing struggles to recall that we are not just
spectators. The whole thing about the media vector is that its tendency is towards implicating the
entire globe. Its historic tendency is towards making any and every point a possible connection—ev-
eryone and everything is a potential object and/or subject of a mediated relation, realized instantly.
In September 11, to see it was to be implicated in it. There is no safe haven from which to observe,
unaffected. Nor is there a synoptic vantage point, above and beyond the whole process for looking
on in a detached and studious manner. We are all, always, already—there, in third nature.

As the possibility of an extensive war of revenge increased, the media’s role changed, ever so
imperceptibly. No longer did it exist in a relation to an audience assumed to be a mass of consum-
ers or a public to be educated.” The event turns the media into part of a feedback loop connecting
the spectator to the action via the vagaries of ‘opinion’ and the pressures of the popular on political
elites. The media user becomes a vague and quixotic, unpredictable yet manipulatory “delay” in
the circuit of power.”!

This is the curious thing about telesthesia. It can make events that connect the most disparate
sites of public action appear simultaneously as a private drama filled with familiar characters and
moving stories. The vector blurs the thin line between political crisis and media sensation; it eclipses
the geographical barriers separating distinct cultural and political entities; and it transgresses the
borders between public and private spheres both on the home front and the front line. There is no
longer a clear distinction between public and private spaces, now that the vector transgresses the
boundaries of the private sphere.
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As Donna Haraway suggests, “we are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrid of machine
and organism.”* Our chimerical confusion may result from the dissolution of the spaces which kept
aspects of the social order separate. Indeed, one of the defining characteristics of the event is that
it exposes the ironic ability of the vector to disrupt all seemingly stable distributions of space and
the more or less water-tight vessels that used to contain meaning in space and time. As September
11 unfolded, the hallowed ground bled into the profane domain—of media. One keeps the sense
of what it means to be in public life as opposed to private life by keeping them spatially separate.
The horror of bodies jumping from the towers—a rare image, quickly edited out—has a layer to it
which draws on the horror of the separate and excluded part reappearing in the everyday sphere
of “normality”

The reasons why these interpretations should spring to mind stems from another sense of
separation, the separation of such things off from Wedom and their projection into an other.
Yet here they are, returned to haunt us, in an uncontrollable way. Here they are in everyday life,
intersected by the rays of the screen. To adapt a line from William Burroughs, in an incongruous
yet strikingly apt context: “These things were revealed to me in the Interzone, where East meets
West coming around the other way”> The interzone is this space where chimerical and monstrous
images become a part of everyday life. The interzone is the experience, in everyday life, of the
ironizing impact of the event.

The media weave a Wedom and a vast map of Theydoms together as the light and dark strands
of a narrative distinction within the event as it of threads its way across these other kinds of border.
In breaking down solid old boundaries, the vector creates new distinctions. Flexible distinctions
airily flow through the story-time realm of information. They selectively replace the heavy walls and
barriers that compartmentalized information in days when vectors were less rapid and less effective.
This cruder narrative structure can be applied to more sudden and diverse events to produce the
same effect of apparent narrative seamlessness. The application by the media of simple temporal
structures, in a flexible fashion, produces more rigid and uniform stories about events.

There are many analyses of these war-time bed-time stories that expose the interests of capital
and empire that lie behind them.** What matters is telling convincing stories, which show others
ways to account for the facts—and for the way facts are produced. Or persuasive stories, which
help as many people as possible to credit this version of the event over other ones. The democratic
forces that want to rewrite this event as a chapter in the story of, say, American imperialism or
Orientalist racism, must learn the tools and the tricks of the story trade—and prevail.

But as the technology of persuasion grows more complex, the art of telling stories in the wake
of events grows both more complex and more instantaneous. If this essay is less concerned with
telling these alternative stories it is not because such things are not important. It is because it is
also important to understand the nature of weird global media events and the power field of the
vector. This is the field of becoming within which a certain kind of power is immanent. A field in
which democratic forces need to speak, and attempt at least to make good sense, for and with, the
many against the few. But the tools for doing so may have less to do with the hypocritical earnest-
ness of Wedom and more to do with pushing the ironic spatial and temporal displacements of
vectors to the limit.

5. Tactical Media and Tactical Knowledge

As Montaigne remarked, there are certain viewpoints that expose us to our own fundamental state
of ignorance. Confronting an event in the media is such a viewpoint. This is not to celebrate stu-
pidity, merely to recognize that there are no authorities one can evoke when genuine, full-blown,
out-of-control events occur. (And this is precisely why outlets like CNN wheel out the white haired
authorities at the first whifl of a weird global media event.) There is, however, always a store of
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useful information and sets of conceptual tools that might help. Access to these is a form of power
that can be very unevenly distributed. The vector is a form of power. Rapid and effective access to
useful information is a vector. Not all vectors are extensive ones, seeking to cover the span of the
globe. Some are intensive. They seek microscopic paths through the labyrinthine mazes of data
stored in the cores of the information-rich archives of the West.

Some of the really useful information is “classified.” It will be released very slowly and to few
people. On the other hand, conceptual tools for extracting the most out of the information that is
freely available about any actual or potential event are available to a much wider pool of people.
I believe this “tactical response” to the media vector to be a worthwhile skill to learn, to teach, to
practice and communicate. But there is a caveat. When responding in a timely fashion to events
that stupety, it is important not to respond stupidly, reactively, with a reflexive negation that merely
reproduces the dialectical terms of Wedom and Theydom. Rather, one has to deploy tactics that
display a certain ironic knowledge about how the vector works, and which attempts to reach that
everyday interzone where, in the wake of the event, boundaries seem to dissolve, and irony finds
its intemperate time.

Geert Lovink and David Garcia speak of a tactical media that might free itself from the dialectic
of being an alternative or an opposition, which merely reproduces the sterile sense of a Wedom
versus a Theydom in the media sphere.”” They claim that the “identity politics, media critiques and
theories of representation” that were the foundation of oppositional media practices “are them-
selves in crisis” They propose instead an “existential aesthetic” based on the temporary “creation
of spaces, channels and platforms”. Lovink and Garcia’s seminal text on tactical media doesn't
entirely succeed in extracting itself from the oppositional language of Wedom versus Theydom,
but it points towards an alterative strategy to the negation that paradoxically unites Osama Bin
Laden, George W. Bush and the writers of The Nation as purveyors, not of the same world view,
but of world views constructed the same way. It is a question of combining tactical media with a
tactical knowledge, of using the extensive vector of the media in combination with the intensive
vector of the scholarly archive.

In a nominally democratic country, one acts as part of a public sphere in the sense Alexander
Kluge give to the term.” A public sphere—a matrix of accessible vectors—acts as a point of exchange
between private experience and public life; between intimate, incommunicable experience and
collective perception. Public networks are arenas where the struggle to communicate takes place.
Two aspects of this concept are relevant here. For Kluge, writing in post war Germany, the problem
revolves around the historic failure in 1933 of the public sphere to prevent the rise of fascism. “Since
1933 we have been waging a war that has not stopped. It is always the same theme—the noncorrela-
tion of intimacy and public life—and the same question: how can I communicate strong emotions
to build a common life?”?” For Kluge, the public sphere is a fundamentally problematic domain,
caught between the complexities of the social and the increasing separation of private life.

One has to ask: for whom does Kluge imagine he speaks? Perhaps there are other experiences
of the relation between the time of intimate experience and the time of the public sphere, buried
out there in popular culture. Perhaps it is only intellectuals who feel so estranged from the time
of information in the era of telesthesia. After all, the mode of address adopted by most popular
media doesn’t speak to a highly cultured intellectual like Kluge—or even a provincial one like me.
We were trained in slower ways of handling information, and have a repertoire of quite different
stories with which to filter present events. How could we claim to know what goes on out there in
the other interzones, in quite other spaces where different flows from different vectors meet quite
other memories and experiences of everyday life? After all, we intellectuals keep finding more than
enough differences amongst ourselves.

A tactical knowledge of media may have among its merits the fact that it takes these other
interzones seriously. It tries to theorize the frictions between Kluge’s intimate experience and the
network of vectors, or it actually tries to collect and interpret accounts of such experiences.? It is
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necessary to at least attempt to maintain a self-critical relation to the codes and practices of the
interzone specific to intellectual media experiences. After all, “our” training, “our” prejudices in
relation to the vector might be part of the problem. Nothing exempts ‘our’ institutions and interests
from the war of the vector, the struggle to control the trajectories of information.

With the spread of the vector into the private realm, a window opens that might be used to
create a line along which the communication of intimate experience and collective feeling might
take place, in those eventful moments when their separation collapses. The protocols of tactical
media are not given in advance. As Gilles Deleuze says: “Experiment, never interpret”* What is
at stake is not the recreation of the public grounds for a universal reason, but finding the tactical
resources for a far more differentiated and diverse struggle to communicate, that simple thing so
hard to achieve.?

The maintenance of democracy requires a practice within the public networks for responding to
events that it was never quite designed to handle. Virilio asks whether democracy is still possible
in this era of what he calls “chronopolitics.” Perhaps democracy succumbs to “dromocracy”—the
power of the people ploughed under by the power to technological speed.* Well perhaps, but the
only way to forestall such pessimism is to experiment with tactics for knowing and acting in the
face of events. One has to experiment with relatively freely available conceptual tools and practices
and base a democratic knowledge on them. This may involve moving beyond the techniques and
procedures of the academy. In Antonio Gramsci’s terms, the academic intellectual risks becoming
merely a traditional intellectual, one of many layers of cultural sediment, deposited and passed
over by the engine capital and the trajectory of the vector, caught up in a temporality that is not
even dialectically resistant, but is merely residual. One has to make organic connections with the
leading media and cultural practices of the day.”

Nevertheless, the historic memory and living tissue of scholarship stores resources that are use-
tul and vital. In studying an event like September 11, a tactical knowledge can build on the best of
two existing critical approaches. To the schools that concentrate on the structural power of trans-
national capital flows and military coercion it adds a close attention to the power of transgressive
media vectors and the specific features of the events they generate. To the schools that study the
space of the media text in the context of periodic struggles for influence with the national-popu-
lar discourse it adds an international dimension and a closer attention to the changing technical
means that produce information flows. The event is a phenomena a little too slippery for either
of these approaches. Hence the need to examine it in a new light, as the chance encounter of the
local conjuncture with the global vector—on the operating table.

The chance encounter of Osama Bin Laden with CNN, like the meeting of the umbrella with the
sewing machine, has a surreal, “surgical” logic specific to it. It is not entirely reducible to the long
term temporalities of capital or military power and lies in the spaces between national-popular dis-
courses. Writing the vector is not really something that can be practices with the tools of the Herbert
Schiller school of political economy or the Stuart Hall school of cultural studies, alone, although
a tactical knowledge might owes something to both.* A tactical intellectual practice that uses the
moment of the event to cross the divide between infrastructural and superstructural time.

The event is not reducible to the methods of the “areas specialists.” When studying events from
the point of view of the site at which the originate, they always remain the province of specialists
who deal with that particular turf. Events often generate valuable responses from area specialists,
but these usually focus on the economic, political or cultural factors at work in the area the spe-
cialists know first hand. They do not often analyze the vectoral trajectories via which the rest of
the world views the event. A tactical knowledge borrows from area studies without being caught
within its territorial prerogatives.

In an age when transnational media flows are running across all those academic specialties,
perhaps it is time to construct a discourse that follows the flow of information (and power) across
both the geographic and conceptual borders of discourse. Perhaps it is time to start experimenting,
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as Kluge has done, with modes of disseminating critical information in the vector field. Perhaps it
is time to examine intellectual practices of storing, retrieving and circulating knowledge. Without
wishing to return to the practice of the “general intellectual,” it may be worth considering whether
the development of the vector calls for new ways for playing the role of the tactical intellectual.*
The tactical intellectual would combine the practices of tactical media and tactical scholarship,
while being careful not to fall into the temporality of either journalism or the academy, but rather
remain alert to the moments in which such distinct times are brought into crisis by the time of
the event.

6. Afghan eXplorer

The Afghan eXplorer is described on its Web site as “a tele-operated, robotic war reporting system,
able to provide images, sound, and interviews in real time.”* It bears an uncanny resemblance to
the Mars Explorer. As the Web site notes, “One central advantage of Afghanistan over Mars is that
Afghanistan features tens of thousands of miles of functioning roadways.” Its makers note “the
system may be retrofitted, with only minor software modifications, to work in other potential
hotspots, such as Palestine, Israel, Iraq, Syria, Sudan, Lebanon, Indonesia, Pakistan and Qatar”
These might all qualify, in the eXplorer’s subtle and ironic displacement, as alien landscapes to
Western journalism and its audience.

Chris Csikszentmihalyi, who led the team that designed it at MIT’s Media Lab, reports that
when journalists started to hear about the eXplorer, interest rapidly snowballed.* Journalists love
to write about themselves, and journalists tend to write about what other journalists are writing
about. So Csikszentmihdlyi found himself fielding calls from journalists in a wide range of media,
all interested in the eXplorer. The eXplorer touches on the interzone of journalistic experience.

Csikszentmihdlyi says he studied Noam Chomsky’s approach to responding to interviews,
and learned from Chomsky the practice of ignoring the journalist's questions and hammering
away at one’s own agenda. The agenda as far as he was concerned was to emphasize the closure
of the field of conflict to fair and unbiased reporting by the military, and the use of what he calls
“robotic killing machines” in Operation Infinite Justice. The eXplorer calls attention to the effect
of the vector in a double sense: the robotic war vector appears in a displaced form as the robotic
journalism vector, which in turn refers to the absence of journalists from infrastructural deploy-
ment of military vectoral power.

While Csikszentmihalyi would not necessarily embrace the term, I want to use the Afghan
eXplorer as a striking instance of tactical intellectual work. Csikszentmihalyi was able to exploit
mainstream media’s fascination with its own practices of reporting, and also a fascination with
technological solutions to political problems to his advantage, inserting a point of view into the
media feed that is not oppositional, but which cuts across Wedom and Theydom at an ironic tan-
gent, displacing the terms within which one may think about the event. The eXplorer manages to
reconnect the naturalism of the experience with its quirky form and function, with the realism of
the abstract relations of vectoral power for which it is so ironic, and iconic, an interzone.

Csikszentmihalyi was able to insert at least some mention of this other perspective into interviews
with journalists not only in the United States, but also in Pakistan, and at the BBC World Service.
He notes that live radio and television interviews were particularly good tactical opportunities.
Print media journalists usually plug the facts of the Afghan eXplorer story into pre-existing scripts.
The eXplorer provides the tactical leverage for a fact gathering mission into what for many artists
or scholars is the alien world of news media time.

One way of disentangling this practice of the tactical intellectual from opposititional or alterna-
tive media strategies is to see it as being akind of micro-event in itself. The media tactician presents
an image that endangers the conventions of journalistic narrative time, yet which is capable of
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inserting itself into it. This kind of tactical media ironically displaces the boundaries drawn by the
machine of the news story. The moment when such a tactic is most likely to be successful is when
news media time has itself already been disrupted by an event of a much larger scale—a weird
global media event, for instance. In that moment of instability, the ironic displacement of a tactical
media micro-event may find its purchase on media time.
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Imperceptible Perceptions in Our
Technological Modernity

Arvind Rajagopal

When a new technological medium enters the world, we tend to think the world of it.! We identify
it with the world, and imagine it brings the different parts of the world together like never before.
You might say that a new medium provokes a certain boundary confusion. And since boundaries
remain important as a way of making sense of things, in everyday life as in politics, conscious de-
fenses against impurity are constantly erected, even while borders are being dissolved via markets
and technology.* A now little-read volume provides engaging reflections on the character of this
misdirected defense.

The Absolute at Large, a novel by Czech writer Karel Capek published in 1922, describes the
invention of a machine, the “Karburator,” that can convert matter completely into energy. The
inventor discovers new aspects to the pantheistic doctrine that God is everything. When matter
is destroyed, a small quantity of divine principle (“the absolute”) is released. Those exposed to it
become religious and begin to proselytize. But each person affected espouses a different religion,
and is prepared to do battle to advance their views. Heedless of the consequences, an unprincipled
entrepreneur mass-produces the Karburators and creates a religious war of all against all. Written
at the close of World War I, the novel is a satire that mocks the pretensions of a technological age.
Capek hints that technology might ally with fanaticism rather than with enlightenment.? Neither
alien nor instrumental, it transforms perception imperceptibly, manifesting not as something
new, but as something human and familiar. The failure of recognition here arises from our mode
of submission to the machine. Capek does not suggest a straightforward identification with the
machine and its power. Rather, he recounts a story of infection and contagion where the effects
appear to multiply by themselves while the cause is ignored.

Capek presents a penetrating account of how technology’s effects manifest. The question remains
as to how we might unlearn such habits of thought. If technology appears as one or other form of
traditional power, multiplied by the zeal of its individual adherents, how would we identify it? Are
we any closer to doing so, nearly a century after Capek? If anything the clarity of his insight is harder
to grasp because we are taken up with a host of related but distinct issues, e.g., about surveillance,
disinformation, centralized control, uneven development, and as well, religious fanaticism, and
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gender and racial bigotry. In consequence, questions of technology and its fetishism are layered
over by growing concerns of domination, as if the latter could be understood independently.

We can notice the instant formation of a field of influence around a successful new technology,
such as Capek describes. Tracing the interference patterns that emerge at the intersection of dif-
ferent force fields perhaps offers an access route to thinking about ignored forms of materiality.
If every machine is willy-nilly a medium of communication, those designed explicitly as media
communicate multiply: denotative and connotative levels each have material and symbolic dimen-
sions. Interference patterns therefore tend to proliferate around an old medium when seen from
the perspective of new media, and render it more noticeable. What appears as noise can therefore
be reconsidered to provide insights into the work of technology.

Media do not only affect us, they also affect each other. For example, when print becomes the
vehicle for middle classes, oral media such as gossip and rumor become under-the-radar vehicles
for mobilization, potentially undermining the power of print to consolidate opinion. To take
another instance, once television and newer media become prominent, audio-cassettes and radio
become propaganda tools that experience little surveillance. Those who rely on a specific medium
tend to be unselfconscious about their cognitive limits, making them vulnerable to insurrections
from older media and from life-worlds and language groups considered beneath the pale. By the
same token of course, a generation whose consciousness is shaped by the Internet may be able
to thwart existing policing capacity, as we saw in worldwide protests against the WTO, in Seattle
and elsewhere.

Technics and technology are not the same (technology means knowledge of technics), but the
two words have collapsed into each other, implying an object adequate in itself, both inviting and
resisting proper understanding. The increasingly technologized character of the world thus presents
a paradox. Technology is obtrusively present, in new and constantly changing ways. At the same
time, it is everywhere and invisible, and it provides the representational apparatus through which
to understand itself. There is no “off” switch for technology, no place unaffected by it.* Even the
absence of new media in a given place is now marked by their presence elsewhere. Perceptions are
transformed as well, so that no place is what it used to be. There is no there anywhere, if we follow
this logic. That is, our cognitive dependence on technology has rendered it into a second nature.

The resulting paradox can be seen, for instance, in the events of September 11, 2001 and thereafter.
Islamic zealots5 with box-cutters succeeded in converting a civilian medium, the passenger plane,
into a bomb, and struck at global centers of financial and military power. No one had imagined
such a thing would happen, and there were few barriers once the attackers’ plan was set in motion.
An advertisement for Microsoft explains: “[I]t came to light that various agencies had clues to the
intentions of the 9/11 hijackers, but no one connected the dots, in part because of incompatible
information systems” (emphasis added).® We might say, in fact, that for all its pervasiveness and
power, technology becomes a cultural envelope promising safety from those without. But if those
within cannot conceive of intimacy with outsiders, the converse is not true. The detailed under-
standing displayed by the attackers, of the relevant civilian systems and their operations, and of
the media and publicity, underlined that they were not, or not simply, mad mullahs from afar, but
savvy insiders as well.

Part of the myth about technology is that it has helped refined the application of power, so that
the brutality of earlier regimes, such as in the era of sovereign states, are superseded by sophisti-
cated and unobtrusive methods of surveillance and control. But “soft power” functions together
with the will to exercise overwhelming force. As such the idea of a new era of refined power is, at
a minimum, incomplete and misleading.

Against the conspicuously authoritarian initiatives witnessed in so-called counter-terrorism,
there are more positive effects attributed to technology as markers of progress and human endeavor.
Previously, political economy foresaw the worlding of the world through commerce, materialized
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in the forces and relations of production. Today technology accomplishes this performance more
effectively without requiring initiation into a specialized language. For example, pictures can stand
in for any theory of global interconnection. Scenes of a Masai herdsman on a cell phone or of a lap-
top-wielding Buddhist monk may be juxtaposed with similar combinations of distant and familiar
images to imply a world already globalized, projecting a future that will be mysterious but safe.

Images like these present unequal global exchange as technological facticity, where consump-
tion frames the limits to understanding. If political economy, grounded in utilitarian assumptions,
falls short in its critique of sensuous forms of capital, technology itself has appeared an obvious
referential basis for scholars attempting to map these new times. It thus often appears as the driver
of change, linked obviously to economy and politics, but able nevertheless to explain social change
on its own. Whether blatant and intrusive or discreet and ubiquitous, technology has acquired
doxic status, making a critical understanding of the forms of its influence difficult.

Thus when President Bush depicted the perpetrators of the Sept 11, 2001 attack as cave dwell-
ers, he understood them as primitive despite their evident ability to maneuver and exploit modern
sensibilities. Technological backwardness became a means of expressing racial and cultural differ-
ence, to say nothing of moral backwardness.

As we relinquish master narratives, “globalization” acts as a placeholder for the questions that we
don’t answer, a seemingly neutral name by which different societies are ordered. Technology fulfills
a similar function; its use appears matter of fact, but it is value-laden. As Bush’s allusion suggests,
the West is thought to symbolize a technological modernity that others do not share. Such a view
misstates the character of the enmity as well as the form of technological culture. There is indeed
no outside any longer to technology, no cultural insulation adequate to stop its effect; the idea of
civilizational conflict is therefore nostalgic. The persistent invocation of difference in these terms,
however (not only by President Bush, but also, e.g., by Samuel Huntington and others), indicates that
the west’s relationship to technology has become narcissistic. We should recollect that Narcissus’s
problem was not simply self-love; rather, he failed to recognize that the image he loved was his
reflection. Not surprisingly, other cultures find ways of identifying with technology as well.”

In this paper, I will consider the materiality of mediation as it surfaces in the interaction of old
and new media, in three ways: forms of exchange and of property; differential effects on sense
perceptions; and linguistic variation. First, as instrumentalities of human interaction, communi-
cation media shape the character of social and economic exchange by virtue of what they enable
and forbid, and this in turn shapes the form of property, i.e., the kind of power that takes shape in
their wake, as I will explain. Second, each medium impacts on the sense ratios in different ways,
with different implications for historically located sensory formations. If the effects of a medium
are available to perception, perception itself has a history that can complicate the relation between
medium and its message, in ways that require to be understood. Finally, although a monolingual
imagination dominates most thinking about the media, each medium reproduces or bridges
linguistic boundaries. Hence it is salient to inquire what effect media have on existing cultural
imaginaries located in language, and on the rules regulating their boundaries. Specifically, I will
inquire into the working of a linguistically fragmented print public alongside an electronic public
that can bridge such divisions.

Exploring these issues allows us to specify the social and cultural aspects around which particu-
lar identities tend to crystallize, and to demystify forms of exclusion that characterize even recent
critical theories. The extent to which an unembarrassed Eurocentric imaginary gets reproduced
might be explained by the fetishism of new technologies, and the dismissive attitude sanctioned
towards zones harboring putatively older technology. An older Marxian political economy, for
all of its Enlightenment conceits and productivist fallacies, recognized and sought to account for
spaces of difference. Theorists of new technology, by contrast, seldom acknowledge such alterity,
much less confront it. I will examine one instance here.
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Power in Control Societies, and the Power of Control Societies

Deleuze is not a theorist of “new” technology, but his insights have been widely influential amongst
those writing on the subject. As is well known, he writes in his essay “Postscript on Control Societies”
about the successor form to disciplinary power as theorized by Foucault. In societies characterized
by disciplinary power, the production of institutional sites of confinement such as the asylum,
the factory and the prison is based on molding specific subject-positions for individuals. By con-
trast, “control societies,” in Deleuze’s adaptation of William Burroughs’s term, no longer focus on
individuals, but produce multiple subjectivities in changing patterns. Imposing debt rather than
confinement, they represent a shift in the modes of exercising power. The shift accompanies the
move from analog to digital technology; power is thus more flexible, short-term and multi-form;
it is continuous and recognizes no borders. Whereas disciplinary power was long-term, confined
to specific spaces, and thus discontinuous. Power in control societies is therefore harder to name,
and to resist.

As a heuristic, Deleuze’s account is valuable in alerting us to the repressive potential of devel-
opments in “information society” that are often welcomed uncritically. He relates it to the growth
of “meta-production,” where capitalism is “no longer directed toward production but toward
products, that is toward sales or markets” And what happens to production itself? “[It] is often
transferred to remote parts of the Third World, even in the case of complex operations like textile
plants, steelworks and oil refineries”™

Although we were told control societies recognize no borders, the sense of place continues to
divide the world into intimate and remote spaces. We might assume that older forms of power
obtain in those remote parts, corresponding to the obsolete forms of capitalist production carried
on there that “no longer” characterize capitalism as such. But in this connection, Deleuze notes:

“One thing, it’s true, hasn't changed—capitalism still keeps three quarters of humanity in
extreme poverty, too poor to have debts and too numerous to be confined: control will have to
deal not only with vanishing frontiers, but with mushrooming shantytowns and ghettos

Deleuze does not clarify how control works or would work in these distant places; his argument
is addressed to those regions that have succeeded in shifting production to remote places in the
Third World. His inclusion of the Third World at times appears like a postscript to his Postscript
(“One thing, it’s true, hasn’t changed...”), but it is nevertheless integral to the claim he makes.
Deleuze is theorizing the form of power specific to “metaproduction” but curiously, regards this
as separable from “production”

Deleuze’s argument reflects, even if it disavows, the biopolitics of control society in relation
to the world’s “three-fourths;” in this respect we find here a consolidated rather than a shifting
identity for the west. The logic of power operative within control society does not appear to be the
same as that without.

Now, the global spread of capitalist production is clearly layered and uneven; sovereign power is
well and alive in many parts of the globe, even if it co-exists with newer forms of power. What kind
of power is exercised and for whom requires to be considered if the invocation of the term “power”
is not to become a theodicy. As Foucault noted, new forms of power do not always or entirely replace
older ones;" rather they subsume them, in ways that can hardly be told in advance.

What was naive optimism in Marx regarding the future of non-western countries, after a cen-
tury and a half appears in Deleuze as naive pessimism. I'm not interested in dwelling on Deleuze’s
dismissive and indeed incoherent account of the world’s three-fourths. The question is rather, how
can we open up this racialized account of technological modernity, which even a savant reproduces
so casually? If we agree with Hardt and Negri that communication has become the central element
in the relations of production, “guiding capitalist development and also transforming productive
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forces,” communication then requires to be theorized together with the work of capital so as to
“demonstrate all the contradictions at the heart of it”"!

Communication as Property

The rendering of communication into a thing makes it possible to submit it to a rigorous analysis
in terms of forms of exchange. Although it occurs within market relations, mass mediated com-
munication can be described in terms of what anthropologists have described as gift exchange.
Mauss acknowledges, in his essay on the subject, that there is in fact no historical practice cor-
responding to the present meaning of the term, i.e., a voluntary transference of property without
consideration. What anthropologists term gift exchange is part of a network of mutual transfers,
where the giving of a gift entails the compulsion to reciprocate. With mass communication, we have
the enactment however of what is experienced as a free gift, albeit on terms enabled by capitalist
exchange. Within the private space of print communication, it is possible to contemplate society as
an object of criticism without the threat of surveillance and reprisal, as would be customary with
face-to-face communication, for example.

As T noted at the outset, technology reshapes perception at the same time as its productive
capacities are harnessed, that is, technology is always also a communicative force. The conversion
of a good into a commodity, of use value into exchange value, necessitates a communicational
component. As technologies of communication are themselves commodified, the productive power
of communication begins to be built into the process of valuation. The forms of valuation, however,
are premised on economic theories that hold scarcity as central, and social interaction as mod-
eled on a zero sum game. The media, in circulating images and information that can theoretically
be shared by everyone, indicate the possibility of economies premised on abundance rather than
scarcity, and in this respect invoke what have been theorized as characteristic of so-called primitive
economies. As Bataille has observed, primitive economies are premised on abundance rather than
scarcity, and indicate different ways of thinking about the social mediation of needs."?

Anthropological accounts of the forms of exchange specific to these economies center, of course,
on the gift and gift exchange, rather than on the commodity. Gift exchange was believed to be the
model of primitive economies, where goods were circulated not according to individual interest but
dictated by rituals of social obligation and the compulsion to reciprocate. The conceit of economists
and indeed of most social scientists was that modern capitalist exchange was normatively centered
onrational interest, and thus distinct from gift exchange. In economic terms, we can understand the
effects created by modern communications through what Balibar has called “universal property,”
sustaining modes of participation distinct from the competitive, zero-sum activity of markets."
Thus the expansion of markets and media leads to the circulation not only of commodities but
of commodity images, that is, of non-material forms of property that are inexhaustible and undi-
minished by use, and yet are treated in other respects like conventional property, that is, they can
be owned and transferred. These new non-rivalrous forms of property, and the kinds of solidarity
they enable, are already being mobilized, and require to be more accurately understood.' I suggest
that they cast light on the explosive salience of the imagination, and the resulting importance of
identity politics in recent times."

Property, for the philosopher John Locke, was an attribute of the human ability to labor freely
and independently, and as such was an individual quality.'* Property socialized individuals into
civil society, and as such, expressed extant forms of social regulation.'” Prevailing understandings
of property are constantly being re-politicized, however, and new forms eventually mutate and
develop to express conflicts irresoluble through older property forms. A given state regime gives
rise to historically determinate property forms, and in turn provides the crucible for the elabora-
tion and refinement of different types of property, which then demand new modes of regulation
and generate new kinds of political contestation.
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Tracking the changing forms of property is thus a way of tracing the changing forms of power,
in the departure from state absolutism and the shift through disciplinary to control society. In
Deleuze’s account, the continuous and modulated character of power in control society renders it
distinct from its more bounded form in disciplinary society. We can clarify his account in terms of
the expansion of communications and the resulting proliferation of non-material forms of prop-
erty, which have come to be designated as intellectual property. These forms of property, whether
as code, commodity images, or other information, increasingly help shape the individual’s mode
of participation in social life. Access to different social realms is regulated through the particular
kinds of intellectual property one has gained access to, and is thus both a means of empowerment
and of control. Unlike a form of power that works through direct perception, surveillance here is
indirect and mediated, and hence can be continuous across different bounded spaces. It is able to
insinuate a more intimate cooperation with its subjects, since the mechanisms it utilizes are non-
rivalrous. That is to say, there is no inherent necessity that the prevailing codes of private property,
i.e., of scarcity and the zero-sum game, are mapped onto the forms of intellectual property being
utilized.

Machinic Mystery, Sensory History

A new communicating medium is first of all a cultural object to which habits and perceptions must
be accommodated. For most people, it usually arrives already sanctified, as something capable of
superseding existing technology. Its power has a magical rather than a purely objective quality at
this point; it does not simply execute a function but has a special charge. It replaces or transcends
a familiar entity and therefore acquires a distinct energy in accomplishing this task.'®

For example, when the computer came to India, it did not of course arrive as a foreign object. It
was long preceded by news of itself, as a fearsome calculating machine capable of doing the work
of hundreds and indeed of replacing them. The IBM 1620, when it came to my college in Madras,
was housed in a special air-conditioned room, and in its own building. To enter the wing it was
contained in, it was necessary to take one’s shoes off at the entrance, whether as a gesture of sanc-
tity or a sanitary gesture it was uncertain. A doormat might have sufficed to rub the dust off one’s
feet, but a more powerful ritual was required to contain and maintain the aura. Today of course,
computers have become more commonplace, and this is no longer considered necessary.

Television too was no ordinary object as it made its entry in India. Why do they call such a
beautiful thing “T'B,” an old woman asked me, pronouncing “v” like “b,” as many native speakers
do, and so rendering television into tuberculosis. It was not just a beautiful object, but a special
one. Protective devices such as an add-on screen would be used to guard the front of the machine,
and also insulate viewers from what was believed to be its radiation.

This was not simply an appreciation for the materiality of the object or the effulgence of its
appearance. There was a larger and more complex context in which linguistic and political forces
were at work, into which the reception of television played. Briefly outlining this context and its
interaction with the medium is helpful in understanding the kinds of misrecognition that may occur
with the arrival of a new technology. My example is from the recent history of Indian television.

A Linguistically Split Public and the Politics of Sensory Perception

A few years after nationwide television programming was inaugurated in India, Hindu epics began
to be aired on state-run television, in 1987, violating the existing ban on devotional programming.
The serials were a critical failure, but not only attracted immense audiences, they brought every-
thing to a halt while they were on air.

The English language press was for the most part embarrassed by the “outing” of what they saw
as an idolatrous and superstitious national culture, and by the fact that the epics were not produced
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as classics, but rather as low-budget melodrama. Here television was drawing on indigenous
traditions of mythological realism in the cinema, as well as of vision itself as a participatory and
tactile collective ritual, of darsan.”” The Indian language press, by contrast, gave the epics, which
were broadcast in Hindi, a relatively rapturous welcome, and promoted the serials as returning to
the values of Indian, or Hindu culture. Hindi and English are together, the national languages in
India. It appeared like a sudden coming together of an immense and usually discordant nation.
That the occasion was the broadcast of an ancient epic allowed myopia about the technology of
collective assembly. Television was like a hinge, swiveling between time zones. Audiences could
travel back to an age when the culture was harmonious; sponsors for their part heralded the onset
of market liberalization.

In the ambiguity of whether audiences were going back to a golden age or forward to a global-
ized future was contained the kernel of controversy. Since India became independent, a secular
government had gone to some lengths to limit the possibility of minority oppression by the Hindu
majority. Over time, secularism’s opponents succeeded in identifying it as an English language view
and a neocolonial prejudice. Secularists themselves usually understood that theirs was a minority
position, and relied on state power to keep opponents such as Hindu nationalists at bay. But it was
asecular ruling party, the Congress, which sanctioned the broadcast of Hindu epics on state televi-
sion, violating a decades-old taboo on religious programming to court the Hindu vote. Ultimately,
it was Hindu nationalists, long awaiting such an opportunity, who were able to capitalize on the
event. A violent campaign that left thousands dead, mainly Muslims, arose in the wake of the serial,
and ultimately brought the Hindu nationalists to power in India in 1998.

The movement advanced through visual and print media working in tandem. Television spanned
regional and language divides, and provided a spark to Hindu nationalist consciousness, but it
was through the Hindi language press that Hindu nationalists were able to obtain the most effec-
tive support. The English language press anchored its authority in the state, and saw the Hindu
nationalist agitation as a threat to law and order. For the Hindi press, it was first and foremost a
popular issue, and they reported therefore as a cultural as well as a political matter. The English
language media was handicapped in exploring the agitation’s motives, by contrast, since its news
values ensured a social distance from the movement. The criticism of the English press had the
opposite of the intended effect, since it confirmed to Hindu nationalism’s Indian language audi-
ences that the neocolonial elite was apprehensive of the movement’s success. More importantly, it
prevented secularists from making effective interventions into the campaign, and enshrined their
position as hostile outsiders to the culture itself. Thus the Indian and English language news media
themselves worked together as well, the former expanding the support for the agitation, and the
latter providing the friction necessary for its forward movement.

Friedrich Kittler has argued that the sense of loss that haunts writing is erased by new media,
that render the past into an accessible presence.” If new media make information “want” to be free,
they seem also to create pasts that “want” to be restored.?! But this dynamic was not compartmen-
talized by medium. Nor was there any naivety in the political act of invoking of a bygone era. An
opportunistic political program brought together stratified and re-organized ways of perceiving,
and institutional differences in language news media, under a single visual regime and an icon
of high tech modernity. If secularists had believed that a technology for unifying the nation was
at hand, they were confounded by the material force of a communication medium that allowed a
regressive politics to be mobilized. But if Hindu nationalists for their part assumed that with the
past on their side, the future was theirs, matters would prove more complicated. The embodied
history of a caste-divided society could also be “the Real” summoned by new media, setting a dif-
ferent dynamic in motion, slow but sure in its effects, and spotlighting the fabricated character of
Hindu unity.

The specialization of the senses via technical media, and their separation and fragmentation
from embodied sensations, lead to disadvantaging communities that do not have control over the
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means of representing themselves in mass media.?? Prevailing and more deeply rooted sensory
histories become interleaved with mass-mediated perceptual formations. To be attentive to this
layered formation contributes to understanding how media help shape our environment.

Virtual Touch and the Quality of Social Space

Marshall McLuhan observes that the contact between cultures based on different media, e.g., oral
and print cultures, is an explosive event, accompanied by the release of tremendous hybrid ener-
gies.” The force of his point derives from emphasizing the aesthetic over the historical dimension
of these encounters, and directs our attention to the material media through which the perceptions
of such encounters are framed. The point is applicable within as well as across societies. But we
should note that the perception of explosive energy may correspond to patterns of activity whose
rules are not discernible to the observer. The advantage here may belong to those who can play
upon the illegibility of their actions. We observed this advantage in the ability of Hindi language
print media to advance a movement subversive of the existing political dispensation partly be-
cause of the false sense of power generated by television’s introduction. McLuhan could not have
predicted the outcome that occurred here, however, because he tends to homogenize the space in
which media effects occur, and to treat these effects as literal rather than as themselves mediated,
e.g., by linguistic and sensory histories.

We should then consider the implications of McLuhan’s dictum that old media appear as the
content of new media. To be sure, the telegraph subsumes print in this way; similarly, television
incorporates the cinema, radio and print, and the computer envelopes all the rest. But is the con-
tent of older media so unstructured as to dissolve into the forms of newer media? What are the
relationships of the contents of the older media within and amongst themselves? Here we can think
broadly of oral and print media, and the differences and tensions that they may carry, between
various communities of oral and print culture. These differences could hardly be nullified within
electric media while the communities themselves remained in similar circumstances. How do we
map the complex transactions that occur here?

Oral media present the immediacy and unpredictability of the face-to-face encounter, where
spontaneity can complicate the routines of market rationality. In being folded into a market economy,
the promise of such subversion tends to be important as part of the appeal of oral media, although
of course this could redound to the benefit or the misfortune of interlocutors. It is important to
recall here that oral media tend to reproduce the power of the communities within which they oc-
cur. Expression in oral media is anchored and circumscribed through the senses of belonging and
obligation, reciprocity and surveillance. Oral media thus mediate the social dynamics of dominance
and subordination, with market rationality as but one of the attendant factors of interaction.

Print has been described as figuring/ushering in a homogenization of space and time. It may be
more accurate to say that this account reflects a specific age of capitalist rationality, since capital-
ism came to self-consciousness in the age of print.** Printed goods were the first mass-marketed
commodities, after all. With print media, a different imagination of the social compact is possible,
because communication can be entertained in isolation from the supervision of others, in the private
space afforded by commodity consumption. Social membership is thus made possible without the
burden of community obligation and scrutiny that attend direct interaction. As such, print com-
munication provides its users a means of re-imagining existing community relations.

Electronic media exponentially increase the capacity to project the experience of autonomy for
its users, again, within the space made available by consumption. We should note that the speed
of its circulation alters the dynamics of communication, since large numbers can experience the
same events via media. If print redefined the boundaries of a community of experience in abstract
linguistic terms, divorced from the sensory immediacy of a given context, electronic media re-
define the boundaries again. They can transcend a given linguistic field with sounds and images
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that recreate the sense of presence with oral communication. McLuhan referred to the effect of
such media as “retribalization,” in a radical break from the abstract, linear rationality of print and
a return to the direct and unmediated character of oral culture.

But each new medium changes the sense ratios: print emphasizes the visual to the exclusion of
other senses; electric media emphasize sound and image. Perception and its effect are not neces-
sarily on the same plane; the senses refer to each other, and work through the body.

Touch is the guiding sensation in infancy, along with, to a lesser extent, sound and smell; it is
touch that orients the sense of sight. Together with the social inculcation of spatial cues, touch
enables the otherwise incomprehensible quilt of light and dark colors comprising the visible world
to acquire meaning and distinction.” Sight is not a pure datum, but is structured through rules
regulating objects in social space, and one learns these rules in order to be able to acquire vision.
To see is also to confirm one’s bodily relation to social space. McLuhan’s point about the effect
of “electric media” being primarily tactile rather than cognitive or visual becomes clearer in this
context. The media form an exteriorized nervous system and thus a collective prosthetic, through
which mediated sense perceptions then refer to each other. The abolition of distance through
sound and images induces a sense of intimacy, reflected and reinforced through the shrinking
social distance governing norms of publicity. One “tunes in” to get “in touch.” How is this medi-
ated sense of touch distinct?

Aniket Jaaware, in his important work on the phenomenology of touch, has pointed out that
the sense of touch is extremely difficult to deceive; contact is both the form and the content of
touch, and gives reality to it.” In the case of actual contact, figural meanings accrete around literal
touch. With electric media, it is the opposite: a figural, imaginative sense of touch occurs, which
may then generate the feelings associated with literal touch. Elias Canetti begins his famous work
on the crowd invoking the universal fear of being touched. Electric media present the opportunity
to be touched without fear; one seeks being touched and it becomes a regular and sought-after
form of intimacy. Jaaware has observed that touch is a sensation that cannot be stopped; hence the
vulnerability of the body to torture for example. But the unstoppability of touch takes on a differ-
ent meaning with electric media; to describe it in terms of shock and anaestheticization retains a
literalist frame of reference that is superseded here. Touch becomes virtual.

In societies dominated by strict rules of social distance, of racial, class and caste divisions, electric
media insinuate the touchability of one and all. A culturally insular imaginary is thus liable to be
challenged as the rules of visceral touch are subverted by those regulating virtual touch.

The world of print media has often received nostalgic treatment, as an era of rationality that
monopoly capital and consumerism have torn us away from. Electronic media might be ranked
here as instruments of seduction; at any rate they place a question mark against older assumptions
that technological mediation could only promote enlightenment.”” Print extruded the authority
that previously was secret and located in privileged bodies, and rendered it abstract and diffusible.
But the printed book has a doubled character, a publicly circulated good with a declared exchange
value, and an interior life disclosing unforeseen imaginary worlds. The fetish character of the book
could be concealed through its normalization, and its cultural sanction as a “rational” power; this
sanction was of course retrospective, occurring after the heyday of print, not during it. If books
require to be bought and read, and so limit their direct constituency, electronic media create
environments from which no one is excluded; indeed exclusion becomes the new privilege. In
this sense, there are no longer any have-nots in the earlier meaning of the word. Electronic media
democratize the imagination of intimacy, but technological fetishism obscures our perception of
this process; an essentialist understanding of media influence is the counterpart to such thinking.
McLuhan’s proposition of a global village resulting from electronic media is an example of this
error, just as his dictum, “the medium is the message,” sanctions fetishistic thinking. Thinking
about the interface between older and newer forms of mediation can help identify the forms of
misrecognition and displacement that, as Karel Capek has described, allow us to treat technology
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as world-transforming, but nevertheless transparent to human will. A racialized identification of
the west with technological modernity is currently rampant. But the irony of course is that others
are capable of the same errors as ourselves in this respect. Hence, we err at our mutual risk.
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Deep Europe
A History of the Syndicate Network

Geert Lovink

The inner life of a mailing list reveals more than discursive threads and communication patterns.
There are sophisticated forms of silence, repressed messages and unanswered remarks. Because of
the intimacy of e-mail and the immediacy of open, unmoderated channels, lists foreshadow events.
As antennas of culture they do more then merely discuss current affairs: online communities do
not just reflect events but have the potential to create their own auto-poetic systems and provoke
events. For mainstream media and its professional critics, discussion lists are almost invisible cultural
phenomena, yet they play a key part in the life of their participants. Many incidents happen on
lists, which become visible and emerge later in different forms. Founded in early 1996 as a “post-
89” East-West exchange network between new media artists, Syndicate grew into a network of 500
members Europe-wide and beyond. Built as an informal new media arts network, the Syndicate
network was suddenly polarized by political debate, which it did not survive. Its open architecture
was vulnerable to the challenges of hackers, “trolls” and quasi-automatic bots. These challenges
eventually brought down Syndicate in August 2001. The story of Syndicate is a didactic one because
the hatred that appeared in a medium, which originally was meant to be democratic, can tell us
something about upcoming extreme cultures that operate beyond rational consensus.

Syndicate, founded in January 1996 during the second “tactical media” Next Five Minutes
conference, was the brainchild of Andreas Broeckmann, a German new media critic and curator
who worked out of the Rotterdam-based V2 new media arts organization. In the autumn of 1995,
Andreas Broeckmann started a new initiative called V2_East, which sought to create a network of
people and institutions involved with, or interested in, media art in Eastern Europe: “V2_East wants
to create an infrastructure that will facilitate cooperation between partners in East and West, and
it will initiate collaborative media art projects.” Syndicate was going to be the vehicle for V2_East.!
During the early to mid-nineties most of the exciting media (arts) initiatives didn’t come from the
recession-plagued West but from the “wild” East which had only recently opened up. Before 1989,
creating a network with new media artists and organizations throughout the fifteen countries in
the East would have been next to impossible. This was the time to do it. But how would an equal
East-West network function, especially if it was run from Western Europe? Conspiracy theories
thrived, especially in an environment flocked with money from Wall St. speculator/philanthropist
George Soros. Was there a hidden neo-colonialist agenda, with new media arts as its forerunners??

287
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As well, there was unspoken skepticism about exchanges planned from above—and good inten-
tions in general. “Community” was a contaminated concept that came dangerously close to “com-
munism.”” On the other hand, this was not the time to be dogmatic and reject opportunities. For
decades, many had sincerely desired a “normalization” of East-West relations.

Deep Europe

The term “Deep Europe,” with which Syndicate became associated, stems from Syndicate’s par-
ticipation in the 1997 Hybrid Workspace project, a temporary media lab that was part of the
Documenta X art exhibition in Kassel/Germany. Syndicate was one of twelve groups that organized
its own ten-day workshop, partly open to the public. A group of twenty artists, mainly from the
former East, held debates, screenings and performances. The highlight was the “visa department”
performance, in which all Syndicalists participated: the DX exhibition visitors had to stand in a
long queue and be interrogated before obtaining a Deep Europe visa. The announcement stated:
“The new lines that run through Europe are historical, political, cultural, artistic, technological,
military. The role of the EU and its institutions, the notion of Mittel (central) Europa, old and new
ideologies, messianic NGOs and late-capitalist profiteers contribute to a cultural environment in
which we have to define new strategies and new tools, whether as artists, activists, writers or or-
ganizers”* The text warns us not to ascribe too much meaning to the Deep Europe concept—but
that’s exactly what happened.

The exact origin of the Deep Europe term, before early 1997, remains unclear. It may have had
multiple sources. I can only provide the reader with my interpretation. Deep Europe was a precise,
timely and productive label precisely because of its ambiguity, being neither geographic (East-
West) nor temporal (old-new). Deep Europe was proposed as the opposite of fixed identities. The
overlapping realities were there to be explored.” Caught in-between regions, disciplines, media and
institutions, the V2_East/Syndicate network was open to those interested in “Becoming Europe,’
working with “Becoming Media.” Of course, Deep Europe ironically underscored essential values
in opposition to superficial simulations. There was nothing “deep” about the twentieth century
tragedy called Europe. Deep Europe would grow out of the tension produced by the crisis of the
ethnic nation state and the promising poverty of globalism. I would reconstruct it as a blend of
Continental Europe (a notion used by English islanders) and the astronomic/science fiction term
“deep space.” It was an unknown, yet to be discovered part of Europe, way beyond the bureaucratic
borders drawn by the EU, the Schengen agreement, NATO and Russia. Europe in this context had
to be understood as an open and inclusive, lively translocal network. Deep Europe was an alterna-
tive, imaginative mental landscape, a post-1989 promise that life could be different. Rejecting both
superficial Western mediocrity and backward Eastern despotism, Deep Europe could be read as a
desire to knit webs and tell stories about an unrealized, real and virtual world.

For moderator Inke Arns, Deep Europe expressed “a new understanding of Europe, an un-
derstanding which leads away from a horizontal/homogeneous/binary concept of territory (e.g.,
East/West) and—by means of a vertical cut through territorial entities—moves towards a new
understanding of the different heterogeneous, deep-level, cultural layers and identities which exist
next to each other in Europe” Lisa Haskel, describing the possibilities of Deep Europe, writes:

Not a political position, a utopia or a manifesto, but rather a digging, excavating, tunneling
process toward greater understanding and connection, but which fully recognizes different
starting points and possible directions: a collaborative process with a shared desire for mak-
ing connection. There may be hold-ups and some frustrations, quite a bit of hard work is
required, but some machinery can perhaps aid us. The result is a channel for exchange for
use by both ourselves and others with common aims and interests.”
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Concepts such as tunnels, channels and rhizomes were used here to indicate how informal, de-
centralized networks with their “subterranean connections” (Deleuze/Guattari) could cut through
existing borders.

Syndicate as a Network

Meetings were essential to building a post East-West network. To produce real outcomes, Syndi-
cate required considerable trust among its participants. Trust was never going to be achieved just
via e-mail. Syndicate in 1996-99 was a traveling social network, moving from event to workshop
to conference, from office to café to club, and further to the next airport, train station and bus
terminal. Syndicate existed as an accumulation of meetings, collaborations and “peer to peer”
exchanges, with the list as a secondary tool for exchange. Three readers edited by Inke Arns, in
which the most important texts from the mailing list were collected, were published on the occa-
sion of some of the meetings.®

Unlike the usual Internet lists, the first Syndicate years generated hardly any debate or response.
'The one or two postings a day were mainly festival and project announcements. As long as the off-
line community was organizing meetings and collaborations, there was nothing wrong with a list
focused on the exchange of practical information. By 1998, Syndicate had reached 300 subscribers:
the list had reached its critical mass and started to become more lively. Traffic went up. Typical
Syndicate topics would be access, connectivity, collaboration and most of all the exchange of in-
formation about upcoming festivals, possible grants and new projects. The “no border” campaign,
which focused on migration issues, turned out to be an important topic. The intensity of the list
traffic exploded during the 1999 Kosovo crisis. The debates over the NATO bombing of Yugoslavia
would be a turning point for the larger new media arts community.

Net Activism in Wartime

On March 22, 1999 the Serbian nationalist net artist Andrej Tisma, the source of earlier contro-
versies on Syndicate, posted: “Message from Serbia, in expectation of NATO bombing. Could be
my last sending. But I don’t worry. If I die, my web site will remain.”® Peace talks in Rambouillet
between NATO, Yugoslav authorities and the Kosovo-Albanians had failed to produce an agree-
ment. With mass killings and armed resistance spiraling out of control, Kosovo was well on the
way to becoming the next Bosnia. In Bosnia it had taken Western powers three and a half years to
intervene in a serious manner, after years of half-hearted diplomacy, broken cease-fires and limited
UN mandates. In Kosovo, with the spring season close and parties on both sides gearing up for
the next big killing spree, NATO took action in a decisive manner, causing a spiral of effects. On
March 24, “the most serious war in Europe since 1945” (Michael Ignatieff) started. The NATO
bombings on Yugoslavia were going to last for 78 days, until the Yugoslav army withdrew from
Kosovo in early June 1999.

By the first day, the independent radio station B92 was closed and its director, Veran Matic,
arrested by the Serbian police."” Local radio transmission no longer worked, but B92 continued
its radio casts via Web. Not long afterward, the radio signal was retransmitted via satellite. News
bulletins in both Serbian and English could be read on the B92 Web site. The Internet strategy to
“rout around” the Milosevic regime worked for a good nine days, with 15 million visitors hitting
B92. On April 2, B92 was permanently silenced. In the early hours, police officers arrived to seal
the station’s offices, and ordered all staff to cease work and leave the premises immediately. The final
closure of B92 was a serious to blow to the tactical media strategy with which so many Syndicate
members identified.
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During the NATO bombings, Syndicate turned into a unique unfiltered citizens’ channel, cross-
ing geographic and political borders turned enemy lines. It had taken three years to build up the
community; its direction had been unclear at times. This time proved to be Syndicate’s finest hour.
One day into the event, political postings started to appear on the list. Nikos Vittis, writing from
Greece, pointed at the possible oil in Balkans as the reason for the US-intervention.!' Andreas
Broeckmann, in Berlin, summed up the Western position: “The only person responsible for the
attacks is Milosevic—this is not a war against the Yugoslav people—the military objective is to stop
the killing and humanitarian catastrophe in Kosovo and to force the Serb leadership to sign the
Rambouillet agreement—this agreement cannot be negotiated any further—the attacks will be
stopped as soon as the Serb leadership commits itself to signing the Rambouillet agreement.”'* From
Skopje, Macedonia, Melentie Pandilovski reported anti- American demonstrations (“Let’s hope things
stay calm”).” Nina Czegledy wrote about similar demonstrations in her hometown, Toronto.

Internet-based support initiatives sprung up in Budapest, Spain, the Californian Bay Area, Por-
tugal, London, and even Tokyo and Taipei."* Groups translated texts, put up Web links, produced
radio programs on joining Help B92. In these first days, people sought to stay informed and to
keep the communication channels open. The emphasis on Syndicate was freedom of speech, thus
tactically avoiding taking sides in the political conflict over the moral and strategic usefulness of
the NATO bombardments. Both NATO commanders and Serb nationalists already had their war
propaganda channels—and used them accordingly. The call for media freedom positioned itself
as a “third way;” a long-term contribution to resolve ethnic hatred. The position could be roughly
described as such: We are not pro- or anti-NATO, pro- or anti-Serbian, we live in cyberspace. We
come from the future and offer you hope, to drag you out of the nightmare called history. Global
communication is not just a tool for reconciliation—it is part of the solution. In this view, new me-
dia did not just diffuse tensions in order to impose a manufactured consensus—the digital devices
would lead the (online) participants into a new world. The independent-media-as-part-of-the-solu-
tion argument would be developed over the next three months in a variety of actions, worldwide.

ASCII-Art & the Serbian Revolution

By August 1999, the traffic on Syndicate was back to normal. Syndicate postings had jumped from
87 in February 1999 to 417 in March, 400 in April, down to 237 in May, 250 in June, and were back
to previous levels of 157 in July and 118 postings in August. The summer period marked a move
away from the Balkan news items. In August 1999, the first indications of a change of the atmosphere
appeared. From an “anonymizer” server, stationed in Trontheim, Norway a short e-mail dialogue
was forged, meant to create distrust and confusion.” In February/March 2000, the list fell into aloop
several times, repeatedly sending out dozens of copies of same message. By April 2000, anonymous
postings and net.art from individuals and groups such as propaganda@0100101110101101.org,
net_CALLBOY, [brad brace], Dr. RTMark, iatsu.pavu.com and data[h!]bleede began to increase.
Approaching 500 subscribers and still open and unfiltered, Syndicate was an easy outlet for e-mail
art, varying from low-tech ASCII hoaxes to anonymous personal attacks. While announcements had
been important to the social network early on, they now further increased the feeling of anonymity,
which in turn encouraged net.artists to fill the gap created by the disappearing Kosovo exchange
with more e-mail experiments. In May 2000, there were over 200 postings.

During the days of the “Serbian revolution” (early October 2000), when large demonstrations
forced the fall of the Milosevic regime, Syndicate was revived as a p2p communication channel.
For a brief moment, Slobodan Markovic, Dejan Strenovic and Michael Benson reappeared on the
list, but their thoughts were quickly overrun by an ever-increasing number of announcements
from the global new media arts sector. Postings no longer triggered responses. The last action by
the Syndicate network was a spontaneous support campaign for the Albanian curator Edi Muka,
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who had been fired from his post as director of the Pyramid cultural center in Tirana.'* While
throughout 2001 Melentie Pandilovski regularly forwarded news updates from Skopje related to
the crisis in Macedonia between Albanian (KLA) fighters and the army, the Syndicate list was de
facto silent on this topic. Syndicate was a window to the world and provided useful information
about the region, but it could not be considered a close and homogeneous community.

Machinetalk

In January 2001, “Netochka Nezvanova” (NN), named after Dostoyevsky’s first full-length novel,
began sending hundreds of messages to Syndicate, most often random responses to anything sent to
the list. The posting were a mixture of replies, cryptic political analyses, machine talk'” and personal
attacks.” NN used a blend of software and Internet-specific styles of writing such as Europanto®
and B1FE? combined with an agitated Ubermensch attitude (perhaps inspired by the Extropians),
flaunting a machinic-futuristic “post-human” superiority over the all-too-human fellow subscribers
with their petty and corrupt, dirty-dubious intentions. NN had been posting to nettime and other
lists before and was a well known phenomena. NN’s aim has been not just to dominate a channel
but to destroy the online community as such.

In the larger social context, this phenomenon was known as “trolling” First used on the Usenet
group alt.folklore.urban, a troll sends out messages designed to attract predictable responses or
flames. The jargon file at tuxedo.org defines the troll as “an individual who chronically regularly
posts specious arguments, flames or personal attacks to a newsgroup, discussion list, or in email
for no other purpose than to annoy someone or disrupt a discussion. Trolls are recognizable by the
fact that they have no real interest in learning about the topic at hand—they simply want to utter
flame bait. Like the ugly creatures they are named after, they exhibit no redeeming characteristics,
and as such, they are recognized as a lower form of life on the net””! One often sees the warning
“Do not feed the troll” as part of a follow-up to troll postings, but this was exactly what happened
on Syndicate.

Unfamiliar with the troll phenomenon, Syndicalists jumped into a dialogue with NN, thereby
unwittingly becoming complicit with the troll’s goal of becoming the center of the conversation.
The strategy to hijack the list and become the central online personality worked. Because the core
community had eroded, the list got entangled in the constant stream of NN/integer postings. Some
called to filter the NN/integer postings; others tried to challenge the troll.** Others such as Diana
McCarty took the liberal stand and defended the democracy of the delete button: “It takes 1-2
minutes of your time and you can file or delete and forget. Noise is sometimes music and sometimes
incredibly intelligent> Because of the lack of internal electronic democracy (there were no vot-
ing systems in place on lists such as Syndicate), there was no way of ascertaining what subscribers
wanted to do. It took another seven months before Syndicate exploded over the integer case.

Hijacking Lists

Faced with the conflict between a desire to be noticed and the fear of being humiliated by taking
sides in this conflict, most of the Syndicalists remained silent. The community lacked any armor
with which to defend itself. The fear of being labeled a totalitarian advocate of censorship was
omnipresent and handicapped participants at this crucial hour. Laissez-faire liberalism showed
its brutal face. The choice was an impossible one. There was going to be violence in one way or the
other: either a handful of posters would be excluded or the community would self-destruct. On
August 7, Inke Arns unsubscribed integer, causing protest from a loud minority, while receiving
praise from others. The mood on the list was deeply divided.
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Inke and Andreas seemed to have hoped that the Syndicate community, as a living entity, would
defend itself against the ongoing integer humiliations. Inke Arns wrote: “If you don’t take care of
your list, and voice your opinion, the list will be taken care of by others. And you won’t necessarily
like it”** Andreas Broeckmann defended the removal: “T don’t like filters. I like this list because it
makes sense for me to listen to all the different voices. I don’t want to censor what comes through.
At the same time, I ask for some sort of respect for my position as somebody who is also on this
list. This implies not being shouted at all the time. It more importantly implies not being spat on
and insulted for writing this message. It implies not seeing messages that call me a criminal”* An-
nick Bureaud also detested filtering and defended unsubscribing integer. “What I really disliked
with NN postings was the flood. Once in a while, why not, but minimum 10 per day, as in the last
week, come on! This is just a highjack of the list. S/he knew the rules, s/he didn’t play by it. Too
bad”* Instead of relief over the disappearance of integer, the mood on the list became increasingly
tense with Andrej Tisma crying censorship and complaining of a conspiracy by Soros swastika
people. Or Brad Brace, who equated NN with the martyr Mata Hari. At the “moment supreme”
the Australian net.artist |[mez][ started systematically forwarding integer messages, stacked with
personal attacks.” This was the sign for Andreas and Inke to step down. The moderators made
sure the list was handed over “in a proper and friendly manner” While a small group (mainly net.
artists) kept on arguing and kept on defending the anti-censorship case, Syndicate fell apart in a
matter of days.

In retrospect, Honor Harger writes regarding the cynical NN/integer/antiorp strategies: “I
find it deeply ironic that an entrepreneur so well known for revoking licenses to use her software
(nato) when she encounters even the smallest criticisms of her programming—effectively censor-
ing nato users—would react with such petulance when she herself is asked to minimize the ‘noise’
of her postings. Considering the NN_construct is so intolerant of others views on her work and
ideas, I find it rather galling that so many have tried to defend her in the name of ‘free speech’
This is something laughably alien to the NN_constructs philosophy of doing business, and it is
unfortunate that Syndicate has collapsed based on this issue. Not that this would be of any interest
to the NN_construct, who has little concern for this discussion space, absolutely no awareness of
the network which has formed around this list for the past 5 years, and no care if her incessant
flood of posts destroys the character of this list”?®* Martha Rosler also emphasized that keeping or
removing NN from the list was not about free speech: “Freedom of speech is not the primary is-
sue, and threats to sic the correctness police on the list is an ironic reversal of other authoritarian
tropes...a list is neither society nor the public sphere in toto. I am not advocating asking NN to
leave, for the decision is not mine, but ask yourself, when you play a game, what happens when
the bully insists that it is always his/her turn at the bat; at a forum, what if she/he jumps up for the
microphone after every remark someone else has made, simply to snipe, and not actually engage
their points?... This well-known tactic has a name: disruption.”*

The Death of a Community

NN’s strategy of disruption had proven successful. By mid-August 2001, the Syndicate list had
effectively spit in two. After Inke and Andreas resigned, the group that defended integer became
the new list owners and, keeping the name Syndicate, moved the list to a server in Norway.* Johan
Sjerpstra: “During mid-2001, when the new type of aggressive rhetoric appeared, the Syndicate
founders/owners left the list without too much hesitation. They seemed to have lost their interest.
Maybe their motivation was revenge, but for what? The broad membership could not handle the
attack and basically no one wanted to defend the list. The new owners, which took over in August
2001, had no better agenda either. They repeated the old East/West dichotomy plus the info ex-
change function, but this is no longer of importance because there are a lot well organized sites”
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No genuine information appeared on Syndicate, most of the art info was forwarded from other
sources. The main traffic had become small talk, internal, nonsensical, repetitive, and redundant
textual content, very often with simple (“small is beautiful”) messages, often with no more then
a URL. Johan Sjerpstra: “The minimal e-mails can be a seen as a new movement in the quickly
changing net/web art scene, like a counter reaction to the earlier socially engaged and/or conceptual
type of net/web art. We could call it a sort of Dadaist answer to the seriousness and tech orienta-
tion of the late 1990s. The significant difference with Dada is that instead of humor they use an
aggressive and threatening (hacking) tone. Hate speak, targeted at those they dislike—a sign of an
emerging new extremity.”!

In early September, Inke and Andreas created a follow up to the Syndicate list—“Spectre” Spectre
had been prepared on a cc: list during the turbulent weeks in August when it had become clear
to Inke, Andreas and a few others who had left the list in protest that Syndicate could no longer
be saved. The Spectre announcement included the following “netiquette” rules: “No HTML, no
attachments, messages < 40K; meaningful discussions require mutual respect; self-advertise with
care!”? Soon Spectre had 250 subscribers and continued the Syndicate focus on announcements
related to new media culture. Spectre would no longer explicitly focus on the East-West dynamics,
but would still refer to “Deep Europe.” From the beginning of 2001, Syndicate had already been
transforming into a communication community for a few insiders—a small circle of friends squat-
ting in the past, the tradition, mimicking a community, only capable of being a parasite on the past
of a dead project. During the NN/integer debates, Igor Markovic had written that Syndicate was
pretty much dead anyway, even if you filter out integer and all the announcements.” Spectre, the
follow-up to Syndicate, also proved to have no relevance, caught in the pragmatics of a redundant,
no-nonsense list.

Throughout its existence, Syndicate had the feel of a somewhat safe project, struggling with the
obsolete East-West dichotomy it had imposed upon itself. Unconsciously, the project had been
built on the Cold War strategy of cultural subversion without ever naming its adversaries. “Being a
(potentially interesting) international artist group, Syndicate lacked consistency to push its agenda
(if there was any). Beyond the communication paradigm (not a particular Eastern approach any-
way) there wasn’t much else. No authority was explicitly questioned. The common denominator,
working with (networked) computers in an arts environment, did not translate into a specific group
aesthetics”** Indeed, Syndicate did not end up as a movement, school, style or tendency. Still, this
inability was a general problem and did not only affect Syndicate. The impoverished new media
arts sector, clustered around the Syndicate node, remained on a boutique level. It was neither “cool”
marketwise, nor did it create inspiring and controversial expressions of dissent.

The 1998-99 period around the Kosovo crisis were Syndicate’s heydays. While elsewhere on the
Net, dotcommania dominated the Internet agenda, the Syndicate network, symbolic of the new
media arts sector as a whole, tried—and failed—to claim the moral high ground over war and ethnic
tensions on the one hand, and over corporate greed on the other. There simply was no cultural high
ground to escape to. The twist of mid-2001 can only be read as a hostile takeover, covered up by lies
and a massive abuse of democratic tolerance. The unspoken consensus of mediated communica-
tion, based on tolerance, democracy and credibility fell apart, torn apart by fussy controversies.
Antiorp/Integer’s (efficient) usage of anti-globalization rhetoric (“corporate fascists”) with its roots
in Stalinism and totalitarianism managed to destroy an already minimal sense of belonging.

The Syndicate list-takeover showed how an aggressive strategy of information warfare could
overcome tolerance, a form of weakness. The incident marked the end of the romantic concept of
open, unmoderated exchange. Extreme strategies can penetrate existing structures with virtually
no resistance. As mediocre viruses are capable to bringing down millions of computers, so too
can the net artist increase its impact dramatically, using aggressive memes. This is the age of total
information warfare. The “war zone” is no longer a distinct battlefield, but stretches out deep into
society. It not only affects the physical civil infrastructure, but also penetrates the civilian mindset.
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The strategies of tension, disinformation and uncertainty are now common practices amongst and
between social groups. In the case of Syndicate, the naive East-West communication model turned
into a dangerous, manipulative, unreliable network of abuse. This turning point reflects and further
accelerates the collapse of hippie dreams of the Net as a utopian, parallel world.
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The Cell Phone and the Crowd

Messianic Politics in the Contemporary Philippines

Vicente L. Rafael

This essay explores a set of telecommunicative fantasies among middle-class Filipinos within the
context of a recent historical event: the civilian-backed coup that overthrew President Joseph
Estrada in January 2001. It does so with reference to two distinct media, the cell phone and the
crowd. Various accounts of what has come to be known as “People Power II” (distinguished from
the populist coup that unseated Ferdinand and Imelda Marcos in 1986) reveal certain pervasive
beliefs of the middle classes. They believed, for example, in the power of communication technolo-
gies to transmit messages at a distance and in their own ability to possess that power. In the same
vein, they believed they could master their relationship to the masses of people with whom they
regularly shared Manila’s crowded streets, and utilize the power of crowds to speak to the state. Thus
they imagined themselves able to communicate beyond the crowd, but also with it, transcending
the sheer physical density of the masses through technology while at the same time ordering its
movements and using its energy to transmit middle-class demands. At its most utopian, the fetish
of communication suggested the possibility of dissolving, however provisionally, existing class
divisions. From this perspective communication held the messianic promise of refashioning the
heterogeneous crowd into a people addressing and addressed by the promise of justice. But as we
will see, these telecommunicative fantasies were predicated on the putative “voicelessness” of the
masses. For once heard, the masses called attention to the fragility of bourgeois claims to shape the
transmission of messages about the proper practice of politics in the nation-state. In this context,
media politics (understood in both senses of the phrase: the politics of media systems but also the
inescapable mediation of the political) reveal the unstable workings of Filipino middle-class senti-
ments. Unsettled in their relationship to social hierarchy, these sentiments at times redrew class
divisions, anticipated their abolition, or called for their reinstatement and consolidation.'

I. Calling

Telephones were introduced in the Philippines as early as 1885, during the last decade and a
half of Spanish colonial rule.” Like telegraphy before it, telephony provoked fantasies of direct
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communication among the colonial bourgeoisie. They imagined that these new technologies would
afford them access to colonial leaders, enabling them to hear and be heard directly by the colonial
state. We can see this telecommunicative ideal, for example, in a satirical piece written by Filipino
national hero Jose Rizal in 1889. Entitled Por Telefono, it situates the narrator as an eavesdropper. He
listens intently to the sounds and voices that travel between the Spanish friars in Manila—regarded
as the real power in the colony—and their superiors in Madrid.’ The nationalist writer wire-taps
his way, as it were, into the walls of the clerical residences, exposing their hypocrisy and excesses.
In this sense, the telephone shares the capacity of that other telecommunicative technology, print,
to reveal what was once hidden, to repeat what was meant to be secret, and to pass on messages
intended for a particular circle.* It is this history of tapping into and forwarding messages—often in
the form of ironic commentaries, jokes, and rumors—that figured recently in the civilian-led coup
known as “People Power II” From January 16 to 20, 2001, more than a million people assembled
at one of Metro Manila’s major highways, Epifanio de los Santos Avenue, commonly called Edsa,
site of the original People Power revolt in 1986. A large cross-section of Philippine society gathered
there to demand the resignation of President Joseph “Erap” Estrada after his impeachment trial
was suddenly aborted by the eleven senators widely believed to be under his influence. The sena-
tors had refused to include key evidence that purportedly showed Estrada had amassed a fortune
from illegal number games while in office. The impeachment proceedings were avidly followed on
national TV and the radio. Most viewers and listeners were keenly aware of the evidence of theft
and corruption on the part of Estrada and his family; once the pro-Estrada senators put an abrupt
end to the hearing, however, hundreds of thousands of viewers and listeners were moved to protest
in the streets.” Television and radio had kept them in their homes and offices to follow the court
proceedings, but at a critical moment, these media also drew them away from their seats. Relin-
quishing their position as spectators, they now became part of a crowd that had formed around a
common wish: the resignation of the president.

Aside from TV and radio, another communications medium was given credit for spurring the
coup: the cell phone. Nearly all the accounts of People Power II available to us come from middle-
class writers or by way of a middle-class controlled media with strong nationalist sentiments. And
nearly all point to the crucial importance of the cell phone in the rapid mobilization of demonstra-
tors. “The phone is our weapon now;” we hear from an unemployed construction worker quoted
in a newspaper article. A college student in Manila testified that “the power of our cell phones and
computers were among the things which lit the fuse which set off the second uprising, or People
Power Revolution II” And a newspaper columnist advised “would-be foot-soldiers in any future
revolution” that “as long as you[r cell phone] is not low on battery, you are in the groove, in a
fighting mood.” ¢ A technological thing was thus idealized as an agent of change, invested with the
power to bring forth new forms of sociality.

Introduced in the latter half of the 1990s, cell phones in the Philippines had become remark-
ably popular by around 1999.” There are a number of reasons for their ubiquity. First, there is the
perennial difficulty and expense of acquiring land line phones in the Philippines and the service
provided by the Philippine Long Distance Company (PLDT) and the more recent, smaller Bayan
Tel, is erratic. Cell phones offered the promise of satisfying this pent-up need for connectivity. In
addition, cell phones cost far less than personal computers, which are owned by less than 1 per-
cent of the population (though a larger proportion has access through Internet cafes). By contrast,
there are over ten million cell phone users in a population of about seventy-seven million. The vast
majority of users buy pre-paid phone cards that, combined with the relatively low cost of phones
(as little as $50 in the open market and half this amount in secondary markets), make wireless
communication more accessible and affordable than regular telephones or computers.

Most importantly, cell phones allow users to reach beyond traffic-clogged streets and serve as
an alternative to slow, unreliable, and expensive postal services. Like many Third World countries
recently opened to more liberal trade policies, the Philippines shares the paradox of being awash
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with the latest communication technologies, like the cell phone, while being mired in deteriorat-
ing infrastructures: roads, postal services, railroads, power generators and land lines. With the
cell phone, one seems able to pass beyond these obstacles. And inasmuch as these broken, state-
run infrastructures represent government ineptitude, passing beyond them gives one the sense
of overcoming a state long beset by corruption.®It is not surprising, then, that cell phones could
prove literally handy in spreading the rumors, jokes and information that steadily eroded what-
ever legitimacy President Estrada and his supporters still had during the impeachment hearings.
Bypassing the broadcast media, cell phone users themselves became broadcasters, receiving and
transmitting both news and gossip and often confounding the two. Indeed, one could imagine each
user becoming his or her own broadcaster; a node in a wider network of communication that the
state could not possibly even begin to monitor, much less control.? Hence, once the call was made
for people to mass at Edsa, cell phone users readily forwarded messages they received as they fol-
lowed the messages’ instructions.

Cell phones, then, were not only invested with the power to overcome the crowded conditions
and congested surroundings brought about by the state’s inability to order everyday life, they were
seen to bring about a new kind of crowd that was thoroughly conscious of itself as a movement
headed towards a common goal. While telecommunication allows one to escape the crowd, it
also opens up the possibility of finding oneself moving in concert with it, filled with its desire
and consumed by its energy. In the first case, cell phone users define themselves against a mass of
anonymous others. In the second, they become those others, accepting anonymity as a condition
of possibility for sociality. To understand how the first is transformed into the second, it is worth
noting how, specifically, the vast majority of cell phone messages are transmitted in the Philip-
pines: as text messages.

II. Texting

Text messages are e-mails sent over mobile phones that can also be transferred to the Internet.
Recently, the verb “texting” has emerged to designate the act of sending such messages, indicating
its popularity in such places as England, Japan and Finland (where text messaging was first avail-
able). In the Philippines, texting has been the preferred mode of cell phone use since 1999, when
the two major networks, Globe and Smart, introduced free, and then later on, low cost text mes-
saging as part of their regular service. Unlike voice messages, text messages take up less bandwidth
and require far less time to convert into digitized packets available for transmission. It thus makes
economic sense for service providers to encourage the use of text messaging in order to reserve
greater bandwidth space for more expensive—and profitable—voice messages. Calling cards and
virtually free texting, as opposed to expensive, long-term contracts, give cell phone service providers
a way to attract a broad spectrum of users from different income levels. Thus, from an economic
standpoint, texting offers a rare point of convergence between the interests of users and provid-
ers.'”But it is obviously more than low costs that make cell phones popular in the Philippines. In
an essay sent over the Internet signed “An Anonymous Filipino,” the use of cell phones in Manila
is described as a form of “mania” Using Taglish (the urban lingua franca that combines Tagalog,
English and Spanish), this writer, a Filipino balikbayan (that is, one who resides or works abroad
and periodically visits the motherland) remarks:

HI! WNA B MY TXT PAL? They're everywhere! In the malls, the office, school, the MRT
[Manila Railroad Transit], what-have-you, the cell phone mania’s on the loose! Why, even
Manang Fishball [Mrs. Fishball, a reference to older working class women vendors who
sell fishballs by the side of the road], is texting! I even asked my sisters how important they
think they are that they should have cells? Even my nephew in high school has a cell phone.
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My mom in fact told me that even in his sleep, my brother’s got his cell, and even when they
have a PLDT [land line] phone in the house, they still use the cell phone."

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, mania is a kind of madness characterized “by great
excitement, extravagant delusions and hallucinations and in its acute stage, by great violence” The
insistence on having cell phones nearby, the fact that they always seem to be on hand, indicates an
attachment to them that surpasses the rational and the utilitarian, as the remarks above indicate.
The cell phone gives its holder a sense of being someone, even if he or she is only a street vendor
or a high school student—someone who can reach and be reached and is thus always in touch.
The “manic” relationship to the cell phone is just this ready willingness to identify with it, or more
precisely with what the machine is thought capable of doing. One not only has access to it; by virtue
of its omnipresence and proximity, one becomes like it. That is to say, one becomes an apparatus
for sending and receiving messages at all times. An American journalist writing in the New York
Times observes as much in an article on Manila society:

“Texting?” Yes, texting—as in exchanging short typed messages over a cell phone. All over
the Philippines, a verb has been born, and Filipinos use it whether they are speaking English
or Tagalog. ... The difference [between sending e-mail by computers and texting] is that while
chat-room denizens sit in contemplative isolation, glued to computer screens, in the Philip-
pines, “texters” are right out in the throng. Malls are infested with shoppers who appear to
be navigating by cellular compass. Groups of diners sit ignoring one another, staring down at
their phones as if fumbling with rosaries. Commuters, jaywalkers, even mourners—everyone
in the Philippines seems to be texting over the phone.. . Faye Siytangco, a 23-year-old airline
sales representative, was not surprised when at the wake for a friend’s father she saw people
bowing their heads and gazing toward folded hands. But when their hands started beeping
and their thumbs began to move, she realized to her astonishment that they were not in fact
praying. “People were actually sitting there and texting,” Siytangco said. “Filipinos don't see

it as rude anymore.” 2

Unlike computer users, cell phone owners are mobile, immersed in the crowd, yet able to com-
municate beyond it. Texting provides them with a way out of their surroundings. Thanks to the
cell phone, they need not be present to others around them. Even when they are part of a socially
defined group—say, commuters or mourners—cell phone users are always somewhere else, receiving
and transmitting messages from beyond their physical location. It is in this sense that they become
other than their socially delineated identity: not only cell phone users but cell phone “maniacs.”
Because it rarely leaves their side, the phone becomes part of the hand, the digits an extension of
the fingers. In certain cases, the hand takes the place of the mouth, the fingers that of the tongue.
One Filipino-American contributor to Plaridel, an online discussion group dealing with Philip-
pine politics, referred to a Filipino relative’s cell phone as “almost a new limb.”"* It is not surprising
then that the consciousness of users assumes the mobility and receptivity of their gadgets. We can
see how this assumption of the qualities of the cell phone comes across in the practice of sending
and receiving messages:

The craze for sending text messages by phone started [in 1999] when Globe introduced prepaid
cards that enabled students, soldiers [and others] too poor for a long-term subscription to
start using cellular phones....People quickly figured out how to express themselves on the
phone’s alphanumeric keypad.... “Generation Txt,” as the media dubbed it, was born. Send-
ing text messages does not require making a call. People merely type in a message and the
recipient’s phone number, hit the phone’s send key and off it goes to the operator’s message
center, which forwards it to the recipient.... Sending text messages by phone is an irritating
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skill to master, largely because 26 letters plus punctuation have to be created with only 10
buttons. Typing the letter C, for example, requires pressing the No.2 button three times; an
E is the No. 3 button pressed twice; and so on. After the message is composed it can be sent
immediately to the phone number of the recipient, who can respond immediately by the
same process. People using phones for text messages have developed a shorthand. “Where
are you?” becomes “WRU” And “See you tonight” becomes “CU 2NYT” People have differ-
ent styles of keying in their messages. Some use their index fingers, some one thumb, others
both....[Others] tap away with one hand without even looking at [their] phone.™

As with e-mail, conventions of grammar, spelling and punctuation are frequently evaded and
rearticulated in texting. The constraints of an alphanumeric keypad require users to type numbers
to get to letters. As a result, counting and writing become closely associated. Digital communication
requires the use of digits, both one’s own and those of the phone pad, as one taps away. But this
tapping unfolds not to the rhythm of one’s speech, or in tempo with one’s thoughts, but in coordi-
nation with the numbers by which one reaches letters: three taps on 2 to get a C, for example, or
two taps on 3 to get an E. Texting seems to reduce all speech to writing, and all writing to a kind of
mechanical percussion, a drumming that responds to an external constraint rather than an internal
source. In addition, as it were, there are no prescribed styles for texting: one finger will do, or one
can use a thumb, and skilled typists can text without looking at the screen. Nor are standardized
body postures required with texting: one can sit or walk or drive while sending messages. If hand
writing in the conventional sense requires classroom instruction in penmanship and posture,
texting frees the body, or so it seems, from these old constraints.

Mimicking the mobility of their phones, texters move about, bound to nothing but the techno-
logical forms and limits of the medium. The messages they send and receive condense versions of
whatever language—English or Tagalog and, more frequently, Taglish—they are using and so are
proper to none. This hybrid language follows the demands of the medium rather than reflecting
the idiosyncrasies of its users. The phone companies’ recent introduction of limits on free text mes-
saging, and their assessment of a fee per character of text, has led to further shortening of words
and messages. Instant messaging, along with the mechanical storage and recall of prior messages,
requires only highly abbreviated narrative constructions with little semantic deferral or delay. Us-
ing the cell phone, one begins to incorporate its logic and its techniques to the extent of becoming
identified with an apparently novel social category: Generation Txt.

An obvious pun on Generation X, Generation Txt first began as an advertising gimmick among
cell phone providers in order to attract young users to their products. Defined by its attachment
to and ease with the cell phone, Generation Txt has troubled older generations uneasy about the
rise of texting. An anthropologist from the University of the Philippines addresses the dangers of
texting in terms that are familiar from other countries where the practice has become popular,
especially among youth. He cites the cell phoné’s propensity to stifle literacy by “[wreaking] havoc”
on spelling and grammar, and its erosion “in tandem with mindless computer games and Internet
chat rooms, [of] young people’s ability to communicate in the real world in real time.”"* Rather than
promote communication, texting obstructs it; indeed, cell phones cultivate a kind of stupidity. For
the anthropologist, this is evident in young people’s gullibility for the marketing ploys of cell phone
providers; they end up spending more, not less, in sending messages of little or no consequence.
He further charges cell phones with leading to “anti-social” behavior: children “retreat to their own
cocoons,” while the parents, who give them cell phones, evade the responsibility of “interacting”
with them in any meaningful way.' Other writers report the students’ use of texting to cheat on
exams, or the use of cell phones in spreading slanderous rumors and gossip that may ruin someone’s
reputation.'” As one Filipino online writer put it, cell phones are like “loaded weapons” and their use
must be tempered with some caution. Another contributor writes: “If the text [I received] felt like a
rumor masquerading as news, I didn’t forward it” An office worker from Manila adds, “Sometimes
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whenever you receive serious msgs (sic), sometimes you have to think twice ifit is true or if perhaps
someone is fooling you since there is so much joking [that goes on] in txt (sic).”*®

Part of the anxiety surrounding texting arises from its perceived tendency to disrupt protocols
of recognition and accountability. Parents are disconnected from their children while children in
turn defy parental authority. Cheating is symptomatic of teachers’ inability to monitor students’
cell phone use. And the spread of rumors and gossip, along with irreverent jokes, means that the
senders of messages readily give in to the compulsion to forward messages without, as the writers
above advise, weighing their consequences or veracity. Indeed, it is the power to forward messages
almost instantaneously that transforms the cell phone into a “weapon” The urge to retransmit mes-
sages is difficult to resist, and under certain conditions, irrepressible, as we learn from the events
leading up to People Power II. Actor and writer Bart Guingona, who organized a demonstration
at Edsa on 18 January, describes his initial doubts about the effectiveness of cell phones in a post
to the Plaridel listserv: “I was certain [texting] would not be taken seriously unless it was backed
up by some kind of authority figure to give it some sort of legitimacy. A priest who was with us
suggested that [the church-owned broadcasting station] Radio Veritas should get involved in dis-
seminating the particulars... We [then] formulated a test message...and sent it out that night and
I turned off my phone....By the time I turned it on in the morning, the message had come back
to me three times...I am now a firm believer in the power of the text!”"

The writer is initially hesitant to use texting, reasoning that messages sent in this way would be
perceived as groundless rumors. Anonymously circulated from phone to phone, the text seemed
unanchored to any particular author who could be held accountable for its content. Only when
the church-owned radio station agreed to broadcast the same information did he agree to send a
text message. Upon waking up the next day, he saw the effect of this transmission. Not only did
his message reach distant others; it returned to him three-fold. He is converted from a doubter to
a believer in the “power of the text” Such a power has to do with the capacity to elicit numerous
replies.

There are two things worth noting, however, in this notion of the power of texting;: first, that it
requires, at least in the eyes of this writer and those he sends messages to, another power to legiti-
mate the text’s meaning; and second, that such a power is felt precisely in the multiple transmissions
of the same text. The power of texting has less to do with the capacity to elicit interpretation and
stir public debate than it does with compelling others to keep messages in circulation. Receiving a
message, one responds by repeating it. The message is forwarded to others who are expected to do
the same. In this way, the message returns, mechanically augmented but semantically unaltered.
They crowd one’s phone mailbox just as those who believed in the truth of the call they received
crowded the streets of Metro Manila. On this account, the formation of crowds answers the repeated
call of texts deemed to have legitimacy by virtue of being grounded in an authority outside the text
messages themselves: the electronic voice of the Catholic Church. The voice of the church in effect
domesticates the dangers associated with texting. Users can then forward texts and likewise feel
forwarded by the expectations these texts give rise to. Finding themselves called by the message
and its constant repetition, they become “believers,” part of Generation Txt.

Generation Txt thus does not so much designate a new social identity as a desire for seeing
in messages a meaning guaranteed by an unimpeachable source residing outside the text. In this
sense, there is nothing new or different about the technological fantasy. Most of those who gath-
ered at Edsa and marched towards Mendiola—the road leading to the Presidential Palace—were
united in their anger at the corrupt regime of President Estrada and their wish to replace him with
a more honest leader. This said, the protesters challenged neither the nature of the state nor its
class divisions. Indeed, everything I have read by supporters about People Power II emphasizes the
constitutional legality of these protests vis-a-vis the Supreme Court and the Catholic Church (as
opposed to the army or left-wing groups) for institutional legitimacy. In the end, Estrada’s replace-
ment came from within his own circle of power: Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo was his vice-president
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and the daughter of a previous Philippine president. It would appear then that Generation Txt
comes out of what its “believers” claim to be a “technological revolution” that sets the question of
social revolution aside.

Texting is thus “revolutionary” in a reformist sense. Its “politics” seek to consolidate and render
authority “transparent,” whether this is the authority of the state or of text messages. In an exemplary
manifesto titled “Voice of Generation Txt” [Tinig ng Generation Txt], which appeared in what
was, until recently, one of Manila’s more widely read tabloids, Pinoy Times, Ederic Pefiaflor Eder,
a twenty-something University of the Philippines graduate, credits the “power”(lakas) of “our cell
phones and computers” for contributing to the “explosion” of People Power II. Texting, he declares,
became the medium through which “we” responded quickly to the “betrayal” (kataksilan) of the
pro-Estrada senators who had sought to block the impeachment hearings. Elaborating on the “we”
designating Generation Txt, Eder writes in Taglish:

We are Generation Txt (sic). Free, fun-loving, restless, insistent, hard-working, strong and
patriotic.

We warmly receive and embrace with enthusiasm the revolution in new technology. Isn’t
it said that the Philippines rules Cyberspace and that the Philippines is the text messaging
capital of the world? Our response was rapid to the betrayal of the eleven running dogs (tuta)
of Jose Velarde (a.k.a. Joseph Estrada). The information and calls that reached us by way of
text and e-mail were what brought together the organized as well as unorganized protests.
From our homes, schools, dormitories, factories, churches, we poured into the streets there
to continue the trial—the impeachment trial that had lost its meaning.

...Our wish is for an honest government, and a step towards this is the resignation of
Estrada. We are patriotic and strong and with principles, since our coming together is not
merely because we want to hang out with our friends, but rather to attain a truly free and
clean society brought by our love for the Philippine nation....

There were those from our generation that have long since before the second uprising
chosen to struggle and fight in the hills and take up arms, trekking on the harsh road towards
real change. Most of us, before and after the second uprising, can be found in schools, offices,
or factories, going about our everyday lives. Dreaming, working hard for a future. Texting,
internetting, entertaining ourselves in the present.

But when the times call, we are ready to respond. Again and again, we will use our youth
and our gadgets (gadyet) to insure the freedom of our Motherland.... After the second up-
rising, we promise to militantly watch over the administration of Gloria Macapagal Arroyo
while we happily push Asiong Salonga (a.k.a. Joseph Estrada) into the doors of prison.

We are Generation Txt.*

This statement of identity curiously enough does not specify who this “we” is except as those
who “warmly accept and embrace” the “revolution” in new technology. The “we” is established
through an identification with technological novelty and the status of the Philippines as the “text
messaging” capital of the world. This is perhaps why the message reads as if it were meant to be
received then forwarded: it begins and ends with exactly the same lines: Kami ang Generation Txt
(We are Generation Txt). Instead of ideas or social critique, Generation Txt is characterized here
by attitudes and affects: it is malaya (free), masayahin (fun-loving), malikot (restless), makulit (in-
sistent), masipag (hardworking) and so forth. Its members pride themselves on having principles
and courage, and, unlike the rudderless and Westernized Generation X, they have direction. They
stand for “transparent” government, and a “free” and “clean” society. In this sense, they do not see
themselves as different from their elders for they are patriots (makabayan) dedicated to using their
“gadgets” for the sake of the motherland (Inang Bayan). Such commitment comes in the form of a
“militant” readiness to watch over the workings of the new government in order to ensure “justice”
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(katarungan). Unlike those who have chosen to take up arms and go to the mountains, Generation
Txt can be found in schools, offices, and factories, ready to respond to the call of the times. They
watch, they wait, and they are always ready to receive and forward messages.

Generation Txt is concerned not with challenging the structures of authority but with making
sure they function to serve the country’s needs. This reformist impetus is spelled out in terms of
their demand for accountability and their intention of holding leaders under scrutiny. Through
their gadgets, they keep watch over their leaders rather than taking their place or putting forth
other notions of leadership. Thus does Generation Txt conceptualize its historical agency: as speedy
(mabilis) transmitters of calls (panawagan) that come from elsewhere and have the effect of call-
ing out to those in their “homes, schools, dormitories, factories, churches” to flood the streets in
protest. Rather than originate such calls, they are able to trace them to their destination which, in
this case, is the nation of middle-class citizens that seeks to renew and supervise its government.
Like the first generation of bourgeois nationalists in the nineteenth century I mentioned earlier,
Generation Txt discovers yet again the fetish of technology as that which endows one with the
capacity to seek access to and recognition from authority.”

III. Crowding

In the Generation Txt fantasy, texting calls into being a new form of social movement—one that
is able to bear, in both senses of the term, the hegemony of middle-class intentions. As we have
seen, texting is sometimes used to evade the crowd. But as a political technology, it is credited with
converting the crowd into the concerted movement of an aggrieved people. In short, the middle
class invests the crowd with the power of the cell phones: the power to transmit their wish for a
moral community. Indeed, the act of transmission would itself amount to the realization of such
a community. The fantasy projects a continuity between the crowd and middle-class texters. Nev-
ertheless, during People Power II, the middle-class interest in ordering the crowd sometimes gave
way to its opposite. At times, it was possible to see the materialization of another kind of desire, a
desire for the dissolution of class hierarchy altogether. How so?

The contemporary streets of Manila provide some insight into the contradictory middle-class
ideas about crowds. The city has a population of over ten million, a large number of whom are
rural migrants in search of jobs, education, or other opportunities unavailable in the provinces.
Congested conditions—packed commuter trains, traffic-clogged roads, crowded sidewalks, teeming
shopping malls—characterize everyday life in the city, slowing travel from one place to another at
nearly all hours of the day and night. These conditions affect all social classes. And because there
is no way of definitively escaping them, they constitute the most common and widely shared ex-
perience of city life.

Just as Manila’s roads are clogged with vehicles, its sidewalks seem unable to contain the un-
ending tide of pedestrians who spill out onto the highways, weaving in and out of vehicular traffic.
Indeed, among the most anomalous sights on city sidewalks are signs for wheelchair access. Given
the uneven surfaces and packed conditions of the sidewalks, these signs are no more than traces of
a possibility never realized, a future overlooked and forgotten. It is as if at one point, someone had
thought of organizing urban space along the lines of a liberal notion of accommodation. Instead,
that thought quickly gave way to what everywhere seems like an inexorable surrender of space to
the people who use it—and use it up.

Urban space in Manila thus seems haphazardly planned, as if no central design had been put in
place and no rationalizing authority were at work in organizing and coordinating the movement
of people and things.”? Instead, this movement occurs seemingly on its own accord. Pedestrians
habitually jaywalk and jump over street barriers. Cars and buses belch smoke, crisscrossing di-
viding medians—if these exist at all—inching along to their destinations. Drivers and passengers
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find it difficult to see more than a few feet beyond their vehicles. The windshields and windows of
jeepneys, tricycles and cabs are often cluttered with decals, curtains, detachable sun shades, and
other ornaments that make it difficult to get a view of the road, in effect obstructing one’s vision
and further heightening the sense of congestion. Indeed, given Manilas topographical flatness, it
is impossible to get a panoramic view of the city except from commuter trains and the tops of tall
buildings. In the West, the “view” is understood as the site for evacuating a sense of internal unease
and a resource for relieving oneself of pressure, both social and psychic.” This panoramic notion
of the view is not possible in Manila’s streets. Caught in traffic, one sees only more stalled traffic,
so that the inside and the outside of vehicles seem to mirror one another.

The overwhelming presence of garbage adds to the sense of congestion. Garbage disposal has
long been a problem in Manila owing to the shortage of adequate landfills, among other reasons.
As a result, trash seems to be everywhere, dumped indiscriminately on street corners or around
telephone poles, some of which bear signs that impotently forbid littering and public urination.
What appears are thus scenes of near ruin and rubble. While certainly not exclusive to Manila,
these scenes bespeak a city in some sense abandoned to the pressures of a swelling population.
Instead of regulating contact and channeling efficient movement of people and things, the city’s
design—such as it is—seems to be under constant construction from the ground up and from so
many different directions. The thought of regulation occurs, but the fact that construction never
seems to end—stalled by crowded conditions, periodic typhoons, floods, and the accumulation
of garbage—makes it seem as if these sites were in ruins. The sense is that there is no single, over-
arching authority. Walking or riding around in Manila, then, one is impressed by the power of
crowds. Their hold on urban space appears to elude any attempt at centralizing control. This is
perhaps why the largest private spaces open to the public in Manila, shopping malls, play what to
an outsider might seem to be extremely loud background music. A shopping mall manager once
told me that turning the volume up was a way of reminding mall-goers they were not in the streets,
that someone was in charge and watching their actions.*

The anonymity proper to crowds makes it difficult, if not impossible, to differentiate individu-
als by precise social categories. Clothing sometimes indicates the social origins of people, but
with the exception of beggars, it is difficult to identify class on the basis of looks alone. The sense
that one gets from moving in and through crowds is of a relentless and indeterminable mixing
of social groups. This pervasive sense of social mixing contrasts sharply with the class-based and
linguistic hierarchies that govern political structures and social relations in middle-class homes,
schools, churches and other urban spaces.” One becomes part of the crowd only by having one’s
social identity obscured. Estranged, one becomes like everyone else. Social hierarchy certainly does
not disappear on the streets. But like the police who are barely visible, appearing mostly to collect
payofls (tong or lagay) from jeepney drivers and sidewalk vendors, hierarchy feels more arbitrary,
its hold loosened by the anonymous sway of the crowd.

The power of the crowd thus comes across in its capacity to overwhelm the physical constraints
of urban planning and to blur social distinctions by provoking a sense of estrangement. Its author-
ity rests on an ability to promote restlessness and movement, thereby undermining pressure from
state technocrats, church authorities, and corporate interests to regulate and contain such move-
ments. In this sense, the crowd is a sort of medium, if by that word one means a way of gathering
and transforming elements, objects, people, and things. As such, the crowd is also a site for the
articulation of fantasies and the circulation of messages. It is in this sense that we might think of
the crowd as not merely an effect of technological devices, but as a kind of technology itself. It calls
incessantly and we find ourselves compelled to respond to it. As a kind of technology, the crowd
represents more than a potential instrument of production or an exploitable surplus for the forma-
tion of social order. It also delineates the form and content of a technology of engaging the world.
The insistent and recurring proximity of anonymous others creates a current of expectation, of
something that might arrive, of events that might happen. As a site of potential happenings, it is a
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kind of place for the generation of the unknown and the unexpected. Centralized urban planning
and technologies of policing seek to routinize the sense of contingency generated by crowding.
But in cities where planning chronically fails, the routine sometimes gives way to the epochal. At
such moments, the crowd, as I hope to show below, takes on a kind of telecommunicative power,
sending messages into the distance while bringing distances up close. Enmeshed in a crowd, one
feels the potential for reaching out across social, spatial, and temporal divides.*

As we saw, middle-class discourses about the cell phone tend to oppose texting to the crowd
as a means for overcoming the latter. But in more politically charged moments such as People
Power II, cell phones were credited along with radio, television, and the Internet for summoning
the crowd and channeling its desire, turning it into a resource for the reformation of social order.
Other accounts, however, suggested the crowd’s potential for bringing about something else: the
transmission of messages, which at times converged with, but at other times diverged from, those
emanating from cell phones. For at times, the crowd made possible a different kind of experience
for the middle class. This had to do less with representing the masses than with becoming one with
them. In so doing, the crowd became a medium for the recurrence of another fantasy that emanates
from the utopian side of bourgeois nationalist wishfulness: the abolition of social hierarchy. ” We
can see the recurrence of this fantasy and the desire to do away with hierarchy in one of the more
lucid accounts of the crowd’s power in a posting by “Flor C” on the Internet discussion group,
Plaridel.”® The text, written in Taglish, is worth following at some length for what it tells us about
this other kind of political experience.

“I just want to share my own way of rallying at the Edsa Shrine,” Flor C. begins. She invites
others do the same, adding, “I am also eager (sabik) to see the personal stories of the ‘veterans’ of
Mendiola” The urge to relate her experiences at the protests comes with a desire to hear others tell
their own stories. What she transmits is a text specific to her life, not one that comes from some-
where else and which merely passes through her. Yet, by identifying herselfas “Flor C.,” she makes
it difficult for us to locate her narrative beyond its signature. Nor can we determine who authorizes
its telling. In this way, she remains anonymous to her readers, the vast majority of whom likewise
remain unknown to her.? What is the relationship between anonymity and an eagerness to share
experiences, one’s own as well as those of others?

Flor C. refers to the “buddy-system” used by protest marchers in the 1970s and 1980s to guard
against infiltration by fifth columnists and military and police harassment. But, writes Flor C., be-
cause “my feet were too itchy so that I could not stay in the place that we agreed to meet,” she ends
up without a “buddy” at Edsa. Instead, she finds herself swimming in an “undulating river (ilog
na dumadaloy), without let-up from Edsa and Ortigas Avenue that formed the sea at the Shrine.”
She can't keep still. She feels compelled to keep moving, allowing herself to be carried away from
those who recognize her. At Edsa, she knows no one and no one knows her. Yet the absence of
recognition causes neither dismay nor a longing for some sort of identity. Instead, she relishes the
loss of place brought about by her absorption into the movement of the crowd. She finds herself in
a community outside of any community. It fills her with excitement (sabik). But rather than reach
for a cell phone, she does something else: she takes out her camera.

And so I was eager to witness (kaya nga sabik akong masaksihan) everything that was hap-
pening and took photographs. Walking, aiming the camera here and there, inserted into the
thick waves of people who also kept moving and changing places, walked all day until mid-
night the interiors of the Galleria [shopping mall], around the stage and the whole length of
the Edsa-Ortigas flyover. Sometimes stopping to listen for a while to the program on stage,
shouting “Erap resign!,” and taking close-ups of the angry, cussing placards, T-shirts, and
posters and other scenes; “Good Samaritans” giving away mineral water and candy bars,
a poor family where the mother and child were lying on a mat while the father watched
over, a group of rich folks on their Harley Davidsons, Honda 500s, and Sym scooters that
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sparkled. ... And many other different scenes that were vibrant in their similarities but also
in their differences.

Immersed in the crowd, Flor C. begins to take photographs. Here, the camera replaces the cell
phone as the medium for registering experience. In the passage above, she initially refers to herself
as “ako,” or “I,” the first-person singular pronoun in Tagalog. But once she starts to take photo-
graphs, the “I” disappears. The sentences that follow do not contain any pronouns at all. It is as if
her walking, moving, listening and looking are performed impersonally. While we can certainly
imagine these sentences to imply a person carrying out these activities, Flor C’s narrative suggests
some other agency at work here: an “it” rather than an “I” That “it” of course is the camera that Flor
C. takes out and begins to aim (tinutok). Led by her desire to join the crowd, she begins to act and
see like her camera. She stops, then moves on, taking close-ups of “scenes” (eksenas) made up of
the juxtaposition of various social classes. She is thus drawn to the appearance of sharp “contrasts”
(pagkaiba) that are thrown together, existing side by side as if in a montage. The juxtaposition of
contrasts, the proximity of social distances, the desire to close in on all sorts of expressions and
signs, to draw them into a common, though always shifting, visual field; these are what interest
Flor C’s camera. These are also precisely the features of the crowd. It is the crowd that drives Flor
C. to take out her camera; and in registering the mixing of differences, the camera reiterates its
workings. Identifying with a camera that brings distances up close and holds differences in sharp
juxtaposition, Flor C. begins to take on the telecommunicative power of the crowd. Yet, unlike the
cell phone, whose political usefulness requires the legitimation of messages by an outside authority,
the crowd in Flor C’s account seems to derive its power from itself. At least in this instance, the
crowd does not look beyond itself, precisely because it erodes the boundary between inside and
outside. We can further see this blurring of boundaries in Flor C’s account of entering the Galleria
shopping mall next to the center stage of the Edsa protest:

Many times I entered the Galleria to line up for the restroom and at the juice store. During
one of my trips there, I was shocked and thrilled (kinilabutan ako) when I heard “Erap resign!”
resonating from the food center, cresting up the escalator, aisles and stores. The mall became
black from the “advance” of middle-class rallyists wearing the uniform symbolic of the death
of justice. But the whole place was happy (masaya). Even the security guards at the entrance
simply smiled since they could not individually inspect the bags that came before them...

She is thrilled and shocked (kinilabutan ako) by a sonic wave making its way up the shopping
mall. Middle-class “rallyists” dressed in black surged through the aisles, protesting rather than shop-
ping. Like all modern retail spaces, the shopping mall has been designed to manufacture novelty
and surprise only to contain them within the limits of surveillance and commodity consumption.
But during People Power II, it is converted into a site for something unexpected and unforeseen.
Ordinarily, the mall is meant to keep the streets at bay. Now it suddenly merges with them, creating
a kind of uncanny enjoyment that even the security guards cannot resist. Formerly anonymous
shoppers, middle-class protestors now come across en masse. As shoppers, they had consumed the
products of others’ labor, and constituted their identities in relation to the spectacles of commodi-
ties. But as demonstrators, they now shed what made them distinct: their identity as consumers.
They are instead consumed and transformed by the crowd. While they may still be recognizable as
middle class, they simultaneously appear otherwise, advancing in their black shirts and chanting
their slogans. To Flor C., their unfamiliar familiarity produces powerful effects. In the mall, Flor C.
finds herself to be somewhere else. As in the streets, the intensification of her sense of displacement
becomes the basis for a sensation of a fleeting and pleasurable connection with the crowd.

However, this sense of connection can be a source of not only pleasure but, at certain times,
anxiety and fear. What is remarkable about Flor Cs narrative is the way it takes on rather than
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evades this fear. The result, as we will see in the concluding section of her story, is not a mastery
nor an overcoming of the crowd’s disorienting pull, but a realization of what she conceives to be
the saving power of the crowd. Back on the streets, she wanders onto a flyover, or an on-ramp, at
the Edsa highway.

When first went to the flyover, I was caught in the thick waves of people far from the center
of the rally. I could barely breathe from the weight of the bodies pressing on my back and
sides. I started to regret going to this place that was [so packed] that not even a needle could
have gone through the spaces between the bodies. After what seemed like an eternity of
extremely small movements, slowly, slowly, there appeared a clearing before me (lumuwag
bigla sa harap ko). I was grateful not because I survived but because I experienced the dis-
cipline and respect of one for the other of the people—there was no pushing, no insulting,
everyone even helped each other, and a collective patience and giving way ruled (kolektibong
pasensiya at pagbibigayan ang umiral).

The night deepened. Hungry again. Legs and feet hurting. I bought squid balls and sat
on the edge of the sidewalk.... While resting on the sidewalk, I felt such immense pleasure,

safe from danger, free, happy in the middle of thousands and thousands of anonymous
buddies.

Finding herself amid a particularly dense gathering of bodies, Flor C. momentarily fears for her
life. She can barely breathe, overwhelmed by the weight of bodies pressed up against her. Rather
than a medium for movement, the crowd is in this instance a kind of trap, fixing her in place. Yet
ever so slowly, the crowd moves as if on its own accord. No one says anything, no directives are
issued, no leader appears to reposition bodies. Instead a kind of “collective patience and giving
way ruled” (kolektibong pasyensya at pagbibgayan ang umiral). The crowd gives and takes, taking
while giving, giving while taking and so suffers the presence of all those that compose it. It is for
this reason “patient,” which is to say, forbearing and forgiving while forgetting the identities of
those it holds and is held by. Forbearance, forgiveness and forgetting are always slow, so slow in
coming. They thus share in, if not constitute, the rhythm of the work of mourning, that in turn
always entails the sharing of work.

After what seemed like an eternity of waiting and very little movement, Flor C. suddenly ar-
rives at a clearing. Lumuwag bigla sa harap ko (it suddenly cleared in front of me), she says, which
can also be glossed as “the clearing came before me” Who or what came before whom or what
remains tantalizingly uncertain in the text. Earlier, she regretted being trapped in the crowd. But
now, thrown into a sudden clearing by a force simultaneously intimate and radically exterior to
her, Flor C. is grateful. She survives, but for her, this is not the most important thing. Rather, what
matters is that she was given the chance to experience the “discipline and respect” of a crowd in
which no one was pushed or pushing, no one was insulted or insulting, and everyone seemed to
help one another, a condition that in Tagalog is referred to as damayan, or cooperation, the very
same word used to connote the work of mourning.”’It is a peculiar sort of discipline that Flor C.
undergoes, one that does not interpolate subjects through hierarchies of recognition.* Instead, it
is a kind of discipline borne of mutual restraint and deference that, inasmuch as it does not con-
solidate identity, lessens the hold of social distinctions.

Crowding gives rise to a sense of forbearance and a general economy of deference. At the same
time it does not precipitate social identities. Rather, it gives way to a kind of saving that Flor C. refers
to as the experience of “freedom” (kalayaan). Far from being a mob, the crowd is an embodiment
of freedom and incalculable pleasure. It is where a different sense of collectivity resides, one that
does away momentarily with hierarchy and the need for recognition. Constraint gives way to an
unexpected clearing, to a giving way that opens the way for the other to be free, the other that now
includes the self caught in the crowd. And because it is unexpected, this freeing cannot last—just
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as it cannot be the last, in the sense of final, experience of freedom. Here, emancipation, however
transitory—and perhaps because it is felt to be so—does not depend on submission to a higher
authority that guarantees the truth of messages. Rather, it relies on the dense gathering of bodies
held in patient anticipation of a clearing and release.

Accounts of People Power II indicate that over a million people gathered in the course of four
days at Edsa. These protesters were not all from the middle class. As Flor C’s earlier remarks show,
many who opposed Estrada came from the ranks of the working class and the urban and rural
poor. This heterogeneous crowd was not entirely constituted by texting, for obviously not everyone
owned cell phones. It emerged primarily, we might imagine, in response to a call for and the call of
justice. Put another way, the crowd at Edsa was held together by the promise of justice’s arrival. Here,
justice is imagined not simply as a redistributive force acting to avenge past wrongs, its violence
producing yet more injustice. The non-violent nature of People Power II instead suggests that the
crowd formed not to exact revenge but to await justice. In so doing, it dwelt in the expectation of a
promise that was always yet to be realized. Like freedom and no doubt inseparable from it, justice
is thus always poised to arrive from the future. And it is the unceasing uncertainty of its arrival
that constitutes the present waiting of the political crowd. It is a gathering that greets that whose
arrival is never fully completed, and which forbears a coming always deferred. Yet, it is precisely
because justice comes by not fully coming, and coming in ways unexpected, that it comes across
as that which is free from any particular socio-technical determination. This promise of justice is
what Flor Cs experience of the crowd conveys. The promissory nature of justice means that it is
an event whose eventfulness occurs in advance of and beyond any given political and social order.
Evading reification and exceeding institutional consolidation, such an event entails a telecom-
munication of sorts. It is what Jacques Derrida might call the “messianic without a messiah.” It
would be “the opening up to the future or to the coming of the other as the advent of justice....It
follows no determinable revelation. ... This messianicity stripped of everything, this faith without
dogma....”**In the midst of messianic transmissions, Flor C. along with others around her imagines
the dissolution of class differences and feels, at least momentarily, that it is possible to overcome
social inequities. She sees in crowding therefore a power that levels the power of the social as such.
Past midnight, Flor C. finds herself no longer simply herself. Her body hurting, bearing the traces
of the crowd’s saving power, she sits on the sidewalk, eating squid balls, happy and safe, free in the
midst of countless and anonymous “buddies.”

IV. Postscript

Utopias, of course, do not last even if their occasional and unexpected happenings are never the
last.

Some three months after People Power II, the newly installed government of President Glo-
ria Macapagal-Arroyo made good on its promise to arrest former President Estrada on charges
of graft and corruption. On 25 April, 2001, he was taken from his residence, fingerprinted and
photographed, his mug shot displayed for all to see in the media. The sight of Estrada treated as a
common criminal infuriated his numerous supporters, many of whom came from the ranks of the
urban poor, who helped him win the largest majority ever in a presidential election. Spurred on by
the middle-class leaders of Estrada’s party, Puwersa ng Masa (Force of the Masses), and swelled by
the ranks of the pro-Estrada Protestant sect, Iglesia ni Cristo and the populist Catholic group, El
Shaddai, a crowd of perhaps a hundred thousand formed at Edsa and demanded Estarada’s release
and reinstatement. Unlike those who had gathered there during People Power II, the crowd in what
came to be billed as the “Poor People Power” were trucked in by Estrada’s political operatives from
the slums and nearby provinces, and provided with money, food, and, on at least certain occa-
sions, alcohol. In place of cell phones, many reportedly were armed with sling shots, home-made
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guns, knives and steel pipes. English-language news reports described this crowd as unruly and
uncivilized and castigated protestors for strewing garbage on the Edsa Shrine, harassing reporters,
and publicly urinating near the giant statue of the Virgin Mary of Edsa.”

Other accounts qualified these depictions by pointing out that many of those in the crowd were
not merely hired thugs or demented loyalists but poor people who had legitimate complaints. They
had been largely ignored by the elite politicians, the Catholic Church hierarchy, the middle-class
dominated left-wing groups and the NGOs. Even though Estrada manipulated them, the protes-
tors saw their ex-president as a patron who had given them hope by way of occasional hand-outs
and who addressed them in their vernacular. The middle-class media treated Estrada’s support-
ers as simpletons deficient in moral and political consciousness, but worthy of compassion. The
vast majority of middle-class opinion thus shared in the view that the pro-Estrada crowd differed
profoundly from the one that gathered in January during People Power II. While the latter was
technologically savvy and politically sophisticated, the former was retrograde and reactionary.
Generation Txt spoke of democratization, accountability, and civil society; the “tsinelas crowd,”
so-called because of the cheap rubber slippers many protestors wore, was fixated on its “idol,
Estrada. In their mystified state, they seemed to the middle class barely articulate, and incapable
of formulating anything other than a desire for vengeance on those they deemed responsible for
victimizing Estrada. If the crowds of People Power II responded to the circulation of messages
sanctioned by a higher authority, and the prospect of justice as the promise of freedom, the masa
(masses) in People Power III were merely playing out a tragically mistaken identification with
Estrada. They sought, or so it was assumed, the crude sort of payback typical of many of the ex-
president’s movie plots.*

Middle-class accounts of this other crowd regularly made mention of the “voicelessness” of the
urban poor. At the same time, these accounts showed a relative lack of concern with actually hear-
ing—much less recording—any distinctive voices. By emphasizing this voicelessness, the middle
class in effect redoubled the masses’ seeming inarticulateness; as if the masses, without anything
intelligible to say, could only act irrationally and sometimes violently. “Voiceless,” the masses, it
was feared, might only riot in the streets. Indeed, in the early morning of 1 May, they marched
from the Edsa Shrine to the presidential palace, in the process destroying millions of pesos worth
of property, and suffering several deaths and scores of injuries. They finally were dispersed by the
police and palace guards. But it is important to note that the protestors were, in fact, not voiceless.
While marching to the palace, the masses chanted slogans. Newspaper reports quoted these slogans,
and in so doing, give us a rare chance to actually hear the crowd: Nandito na kami, malapit na ang
tagumpay (We're here, our victory is close at hand!), and Patalsikin si Gloria! Ibalik si Erap! Nandyan
na kami! Maghanda na kayo! (Get rid of Gloria! Return Erap! We are coming! Get ready!).”

Here, the crowd is fueled by the desire to give back to Gloria what they think she’s given to
them. In return for her unseating of Estrada, they want to unseat her. She took his place, and now
they want him to take hers. Through their slogans, the crowd expresses this giving back of a prior
taking away. It says: “We are here, our victory is close at hand!”; “We are coming, youd better be
ready!” The crowd thereby takes itself for an apocalyptic power. The “we” referred to here has already
arrived even as it continues to come. Certain of their arrival, the protestors ask those who hear
to be ready. Having arrived, they will settle their debts, collect what is owed to them and thereby
put an end to their—the crowd’s and its audience—waiting. While the crowd in People Power II
clung to a sense of the messianic without a messiah, this other crowd comes as a messianic specter
delivered by resentments whose satisfaction can no longer be deferred. It is perhaps for this reason
that middle-class observers repeatedly referred to it (in English) as a “mob,” a “rabble,” or “horde.”
These words imply more than savage or disordered speech and appearance. As the use of the word
horde indicates, the masses were also seen to be irreducibly alien: foreign invaders encroaching
upon a place they had no right to occupy.*
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Eschewing a stance of forbearance, this crowd demanded recognition without delay. “Here we
are!” it shouted. “Be prepared!” For many among the middle class, to hear this crowd was to realize
that they were not quite ready to hear them; indeed, that they would always have been unprepared
to do so. The masses suddenly became visible in a country where the poor are often viewed by
the middle class as literally unsightly, spoken about and spoken down to because they are deemed
incapable of speaking up for themselves. They are acknowledged only in order to be dismissed.
Marching to the palace, however, and chanting their slogans, they assumed an apocalyptic agency.
They threatened to bring about a day of reckoning that was simultaneously desired and dreaded
by those who saw them. In their uncanny visibility, the masses did not gain a “voice” that cor-
responded to a new social identity. Instead, they communicated an excess of communication that
could neither be summed up nor fully accounted for by those who heard them. Unprepared to
hear the crowd’s demand that they be prepared, the middle class could only regard it as monstrous.
Hence the bourgeois calls for the conversion of the masses and their domestication by means of
“pity,” “compassion” and some combination of social programs and educational reform. But these
calls also demanded that those who made up the crowd, one that was now totally other, be put
back in their place, removed like so much garbage from the Edsa Shrine and from the perimeter
of the presidential palace.” By the late morning of Labor Day, the military, spooked earlier by the
specter of Poor People Power, had dispersed the marchers. The crowds’ violent outbursts, like their
abandoned rubber slippers, were relegated to the memory of injustices left unanswered, fueling the
promise of revenge and feeding the anticipation of yet more uprisings in the future.
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