


[image: Cover: Mediarchy by Yves Citton]




CONTENTS


	Cover

	Front Matter

	Foreword

	Prelude: Democracy or Mediarchy

	Part I: Media

	1 Naming Mediarchy

	The Critique of the Mass Media

	 A Layer of Strangeness

	Three Registers of Mediality

	How (Not) to Define Media?

	Mediarchy: The Power of the Milieu

	Notes





	Interlude One: Heterarchy

	Notes





	2 Approaching Mediarchy

	Mapping Ubiquity

	From Infrastructures to Intrastructures

	Recursive Circularity (Feedback)

	Electromagnetism

	Notes





	Interlude Two: Informational Pharmacology

	Notes





	3 Unfolding Mediarchy

	Eight Attributes of Mediality

	Modulations of Presences

	The Multiplication of Intermediate Worlds

	Notes





	Interlude Three: Affective Meteorologies

	Notes





	4 Equipping Mediarchy

	The Power of Apparatuses

	Agential Cuts

	Connection and Separation

	 Formal Causalities, Recursive Causalities

	Notes









	Part II: Mass Media

	5 Massifying Mediarchy

	 Producing Publics

	Consolidating Audiences

	Making Masses

	Making Sense, Mattering

	Re-vaulting

	Notes





	Interlude Four: Populisms

	Notes





	6 Systematizing Mediarchy

	Synchronizing and Aligning

	Irritating and Schematizing

	Homogenizing and Individuating

	Globalizing, Balkanizing, Creolizing

	Notes





	Interlude Five: Media Powers

	Notes





	7 Decolonizing Mediarchy

	Publication

	 Three Decolonizations

	Post-Media or Post-Adverts?

	Notes









	Part III: Medium

	8 Archaeologizing Mediarchy

	Four Pillars of Media Archaeology

	 The Exhumation of Imaginaries

	The Excavation of Machines and the Opening of Black Boxes

	Notes





	Interlude Six: Accelerationism

	Notes





	9 Stratifying Mediarchy

	The Deep Time of the Media

	 Geologies

	Stratologies

	 Vibrologies

	Notes





	Interlude Seven: The Politics of Low Frequencies

	Notes





	10 Magnetizing Mediarchy

	The Polysemics of the Spirit

	 Electric Communications and the Universal Fluid

	The Reign of the Magnetizers

	The Phantasmagoria of Spectacles

	Notes





	Interlude Eight: Formative Milieus

	Notes





	11 Zombifying Mediarchy

	The Excommunication of Dark Media

	The Magnetization of Nations

	The Transmutation of Flows

	The Invasion of Ghosts

	The Litany of Phantasms

	 Occupy Zombie Street

	Notes









	Part IV: Meta-Media

	12 Digitizing Mediarchy

	Digitization

	Reprogramming

	The Cultural Logics of Digitality

	Notes





	Interlude Nine: Data Commons

	Notes





	13 Inhabiting Mediarchy

	The Alienating Emancipation of Software

	The Scrambling of Sovereignties

	Hardware Revolutions and Counterrevolutions

	The Stacking of Intrastructures

	 Short-circuiting and Intermediation

	Notes





	Interlude Ten: Mediarchic Metamorphoses

	Notes




	
	14 Surprising Mediarchy

	 The Hackers: Surprises and Surprenances [‘overtakings’]

	Operational Surprises

	Sensory Surprises

	Interpretative Surprises

	Media Surprises

	Notes









	Postlude: Medianarchism?

	Plouteidoscomania

	The Triumph of Actuality

	 The Anarchism of Virtualization

	Caring for Mediations

	Notes





	Name index

	Subject index

	End User License Agreement





List of Illustrations


	Prelude

	Figure 0.1: Kaleidoscomania, c.1820.





	Chapter 1

	Figure 1.1: The superimposition of the medial layer, the media layer and the mediumistic lay…

	Figure 1.2: The medium at work.

	Figure 1.3: Milan Mikuláštík, 3D reproduction of the Makapansgat pebble (2016).

	Figure 1.4: The conception of the Medium as a perceptual milieu.





	Chapter 2

	Figure 2.1: Bureau d’études, ‘Economy of the Self – Where Am I?’ (detail).

	Figure 2.2: Shannon and Weaver’s communication model.

	Figure 2.3: Feedback loops.

	Figures 2.4 and 2.5: The electrical accident and the electricity current getting out of control, in A…





	Chapter 3

	Figure 3.1: Marshall T. Poe, Table summarizing the attributes of the media and their effects…

	Figure 3.2: Hypermediacy: the multiplicity of open windows on our screens.

	Figure 3.3: Ruppert & Mulot, Bow and Rifle.





	Chapter 4

	Figure 4.1: Two apparatuses: the solar microscope and a magic lantern capable of projecting …

	Figure 4.2: The Young slits experiment.

	Figure 4.3: Praxiteles (?), Venus of Arles, Paris, Louvre Museum Paris, Louvre Museum.





	Chapter 5

	Figure 5.1: The polemoscope, an apparatus for bending the gaze.

	Figure 5.2: Forming a mass: giving meaning to particles oriented by a magnetic field.

	Figure 5.3: The architecture of resonances and their enthralling effects.





	Chapter 6

	Figure 6.1: The self-referentiality of the media.

	Figure 6.2: Box office takings in the United States (1997–2016).





	Chapter 7

	Figure 7.1: Testerian catechism (Mexico, 16th century).

	Figure 7.2: Amounts collected by a 10 per cent tax on advertising expenses.





	Chapter 8

	Figure 8.1: James Tilly Matthews, ‘The Air Loom’ (1810).

	Figure 8.2: Rod Dickinson, Air Loom (2002).

	Figure 8.3: The Pythagorean Organ.





	Chapter 9

	Figure 9.1: Andrew McConnell, Rubbish Dump 2.0, report from Agbogbloshie, Ghana.

	Figure 9.2: The four medio-anthropological folds inspired by Vilém Flusser.

	Figure 9.3: Echotectonic magic.

	Figure 9.4: Nicolas Maigret, Art of Failure, Internet Encephalography (2011).





	Chapter 10

	Figure 10.1: The electric couple, experimental demonstrations inspired by Stephen Gray and Ch…

	Figure 10.2: The ubiquitous influence of electricity. In Luigi Galvani, De viribus electricit…

	Figure 10.3: The first electric telegraph, invented by Georges Lesage in Geneva, in 1774.

	Figure 10.4: A phantasmagoria.





	Chapter 11

	Figure 11.1: Suzanne Treister, HEXEN 2.0 / CyberneticSeance 01 (New York City, 1947).





	Chapter 12

	Figure 12.1: Image of a bit on the surface of a hard disk (15 x 15 microns).

	Figure 12.2: Nuances of standardization of racial diversity in the emoticons proposed by Appl…





	Chapter 13

	Figure 13.1: Screenshots of Douglas Engelbart’s demo, 9 December 1968.

	Figure 13.2: Diagram of the accidental megastructure of the Stack by Metahaven and Benjamin B…





	Chapter 14

	Figure 14.1: Examples of book covers put out for sale on Amazon by Traumawien and Bernhard Ba…

	Figure 14.2: Marc-Antoine Mathieu, Sens.

	Figure 14.3: Graffiti of The Sheepest





	Postlude

	Figure 15.1: Charles Fey, Liberty Bell, a slot machine from 1899.









Guide


	Cover

	Table of Contents

	Begin Reading





Pages


	ii

	iii

	iv

	xii

	xiii

	xiv

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	11

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	143

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	221

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348







Dedication


To Daniel Bougnoux, Maryvonne Arnaud, Philippe Mouillon, Henry Torgue, François Deck, Élisabeth Sénégas, Édith Heurgon and my colleagues at LITT & ARTS who, from Cerisy to Grenoble, so generously provide hospitality for experiments in thought and sociality.

To my doctoral students, whose intelligence and generosity reinvigorate my hopes.

And to my friends at the magazine Multitudes, who do not despair of transforming this medium into media.





Mediarchy




 
Yves Citton

Translated by Andrew Brown




















polity






 
First published in French as Médiarchie © Editions du Seuil, 2017. All rights reserved.
This English edition © Polity Press, 2019

This work received the French Voices Award for excellence in publication and translation. French Voices is a program created and funded by the French Embassy in the United States and FACE Foundation (French American Cultural Exchange).

[image: ]

French Voices Logo designed by Serge Bloch

This work received support from the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Cultural Services of the French Embassy in the United States through their publishing assistance program.

Polity Press
65 Bridge Street
Cambridge CB2 1UR, UK

Polity Press
101 Station Landing
Suite 300
Medford, MA 02155, USA

All rights reserved. Except for the quotation of short passages for the purpose of criticism and review, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher.

ISBN-13: 978-1-5095-3341-1

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Citton, Yves, author.
Title: Mediarchy / Yves Citton.
Other titles: Médiarchie. English
Description: Cambridge, UK ; Medford, MA : Polity Press, 2019. | Includes bibliographical references and index. | Summary: “We think that we live in democracies: in fact, we live in mediarchies. In this major book, Yves Citton maps out the new regime of experience, media and power that he designates by the term ‘mediarchy’. This comprehensive and far-reaching book examines the multiple complex ways that the media shape our social, political and personal lives today” – Provided by publisher.
Identifiers: LCCN 2019001664 (print) | LCCN 2019980854 (ebook) | ISBN 9781509533381 (hardback) | ISBN 9781509533398 (paperback) | ISBN 9781509533411 (epub)
Subjects: LCSH: Mass media – Influence. | Mass media and public opinion. | Mass media – Political aspects.
Classification: LCC P94 .C5513 2019 (print) | LCC P94 (ebook) | DDC 324.7/3 – dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019001664
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019980854

The publisher has used its best endeavours to ensure that the URLs for external websites referred to in this book are correct and active at the time of going to press. However, the publisher has no responsibility for the websites and can make no guarantee that a site will remain live or that the content is or will remain appropriate.

Every effort has been made to trace all copyright holders, but if any have been overlooked the publisher will be pleased to include any necessary credits in any subsequent reprint or edition.

For further information on Polity, visit our website: politybooks.com





FOREWORD

McKenzie Wark


In Mediarchy, Yves Citton has produced a really magnificent work of synthesis. Not many people have really tried to bring the separate worlds of German, English and French media theory into dialog. I don’t want to underplay Citton’s own distinctive contributions to media theory – well exemplified by his first book in translation, on the Ecology of Attention – but one of the most impressive things about Mediarchy is its generosity toward the field as a whole and its ambitious attempt to see a common project in media theory.

Let me start by orienting the reader with a condensed account of Citton’s position within media theory: Given the popularity of political theory and its omnivorous claims to explain the world, I think it is worth beginning with media theory’s critique of it. Political theory assumes an immediacy of the political to itself. Democracy just sort of happens, like a magic spell, as if time and space did not present so many material frictions. To media theory, all political spaces are media spaces. The thing to pay attention to is the mediation that intervenes before there can be any ‘general will’.

Of course the absence of a magic spell to harmonize the people’s individual wills is not unknown to political theory. In Hobbes it takes a sovereign, a central point, to keep the people from becoming a rabble. But even here political theory pays little attention to how the sovereign’s will is mediated, or what the marks of that mediation might be.

One way of approaching this is to think about what publics are like when they are mediated. When they are mediated, they are synchronized. A people acts in a way that coordinates its actions, and indeed even its thoughts and feelings. They don’t have to act, think and feel the same thing. They just have to act, think and feel in the same rhythm. That might be the hallmark of a mediarchy. And once we perceive its hallmark, we might then ask about who or what does the mediating to make it so. Our attention shifts from sovereign power on the one hand and people, publics or crowds on the other, to the material and informational means of connecting and coordinating them.

The next step is to realize that power and people do not pre-exist this mediation, but are constituted in and by it. Then we might start to think about how different historical and technical forms of mediation might shape different powers and peoples. Not in a deterministic way, but rather by offering a range of affordances. The synchronizing effects of mediation make ever more vast and complex forms of social coordination possible. Our actions seem to become more and more immediate in their relation to others. But there is always a bit of delay. Immediacy is a kind of illusion. Delay results in echoes and resonances. Mediation is noisy. Attempts to overcome these problems usually just displace them.

Power – that standby concept of political theory – might be more a matter of surfing waves of resonance than of command and control. The paradox of power in mediation is that it cannot really command attention, but has to seduce it. Power is a holding of attention in a resonant and noisy media environment. Power has, among other things, to be rhetorical and persuasive. How does power enchant attention?

What then might be a form of counter-power in our prevailing and even accelerating mediarchy? The key metaphor here is delay. Our (almost, seemingly) immediate responses are habitual ones. What one needs is an art in refusing the habitual response. In that refusal, I have time to pay attention not just to the enchanting information but to the form in which it is mediated to me.

Is a media anarchy to counter mediarchy possible? When I pay attention to the form of mediation itself, I can start to see the hierarchies and protocols built into it, the synchronizing procedure by which it solicits me, and I can then also pause to consider my options. I might opt to respond with noise rather than the habitual response. I might produce variations, elaborations – I might improvise. Mediarchy is so complex that it cannot coordinate everyone to the same marching tune. If it is to work, it has to allow for variation. That provides the wiggle room for a media politics.

One can then think of what is commonly taken as the political sphere as a media sphere, and as one that repeatedly returns to the problem of synchronization and variation. The difficulty of improvising in a complex temporality fuels a desire for strong synchronization, which right-wing demagogues are only too happy to provide. Indeed, there is a lot one can learn about right-wing populisms by thinking of them in media theory as well as in political theory terms. Not the least reason to read Citton is to find a powerful way of tackling this problem.





PRELUDE: DEMOCRACY OR MEDIARCHY?


The main argument of this book can be stated in a single sentence: our shared imaginary leads us to believe that we live in ‘democracies’, while a more nuanced view of the reality of our regimes of power suggests that we live in ‘mediarchies’. The overall aim of my book is to give a precise conceptual and analytical content to the neologism mediarchy, and to convince the reader that an analysis of mediarchy can provide a much more realistic approach to a whole series of troubling problems in which today’s democracies have become mired.

Thus there are two voices in dialogue throughout the book: a political essay and a theory of the media. There are chapters that are more conceptual, more systematic and more voluminous, drawing on recent contributions from media theory: they build up a coherent structure, aimed at providing an overview of the nature of mediarchy. They alternate with briefer interventions, more explicitly political interludes, which at once illustrate and test out the application of theoretical concepts to the analysis of more concrete problems.


Democracy

The ideas I am putting forward acknowledge the inability of our current political words and deeds to grasp our social, economic and ecological realities – especially in the case of those forces identified with the ‘left’. This inability stems from a twofold illusion inherent in our ideology of democracy. Sometimes we behave as if what governed our sociopolitical destinies were the free will of the sum of individuals composing the demos (the people, or just ‘people’). Sometimes we seem to believe that the alternative to this (neo)liberal individualism would involve recognizing – either to endorse it or to subjugate it – a power inherent in a demos conceived as a supra-individual entity (‘society’, the ‘Republic’, the ‘working class’, the ‘West’, the ‘nation’, the ‘people as Volk’).

The resulting positions cover the entirety of the political spectrum, from a far left intoxicated with the idea of the ‘common’ to a far right propped up by the notion of ‘homeland’, via those who sing the praises of individual freedom, those who are nostalgic for sovereignty, and the objective allies of Uberization. All share the same blindness to one fundamental principle: after more than a century of development in the mass media, and after a few decades of emergence of digital cultures, ‘people’ (and all of us are ‘people’) are always produced simultaneously (and always differently) as individuals and as aggregates, depending on the types of audiences structured by the apparatuses of communication that govern their interactions. In plain and much too simple terms: the media create their public and, for several decades, it has been not different peoples but different publics who have been the bedrock of politics. Is it not curious that while everyone harps on about the way ‘politics’ has now dissolved into the ‘com’,1 there are very few political programmes (on the left) that put the media – the very infrastructure of the said ‘com’ – at the heart of their demands? Our age dreams of feverishly reforming everything (without ever changing anything much) – everything, that is, except the very thing that nourishes the fever for reform. Perhaps our eyes are not sharp enough to recognize what moves us (in every sense of the word).

In all this, there is of course no question of rejecting the very idea of democracy, which, on the contrary, should come out of it all the stronger, having been made more specific, adapted to its own scale, a scale that must be local and convivial. As Rousseau foresaw, an association, an apartment block, a neighbourhood or a city can (and must) respond to the ideals of democracy. Above a certain size, however, the media needed by information, perceptions, affects and meanings to circulate between us play such a central role that we inevitably enter the regime of mediarchy, which it is illusory to imagine as a democracy.

Such is the premise of this book: we will be condemned to political impotence as long as we overcome this blindness to the media, which, on the level of current interactions, structure our collaborations as well as our conflicts, our individualizations and our aggregations. A better understanding of these media (plural, differentiated, superimposed), as well as the mediarchy formed from their interweaving, is a precondition for giving a fresh impetus to new forms of political analysis and practice, which are essential if we are to rise to the challenges posed by the Anthropocene. No one can know what the kind of policy needed to meet these challenges will look like – will it be the end of ‘politics’ as we know it, or the (re)birth of something else? But it is by seeking to find out that we will have a better chance of getting out of our current rut.



Mediarchy

Simply stating the need to analyse the present in terms of mediarchy will not get our ideas much further forward. The most important resource – and it will take up most of this book – involves providing ourselves with the conceptual and imaginary tools to learn to see, to understand and to question what this mediarchy consists of.

There is something faintly comic about such a project, for very good reasons. For half a century, hundreds of books, thousands of specialized articles and countless debates have focused on the ‘mass media’. Usually, they have criticized the media. Sometimes they have tried to understand their function and their impact. We all think we know, at least vaguely, what we are talking about when we talk about the ‘mass media’. And yet the empirical studies of mediametricians, the sometimes abstruse formulations of theoreticians, the frustrated denunciations of militants and the constant lamentations about ‘weapons of mass distraction’ all seem to swoosh round and round in watertight silos, without being able to really communicate.

What we need is an overall vision, nuanced and, if possible, all-inclusive, of all these clouds of discourse. A vision that tries to distinguish, and then connect, the different areas of reality and the different levels of meaning referred to when we talk about the ‘mass media’. A vision that is at once philosophical, political, sociological, anthropological and aesthetic, showing why the ‘mass media’ are not only means of information or communication, but forms of experience and, at the same time, multipliers of power.

So I will not so much be describing, analysing or criticizing the ‘mass media’ as trying to map out the regime of experience and power designated by the term mediarchy. This term already has a short history that goes back at least three decades. We find it from time to time in blogs or denunciations of the ‘power of the media’.2 To date (early 2017), a search on Google brings up 540 results, mostly to articles that I myself have published with this term in their title over the last few years.3 Here I will give it a more specific and complex conceptual existence.

The Greek word arche (ἀρχή) has the suggestive property of referring both to a beginning and a command, an origin and a power – whatever occupies the place of both principle and prince. Hence my general argument: the different realms of reality to which we refer when speaking of the ‘mass media’ must be considered as concealing the original principles of our structures of power. Striving to understand mediarchy means trying to unravel what the ‘mass media’ are by reflecting on what they do to us and what they make of us, for we will be looking at both the effects that the ‘mass media’ have on us, but also the becomings that they induce in us. One first intuitive idea is that, even when we denounce the ‘power of the mass media’, we blind ourselves to the mediarchy – and we barely get a glimpse of how much the ‘media’ not only govern us, but also constitute us, individually and collectively.

The presumption of publishing a book (yet another one …) that will (finally) explain what the ‘mass media’ really are would be difficult to justify if it did not result from the sense of political urgency mentioned in the previous section. The hope behind my ambition to develop a substantial concept of mediarchy rests on the intuition that forms of knowledge, tools, theories, imaginaries, stories, DIY jobs and practices really do exist – albeit elsewhere – and can help us identify what, between us and within us, is nowadays preventing us from reorienting our collective destinies, though tomorrow it might make this possible.



Trajectory

The journey into mediarchy proposed by this book attempts to map out this elsewhere that is both unknown and familiar. It often requires us to speak different languages (English, French, Italian and German will mingle together), which we hope to make as comprehensible as possible, without losing the charm of a certain exoticism. My book traces a trajectory across four continents, each of which defines a little more precisely what is generally blurred by the common reference to the ‘mass media’. Each of these continents is given a different graphic form, helping to distinguish between different registers of reality that are often confused.

The first of these continents – media – refers to the various basic properties of whatever helps human beings to record, transmit and process information, discourses, stories, pictures and sounds. The second – mass media – provides us with an opportunity to look at the particular case of the mass media as they have emerged in human history over about two centuries. The third – mediums – invites us to visit the dark and sometimes disturbing corners that have haunted our relationship with the apparatuses of recording and communication ever since the beginning of time, but to which the different ‘communication sciences’ have usually turned a blind eye. The fourth continent – meta-media – is just beginning to emerge along with our ‘digital cultures’, but it is already repackaging everything that can be said about the other three. By digitizing and algorithmizing everything that flows between us and in us, what is known as ‘information and communications technology’ (ICT) pursues, intensifies, diversifies and sometimes splits in two those trends identified on the other three continents. After all, these continents are not simply juxtaposed: they are superimposed on one another, in a terrible tangle – which justifies both the fact that we tend to confuse them and the fact that we need to make the effort to disentangle them.

It is hoped that this transcontinental journey will provide readers with an opportunity to make many discoveries. Not, however, in the sense that it claims to invent anything truly new in the way we describe or analyse the ‘mass media’. The aim here is more modestly that of helping the reader to discover a number of already existing thoughts that are confined to an elsewhere that makes them inaccessible to those of us who are used to thinking from within disciplinary boundaries. From ecofeminism to literary studies, from the sociology of networks to the algorithms of deep learning, from speculative philosophy to the archaeology of infrastructures, from demonology to engineering design, the proposed route defies any claim to disciplinary control, even if it strives to respect the need for disciplined argument.

I claim to be less of an expert in mediology and more of a translatorinterpreter and tourist guide. I hope to know just enough to be able to share with others my desire to go and take a closer look. Is political urgency compatible with tourist curiosity? Such is the wager of this book, presenting mediarchy both as the new frontier of a world that still lies outside – thanks to its anthropological novelty, barely a few centuries old and undergoing a process of constant reconfiguration since its emergence – and as the inner limit that prevents us from becoming what we could be.



Kaleidoscomania

Before we embark on this journey, let’s look at an image (Figure 0.1). In it, we see three men completely absorbed in new media; a child sitting on the floor, distracted by his hi-tech camera; three young couples, in each of which one partner seems to be more attentive to his or her new gadget than to his or her lover; and even a monkey who has lost interest in human beings and is gazing entranced at some virtual reality. We have all seen such satirical images proliferating around us, denouncing the abuses of the smartphone, the tablet or Pokémon Go. This particular image, however, is nearly two centuries old, dating from about 1820 and bearing as its title La Kaloïdoscomanie, où les amateurs de bijoux anglais [Kaleidoscomania, or the lovers of English jewels]. The Finnish researcher Erkki Huhtamo dug it up and discussed it in one of the earliest articles on media archaeology, which he named and defined as ‘a way of studying such recurring cyclical phenomena which (re)appear and disappear and reappear over and over again in media history and somehow seem to transcend specific historical contexts’.4


[image: ]

Figure 0.1 Kaleidoscomania, c.1820.



Going beyond the eternal return of the same and the recurrent plaints over the distractions caused by the new media, the most interesting response would be to play on these contrasts so as to reframe our daily preoccupations and examine them from unusual perspectives. The simplicity of kaleidoscopes has little in common with the ‘smartness’ of our smartphones. The former isolate us in an idle, brightly-coloured illusion, while the latter connect us to networks of agents. Many of the technical innovations that came after David Brewster’s invention of the kaleidoscope in 1816 have helped us to know, hear and see reality better (from further away, more quickly, more precisely, more fully). All those innovations have been accused of distracting us from that reality.

Despite its archaism – or perhaps because of it – the kaleidoscope is a powerful conceptual model for illuminating what the media at the origins of power in a regime of mediarchy can be and can do, now as before. Like kaleidoscopes, these media distract us from our immediate environment: their primary function is to free us from the limits of the here and now. Before informing us about reality, they inform our perception of the world by filtering, restructuring, diffracting and multiplying what can be seen in it. Despite the horrors they sometimes show, despite the way their realism has increased over the decades, they remain above all apparatuses made to provide ‘beautiful idea-forms to see’ (kalos-eidos-skopein). Above all, whether they isolate us or connect us, the media sweep us up into the world of fashion and its effects, in waves of imitation and counter-imitation which, seen from a distance, always look rather like a collective mimetic madness, as symbolized by the monkey in the 1820 engraving: any mediarchy draws on mediamania and is part of what Siegfried Zielinski has called a psychopathia medialis.5

This quick portrait of the media as an array of kaleidoscopes, and of the mediarchy as a kaleidoscomanic piece of monkey business, is not intended as a criticism of their defaults: quite the opposite – it is an attempt to depict the source of their true power. This is a power that we are still just discovering, with a constant mixture of wonder and worry; but it is also a power that we absolutely must get to know better, since it is responsible for sweeping us along collectively in a movement that we are still simply tagging along with. And, in its current course, this movement is not necessarily taking us towards our greatest common good.

But this power of the media cannot be gazed at directly, face to face, as it dazzles us and immerses us in its monkey business. It can only be apprehended by means of detours, diffractions, reflections and abstractions. This book hopes to work like a kaleidoscope, as an instrument that enables us to ‘see beautiful idea-forms’, averting our gaze as far as possible from the effects of fascination to which we fall prey when we lock eyeballs with our screens. The archaeological approach provides us with one of these detours, allowing us to revisit the contemporary scene with a gaze refreshed by archaic exoticism. The other approach that will help our ideas take off, since it can overcome the fascination of our gaze for the false obviousness of the present, draws on the virtues of abstraction.

In contrast to sociological generalizations and the semiological categorizations favoured by the sciences of communication, the chapters of this book propose sensory abstractions (folds, strata, cuts, modulations, vibrations, resonances, zombies) that aim to help us imagine what we find so difficult to understand. By overreacting towards a certain platitude inherent in any positivist approach, the route sometimes takes the form of a rollercoaster, alternating in quick succession the panoramas glimpsed from very high up with dives deep down into the singular, in the hope that the new vocabulary mobilized for the occasion (mediarchy, intrastructure, immediality, agential cut, surprenance or ‘overtaking’) will produce more a sense of exotic vertigo than attacks of nausea. A bit of theoretical madness is perhaps the best antidote to the disoriented realism of our common mediamania.

Despite its indigestible size – or perhaps because of it – this long kaleidoscope lays claim to the specificity of that beautiful idea-form, the medium of the book. This one is so designed that you can immerse yourself patiently in it or dip into it rapidly and selectively. Its fourteen chapters offer a steady, systematic progression that attempts to lay the foundations of an overall panorama of the power of the media – because the book as a medium remains the main and still unsurpassed instrument whereby we can be absorbed in a thought experiment that may permanently reconfigure our vision of the world. Like the child sitting on the floor at the bottom right of the 1820 engraving, readers are invited to let themselves be distracted from their immediate environment in order to explore the interplay of shapes, structures, colours and concepts generated by the book-as-medium to imagine the general power of the media. The ten interludes, meanwhile, propose brief returns to the political real, albeit a real reinvigorated by transformative proposals aiming to open up new possibilities within it. Without claiming to reveal a political reality as dazzling as the media that inform it, these interludes will direct the reader’s eyes towards another kaleidoscope, where it will be our political institutions rather than our media landscapes that are given a new shape.

But this big book is also designed so that those of our contemporaries with less free time at their disposal can more quickly draw from it something to tickle their curiosity. Around its many images, it deploys a typography highlighting a few KEY WORDS signalling what is going on as the reader turns the pages. This immodest kaleidoscopic coquetry, which impels it to put forward a few prominent idea-forms, hopes to help each and every reader to identify specific perspectives corresponding more closely to his or her current interests, while a detailed table of contents and an index will help them find their way around. Instead of following the course marked out by the rollercoaster tracks, the book thus also encourages more acrobatic readings, a sort of parkour where the reader can jump from one salience to the next.

Can a medium give us the truth of mediarchy? Of course not, insofar as this truth is eminently multiple, demanding a plurality of perspectives as different as possible from one another. Can a kaleidoscope help us to imagine our kaleidoscomania more adequately? Such is the challenge taken up by this book – which is also something of a kaleidoscope in that it sparkles with the reflection of hundreds of multicoloured remarks, references and suggestions kindly provided by friends of long standing or met with occasionally, and by students and colleagues far too many to mention by name. My thanks, and apologies, to them.6



Notes


	1. As in company, community, communication, etc. (Translator’s note.)
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1
NAMING MEDIARCHY


We have trouble seeing the media for the very good reason that they have been made so as not to be seen. ‘Our media call for critique or systematic analysis insofar as they function effectively only by being forgotten.’1 When we sit in front of a page in a book or at a computer screen, we do not look at the page or the screen themselves, but at the words or images represented on them. In the normal mode of communication, we do not pay attention to small defects in the paper or little bits of dirt sticking to the surface of the screen: we read a text or watch a video – directing our attention to the meaning to be drawn from them rather than to the observation of the medium.

However, in today’s French culture, this deeply entrenched habit of not seeing the medium is compounded by a certain confusion due to the vague and restrictive use of reference to the ‘mass media’. In addition to the effects of transparency inherent in our use of the media, we must begin by questioning and readjusting the vocabulary we use to designate what is happening by means of them. A comparative detour via various neighbouring cultures and languages will give us the necessary distance for this terminological readjustment.


The Critique of the Mass Media

In our common consciousness, the first associations aroused by the reference to ‘mass media’ are the television news, the major daily newspapers, the work of journalists, the fabrication of celebrities – in short, the channels through which our societies project a public representation of themselves that is more or less shared by the majority of their population. But a certain largely justified discredit attaches to the usual discourse on the ‘media’. As illustrated by a famous Banksy graffiti, TV sets seem designed to be thrown out the window, since intellectuals seem to hold TV in such low esteem. The opinions of intellectuals about TV do not, however, seem to be worth much more.

In the first case, we indistinctly merge all media together in a critique that is also partially justified, but lacks nuance and does not have any effective purchase on reality. For example, emphasis is laid on the various collusions between the ‘press’ and the financial world (which buys up that press and keeps it afloat), between television and advertising (which provides it with a large part of its revenue) and between journalists and politicians (who often sleep in the same bed). But all that this creates is a vague feeling of a general MANIPULATION to which we are all subjected by special interests that abuse their power so as to prevent us from seeing reality as it is. This suspicion certainly has a basis in truth, aptly highlighted by associations with a critical agenda, such as ACRIMED in France or FAIR in the United States.2 The general denunciation of manipulation or bias in the media remains largely futile, however, unless we take the trouble – as these associations do – to analyse more precisely and concretely how, to what degree and under what pressure an individual press organ, programme or media format produces a certain type of distortion in relation to what we might consider a more adequate representation of this or that aspect of our realities. In the enormous mass of discourse about the ‘mass media’, cases where the opinions expressed are based on such an effort of analysis are relatively few and far between.

One effect of this indiscriminate denunciation of the ‘mass media’ is to contribute to a fairly widespread discredit of them, frequently documented in various opinion polls. But paradoxically, such denunciation can at the same time encourage a form of self-congratulation on the part of the people or institutions that seem perfectly ready and willing to face directly the suspicion of which they are the object. The MEDIA CRITICISM OF THE ‘MASS MEDIA’ is indeed the best way of strengthening the grip of those same media: it gives those who practise such a critique boundless material for creating a sense of the goodwill of those who work in this field, and of the external constraints they sometimes manage to identify quite lucidly; but in particular, it points to the remarkable stability of a system that everyone knows will see the same people continuing to do the same job in the same place tomorrow, whatever the difficulties or distortions they recognize exist today.

In the second case, other discourses on the ‘mass media’, this time academic in nature, take the trouble to perform the labour of empirical analysis mentioned above. They rely on collections of statistics and robust surveys which sometimes document how the ‘mass media’ affect our lives and our thoughts. For several decades, the SCIENCES OF INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION have accumulated data and analyses, giving a much more nuanced and differentiated view of the important but limited influence that various types of ‘mass media’ have on various types of audience. What comprises the virtue of this kind of research – its empirical humility, its ‘applied’ character and its ‘measured’ conclusions – does, however, often make it rather frustrating for those who wish to understand more generally what the media are and what they do as specific modes of human interaction.

On the one hand, therefore, denunciatory discourse tends towards becoming an abstract condemnation of the ‘mass media’, citing the potential for manipulation to which their undeniable influence subjects us. On the other hand, a collection of particular investigations documents certain specific mechanisms, but their authors often limit themselves to cautiously measuring their observable effects, even if these effects are hardly surprising in themselves and even if their measurements ultimately merely confirm what might have been expected before the survey was made. In both cases, whether we stay on the level of generalities or immerse ourselves in particularities, it is difficult to take a step back from the obvious characteristics and provide ourselves with tools for understanding that will enable us to overcome our common impressions of the ‘mass media’. In spite of their differences, these two types of discourse sometimes give the impression of going round in circles, limited to truths that are difficult to argue with but ultimately tell us little.

It would of course be terribly arrogant and utterly absurd to reject en bloc all that can be said in these fields of study and debate. Criticism of the cultural industries is necessary, often invigorating and sometimes inspired. Their analysis by people producing academic research in the social sciences is absolutely essential, often illuminating and sometimes exciting. This book, devoted to the mediarchy, will absolutely not claim to do any better than the discourses I just mentioned. However, it will try to do something else – drawing its inspiration and its quotations from elsewhere than the discourses on the ‘mass media’ produced in France.



A Layer of Strangeness

For almost half a century, another type of discourse on our apparatuses and practices of communication has been developing in the Anglo-Saxon and German-speaking worlds. Under the name of Media Studies or Medienstudien, this work – which includes both a critical dimension and an endeavour to produce quantified surveys – has placed an effort of THEORIZATION at the heart of its dynamics. The notion of theory is not to be understood simply as a set of hypotheses subjected to empirical verifications. In accordance with its Greek etymology (where θεωρία designates contemplation), theory consists of an attempt to develop a counterintuitive vision that will help us perceive (as well as conceive) an unusual dimension of our realities. Since the emergence of one of the founding fathers of this field of research, Marshall McLuhan, this work of theorization has striven to deconstruct our habits, firing off paradoxical assertions or enigmatic formulas which, in the best of cases, only begin to make sense if we submit to a systematic displacement of our customary landmarks. This work does not consist of describing, in a precisely and objectively quantified way, reality as it can be observed around us. Nor does it provide us with little boxes into which its various component elements can be analysed and classified. Its ambition is, rather, as Christophe Hanna has clearly shown in a quite different field, to propose layers, as the term is used in Photoshop, that bring out unsuspected forms as well as surprising virtues.3 The aim of such theorizations is not to anatomize reality but to show its several superimposed levels. Rather than categorizations, classifications or measurements, this activity generates visions – with all the disturbing aspects these visions may entail for our dominant conventions of rationality.

When, for example, McLuhan included the lightbulb as an example of the media, serious-minded folk rightly pointed out that such a classification could well lead to the category of medium expanding so dramatically as to eventually include everything and anything, thereby emptying this concept of any content of its own. By treating media as a form of layer, however, the question is not whether, yes or no, a lightbulb is a medium: it is, rather, an invitation to ask ourselves what a lightbulb would look like if we considered it as a medium, or what a medium would look like if we considered it as a lightbulb. Most of the theorists cited in the present book – though not all – will tend to play with such layers so as to help us look differently at what is passing and happening between us when we communicate across time and space. They will speak to us from a foreign language, not only because their texts will be translated from other languages (such as German or Italian), but mostly because they will have made an effort to shift our gaze: to make us look at our familiar realities through a layer that shows, lurking within them, forms foreign to our habits of categorization and explanation.

It is this detour through foreign sources that will also mark the difference between the project pursued in my book’s exploration of mediarchy and the research project on mediaspheres that has been conducted in France for more than twenty years by the SCHOOL OF MEDIOLOGY led by Daniel Bougnoux, Régis Debray and Louise Merzeau.4 These two projects are obviously very close, and on the same wavelength as each other. Apart from a difference in generation, what distinguishes them is above all a certain French insularity, which has led French mediologists mostly to talk to each other, while in the following chapters I will be seeking – by overcompensation – to introduce the reader to what is being written and thought elsewhere. Although quotations referring explicitly to the work of French mediologists and thinkers could have easily filled long footnotes, they are actually somewhat rare, because priority is given to the importing of voices from abroad that have been given less of a hearing in France.5



Three Registers of Mediality

The first form of layer on which I will call in order to facilitate our exploration of mediarchy will be a graphic distinction. A first form of estrangement may already have caused the reader some confusion in the previous paragraphs, due to the instability of the different ways of spelling the terms we use to refer to apparatuses and processes of communication. This apparent instability is the result of a differentiation proposed recently by Thierry Bardini in order to better bring out the superimposition of three realms of reality that the usual discourses on the ‘mass media’ tend to confuse.6

The first domain, designated in graphic terms as a MEDIUM, as MEDIA and by the adjective MEDIAL, includes everything that is used to record, transmit and/or process information, discourses, images and sounds. The charcoal and hematite used by our early ancestors to trace figures on cave walls, the manuscripts on vellum produced by mediaeval monks, sermons, homing pigeons, printed books, the paintings of the Renaissance, the periodicals of the eighteenth century, the telegraph, the telephone, the radio, videos and Twitter, as well as the actor’s voice or the gestures of sign language: these are all media that human beings have used over the centuries. All involve, in various ways, both material objects (‘organized matter’, as the mediologists call it) and the effects of networks, institutions, codes and conventions (‘material organization’).

These two sides are clearly described in the canonical definition of the media by Lisa Gitelman, who sees them as ‘socially realized structures of communication, where structures include both technological forms and their associated protocols, and where communication is a cultural practice, a ritualized collocation of different people on the same mental map, sharing or engaged with popular ontologies of representation’ – something that turns media into ‘unique and complicated historical subjects’.7 Some of these media serve only for recording: they preserve memory as a matter of communication through time, as in a notebook where I note my appointments. Others are intended to travel through space, to transmit messages beyond the reach of the human voice and gaze, as in an SMS that I send to my partner or a tweet that I re-tweet to my followers. They all form part of certain patterns and involve a certain formatting or processing of what circulates by means of them: by limiting the number of characters you can send, a tweet imposes a concise style; the first photographic portraits obliged the model to remain immobile.

Among all these media, with their huge variety, only a few have the function of broadcasting towards an open multiplicity of recipients scattered across space. A second domain, more restricted than the first and designated as MASS MEDIA, thus includes everything that broadcasts information, speeches, images or sounds to an audience. It was the sociologist Gabriel Tarde who, at the dawn of the twentieth century, drew a distinction between a ‘crowd’, composed of individuals gathered at the same time within the same space, and were thus able to perceive their mutual reactions, and an ‘audience’ or ‘public’ composed of individuals receiving information in a relatively synchronous way, but separated from each other, so that people were unaware of their neighbour’s reaction while imagining that this neighbour was probably reacting to the same signals. While there have always been media and crowds, there have been mass media only for as long as it has been possible for signals to be reproduced and transmitted quickly enough to generate audiences. The few thousand Renaissance humanists who, in the course of a few months, received the books being turned out by the printing presses were an embryonic public, reinforced by the periodicals that emerged during the eighteenth century, then the daily papers, which spread increasingly thanks to the progress of literacy during the nineteenth century, followed by radio and television in the last century, which marked the peak of the reign of mass audiences and the mass media.
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Figure 1.1 The superimposition of the medial layer, the media layer and the mediumistic layers.



If we try to imagine a visual representation of the relations between the media and the mass media (Figure 1.1), we must of course restrict the scope of this latter term, since all mass media are media, but not all media are mass media. Indeed, for many media it is a crucial requirement that they be addressed to only one recipient, as with a phone call, an email or a diplomatic cable – and we are very aggrieved when we realize these are being monitored by the NSA or published by Wikileaks. It would be unsatisfactory, however, to see the concept of the mass media as just a subclass of the larger set of media. In fact, what characterized the intensely media-dominated societies that arose in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in Western countries was the inclusion of all private conversations under the capacious umbrella of media resonances. Even the contents that are transmitted in our private exchanges are powerfully conditioned by the echoes across our public mass media. Hence the need to represent a zone of media resonance (represented by the dotted line) hanging over all that is recorded, transmitted and processed through the variety of media used at every given moment of modern history.

The third area that Thierry Bardini identifies is at first view much more surprising. It is based on the assumption – which will be developed in the third part of this book – that the recordings, transmissions and signal processing that humans have deployed through the different apparatuses invented for this purpose over the centuries tend to appear to these humans as the products of supernatural and superhuman forces, beyond their comprehension and control. In other words, mediality seems inevitably to generate mediumship. Above – or, more appropriately, ‘beyond’ – the media resonances that imbue our day-to-day perceptions and exchanges in the regime of modernity, we need to depict an additional area where the media (as well as those who manipulate them) appear in the form of a (psychic) MEDIUM (or several MEDIUMS), designated by the adjective MEDIUMISTIC, thus expressing the anxiety and the impression of magic perceived by human subjects when faced with the excesses of power generated by mediality. A vague aura of menace or, on the contrary, a certain exaltation when we are brought in contact with something marvellous seems to float above the pragmatic uses that we tend to make of our media. In our societies, so strongly structured by the echoes of the mass media, the black magic of the mediumistic creates an impression of manipulation, and gives rise to the conspiracy theories that we are all led to entertain at one moment or another; white magic, on the other hand, gives its aura of an almost divine presence to media stars filled with all the allure of celebrity. In the digital cultures that have emerged over the past two decades, the wonders of the immaterial and virtual spheres so characteristic of the utopian dreams of the 1990s seem, since 2008, to have turned into anxieties about widespread surveillance and the unstoppable invasion of our most intimate private spaces.

In any case, there is much we would fail to understand if we simply rejected as irrational these occasions for wonder and disquiet. Something happens between us in our experiences of mediality – something like the magnetic fluid in the late eighteenth-century theories of Franz Anton Mesmer and his associates, theories on which the nineteenth century would draw to nourish its imaginary of hypnotist mediums controlling the thoughts and actions of their patients/victims (Figure 1.2). Through this folklore (which has now lost its power), the function of the mediumistic domain is to explore the perfectly real causes and effects expressed by the hauntings or raptures produced in contact with the media. This is because these media are truly carriers of ‘supernatural’ powers, in the sense that (nonhuman) ‘nature’ does not create the effects proper to mediality. These effects often appear to us as ‘superhuman’ insofar as it is the power of supra-individual communities that is mobilized as such through the media, and this power cannot fail to transcend our thoroughly individualistic conception of what a human being can do.

It is the entanglement of the three registers identified through these three graphic forms that circumscribes the field of study of this book – a field that recent American theorists have referred to under the general term of mediation,8 while Éric Méchoulan defines it as the domain of intermediality9 and the German debates of the 1990s called it MEDIALITY. Sybille Krämer gave a good definition of it as ‘the fact that our relationship to the world, that is, all the activities and experiences that give us access to the world (and not only those which construct it), are deeply conditioned by the possibilities of discernment offered by the media, as well as by the limitations they impose’.10
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Figure 1.2 The medium at work.



The strange landscape of mediality that illustrates the cover of the French edition of this book is the work of Carlo Zinelli (1916–74), who passed the last three decades of his life interned in the psychiatric hospital of San Giacomo in Verona. His paintings emblematically weave together the three registers that I have just distinguished. They illustrate the powers of the ‘media’, giving us access to worlds far removed from our everyday environment, creating truly disturbing echoes that impact on both our senses and our emotions. Their universe is structured by effects of seriality and scale that are liable to diffract our common imaginary of the ‘mass media’, so that we envisage masses of zombies lined up around oversized celebrities. Deemed to be a schizophrenic, Carlo Zinelli operated as a ‘medium’ communicating with forces and entities that our social order struggles to recognize and accept. These different registers of mediality are staged in the form of pictures arranged in vertical cross-sections where different strata of agents are superimposed and coexist without tension or harmony. These paintings constitute visions of mediarchy in which Carlo Zinelli’s clairvoyance expresses figuratively what the following chapters will attempt to formulate conceptually.



How (Not) to Define Media?

The first part of this book will be dedicated to media in the broadest sense of the term. The first question, then, is knowing what makes something a ‘medium’. We can accept the principle stated by Jean-Pierre Bobillot, among others, that ‘there is no essential medium, no medium in itself’. The mouth is no more made to speak than charcoal or hematite are made to trace figures on cave walls. So we can classify things depending on how human practices have seized on them and turned them into media: a physio-medium when this is a part of the body; a bio-medium when it is a living being (a homing pigeon); a techno-medium when it is an apparatus of human construction; a semio-medium when a sign is reappropriated to a new expressive end, as in the case of poetry.11

We are here at the limit between the notion of medium and that of material SUPPORT, notions that are intimately linked. Is a film originally made and shown on 35mm silver-based film the ‘same film’ when viewed on a VHS tape in the 1980s, on a DVD in the 1990s, or streamed in the 2010s? Its support has unarguably changed. Does the filmic medium remain self-identical, in spite of the modifications in parameters as important as the size of the screen or the social conditions of reception?12 The question, couched in terms of essence, is deeply interesting, but it has no straightforward answer. As a medio-poetic sensitivity has already taught us, everything, or almost everything, can be used (or hijacked) to record, transmit or process signals; thus, the media cannot be defined by what they are, but only by what they do.

So what do they do? They stretch the sensory capacities of human beings, both in time and space. Such was the definition Marshall McLuhan proposed in the subtitle of his 1964 work: the media are ‘EXTENSIONS OF MAN’ – with the idea that the network of postal relays, telephone lines, terrestrial antennae, satellites and submarine fibreoptic cables have progressively constituted a sort of enormous transindividual nervous system transmitting our sensitive reactions across the entire planet.13 It is this capacity to extend and prolong our being beyond the natural limits of our senses that the anthropologist Augustin Berque describes in the eloquent term MEDIANCE. By this he means a structure that ‘divides the being of the human, so to speak, into two halves, one of which is our animal body, the other our medial body…. While our animal body is always localizable in this or that place in space, our medial body stretches out or withdraws in accordance with the technical and symbolic apparatuses to which we link our existence.’14

When French mediologists associate the media with ‘all the tricks and gizmos that can change the sensory relationships between one human being and another by altering their experience of time and space’,15 or when Friedrich Kittler states that ‘all technical media store, transmit and process signals’,16 they are just expressing the same intuition in different forms. This triple function of being able to record, transmit and/or process signals is still crucial for another definition, one that is perhaps more suggestive as it is a little more enigmatic: ‘Media are an action of FOLDING time, space and agencies; media are not the substance, or the form through which mediated actions take place but an environment of relations in which time, space and agency emerge.’17 A video recording ‘folds time’ when it allows me to watch today, in 2017, a concert by Frank Zappa even though he died more than twenty years ago: I see him joshing with his musicians, improvising a guitar solo, unexpectedly changing the words of a song, as if it were happening right in front of me. A phone call ‘folds space’ because I can ask questions and reply to a relative living on the other side of the world, as if he were there beside me, within reach of my voice. A scene of police brutality recorded live by a mobile phone and broadcast on the Internet can ‘fold agency’ (that is to say, our capacities for action) insofar as its circulation motivates thousands of people to gather in a demonstration to demand that police forces change their rules of engagement.

Perhaps one more step towards abstraction will provide us with the most interesting definition – even though (or because) it is the least intuitively obvious one. It is the definition proposed by Mark B. N. Hansen: ‘The media modulate vibrations whose contrasts produce in their turn other entities and, with them, new fabrics of relationality.’18 It will take the whole of this book to unfold the implications of this definition, which probably seems quite opaque at this stage. Let us begin by pointing out some major directions to follow. First, the media appear here as modulators, rather than as extensions in time or space. This could certainly explain the material functioning of a good number of them, since what passes by means of waves (radio, terrestrial television) may well result from frequency modulation. But, more fundamentally, this definition underlines the extent to which the media are a matter of intensity (of + and –) as much as of extension. They are not content to create contacts or connections: they vary the intensities of existence.

What are modulated in this way are VIBRATIONS. I ‘vibrate’ when I listen to music, when I am engaged in dialogue, when I feel that we are ‘on the same wavelength’. What this definition enables us to perceive is that our social relations are ways of vibrating together, of resonating – in ways that are more or less harmonious, consonant, contrapuntal, dissonant, syncopated, polyrhythmic, or multiphase. What we can feel in the microcosm of a conversation, where the words are linked in a more or less fluid or jerky way, either with a sustained energy or with drops, holes and jolts, is something we could generalize to all our forms of communication. With his definition, however, Mark Hansen is inviting us to jump to a level beyond (or below) the human perceptual experience we have of these intensities of resonances and vibrations that are more or less in phase with each other. The vibrations produced by the media are for him impersonal (or ‘transindividual’) and systemic (rather than occasional): they structure the environment that constitutes us (much more than it ‘surrounds’ us). Our world is so universally and so intimately mediated that our ‘webs of relationality’ derive their infrastructure and raw material from what is diffused through our media. In this disorientating vision of human societies (in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries), each of us appears as a certain contrast generated by the interlacing and composition of certain vibrations that resonate simultaneously between us and within us. When we produce sentences, gestures, objects, works, we need to imagine that we are contrasts made up of vibrations modulated by media, which produce other contrasts, within the webs of relationality that are endlessly being rewoven in the details of their overall stability.

This is easy to understand, of course, if we look at the television news, which makes us all vibrate in resonance with certain news items selected as the most important of the day: we all react to the news a little differently, each with our own contrast, which will produce other reactions, other contrasts, other variations of relationality, depending on the way we talk about it in the evening when we go to bed, or the next day around a meal. But it can also be understood at levels far lower than the mass media: if I find a letter written many decades ago by a loved one, this record of a thought on paper can make me tremble, make me cry, make me feel, think and talk differently than I would have done without the vibration it has communicated to me.

It could even be understood from a pebble found on a beach, the shape of which seems irresistibly to evoke the features of a human face. The Makapansgat pebble (South Africa), some three million years old, is considered our oldest testimony to aesthetic sensitivity, since, although it was produced by nature and is not an artefact, it was found very far from its place of geological formation, in the cave of an Australopithecus who may have recognized in it the overall form of a face.19 When I discover such an object, the contrasts between the features on the pebble cause something within me to vibrate, which makes me emphasize certain contrasts that I identify as ‘human’, reinforcing certain complex relationalities that span millennia and continents. We simultaneously understand the fragility of these contrasts and these effects of resonance: the wonderstruck discovery I make on a beach in 2017 may very well be just one of the 3D replicas of the Makapansgat pebble created by the intermedia artist Milan Mikuláštík (Figure 1.3).

It is clear that, to the great frustration of overly positivistic minds, such a definition of the media can be seen as neither true nor false, and that it is ultimately not very helpful in distinguishing them. We can neither really refute it nor use it to decide, from among all the objects in the world, which are those that deserve to be classified in the category of media and those that do not. Such a definition problematizes what the media do, rather than telling us what they are. It works like a layer, inviting us to see an object as a medium. Or, to put it another way, the main interest in the exercise of trying to define the media lies in allowing a multiplicity of definitions of media to be deployed – definitions that are all complementary, even if they may appear occasionally to contradict each other. Far from being the last word on what the media are or do, an approach based on modulations of vibrations is only one of several ways of (not) defining the media – of problematizing their effects without having to imprison them in an essence.
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Figure 1.3 Milan Mikuláštík, 3D reproduction of the Makapansgat pebble (2016).





Mediarchy: The Power of the Milieu

The definitions mentioned above have gradually moved away from the most common approach to the media, which sees them mainly as channels of communication. There has been a shift from mediaprostheses, whose vocation was to extend our sensory capacities in space and time, to media-environments, the nature of which is to immerse us in a universe of vibrations and resonances. This shift reflects a change in perspective, rather than a chronological evolution in media theory. Even if the expression of MEDIA ECOLOGY seems to have become very fashionable in the first decade of the twenty-first century, Marshall McLuhan was already stressing in 1966 that ‘any new technology, any extension or amplification of the human faculties, as soon as they are embodied in a material form, tend to create a new environment’.20 From the first steps in media theory, there seem to have been two approaches distinguished by the status that theory ascribed to these media.

In the first conception, which is largely dominant in the sciences of communication and information,21 we situate ourselves outside our communication media and use them to communicate with others. According to the second conception, on the contrary, we must consider ourselves ‘situated within the symbolic structures that are the media, that is to say we are “involved in” the media which we use to communicate’.22 This involvement, or implication, is due both to the material constraints imposed by our communication apparatuses and networks (such as the electrical power requirements of our computers) and the symbolic conventions historically linked to the use of certain apparatuses (such as Morse code for the telegraph) – with economic, social and geopolitical consequences that inevitably overdetermine these constraints and these conventions.

This implication – a term that etymologically denotes the fact of being-folded-in – finds its most radical form in the assertion at the beginning of Friedrich Kittler’s most famous book: ‘Media determine our situation [Medien bestimmen unsere Lage].’23 To say that we are ‘inside’ and that they constitute our ‘environment’ is to recognize the historical fact of mediality in the sense defined by Sybille Krämer (see above, p. 21), namely that in the regime of modernity (if not in any period), the media condition our perceptions, our thoughts and therefore our actions. Just as we breathe only because oxygen is present in our atmosphere and survive because drinking water is present in our environment, likewise most human inhabitants of the Earth at the beginning of the third millennium see the world as they do only because of the perceptual and ideological environment in which they are immersed by the media to which they have access.24

Indeed, the very history of the word ‘medium’ seems to require that we develop an ecological conception of it. In Latin, in fact, the word medium denotes the MILIEU, in the three closely interdependent senses of intermediate, means and environment. Emmanuel Alloa has shown how powerful is the Aristotelian conception of the medium (from the Greek metaxu) as a diaphanous milieu: ‘In order that the act of vision may take place, a gap between the viewer and the visible is necessary.’25 In his De Anima, Aristotle notes that ‘when we place a coloured object directly on the eye, we do not see anything at all’. But he also highlights the fact, nowadays more closely associated with the diffusion of sound, that ‘if space were empty, we would not see better, rather we would not see at all’.26 Before being a transmission apparatus, the medium is a milieu – an in-between – necessary for the visible and the viewer to be simultaneously set at a distance and brought into contact. ‘The diaphanous analysed in the De Anima is the power of the visible, and indicates the direction for an authentic thought of mediality. Its central axiom could be summed up in the following assumption: mediality indicates the capacity of being able to take the form of something without being it.’27

John Guillory has traced the winding history behind the concept of the media, showing how the term gradually became independent of its Latin origins.28 After quoting Francis Bacon who, in 1605, spoke of cogitations expressed ‘by the medium of words’, Guillory points to a particularly evocative passage from John Locke’s Essay concerning Human Understanding, where the word appears in a sense exactly halfway between its Latin meaning and its modern meaning, which dates from the end of the nineteenth century:


[The words] interpose themselves so much between our understanding, and the truth which it would contemplate and apprehend, that, like the medium through which visible objects pass, the obscurity and disorder do not seldom cast a mist before our eyes, and impose upon our understandings.29



In this passage from the third book of his work, a work that has so profoundly affected modern thought, Locke deplores the ‘imperfection charged upon words’, namely the opacities they ‘interpose’ between the understanding of our minds and the truth of things. It is in this context that they are compared to a medium/milieu through which light passes – they are like a metaxu, similar to the fog that forms a screen in front of the headlights of a car or the cigarette smoke on which projectors used to play their light at rock concerts. As in Aristotle, the medium here is a diaphanous milieu rendered visible. What is criticized in the medium is the fact that it is not fully transparent, but appears as an intermediary instead of remaining invisible and effacing itself in front of what we are trying to see through it. Thus, between the beginning and the end of the seventeenth century, the English language used the term ‘medium’ both to designate a means by which one expresses one’s thoughts and a milieu that generates effects of diffraction in the communication of the said thoughts. The intermediary, supposed to remain transparent, appears as a medium once we denounce its opacity, the annoying way it interposes between those who see and what there is to see.

It is in full continuity with this long tradition that Bruno Latour has recently drawn a contrast between two poles between which all our media can be located.30 At one extreme, most theories of communication dream of a medium that would be a perfectly transparent INTERMEDIARY, capable of ‘transmitting without transforming’ in any way what passes through it. A good model of this is the USB cable: usually, all the information that comes out of the computer enters the external hard drive, without any visible loss or corruption of the data. What for Locke constitutes the imperfection of existing words is that they are not perfect intermediaries, transparent means to express thought and describe the truth.

At the other extreme, Bruno Latour uses the term MEDIATOR to designate the agent of a process of communication where one cannot transmit without transforming. The mediator usually intervenes in a conflict situation, where belligerents are sending each other bombs as messages. The mediator must therefore not only transform messages, translating them from one language to another, but must be able (if necessary) to lie a little, or discreetly twist the truth, so as to bring his or her enemies to the bargaining table, and then to a peace agreement.

Any medium is located somewhere ‘in the middle’, between these two poles of USB cable and diplomat – closer to or further away from one or the other extreme. There are, of course, nonhuman (algorithmic) mediators, just as certain good little soldiers behave almost like intermediaries. Since all media are in varying degrees both intermediaries and mediators, the term INTERMEDIATOR can be used to designate their hybrid status. They are always a little bit human, since technologies arise from intentional projects, but also always a little bit more than human, since apparatuses tend to impose automatic features that go beyond the intentions of their creators and their users. As mediators, they cannot avoid transforming what they transport, because they are forced to select only certain aspects of it; but they can transform it only by transporting something of it that simply passes through them as intermediaries.

It is perhaps in Antonio Somaini’s discussion of the notion of medium in Walter Benjamin that we find the most suggestive summary of the points discussed in this chapter. He redefines the study of the media as the study of ‘the different material and technical articulations of the environment, the milieu, the atmosphere, the Umwelt in which perception takes place’.31 This approach distinguishes between three terms. What Benjamin calls APPARAT refers to the media as technical equipment, such as the camera, the microphone and speaker, the film camera and projector (these are discussed further in Chapter 4). These apparatuses articulate our perception of the world by introducing new material circuits of transmission, recording and processing of sensory data. While Apparate act on our perception through arrangements external to our own body, what Benjamin calls a PRÄPARAT – he takes hashish as an example – conditions our perception by chemical alterations operating from within our nervous system. In our time, where sales of Ritalin and other substances to treat dysfunctions in attention have tripled over the last ten years, we must not fail to include Präparate in our theorizing on mediarchy. We can even expand the scope of this term to accommodate all forms of ‘preparations’ (athletic, ascetic) whose many techniques of the body, as theorized by Marcel Mauss, may increase our physiological and mental abilities.

What Benjamin more specifically terms MEDIUM, in conformity with the common usage of the term in Germany in the 1920s and 1930s, is precisely halfway, ‘in the middle’, between the Apparate and the Präparate. This term – which deserves to be spelled in italics and with a capital letter, to mark its German origin – refers to the milieu of perception within which a subject acts as it is conditioned by certain technical arrangements and by certain (more or less artificial) bodily dispositions.

Antonio Somaini is absolutely right to place this aesthetic conception of the Medium in resonance with the ecological conception also put forward in the 1920s and 1930s by the biologist Jakob von Uexküll, as an Umwelt (external world, environment) inseparable from the Innenwelt (mental interiority) which is constituted in it.32 Uexküll provides us with two valuable terms for specifying what is being articulated within this perceptual milieu, Benjamin’s Medium. Just like the adjustments constantly being made between our outer and inner worlds, our existence is based on the parallel constitution of two strictly complementary faces of our experience. On the one hand, we build around ourselves a WIRKWELT – a world of actions that allow us to dodge the dangers and take advantage of the opportunities that our environment brings. On the other hand, we find our way around this environment by developing a MERKWELT – a world of signals which arouse our attention so we can avoid pain and enjoy a few pleasures. In the famous (because ultra-simple) example of the perceptual world of the tick perched on its blade of grass, this Merkwelt consists merely in noticing (merken 1) a mammal passing under the blade of grass; the insect drops onto this mammal (werken 1), on which it must then locate the skin (merken 2) into which it can sink its fangs to drink its blood (werken 2).

From the simplicity of the tick’s world to the complexity of our ICT world, our individual and collective lives are based on the same constant adjustment of our Merkwelt, based on our efforts of attention, to our Wirkwelt, transformed by our attempted actions. Benjamin’s Medium, as a milieu of perception and experience, offers the right space for this process of adjustment, conditioned both by the artifices of our Präparate and by the complications of our Apparate (see Figure 1.4).

It is precisely this milieu of combined conditioning that the chapters in this book will attempt to map out. MEDIARCHY is the first, original power of the medium (understood as means of communication) on those who think they are using it within a perceptual milieu, which, in reality, this medium conditions. We live in a mediarchy when our apparatuses of communication structure from within our attentive dispositions (Merkwelt), and thus our capacities for orienting ourselves, by organizing our milieus of action (Wirkwelt) in a way that always somewhat exceeds our own intentional control.
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Figure 1.4 The conception of the Medium as a perceptual milieu.
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Interlude One
Heterarchy


No one could imagine the mediarchy as a monarchy, i.e. as a regime of power commanded by a single absolute king or tyrant. Even though some media moguls have seemingly been able, at different times, to dominate despotically what was said or left unsaid under their empire, the multiplicity of the media and the formal independence of their institutional structures now seem to rule out the risk of any personal tyranny. Even when Silvio Berlusconi found himself in a position to command the public mass media along with large segments of the press, radio and private television, there still remained in Italy independent media, and even internal resistance to the organizations he controlled, able to criticize his power and denounce his escapades.

It is commoner, and more convincing, to consider the mediarchy as an oligarchy, a regime of power in the hands and at the service of a small privileged elite who use it to maintain their position of domination.1 If nobody is really in a position to ‘shape opinion’ by him/herself, the formation of enormous media conglomerates frequently concentrates the majority of what is published, said and shown on a given territory in the hands of a few people, a few families or a few boards of directors. In spite of the ruthless competition which seems to set them against one another, it is difficult to believe that these very small groups of oligarchs, often intimately connected with the restricted circle of political decision-makers, do not quite clearly perceive their common interests. Even beyond the cases of open intervention and censorship, we can easily imagine the way that implicit expectations, small rewards and friendly warnings will lead their employees to mention certain topics (that will sell) rather than others (that will prove troublesome): one example of the latter would indeed be the concentration of media power and its collusion with political and economic circles. (When did you last see a major television programme shown at peak viewing time that questioned the economic infrastructure of the broadcasting industry and the major press organs, apart from the occasional purchase of this or that channel by this or that megalomaniac?) You have to go to the websites of ACRIMED and FAIR, or delve into the great synoptic maps and charts of the collective Bureau d’études (Figure 2.1),2 to realize what concentrations and collusions de facto bring our communications under the heel of a media-financial-military-nuclear-industrial complex whose leaders largely follow the same paths, with the same associates and the same values.

This oligarchic structure, an undeniable feature of the current media landscape, is not, however, all that can be said about the dynamics regulating the mediarchy. The complexity and sophistication of the forces at work will be better understood if we turn to a term conceptualized in 1945 by Warren S. McCulloch, in a very brief article that is of the greatest importance for the history of cybernetics and neuroscience, being a major reference point in the development of the neural networks behind our most powerful algorithms. In seeking to model the way a nervous system chooses between different possible reactions to external stimuli, the author contrasted two types of structure.

Hierarchies of values replicate ‘the sacerdotal structure of the church’, within which ‘the many ends are ordered by the right of each to inhibit all inferiors’. This supreme end corresponds precisely to the ‘sacred’ (hieros) which gives the hierarchy its name. So hierarchies present a certain order: ‘The order is such that there is some end preferred to all others, and another such that all are preferred to it, and that of any three if a first is preferred to a second and a second to a third, then the first is preferred to the third.’ This last principle is that of the transitivity of preferences. Within a hierarchy, ‘values are magnitudes of … one kind’, which can be ordered according to one linear scale.3

McCulloch notes, however, that observations derived from experimental aesthetics and from economics and reflexology attest to situations in which ‘the preference is circular’, that is, non-transitive: A is preferred to B, which is preferred to C, but C is nevertheless preferred to A. Even if, in general, I prefer to listen to a good concert (A) rather than see a good film (B), and to see a good film rather than to eat in a good restaurant (C), I may very well choose occasionally to go out for a meal with friends (C) rather than to take them to a concert (A). If such choices are generally regarded as inconsistent and contrary to the fundamental principles of rationality postulated by orthodox economists, McCulloch says that, in his view:


Circularities in preference instead of indicating inconsistencies, actually demonstrate consistency of a higher order than had been dreamed of in our philosophy. An organism possessed of this nervous system – six neurons – is sufficiently endowed to be unpredictable from any theory founded on a scale of values. It has a heterarchy of values, and is thus internectively [sic] too rich to submit to a summum bonum.4



How does the notion of heterarchy characterize the mediarchic regime better than any other form of government? Our modern Western societies (liberal, democratic, multicultural) can hardly be conceived as hierarchies: they are not organized according to a single, coherent, one-dimensional, homogeneous arrangement where values are strictly subordinate to one another, within a single scale descending from the same Supreme Good (summum bonum) considered by all as sacred down to a linear branching out of values whose relational priorities are also perfectly consensual. Our societies are woven from a multiplicity of partially convergent and partially divergent value systems, each of which elevates a different end to the status of Supreme Good (becoming famous, becoming rich, obeying divine laws, respecting nature, introducing more social justice, producing an immortal work of art, contributing to the advancement of science, defending national sovereignty, etc.). While each particular medium can perfectly well submit its values to one or other of these ultimate goals, the mediarchy overall can only constitute a heterarchy of values, insofar as its developments result from the pressures, competitions, collaborations and reciprocal interactions set up between these multiple scales of heterogeneous values.

The apparent inconsistency of the general preferences expressed by this chaotic heterogeneity is often considered by the political sciences as arising from dire irrationalities and inconsistencies that hinder the optimization of social prosperity. If only our mass media stopped lying to us or distracting us, and finally showed us reality as it was and as it really mattered, our pointless miseries would be greatly reduced, and our collective happiness wonderfully increased! However, the media-engineering dreams aroused by such aspirations risk being as dangerous as the geo-engineering projects that currently claim they can save the planet by reprogramming the climate. Both believe themselves capable of forcing a highly complex, heterogeneous, pluralistic, multidimensional (in other words, heterarchic) system to correspond to a single (hierarchical) scale of values strictly ordered by just one of the multiple perspectives from which the dynamic richness of our universe is composed.

We need to struggle to reduce their most harmful aberrations, but we should also acknowledge with McCulloch that the circularities and apparent inconsistencies of our chaotic medialities ‘actually demonstrate consistency of a higher order than had been dreamed of in our philosophy’. The cultural diversity that constitutes our societies and our medialities, far from hindering the rationality of our collective behaviour, on the contrary constitutes a principle of mediarchic organization ‘of a higher order’ to the order of all the particular perspectives of an allegedly universal rationality. We could push the paradox so far as to turn this cultural diversity, a cause of inconsistency and intransitivity of preferences, into the summum bonum of a mediarchic regime.

This principle of mediadiversity involves our being wary of any analysis which would conjugate mediarchy in the singular, as if a single vast machinery – always liable to the suspicion of Machiavellian machinations – could account for the nuanced multiplicity of local organizations. Even though most decision-makers around the world tend to read (at first or second hand) The Economist or The Financial Times, even though all five continents lamented the death of Michael Jackson and even though the Olympics brought together billions of spectators to watch athletics competitions, most of our media spheres remain basically local, quite strictly limited by linguistic and national borders. If the mediarchy in which the inhabitants of Perpignan bathe is probably quite comparable to that of the residents of Lille, the mediarchy of Geneva is quite different from that of Zurich, even though the residents of these two cities share the same passport and live as neighbours. Each of the major transnational platforms that have colonized the new territories of our digital sociality defends its own interests in what Benjamin Bratton has described as an ‘accidental megastructure’,5 both chaotic and prone to constant readjustment. So on what scale, at what level, should we situate the mediarchy?

In fact, we ought rather to discuss mediarchies in the plural, leaving open for the moment the question of measuring more precisely how they overlap with or differ from one another. There are various oligarchies (that we need to fight) and heterarchies (that we need to cultivate) at work, driving the overall dynamics of the process, and they all need to be considered on several superimposed levels: the major challenge lies in mapping out the organic joints between them. In the terms proposed by José van Dijck in his study of our culture of connectivity, how are we to imagine the way in which a heterarchy of multiple ‘microsystems’ forms for each of them an ‘ecosystem of connective media – a system that fuels, and in return is fuelled by, social and cultural norms that evolve simultaneously in our everyday world’?6 How can we understand the overall logics that traverse and structure our mediarchies on their different levels, where they are not yet diversified, turning them into one and the same regime of power, with potentially infinite variations? This is what the various chapters of this book will attempt to illuminate – in an inevitably partial and abstract way.
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2
APPROACHING MEDIARCHY

 
If mediarchy refers to the power exercised by the media as milieus, this raises an initial question for those seeking to gain a better understanding of how they work, namely the question of their location. The very term ‘milieu’ seems inevitably destined to disorientate us: it designates both what is at the centre (the in-between or middle) and what is at the periphery (the environment). When anthropologists talk about the mediascape, this suggests the image of a 360° landscape that surrounds us with offers of media programmes coming at us from every direction, 24/7, without anyone being able to glimpse what might lie beyond this horizon of mediality. When mediologists talk about the ‘mediasphere’, we imagine a kind of mega-bubble of various communications around the planet, from the submarine cables through which most of our byte streams pass when we use the Internet, to the letters circulating from postvans to trains and the Global Positioning Systems (GPS) that follow our movements by triangulating satellite signals. If we struggle to understand mediarchy, it is because the media need to be situated simultaneously between us (as the intermediaries and mediators of our collaborations) and around us (as the milieus that condition our interactions).


Mapping Ubiquity

This confusing spatiality which characterizes our mediarchies is not specific to our era of ubiquitous digital media. As soon as humans began to talk to each other, they found themselves caught up in this strange topology of A TRIPLE MILIEU. The language I use to interact with one of my peers lies between us: it can allow the information to be passed from me to him/her or, as Locke lamented (see Chapter 1), it can act as a screen comprising a diffraction medium which, like a fog, gains in density by blocking the circulation of meaning. What we mainly strive for in our discussions is to aim for a midpoint, in the middle of the line that separates me from the other, where I can both recognize myself in what I say and where he or she can recognize what I am trying to get across. But this form of communication is possible only to the extent that we share the same language which, from outside each of us, conditions the very way in which we try to express what lies close to our hearts. This language – a perfect illustration of all that is common – is located between all of us: the neurosciences may locate its neural circuits in my brain and in the brain of my interlocutor, but it is not actually locatable either in my head or in his or hers; it is to be found in the incessant process of adjustment that each one of us makes, within our speaking community, in order to adapt our linguistic media resources to our expressive needs. (It was, moreover, explicitly to contribute to this process of adjustment that Locke published his Essay concerning Human Understanding.) At the same time as language is midway between my interlocutor and myself, a midway point where it is always liable to form an opaque screen, it is also an external environment in which we are collectively immersed with the other members of our community.

The (relative) conditioning of our thoughts and perceptions by the linguistic environment in which we live was most famously formulated in the twentieth century by the SAPIR-WHORF HYPOTHESIS. After noting that humans ‘are very much at the mercy of the particular language which has become the medium of expression for their society’, the anthropologist Edward Sapir pointed out in 1929: ‘The worlds in which different societies live are distinct worlds, not merely the same world with different labels attached…. We see and hear and otherwise experience very largely as we do because the language habits of our community predispose certain choices of interpretation.’1 His student Benjamin Lee Whorf added: ‘We cut nature up, organize it into concepts, and ascribe significances as we do, largely because we are parties to an agreement to organize it in this way – an agreement that holds throughout our speech community and is codified in the patterns of our language.’2 Not satisfied with being located between us and around us, our communication media also demand to be located within us – in the very midst of our (apparently) personal ways of looking at our world.

Of course, if certain conventions, such as languages, have always existed in human societies, the development of digital technologies and their miniaturization has led to a much more ubiquitous and all-pervasive infiltration of the material networks of intermediation in our most everyday actions and our most intimate thoughts. But between universal generalizations about how our languages inform our perceptions of the world and the peculiarities of certain digital media, a huge infrastructure composed of multiple strata, both material and institutional, needs to be unearthed if we are to understand how ‘media determine our situation’. These words of Kittler were taken literally by the geographer Nigel Thrift, who sketched an archaeology of the apparatuses by which humans and nonhumans now find themselves located on the surface of the planet. From the system of addresses, street names and postcodes, which was gradually established between the seventeenth and twentieth centuries, up to barcodes (patented in 1952), SIM cards, RFID chips and GPS (whose use has become widespread since the 1990s), he describes a whole tangled web of ‘systems of positioning and juxtapositioning’ which in his view comprises our TECHNOLOGICAL UNCONSCIOUS.3

As Lacan suggested, this unconscious is structured as (and by) a language: it rests on a whole series of codes, conventions and standards stabilized over decades or centuries. This unconscious also has the effect of speaking (of us) without our knowing or wanting this: it is these positioning and juxtapositioning systems which at the same time situate us and identify us, since cross-references between databases provide incredibly rich and precise traces of our every least move. The media on which these systems are based are not mass media: they do not produce messages (speeches, images, sounds) addressed to an audience. And yet they record, transmit and process – 24/7 – signals that say more (and probably more that is true) about our identities than any of the most narcissistic blogs scattered across the surface of the Web.

These are these underlying infrastructural networks that, for the last twenty years or so, the collective Bureau d’études has been attempting to map (Figure 2.1). The diagrams produced by Bureau d’études give us an overview of production systems (the agro-industry, the petroleum industry, biopharmaceuticals), financial institutions, military-police agencies and media conglomerates that completely override the usual distinctions between public and private, political and economic, administrative and technical, material and symbolic. These maps give one a feeling of vertigo at the vast number of operations of governance that are conducted via just a few main points of leverage. At the same time, their modular granularity sometimes makes it possible to place oneself very concretely at the heart of these networks of power.
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Figure 2.1 Bureau d’études, ‘Economy of the Self – Where Am I?’ (detail).



The relations of force structuring our mediarchies appear most obviously in the maps devoted to the ‘government of the mass media’ (the global media-industrial complex, the panorama of the French situation, the symptomatic case of the Lagardère group).4 But it is just as important to measure the extent to which the infrastructure of the media is inseparable from the more general infrastructure of the (re)production of our lives given the limited resources of Planet Earth. The ubiquity of the media as means of communication is inevitably linked to the ubiquity of the modes of exploitation through which their machines and agents – all of us, but some more than others – derive their livelihoods from the unsustainable looting of our natural and human resources. In our present forms, our mediarchies are at once the result, the beneficiary, the vector and the operator of this process. They demand to be approached from both sides: on the one hand, by a cartography with global ambitions, and, on the other hand, by a singular localization of each woman and each man within the concrete fabric of his or her daily relationships. The most recent work done by the Bureau d’études has tended to ask the question ‘Where am I?’ – and this also encourages the technological unconscious to be projected onto a formula dear to Freudo-Lacanian psychoanalysis, ‘là où c’était, je dois advenir’ (‘where it was, I must come to be’). For where the ubiquitous apparatuses of positioning and juxtapositioning express and build up my identity largely without my knowledge, I have to ask who I am, trying to locate where I am situated in the way the media determine my situation.



From Infrastructures to Intrastructures

A recent book by Keller Easterling draws on field investigations to explain how this inseparably technical and symbolic, material and conventional penetration of our lives takes place, reaching into their most intimate aspects. Some chapters focus on the construction of certain infrastructures such as the installation of broadband in Kenya, which reconfigures the most unexpected aspects of social life, from banking to organizing political movements and giving blood. Other chapters analyse the promulgation and implementation of ‘quality standards’ and certification standards that regulate ever more intimately our modes of production and consumption, from the ISO standards of the International Organization for Standardization to organic and fair trade labels. By juxtaposing in this way the description of the technical infrastructures (organized matter) and conventional standards (material organization), the book very effectively highlights the solidarities that govern them in parallel.

Easterling uses the term DISPOSITION for the mode of action and influence specific to this joint development of material networks and symbolic codes.5 Like the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, Easterling’s book highlights how infrastructures and external conventions condition internal operations. While the notion of infrastructure suggests a verticality separating a top from a bottom, albeit so as to affirm the relationship of determination that subjects the former to the latter, our mediarchies need to be understood through a vocabulary that rejects such a vertical separation. If ‘media determine our situation’, they certainly do so by drawing on a technical material basis which limits and conditions what can be made of that situation at higher levels by the agents who use them, but they do so mostly according to effects of disposition that permeate every level and every point of the construction that is regulated by what Easterling calls their ‘active forms’. Despite their conditioning effects, it would be misleading to situate them solely in the foundations, at the infrastructural level, for the good reason that, as we have seen many times, they are everywhere – both in the midst of the relationships that are established between us, in the milieu that surrounds us on all sides and in the very midst of the way our community’s linguistic habits make us perceive the world and consider possibilities for action in it.

Rather than infrastructures, it would be more appropriate to speak of INTRASTRUCTURES to describe the role played by the media within human collectives. The confusing topology of the mediarchy blurs the usual oppositions between top and bottom, front and back, inside and outside. Even when we try to distance ourselves from it, we can only do so from within. The concept of disposition, already present in Pierre Bourdieu and used again by Keller Easterling, has the merit of making the distinction between inside and outside more fluid – a distinction that continues to be prevalent in the uses of the term dispositif (arrangement, apparatus) so widespread today in art circles under the influence of Michel Foucault and Giorgio Agamben.6

The traditional approach to the media in terms of channels would be entirely adequate only if it also recognized us human beings and media users as having the same status: we too are channels crisscrossed, opened up, reoriented and redeployed by the same flows that simultaneously pass through them and us. Pierre Lévy gave the name ‘Moebius effect’ to this constant ‘passing from the inside to the outside and from the outside to the inside’.7 To speak of intrastructures helps to account for the triple mode of mutual inclusion between human subjects and the media: each one of us is constituted in them, at the same time as they are constituted in us, and we are constituted collectively in the relationships they establish between us.



Recursive Circularity (Feedback)

But talk about intrastructure also seems to confirm Kittler’s pessimistic verdict: ‘Understanding media … remains an impossibility precisely because the dominant information technologies of the day control all understanding and its illusions.’8 We cannot ‘comprehend’ (literally: circumscribe) the very thing that includes us. How then are we to overcome the paradox inherent in wanting to approach the media from the inside? A good way to do so may be to temporarily leave the sphere of theorization and allow ourselves to be guided by the first accident to happen, in as concrete a form as possible. For Andrew Blum, this accident took the form of a squirrel.

In his 2012 bestseller entitled Tubes, he tells how he was deprived of his Internet connection one winter’s day, and was forced to call a repairer who showed him the exact place where the animal had gnawed away his cable.9 This temporary loss of connection gave him the opportunity to retrace and map out, as concretely as possible, the journeys his data took when they left his house to seek out servers sometimes located on the other side of the world. The resulting ‘journey to the center of the Internet’ led him from one surprise to another as he discovered the belly of those intrastructures through which we discover the world. The vast majority of the countless signals exchanged between the billions of Internet users goes through just a handful of bottlenecks, as when these signals have to leave dry land to sink under the oceans. There are only a few hundred experts with enough concrete, practical knowledge of the pipes through which all this information flows between us, and who can repair the failures that threaten its proper functioning. If a malign bacterium were to contaminate one of their occasional congresses – or, more interestingly, if they were to decide to go on strike to support some noble cause – the whole Internet could quickly be paralysed. Seen from inside its PIPEWORK, the digital intrastructure turns out to be much more vulnerable and ad hoc than we might think, given the brilliant façade of instant consumerism it creates and the way it is regularly denounced for its implacable totalitarian surveillance.

The recent interest shown by English-speaking Media Studies for an ‘archaeology of the infrastructures’ on which our mediarchies are based helps us better understand where we have got to at the beginning of this third millennium. In his quest for the prehistory of the Cloud that now stores most of our personal data, Tung-Hui Hu goes against the grain in questioning the common image of it as a gaseous, diffuse and decentralized entity.10 He traces the way that the railway networks and telegraph lines set up in the nineteenth century continue to structure the circulation of electrical impulses on the surface of the planet. Analysed in its materiality rather than in its ideological illusions, the floating ubiquity of the Cloud is less a matter of satellites and virtual avatars than of air-conditioned warehouses and submarine cables.

The best models for understanding the social and political effects of the Cloud are to be sought, says Hu, in the water channels and sewerage systems built over the last three centuries. These heavily material infrastructures supply individual homes from a network that is both shared (hence the problems of contagion and protection of private life) and extremely heteronomous (since just a few strategic points can control access, throughput and operation). Far from being a diffuse structure, as people continue to say day after day, the Cloud and its platforms rely on highly centralized infrastructures, which are a step backwards to a dirigiste and paralysing era rather than being a leap forward towards more freedom and mobility. This is confirmed by Nicolas Starosielski, whose book traces the history of the construction and the maintenance logistics of the submarine cables that have connected the continents since the nineteenth century. In light of this type of study, the digital infrastructure appears to be ‘wired rather than wireless; semicentralized rather than distributed; territorially entrenched rather than deterritorialized; precarious rather than resilient; and rural and aquatic rather than urban’.11

However, here too we would miss the point if we analysed the infrastructure solely in terms of pipes and channels. The functioning of our mediarchies is less a matter of piping than of circuitry. From the point of view of mediality, the circuit is where information must circulate in a loop to produce meaning. The dynamics of this circuit rely on a crucial phenomenon, RECURSIVITY (or FEEDBACK), which muddles our habits of thought and explanation by introducing ‘a looping of the effect onto the cause and of the sign onto the thing’.12 Our common vision of communication has been profoundly marked by the model proposed by two theorists who were originally interested in optimizing the circulation of information in telephone lines so as to reduce costs, Claude Elwood Shannon and Warren Weaver, in articles and books published between 1948 and 1963 (Figure 2.2). As generally presented, this model describes communication as a linear transmission process: a source of information with a message to be communicated emits signals using a certain coding; these signals pass through a channel which conveys them to a recipient, who decodes these signals to derive from them a message that, if all goes well, will be the same message that the transmitter intended to send; most often, however, the transmission risks being scrambled by noise inherent in the channel that it must take.
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Figure 2.2 Shannon and Weaver’s communication model.



In keeping with this model, our current understanding of causality means that a cause (input) affecting a certain system entails a change whose result is seen as an effect (output). By linearly modulating the cause, we can linearly vary the effect: if I double the input of electricity in a lamp equipped with a modulator, the light produced by the bulb will also double (within certain limits). There is a feedback loop when the effect generated as the output of a system affected by a certain cause turns back on itself so as to help fuel the causal input that produces it (Figure 2.3).

Two parallel levels of reality here seem to be superimposed in a single structure. At the material level, the media constitute and propagate themselves by establishing circuits through which something (sounds generated by the mouth, letters written on paper, electrical impulses driven through cables, magnetic waves scattered through the air) moves according to what is always more or less clearly a feedback loop. Even when the medium seems to be based on the principle of an open one-way diffusion (the broadcasting of radiophonic signals, the publication of a text) rather than on a closed circuit (the telephone), one can without great difficulty reveal the feedback loop that closes the system: except for interesting but rare exceptions,13 radios continue to broadcast programmes and publishers continue to publish books and journals only to the extent that certain indications point to the effective existence of listeners and readers (audience numbers, sales figures, etc.).
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Figure 2.3 Feedback loops.



At the semiotic level, the media constitute themselves and propagate their effects through feedback loop dynamics specific to the phenomena of understanding and interpretation. ‘Information’ physically conveyed through the material circuits is transformed into ‘meaning’ only to the extent that a human subject recognizes in it the stuff that can feed the perceptual categories it projects onto it (Gestalt, concepts, schemes). The ‘HERMENEUTIC CIRCLE’ – that is, the fact that interpreters find meaning in an object of their attention only insofar as they manage to find a meaning that they themselves inject into it – represents, in the form of semiotic circularity, the same feedback dynamic that drives material circuits of communication to turn back on themselves, and biological circuits to adapt to a milieu that they then adapt to their needs. If, as material apparatuses, the media are content to record, transmit and process information, this information is transmuted into meaning for human subjectivities only insofar as they constitute feedback loop circuits.

Since mediarchies consist essentially of circuits, we can hypothesize that any evolution in mediality leads both to the SHORTENING of certain circuits and the LENGTHENING of other circuits. The printing press had the effect (after several decades) of short-circuiting the work carried out by copyists in the monasteries, but it lengthened the circuit from manuscript to copy by gradually introducing not only the humanist publisher who collated various copies to make the most reliable text, but all the steps necessary for the production of paper, the wooden press, and lead characters. The development of email short-circuits the work of the post office, but it lengthens the circuit of my messages by passing them through servers by means of which the intelligence services or the NSA can effortlessly collect all my remarks without my knowing. The Uber app on smartphones short-circuits calls to the head office of the taxi company, but it lengthens the payment channel by sending 20 per cent of the income to the coffers of the firm in California.

Observed from very far away, the mediarchy seems to be where, in the very long term, a twofold evolution is taking place. On the one hand, a tendency to automation is increasingly short-circuiting human operations, making it possible both to shorten and to accelerate circuits. But on the other hand, each short-circuiting leads to lengthenings which weave an ever more encompassing and intricate web between the various inhabitants of the planet. The ubiquity of our current media is extensive, in that their extent and grasp cover ever more finely every point of every territory on earth. But it is also intensive, in that it links ever more closely our modes of behaviour and our needs for one another, over ever more considerable distances.



Electromagnetism

The deliberately broad and flexible definitions of the media proposed in the preceding chapter certainly make it possible to detect such media as early as the prehistoric age. It must be recognized, however, that something happened during the second half of the nineteenth century, which led to the power of the media – the mediarchy attaining a hitherto unknown growth and influence. In the most common view of the history of the media, this major transformation took place, for very good reasons, in the development of the first of the major mass media, namely the periodical press, whose explosion was made possible by the rise in literacy rates, by certain technical innovations in image printing and by a telegraphic network allowing information to circulate with unprecedented speed. These effects of massification were important, but no less important was the radical change of system observed from the end of the nineteenth century onwards, one that can be attributed to a factor whose consequences we are only now beginning to measure, and which lies at the root of all the major transformations of the last 150 years: electricity.

By putting the structure of the circuit at the heart of mediality, the previous section has prepared the ground for the hypothesis which, from Marshall McLuhan to Benjamin Bratton, via Vilém Flusser, Friedrich Kittler, Jeffrey Sconce, Bernard Stiegler and Wolfgang Ernst, underlies its most stimulating visions: the circulation of electricity constitutes the fundamental command principle of the mediarchy (its archè). By discovering the electric circuit, gradually understanding its causes and learning to control its effects, the experimentalists of the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries brought to light everything that simultaneously illustrates, incarnates and raises to its ultimate power the dynamics of circulation which structures the operation of the media. For 150 years, this dynamics has tended to align itself more and more closely with the dynamics of the circulation of electricity. This latter is more and more intimately and invasively pervading every dimension of our lives – to the point that our social life is becoming as closely dependent on the circulation of electric impulses in our communication networks as our individual life is dependent on the circulation of nerve impulses within our organic body. It is easy to imagine a not so distant future where the interruption of one kind of circulation will have consequences as fatal as the interruption of the other.

Here also we need to distinguish between two parallel and superimposed levels, and also to connect them. On the one hand, in our external environments, the last 250 years have gone through a continuous process of ELECTRIFICATION. For more than a century, it was initially just a few research laboratories that were able to produce electricity (by friction, by preserving it in a Leyden jar and then a Voltaic pile) and to observe the effects. From the 1880s onwards, the first power stations came into operation, lighting up the big cities and then driving subways and trams. Since then, cables have been laid between our houses, our cities and our rich countries, to establish and improve a network whose function is to fuel our communications systems (radio, television, Internet), in addition to our trains, our machine tools and our lighting, heating and air conditioning systems.

No less important is the other side of this process, which extends and constantly intensifies the ELECTRIFYING of our inner lives. From the 1880s, there were increasing numbers of complaints about the increased nervous tension exacerbated by apparatuses fuelled by electric tension. Now that our phones accompany us in our pockets or our handbags wherever we go, our bodies vibrate every time our apparatus rings. Electrical discharge and nervous discharge are more and more intimately synchronized, and even identical. For those who take the point of view of the medium, it is electricity that speaks into my ear when I answer a phone call, it is the television that electrifies me when I watch a World Cup final.

How do our modern media electrify us? This is what the different chapters of this book will try to explain. For this first approach, one general property of electricity needs to be identified from the outset, as it best illustrates and explains why the electrical infrastructure can give rise to a mediarchical intrastructure. Also, it was between 1820 and 1890, from the discoveries of Ørsted, Ampère and Faraday to those of Maxwell and Hertz, that the intimate relations which unite the circulation of electric currents (within a closed circuit of wires) to the production of magnetic fields and waves (emitted within an open environment) were understood and formalized. In other words, the dualism hitherto observed between an approach to the media in terms of channels and one in terms of milieus is not a dualism from the point of view of the phenomena of electromagnetism. The same principle of power (archè) can modulate a voltage within a circuit or constitute a field of attraction within an environment.

When, in 1890, Gabriel Tarde, the first great theorist of audiences, described ‘social life’ as ‘terraces of consecutive and connected MAGNETIZATIONS’,14 he had in mind such phenomena as charisma, prestige, desires and beliefs that of course went back to long before the appearance of electrical media. However, he insistently resorted to electromagnetic metaphors: this was a cultural period in which sci-fi stories such as those of Albert Robida depicted a Vie électrique [Electric Life] astonishingly close to the one we are now living – with its electrical excesses that led to mental saturation (Figures 2.4 and 2.5).15 Although the relation between electromagnetic force and mediarchic conditioning was only metaphorical, this analogy is potent enough to justify giving as detailed an account of it as possible. Maybe we are being a bit too literary by taking this metaphor literally. But this gesture of allegiance to the medium of language is perhaps consistent with a radical realism that supports a more pro-vocative thesis, one that will deprive our reading of any humanistic comfort: where we attempt to see intentions and institutions set out in accordance with specific human goals, our mediarchies will reveal the effects produced by our electromagnetic apparatuses on the nerve impulse that passes through, stimulates and structure our neurons. The ‘terraces of consecutive and connected magnetizations’ envisaged by Tarde as a metaphor in 1890 may have simply become more literal with each refinement of our electromagnetic intrastructures. And this, in turn, calls for us to resort to the literary mode as we attempt to explain such developments.
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Figure 2.4 and 2.5 The electrical accident and the electricity current getting out of control. In Albert Robida’s La Vie électrique (1892).
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Interlude Two
Informational Pharmacology


Our current ways of talking about the mass media have long been hampered by a twofold misunderstanding as to the notion of information. On the one hand, the single term information has been used to cover very disparate realities. The ‘information’ conveyed by the press, radio stations, television channels and websites have little in common with the concept of information coined by ‘information theorists’. When Shannon and Weaver propose their famous diagram of the different bodies involved in communication activities (see Figure 2.2), and when they develop a mathematical approach to quantifying the circulation of information in telephone cables, they are concocting a very abstract and quite counterintuitive notion, far removed from what we spontaneously imagine to be ‘informative’. From their point of view – one that does indeed help them to reduce costs of information flow within our technical networks – the most information-laden sentence in this whole book is:

c umûl pscau, ëlesolés, û ves-fseurt pr.ïs pûô c, à

This sentence was written by earthworms whose wrigglings in a compost bin connected to a virtual typewriter produce electrical vibrations translated into a form of poetic writing.1 Despite its great wealth of information, this sentence does not ‘inform’ you about anything. So we need to distinguish between the computer notion of information-inf, which measures the unpredictable content of a sequence of signals, and the pragmatic notion of information-prag, which measures the contribution that a sequence of signals makes to guiding us in our actions. What circulates within a computer, or between servers placed in a network, is information-inf. What is exchanged between bodies acting is information-prag, i.e. meaning. Both lie at very different levels of reality and complexity – even though these levels often become entangled in the twists and folds of our spaces, our temporalities and our agency, as generated by our various media.

The information provided by our mass media has a meaning for us only because it is ultimately very poor in information-inf (in comparison, again, with the incomprehensible worm-sentence quoted in the previous paragraph). If you interrupt a recording of the newscast presented by your favourite TV anchor in the middle of a sentence, it is likely that you will be able to guess without too much trouble the syllable, the word, even the sentence that follows the point of interruption. (We could of course carry out the same experiment with a sentence in the present work, with the same results.) Inversely, information-inf as poor as that which consists, in a presidential election, of choosing to vote for one candidate rather than another actually condenses a huge amount of information-prag. Serge Abiteboul and Gilles Dowek have recently calculated that a citizen who limits his or her political participation to the electoral contests in which he or she is periodically called on to vote releases to the community about five or six bits of information per year, whereas, ‘in comparison, the amount in our domestic routers is some ten thousand billion times higher’.2 While the authors are right to point out the extreme impoverishment caused by such a rate of compression of the political signals which we are asked to send back to our governments, we still need to highlight the difference in nature between the meaning of a vote and the information to which it can be reduced with the help of a certain channel of transmission.

Let us draw two principles from this (Chapter 6 will explore their implications via the theories of Niklas Luhmann). First principle: what counts, if information is to carry meaning, is more what is repeated in it (which we barely notice) than anything new that it displays. Second principle: what gives value to the information lies more in its relevance than in its truth.

This second principle reveals the other misunderstanding that our current ways of talking about the mass media foster. A vague analogy between the life sciences and the sciences of communication inveigles us into imagining that all information is good to learn. From Plato to Hegel, and up to all those still struggling against censorship today, we repeatedly tell one another that knowledge is good, ignorance a weakness, and information a tool of emancipation. Any available information is worth collecting – so long as it is true, of course. Truth is the first, if not the only, question we ask of what is presented as information. If the information is deemed ‘untrue’ or ‘false’, it is emptied of any value. As long as it can be believed to be ‘true’, that is, corresponding to attested or attestable elements of reality, it is deemed acceptable – and one would have to do so in bad faith, or be too fastidious, to complain about being given access to this information.

However, if we reconstruct the calamitous effects nowadays generated by the main activity of our mass media, we will recognize the potentially poisonous nature of certain kinds of true information. Far from being a good in itself, (true) information is a pharmakon, that is to say, something that, depending on the circumstances, can prove to be a poison as well as a remedy. In reality, we all have a certain, generally obscure and shamefaced awareness of this pharmacological character of truth. ‘All truths are not to be told’, as popular wisdom has it. And what is called the ‘journalistic ethic’ has for decades had to cope with certain kinds of true information, or true images, that it is not appropriate to spread.

But there is a dramatic pharmacological lack of awareness behind the material that mainly circulates in our mass media these days. While slander, forgery and the undue invasion of private life are the subject of legal proceedings, what public tribunal will hear a case where we can question a journalist’s decision to inform us that, in such and such a place, ‘a crime has been committed by a youth of North African descent?’ He is simply telling us the truth, he is informing us about something that is the case. Why on earth would we criticize him for this?

However, it is crucial to recognize that, by saying this, the journalist is acting as a public poisoner – even if a crime has indeed been committed by a youth of North African descent. Why? Because what counts is not only the truth of the facts, but the relevance of the information. Because the new things that we say are often less important than the things we repeat that are already known; and because the decision to say one thing rather than another is just as decisive as the fact of telling a lie or the truth.

Let us look briefly at the three active principles that poison the ordinary information broadcast daily by our local press and our national TV channels. From all that has happened over the last twenty-four hours, why talk about this crime, thus feeding into the obsessive sense of an omnipresent and ever-increasing threat – even though the numbers of violent assaults have actually been dropping for decades and centuries? Why choose this crime rather than the many heroic gestures that are daily performed, to general indifference? The poison here is the atmosphere of fear maintained in a perfectly artificial way, in a population in which a generalized suspicion adds to the number of violent situations invading our screens. The first requirement is that we must be given the means to question the general effects produced by individual pieces of information.

The second poison is this: why mention the marked social group to which the aggressor belongs (North African, Muslim, refugee, immigrant), while it is rarely pointed out that it is a good old French ‘native’, a fervent supporter of secularism, who has just defrauded the tax authorities of millions of euros? From among all the epithets that can be used to describe a person, an eighteenth-century periodical would probably not have failed to label the author of a reprehensible act as an ‘unbeliever’ (incroyant), where our contemporary mass media refer to his or her neighbourhood, religion or ethnicity. Here the poison lies in the choice of label, whose effect is to reinforce stereotypes, to bolster discrimination and therefore, yet again, to contribute actively to the reproduction of what we claim to be describing objectively. The second requirement is that we must ensure we have the means to question the mechanisms that ensure that our description of certain realities is an integral part of the (re)production of those realities.

The third poison is this: why stick to the simplistic and reductive approach of an individualistic ideology that isolates personal acts without setting them in the context of social factors? The framing effect of standard journalistic discourse presents us with facts implicitly attributed to a (bad) individual will: this flies in the face of all the knowledge accumulated over almost two centuries by the social sciences, which highlight the collective dynamics that condition our individual wishes. The poison here consists of stoking our emotional reactions to people and social groups, instead of helping us understand effects whose causes we could modify. The third requirement is that the reporting of any individual act that does not also provide statistical data setting it in the context of collective causality should be considered pernicious.

Many critiques of the ‘merdias’ [shit media] and other ‘journalopes’ [bastard journalists] simply stir up a hateful resentment that cannot in any way be endorsed. The excessive nature of such attacks, however, does not exonerate a profession whose mainstream behaviour plays a central role in the most pernicious dynamics of our mediarchies. Even apart from the shameless lies now attributed, perhaps a little too glibly, to an era described as ‘post-truth’, the systemic production of hatred that plays into the hands of Haider, Blocher, Le Pen, Orbán, Trump and others can largely be explained by the opportunism of xenophobic ideologues (Rush Limbaugh, Éric Zemmour), whose language is, unwittingly but not innocently, fuelled day after day by modes of reporting that are insufficiently aware of their cumulative effects.

Our mediarchies will continue to be distilleries of poisons for as long as every journalist – and each of us individually – fails to realize that ‘true information’ is a pharmakon of the greatest potential toxicity, depending on how it is named and how it is framed. We train our pharmacists and our surgeons not to distribute pills and wield their scalpels indiscriminately. How long will it take for our mediarchies to develop a pharmacological approach to information?
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3
UNFOLDING MEDIARCHY


Of our relation to the media in general we could use the title of a recent book by danah boyd on the more particular issue of the social life of connected teens: it’s complicated!1 Thanks to the definition adopted by Jussi Parikka, we also realize that this complication is inherent in what media do: they fold and refold spaces, temporalities and agencies. So, now that we have raised issues of labelling and intrastructure, let us attempt to unfold, just a little, the extreme complication of our mediarchies. This will be an opportunity to go a little more precisely into the nature of the operations carried out by the media – and thus into the way they can be classified on the bases of these operations.


Eight Attributes of Mediality

Marshall T. Poe is wary of the woolliness of most theories of the media. He criticizes the descendants of Marshall McLuhan, Theodor Adorno, Guy Debord and Jean Baudrillard for throwing out endless cookie-cutter statements that cannot easily be refuted. He turns instead to the much more concrete and more empirical work of Harold Innis, which originally focused on the construction of the Canadian railway system, on the fur trade and on cod fishing; here he finds a somewhat more positivist conceptual framework for the analysis of the media. Apart from a seven-rule model explaining how the media emerge (i.e., their productive causes), Poe systematizes and complements Innis’s work by formulating a list of eight attributes of the media: these are deemed to explain their effects on social life. Accepting, with almost everyone else, that media are ‘tools that we use[d] to send, receive, store, and retrieve messages’, he deduces eight parameters characterizing the way a medium can be more or less ‘practical’, depending on the needs that impel its user to resort to it:

Accessibility: the availability of a medium itself.

Privacy: the covertness with which data can be transmitted in a medium.

Fidelity: the faithfulness with which data can be transmitted in a medium.

Volume: the quantity in which data can be transmitted in a medium.

Velocity: the speed with which data can be transmitted in a medium.

Range: the distance over which data can be transmitted in a medium.

Persistence: the duration over which data can be preserved in a medium.

Searchability: the efficiency with which data can be found in a medium.2

The author notes, however, that these parameters are present in the majority of the media to a certain extent, and the practical question that arises is not usually the presence or absence of a certain attribute, but rather of its cost (in terms of monetary payment, labour, time, energy, etc.). The network that will be formed around each medium will therefore be configured in accordance with the human needs that it meets and the costs involved in its use. Poe draws up a list of formulae, sometimes debatable but always very suggestive, grouped together in a general table showing the social implications of the performances of each medium according to each attribute (Figure 3.1).

The combinations thus generated shed light on the most varied problems. We will focus on just three illustrations, the first touch of which relates to ACCESSIBILITY. Because it is very expensive in time, effort and cultural capital to become familiar with the rich arcana of French spelling, which preserves the trace of etymological roots unknown to those who have not studied Latin and Greek, the ability to write a text that respects the norms of that spelling has been concentrated in a limited proportion of the population, thereby fostering social effects of hierarchization and elitism (illustrating the formula Accessibility → Concentration vs Diffusion → Hierarchization vs Equality).

Taking the opposite tack to the common complaints that see acceleration as liable to suffocate us, Poe suggests that the VELOCITY allowed by a medium be viewed as a condition for the establishment of a dialogical network, and consequently a factor promoting the values of democratic expressivity. Conversely, slowness of circulation makes it more difficult to provide an answer, thus favouring monolingualism and contributing to dictatorial values (following the formula Velocity → Dialogism vs Monologism → Democratization vs Dictatorship). Despite the criticisms and counterexamples that can be easily be levelled against such a formula (after all, the current modes of governance are often dictatorial precisely because the tempos they impose prohibit any moderately thoughtful response), this idea can reveal, behind certain critiques of acceleration, the lamentation of authority figures resentful at the fact that just about anybody has the time to answer back to diktats that were only ever meant to be obeyed.


[image: ]
[image: ]

Figure 3.1 Marshall T. Poe, Table summarizing the attributes of the media and their effects.



Source: Marshall T. Poe, A History of Communications: Media and Society from the Evolution of Speech to the Internet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), pp. 23–24.

Finally, the last attribute, the SEARCHABILITY of a medium, namely the degree of ease with which it can search, locate and retrieve the data it stores, constitutes the difference between networks that welcome novices (being quick to provide them with a map which they can use to orient themselves autonomously), and networks that, on the contrary, require one to be already familiar with their functioning in order to find what one is seeking from them. At the two poles of this latter attribute (governed by the formula Searchability → Cartography vs Familiarity → Amateurization vs Professionalization), Poe suggests that this shows, on the one hand, an appreciation of individual autonomy and amateur enterprise and, on the other, the value of collective interdependence and professional expertise.

As can be seen, the formulas drawn from the variations and implications of these eight attributes elegantly stake out an enormous field of research, which has been the subject of empirical investigations developed for several decades by the sciences of information and communication (which Poe prefers to the abstract gesticulations of theoreticians). So this is a way of characterizing what the media do, in their enormous diversity and in the infinite multiplicity of their effects. Despite its laudable aspiration to completeness, this approach does not exhaust the question. Other forms of response deserve to be mentioned more briefly.



Modulations of Presences

Despite the founding adage behind the theories we are surveying here (‘the medium is the message’), the actual aim of the media is the transmitting of ‘contents’. One first way to stick close to McLuhan’s formula without abandoning the fact that the media do have content is through the statement (also purportedly an aphorism) that ‘the “content” of any medium is always another medium’.3 The hypothesis seems to be historically true. The first films were conceived as moving photographs (in the Lumière brothers’ version) or as illusionist theatre scenes with a few extra tricks (in the Méliès version). For many of those who witnessed the first wave of personal computers in the 1980s, the digital medium was reduced to a typewriter with a few extraordinary add-ons (printing a corrected version without having to retype everything, the copy/paste facility, being able to correspond instantly and for free by email). The vocabulary still in use – ‘desktop’, ‘file’, ‘folder’, ‘spreadsheet’, as well as the paperclip icon designating documents attached to a message – testifies to this phenomenon of RE-MEDIATION: the primary content of the new digital medium started out as another medium (the typescript).

The presence of another medium within a medium is not enough, however, to account for the problems posed by the relation to its content. By recording and transmitting iconic or symbolic data, by folding spaces, temporalities and agencies, the media function as modulators of presence.4 Neither the presence of the represented reality nor that of the medium itself is ever pure or perfectly separable from the other reality. Each medium, and indeed each use of the medium, establishes a particular mixture of the co-presence of an elsewhere, distant in time, with the here and now. This, after all, is what the media do: they enrich and multiply, and even disperse, but above all complicate our modes of presence – in the sense that, as we have already seen, the complication results etymologically from a process of folding and refolding.

By examining in depth the issues related to re-mediation, Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin have highlighted the coexistence of two seemingly contradictory logics within this production of representative content by the media. The first logic is that of IMMEDIACY, which aims to make the medium as transparent and invisible as possible, so that the attention to which this medium is addressed focuses as directly – as immediately – as possible on the content represented. When, in front of a painting from the classical age, I see the personage, situation or landscape portrayed rather than the artist’s handling of the paint on the surface of the canvas; when a photograph or a recording show me the face of my grandmother, or enable me to listen to a seminar given by Gilles Deleuze, twenty years after their deaths, the call of immersion makes me dive into the absent but represented reality just as if I were in its actual presence. More generally, immediacy is based on ‘the belief in some necessary contact point between the medium and what it represents’.5 This impression of contact, deemed to ensure the presence of the represented via representation, can of course consist in superficial phenomena of resemblance, in accordance with the laws of perspective or the dominant norms of realism – laws that are considered (or perceived) as ‘natural’ and as providing a kind of zero degree of deformation. It can also rest on the neutral automatism of the recording apparatus, as is the case with the ‘ontology of the photographic image’ theorized by André Bazin, and later by Roland Barthes when he identifies the emotion proper to photography as the feeling that ‘that has been’.6

It is this same structure of immediacy that Vilém Flusser illuminates when he sets television apart from all previous forms of representation. Even the cinema, whose big screen seems phenomenologically very close to the small screen, is descended from painting, onto which a subjectivity projects what it has managed to observe in the world. The proper model of television, however, is not a ‘motion picture’ as in the cinema, but a window.7 The fundamental novelty of television in the middle of the twentieth century lay in its ability to show, live, to millions of people across the whole planet (in ‘world coverage’), something that was happening that very moment at a certain point of the globe (a football match, the coronation of a princess, an Oscars ceremony, a hostage-taking). To the ‘that has been’ of photography, television responds by an ‘it’s happening now’. When its use is not reduced to a vulgar ‘home cinema’, the extension of the senses brought about by television places us in front of an expandable window that can be moved to wherever an information agency decides that there is something important to hear and see. Of course, there can also be a powerful experience of immediacy when I play a purely fictional video game and the VR helmet provides my sensory apparatus with stimuli which seem so real that my body reacts by activating its motor reflexes. In front of the window of the small screen, as in the full sensory immersion of the VR helmet, the medium seems to erase its intermediation to give an access perceived as direct and transparent to the absent reality that is represented.8

The second logic analysed by Bolter and Grusin is that of HYPERMEDIACY in which, as opposed to immediacy, the medium itself (with its surface, its materiality, etc.), its frames, its apparatus, its functions and its displays are all in the foreground. Instead of making itself transparent and, as it were, absent so as to reveal a distant presence displayed through it, the medium exhibits its own presence, its opacity, its distortions and its interferences. Hypermediacy is manifested, for example, through our use of computer screens: while their high definition allows us in principle to immerse ourselves in wonderfully realistic and immersive sensory experiences, we often find ourselves opening a multiplicity of windows simultaneously, sometimes occupying the visual space with more frames than contents (Figure 3.2). This is not only due to the use of the computer for work rather than for entertainment. Video games spend fortunes on providing us with fully immersive sensory experiences, but at the same time they split the screen with framing effects by inserting command tables and displaying scores and other statistical indicators. Immediacy and hypermediacy initially seemed to be directly contradictory and incompatible with each other: either I am immersed in the represented world and believe myself to be part of it; or I pay attention to the interface of the medium and the effect of transparency is abolished. In reality, the two modes of presence can be concomitant:


If the logic of immediacy leads one either to erase or to render automatic the act of representation, the logic of hypermediacy acknowledges multiple acts of representation and makes them visible. Where immediacy suggests a unified visual space, contemporary hypermediacy offers a heterogeneous space, in which representation is conceived of not as a window on to the world, but rather as ‘windowed’ itself – with windows that open on to other representations or other media. The logic of hypermediacy multiplies the signs of mediation and in this way tries to reproduce the rich sensorium of human experience…. Just as the World Wide Web best exemplifies the logic of hypermediacy, virtual reality is the clearest (most transparent!) example of the logic of transparent immediacy.9





The Multiplication of Intermediate Worlds

In The Language of New Media, Lev Manovich attempts to draw the consequences of this observable coexistence between modes of presence that are a priori incompatible with each other, and sees them as a characteristic of digital cultures. ‘While existing theories of illusionism assume that the subject acts strictly as a viewer, new media, more often than not, turn the subject into a user.’10 Unlike theatre and cinema spectators, immobilized and isolated in their seats so as to better be absorbed in the work presented to them, gamers and Web surfers must constantly intervene physically in the unfolding of what the screen proposes to them. Through clicks, drop-down menus and joysticks, they use images that function as instruments, and not only as representations:


In contrast to such totalizing realism [as in traditional theatre and cinema], new media aesthetics has a surprising affinity to twentieth-century leftist avant-garde aesthetics. Playwright Bertolt Brecht’s strategy of revealing the conditions of an illusion’s production, echoed by countless other leftist artists, has become embedded in hardware and software themselves. Similarly, Walter Benjamin’s concept of ‘perception in the state of distraction’ has found a perfect realization…. The subject is forced to oscillate between the roles of viewer and user, shifting between perceiving and acting, between following the story and actively participating in it. During one segment, the computer screen presents the viewer with an engaging cinematic narrative. Suddenly the image freezes, menus and icons appear, and the viewer is forced to act – make choices, click, push buttons.11
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Figure 3.2 Hypermediacy: the multiplicity of open windows on our screens.



Manovich gives the name METAREALISM to this attitude of constant oscillation between immersion and emergence, perception and action, belief and disbelief. Far from being restricted to the technical apparatuses that ensure our access to the world of video games and the enchantments of the Internet, metarealism in his view is a much broader phenomenon, part of a cultural change that the 1980s identified with the ‘postmodern’. It is our entire relationship to ‘ideology’ – to political programmes, advertising hype, philosophical systems and aesthetic movements – that stems from metarealism: faced with all these discourses that appeal to us to endorse them, we are constantly oscillating between closeness and distance, belief and scepticism, enthusiasm and self-critique, commitment and irony.

However, such a bimodal posture (believing without believing) is based on the attitude that we cultivate towards fictional illusion in general.12 While reading a novel, while attending a theatrical presentation, we are able to have one foot in fictional immersion (which explains why our pulse accelerates when the protagonist is having a tough time), while keeping one foot in pragmatic reality (we can turn the page in the book, ask if the smell of burning is coming from a firecracker set off onstage or from a fire breaking out), or even inventing a third leg, as it were, resting on critical reflection (questioning the choice of a word or a sound effect). Alfonso Iacono has eloquently explored some of the mechanisms of this bimodality, taking from Alfred Schütz the notion of INTERMEDIARY WORLDS, and showing that we always live within a plurality of worlds (operational, memory-based and fictional) that are simultaneously superimposed, staggered and heterogeneous, allowing us to evaluate the merits of the one relative to the inadequacies of the others.13

It is not only as vectors of fiction that the media complicate our modes of presence by multiplying the points of reference that we can find in such intermediate worlds. What I learn from the TV news or from reading an email sent from a long way away modulates my presence to my immediate environment just as much as what I can draw from an immersive experience in a video game. Beyond the famous examples of Don Quixote and Madame Bovary, who warned us a long time ago of the difficulties that we may encounter in separating fictional worlds from real worlds, the much more fundamental – and more complicated – problem is knowing how to situate ourselves in the entangled web of the intermediate worlds to which our media give us access, which absorb ever more of our waking time and connect us ever more immediately to an ever increasing number of experiences.

Metarealism does not simply distance us from realities that we view with a disengaged irony; it makes us feel that we cannot stay outside (and even less look down on) the medialities that we use as our instruments. Like the characters depicted by the designers Ruppert & Mulot (Figure 3.3), we cannot handle our media – so complicated and so complicating – without ourselves becoming the target of what we are targeting through them. Through ever more extended and intricate feedback loops, we increasingly risk seeing what we have targeted in the distance exploding right in our faces.

Rather than being surprised when some subjectivities blow a fuse and start shooting down passers-by or blowing themselves up with explosive belts, we would be better advised to marvel at the fact that the vast majority of us do not get (completely) lost in this unprecedented complexity. The difficulty is not understanding what the media do: they constantly modulate our presence by multiplying our intermediate worlds. The real problem is finding our way among them. And the real source of surprise should be the poverty of the apparatuses we devise to stop us getting lost.
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Figure 3.3 Ruppert & Mulot, Bow and Rifle.
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Interlude Three
Affective Meteorologies


How can we best describe what circulates through the mass media? We have seen that the notion of ‘information’ was something of a dead end, tending to muddy the waters of journalistic responsibility rather than helping us understand the issues. Would it be better to say that the mass media convey ‘clichés’ that take the form of stereotypical images, stories and snippets of discourse? Doubtless, even if this seems to involve a value judgement that does not necessarily have to be a judgement. We will see things more clearly, perhaps, if we say that the media transmit affections.

What is an ‘affection’? Something that affects us, that is, something that happens to us from the outside, with the effect of changing our inner state. Spinoza dedicated the larger part of his Ethics (1677) to conceiving, detailing and mapping out the affects that both result from and condition our interactions with our environment. Spinoza’s term ‘affectus’ has been translated as ‘passion’, ‘feeling’ and ‘emotion’, but if we stick closer to the original Latin we will best be able to grasp all the power of this concept. In particular, Spinozan affect combines an acknowledgement of our passivity with the basis for our activity.1

To be sad, happy, jealous, in love, hateful, indignant, surprised, disgusted or excited, is – according to the classical philosophical doctrines – to be subjected to a passion whose primary cause is external to us. I am saddened by the illness of a relative, rejoice when he recovers, indignant at a piece of scandalous news, aroused by a sexually provocative photograph. These are all external realities that affect me like a puppet whose strings they seem to pull. And yet these same affects are also the motivations behind my actions in the situations that occur: it is because I am jealous that I keep an eye on my partner, it is because I am indignant that I participate in a street protest. Within my mental dynamics, affects play the role of an interface between what impinges on me from the outside and the actions I perform in response.

This function of interface, thwarting any simplistic opposition between passivity and activity, leads Spinoza to value a seemingly paradoxical faculty: the power-to-be-affected. While we tend to think of power as an ability to affect (actively) the rest of the world, Spinoza suggests that the more we can be affected, the better we can affect in return. This apparent paradox is the paradox of sensitivity: inasmuch as a human being is more sensitive than a pebble, he or she is exposed to a whole series of pains from which the mineral is immune (it is neither jealous nor sad nor surprised nor disgusted). At the same time, because they are sensitive to a tremendous number of factors in their environments, humans have developed amazing powers to act on a wide range of these factors. Sensitivity (exposure to being affected) is therefore constitutive of our power as human agents.

If the media, in the founding definition given by Marshall McLuhan, are extensions that extend our sensitivities, then they also constitute an essential part of our power – at the same time and by the very fact that they expose us to being affected by ever more phenomena which are ever more distant (in time as in space). To describe what circulates in these affects with greater precision, we can resort to a term that is found in Spinoza’s Ethics but very rarely used there: the term ‘affection’ (affectio) which coexists with that of ‘affect’ (affectus). Affection, shall we say, represents the sensible reality which, through the mediation of the media, affects our mental state. Affection is the moment of objectivity (the physical sensation) of a relationship to the world of which affect comprises the subjective moment (the felt emotion).

Our mediarchies, then, need to be understood as regimes of power within which the media are vectors of affections operating as catalysts of affects. As individual political agents, we are driven, moved, mobilized by the affections that reach our senses from the outside world. As social subjects, we are swept away by the collective movements of imitation of, and opposition to, the affects that structure our communities. As vectors of affections and as catalysts of affects, the media are at once the source, the heart and the horizon of the political sphere. The work they perform structures ever more decisively what Walter Benjamin identified as the Medium par excellence: the perceptual field in which the stimuli that reach us from our environment, as well as from our own bodies, make sense.

Like meteorological phenomena, the collective dynamics that help to form our affects are structured by certain systemic attractions. There involve apparently erratic impulses which, considered over the longest term, actually repeat recurring forms. Although the heterarchical nature of mediarchy prevents us from discovering any deep-seated law, any totalizing project, any Machiavellian intention or any mainspring of self-interest governing its own course and providing the reason for its movements, these movements are nonetheless responses to a dynamic system similar to meteorological phenomena. Individual affective catalyses performed by a particular medium at a particular moment by conveying such affections are structured by relatively stable attractors, which are to be regarded as the properties of the media environment.

For example: when a candidate in the US presidential elections repeatedly comes out with the most loud-mouthed declarations and the most unseemly gestures, the mass media cannot fail to broadcast his histrionics, which are too outrageous and thus too spectacular not to hit the headlines. The indignation, and indeed detestation, of the journalists who most scathingly denounce these provocations simply adds fuel to the flames they claim they are trying to extinguish. The structure of the media environment irresistibly attracts the collective attention towards something that most of those involved hate having to deal with. The intensified personalization of the electoral contests, the demand for prominence imposed by an economy of attention that relies on ever shorter formats, the shock effect provoked by disgust for the dominant norms, the frantic pace of the news that needs to be made new over and over again, the absence of any distancing context of memory (drowned as it is under the urgency of the news), the competition for audience figures maintained by the need to ensure huge advertising revenues: these are all factors which – like pressure, temperature, air density and humidity in meteorology – form a turbulent dynamic system attracting the mediarchic environment towards certain recurrent states. Each of the histrionic statesman’s new little performances becomes the affection of the day, reproduced on all the screens, catalysing its share of affects that differ with the social groups among which it is spread (indignation, hatred, admiration, hope, fear). Contrary to what our democratic credulity tries to believe, what is really expressed through the ubiquitous broadcasting of such sallies is neither the opinions of a politician desperately seeking popularity, nor the expectations, frustrations or hopes of the demos, the people, who are supposed to recognize themselves in him (or in opposition to him). It is, rather, the need for circulation proper to the dynamic system formed by the heterarchy of the media institutions.

Here is a counterexample. If you formulate the most irrefutable narratives, arguments, figures and graphs to demonstrate that our unsustainable consumerism is pushing the human race towards a collapse that will involve unprecedented suffering, you will remain completely inaudible within our contemporary mediarchies. Of course, occasional signs of this process, and indeed the sermons of the collapsologists, sometimes gain a hearing. But even when this happens, our affective meteorologies respond to this type of affection in the same way that an arid desert absorbs a few rare raindrops: it preserves barely any perceptible trace of them. The attractors around which the circulation of our images, our stories and our arguments is organized systematically repress the affects that should result from such affections.

So, what is measured by an electoral consultation in the mediarchic environment, where the ecologists’ platform will attract only about 10 per cent of the votes cast? Neither the will nor the interests of the citizens forming the demos, but the state of the mediarchic system itself, the meteorology of the affects that it tends to catalyse within this demos by virtue of the affections it circulates there. Should we bewail this fact? Not necessarily. We should complain about it when its turbulent processes place at the helm of our political institutions delusional egotists, incendiary fanatics or fundamentalist accountants, who sacrifice our physical, social and cultural environments to their suicidal fancies. But it would be futile to hope that an intensely medialized society could ever escape the inevitable conditioning exercised by the media on our affective dynamics. Democracy remains a very fine subject for practical experimentation, so long as the speculations to which it gives rise do not blind us to the ‘inconstructible part’2 of our affective meteorology.
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4
EQUIPPING MEDIARCHY


How can tucks and folds comprise a reality endowed with a certain power? And, above all, what are they made of? What type of ‘matter’ constitutes them? How does this matter take one form rather than another? In other words: how do these media, deliberately treated on an abstract level in the previous chapters, take on concrete form?

Paradoxically, the best way to answer these questions of matter and concreteness is to go via another abstraction, which we hope will provide a point at which the circulation of ideas can be firmly anchored in the circulations of energy. The concept of ‘apparatus’ (appareil) plays a central role in the vision of the media that the present work is endeavouring to promote, and the function of this chapter is to highlight the relevant issues.


The Power of Apparatuses

Ordinary language gives us quite a good intuitive grasp of what an apparatus is: the material result of an artificial construction assembling various compound elements in order to facilitate the performance of certain operations. We are used to imagining the media as apparatuses: the printed book, magic lantern (Figure 4.1), television set, video game console, camera, smartphone, hammer and chisel, radio antenna, Internet router, typewriter, record player, GoPro camera, DVD, microphone, video projector, etc.1 In the continuum mentioned in the first chapter between the intermediary and the mediator, which Bruno Latour saw as the two main poles, the apparatus falls into the in-between area characteristic of the ‘intermediator’. A USB cable, although perfectly artificial, is too simple, not sufficiently complicated, to deserve the term ‘apparatus’. Even though the designation ‘state apparatus’ refers to the actions of human beings, a diplomat is too subjectivized to be seen as an apparatus. Only the bureaucratic organization, with its technical rigidities, can be perceived as such – and in fact all the apparatuses mentioned in the heterogeneous list above can only function within a network acting as a collective apparatus maintained by its officials. The notion of composition thus plays a central role in our conception of apparatuses: they result from a certain MATCHING (appariement) which has assembled heterogeneous bits of reality to make them contribute artificially to the same operation.
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Figure 4.1 Two apparatuses: the solar microscope (24) and a magic lantern capable of projecting a moving image (22).



If we explore the other verbal resonances that form a constellation around the word apparatus, it will help to grasp its conceptual scope, as its connections demarcate with remarkable precision what exactly the media do. These consist of a manipulation of APPEARANCES (apparences) that affects us by playing on the surface of things: a circular saw, a paper mill, a refrigerator are indeed apparatuses, but we do not recognize them as media because their main function is not to modify (record, transmit, process) appearances. In France’s classical age, the term ‘pompeux appareil’ [‘pompous apparatus’] was used to describe the meticulous care devoted to pomp and ceremonial ‘apparat’: this old sense still hovers in the background, as our apparatuses of mediality have the primary function of modulating appearances, operating on and with the surface of things – the nakedness of the ‘simplest apparatus’ being in this area merely the choice of one surface among others.2

Lying somewhere between this manipulation of appearances and the collective power of an administrative body (a ‘party apparatus’), our media equipment is easily suspected of producing effects of resemblance and homogenization. If the apparatuses of mediality result from the matching (appariement) of pieces collected for one and the same operation, they often have the effect, if not the vocation, of making those they address seem similar (pareils). The attention to semblance seems to demand a resemblance. If EQUIPMENT (appareillage) consists first and foremost, etymologically speaking, in a set of preparations (apprêts), this is usually a collective work in which the destiny of the collective is played out. Typically, we equip or rig out (appareiller) a ship: we prepare it for the sea, and on this preparation will depend our ability to return to port together, safe and sound. If the French word APPAREILLAGE designates both the preparation of the ship (before leaving) and the process of leaving the port (once preparations are complete), it may be the French technical term of APPARAUX [tackle, gear, equipment] which explains this ambiguity: it means, on a boat, the materials intended for heavy manoeuvres requiring the use of force – loading and unloading as well as stowing and shifting. The apparatuses of mediality are apparaux [tackle] in that their modulating of appearances and presences involves real ‘tours de force’, mainly thanks to the way they multiply their effects.

In addition to its etymological resonances and its connotations in the vocabulary of the navy, the term apparatus (appareil), as commonly used these days, also helps us understand three major aspects of the way the media operate. On the one hand, it summons up the image of an object small enough to be manageable: we speak of appliances (‘household apparatuses’) to refer to whatever we can have at home and can handle without professional expertise, although everyone can, of course, increase their competence in handling them. Similarly, the media, in their material and instrumental (or pragmatic) reality are, first and foremost, things that we manipulate, that we tinker with, that we fiddle with, that we adjust according to trial and error.

Meanwhile, at the other end of the spectrum from this manipulable size which constitutes the scale proper to our individual agency, the media also govern collective behaviour on a very large scale: here we find the notion of apparatuses of power that helps explain the rigidity and the sense of having to follow a line that are specific to their institutional, administrative and bureaucratic dimension. So one and the same word covers the whole gamut of possibilities, from the fiercely independent artist, who tinkers with what lies to hand so as to inject new appearances into our social exchanges, up to the civil servant in thrall to the red tape that dictates the diffusion or restriction of information.

Finally, even if the term ‘apparatus’ sometimes refers to instruments resting on purely mechanical or chemical operations (a camera from the age when silver was used in the photographic process), the vast majority of what we now consider to be apparatuses are based on the use of electromagnetic forces. As we saw at the end of Chapter 2, mediality today needs to be thought of on the basis of the properties of electromagnetism.

It was Vilém Flusser who, halfway between Marshall McLuhan and the current theories of digital media, most suggestively formulated the problems posed by our mediarchies. This is doubtless because he placed the notion of apparatus at the heart of his whole outlook. Flusser’s APPARATUSES were initially conceived in terms of their ability to foster automatization and thus to short-circuit certain longstanding human activities; then, the focus was on their ability to programme and model our future activities, as well as their ‘black box’ effects, which removed their operations from our individual understanding and control. Known under similar names in the various languages Flusser used – Apparat, apparatus, aparato – his apparatuses provide us with fundamental notion from which to construct a theory of mediality. It is symptomatic that the best-known book in Flusser’s little-known oeuvre – entitled Towards a Philosophy of Photography, but translated into Portuguese as Filosofia da Caixa Preta [‘Philosophy of the Black Box’] – is devoted to the technical properties as well as the social implications of our uses of the camera. The main features of the apparatus are nicely condensed in the entry on Flusser in a recently published dictionary which aims to spread the fame of this fascinating nomadic thinker:


[The apparatus] does not function linearly and historically, but automatically, post-industrially, without finality, according to a certain (post-historical) programme, mutating incessantly as feedback loops are established between the apparatus itself and the officials who use it and serve it, … according to the types of ontological relations which we establish with it, both as an instrument and as a model.3



We make apparatuses function, and this turns us into their functionaries: they cannot serve us as instruments without enslaving us in return to the model which they disseminate. The automatism that is their main virtue necessarily undermines the purposes within which we think we can contain them. Linear thinking, through which centuries of history marked by the dominance of writing have taught us to view the nature of causality, can no longer explain a world in which audiovisual apparatuses play a growing role. All these implications are closely folded into one another within these few formulations: it will need the rest of the present work for them to be unfolded in their concrete consequences. Before we proceed to this unfolding, we need to take the risk of going further into abstraction (this will be the last step we take in this direction) so as to try and conceive in a more fundamental way how apparatuses are operators of power in the empire of our mediarchies.



Agential Cuts

To elucidate the way apparatuses are used, let us make a detour via California – more precisely via the University of Santa Cruz, where a very original strand of ideas has been developing for the last twenty years, a hybrid of feminism, history of science, anthropology and political philosophy, led by such significant thinkers as Donna Haraway and Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing. In a significantly titled book (Meeting the Universe Halfway), Karen Barad has derived several radical epistemological consequences from the principle of complementarity developed by the Danish physicist Niels Bohr to solve the paradox of physical realities presented alternatively as particles or as waves depending on the apparatus used to measure them.4 In the Young slits experiment, often used to give a summary view of the problem, when we project electrons through the two slits, the electrons seem to behave like corpuscles in that their impact is at a single point, as if a particle had struck the sensitive wall placed behind the slots (Figure 4.2). And yet, when there are several projections of electrons, their distribution is typical of wave-like entities, marked by phenomena of diffraction and interference.
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Figure 4.2 The Young slits experiment.



The solution proposed by Niels Bohr concluded that the elements observed in physical reality, for example electrons, are ‘in themselves’ neither waves nor particles, but materialize in one form or the other depending on their interaction with this or that type of measuring apparatus. Barad derives a number of concepts and principles from this. First, she observes the parallelism between, on the one hand, the way in which scientists construct their arguments so as to find meaning in what they observe and, on the other hand, the way observed reality materializes in one form or another within an experimental apparatus. Meaning and matter are intimately entangled, as the subtitle of her work suggests – and as is suggested by the English language, which uses the same word to refer (objectively) to matter (as in ‘stuff’ or ‘material’) and also to the (subjective) meaning and importance that something assumes for someone (‘it matters to me’). The procedures of materialization and linguistic expression develop in parallel, as two sides of the same process of MATTERING – a process that could be seen as providing matter for both action and debate.

While it is illuminating to conceive the observer, the measuring apparatus and the object observed as ‘interacting’ with each other, this formulation misleadingly implies that these three entities are endowed with an a priori independent (separate) existence, and that they only meet temporarily before returning to their original and ultimate state of separation. But what is troubling about quantum physics is that it strives to understand, not an episodic encounter between independent individuals, but an inseparability inherent in the very thing that our whole universe is made of – the material of the milieu that not only surrounds us, but constitutes us. Karen Barad thus replaces the vocabulary of interaction with a vocabulary of INTRA-ACTION. ‘Meeting the universe halfway’, trying to understand the processes of mattering through which the universe, inextricably, inseparably, materializes for our senses and makes sense for our practices, leads us to think of an internal agency in this universe, this matter, this meaning. This agency is not a piecemeal affair: intra-action is iterative (repetitive), stabilizing certain configurations around certain borders marked by our apparatuses of measurement and perception. What appears to us as matter is what provides matter for meaning by repeating itself.

Clearly, the ‘agential realism’ developed by Karen Barad to explain the bewildering conclusions of Bohr’s quantum physics is a particularly suggestive frame in which to understand what the media, those peculiar apparatuses, actually do. Let us read – slowly, and perhaps a couple of times over – the six-point characterization that Barad proposes:


(1) apparatuses are specific material-discursive practices (they are not merely laboratory setups that embody human concepts and take measurements); (2) apparatuses produce differences that matter – they are boundary-making practices that are formative of matter and meaning, productive of, and part of, the phenomena produced; (3) apparatuses are material configurations/dynamic reconfigurings of the world; (4) apparatuses are themselves phenomena (constituted and dynamically reconstituted as part of the ongoing intra-activity of the world); (5) apparatuses have no intrinsic boundaries, but are open-ended practices; and (6) apparatuses are not located in the world but are material configurations or reconfigurings of the world that re(con)figure spatiality and temporality as well as (the traditional notion of) dynamics (i.e., they do not exist as static structures, nor do they merely unfold or evolve in space and time).5



Let’s take a calmer look at some of these formulas, in the many variations that Barad gives of them, so as to measure the precision with which they describe what the media do. ‘Apparatuses are practices of mattering through which intelligibility and materiality are constituted (along with an excluded realm of what doesn’t matter).’6 This statement overlaps neatly with the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis discussed in Chapter 2, as well as with the process of agenda-setting observed in the mass media: the language in which we communicate, as well as the institutions that circulate the issues we are discussing collectively, constitute in parallel the intelligibility and materiality of our world, since we largely base our material actions on the causal relations we think we can grasp. This is true not only of what we perceive at a distance – the ‘information’ that comes to us through the extensions of our perceptual capacities made possible by the media – but also applies to our most ‘immediate’ (immedial) and intimate sensory experiences. This is the PERFORMATIVE source of the almost magical (mediumistic) efficiency of the media: they help to bring into being what they are talking about (as when a priest says ‘I baptize you’). By providing (or not) matter for debate, they provide (or not) matter for action.

Despite appearances, the detour through the ‘queer’ epistemology of quantum physics did not really take us very far from the most interesting theories of mediality. In her analysis of the emergence of new media over the past few centuries, Lisa Gitelman emphasizes that ‘[a]t certain levels, media are very influential, and their material properties do (literally and figuratively) matter, determining some of the local conditions of communication amid the broader circulations that at once express and constitute social relations’. That’s why in her eyes, as we saw in Chapter 1, the media are veritable ‘unique and complicated historical subjects’.7

But Barad’s formulations allow us to go further than the mere acknowledgement of the materializing materiality or ‘mattering’ of the media and the performative nature of communication. Apparatuses do not simply ‘give matter’: each particular apparatus gives a particular form to the matter that it brings into being. Let us go back to the initial problem posed by quantum physics: the question that troubled thinkers at that time was knowing what the matter passing through Young’s slits ‘really was’: waves or particles? Barad shows that such a question does not make sense. What Niels Bohr’s arguments make clear is that apparatuses ‘make matter’ in the form of waves or particles according to the AGENTIAL CUTS that they carry out there. ‘Apparatuses enact agential cuts that produce determinate boundaries and properties of “entities” within phenomena.’8 A certain apparatus carries out a ‘cut’ that matters (makes matter and makes meaning) in the form of waves, while another apparatus matters in the shape of particles. In the absence of the operation of such an agential cut, the state of matter remains ‘indeterminate’, waiting to be resolved or precipitated in some form that will be meaningful and accessible to the senses. Here again, Friedrich Kittler’s formula expresses it well: ‘Media determine our situation.’ What we call ‘matter’, as well as what ‘makes sense’, can appear to us only via the decisive operations of certain agential cuts performed by certain apparatuses of mediality.



Connection and Separation

Viewing the media as apparatuses that carry out agential cuts that give substance to the entities we experience in the world raises at least three closely interrelated questions. First question: does all our experience of the world really occur via the media? A priori, of course, the answer is no. This basket of cherries that I pick in May and eat straightaway, whose taste delights me and consoles me for the sadness of winter, owes nothing to any apparatus of mediality. No need for an ‘agential cut’ to detach the fruit from the tree or to feast on its juicy flesh! Fortunately, of course, we still have some experiences of ‘IMMEDIAL’ sensory stimulation. However, this obvious fact needs to be qualified in two ways.

On the one hand, as we saw above, even the relation to our own body (or the cherries it tastes) is affected – ‘configured’ – by the words and sensitizations that circulate around us and in us, through the networks of mediality in which we participate. It is not difficult to trace back to the vogue for ‘forgotten vegetables’ the pleasure I take in eating a salad of Jerusalem artichokes in the middle of winter: without newspaper articles, programmes and discussions that have fuelled the debate on biodiversity, the standardization of agricultural products and the need to rediscover alternative foods, it is doubtful whether my market gardener would have thought of selling artichokes or whether I would have been curious to try them.

On the other hand, a long-term perspective contrasting the modes of life of the majority of our present-day fellow-citizens with the practices of those who inhabited our country a few centuries ago show a dramatic reversal of proportions between medial and immedial experiences. Whereas formerly only a relatively small elite spent its days immersed in paperwork, today large sections of our populations find that their working days and their activities are organized by and around screens. In addition to the indirect influence of the configurations conveyed by the media upon our perceptions and our categorizations of the world, it is therefore an ever greater part of the flux of our sensations themselves that comes directly from the apparatuses of mediality.

Second question: is not the first and principal operator of agential cuts, for each of us, our own body, with its different ‘sensory apparatuses’? Here, too, we have to recognize that the functioning of our speaking and acting body, with its different perceptual and motor systems, corresponds perfectly to the operations that Barad attributes to apparatuses. In this sense, Fabienne Martin-Juchat is quite right in saying that ‘the body is a medium, because the way in which it has been constructed conditions the modes of expression and reception of affects’.9 This brings us back to Walter Benjamin’s Präparate (discussed at the end of Chapter 1), those chemical, athletic or ascetic preparations which precondition our body to feel (Merkwelt) or to act (Wirkwelt) in certain ways rather than others.

Even if these preparations clearly determine our milieus of perception, we will reserve the term ‘medium’ for ‘EXO-SOMATIC’ apparatuses, that is, those external to what we generally identify as the limits of the human body (as marked by the skin). Many cases will appear problematic to those with a classifying bent: they will worry over the difference between a hearing aid nested behind the ear (Apparat?) and one implanted under the skin (Präparat?). It seems more judicious, however, to consider the media as prosthetic, artificial and detachable extensions of the body, which ‘prolong’ the perceptual, memory or intellectual capacities of humans beyond the services that their own body can provide. The media form part of the tradition of tools which André Leroi-Gourhan saw as ‘externalizations’ of bodily faculties (a piece of flint is a harder and sharper fingernail, the phone is a louder voice and a more receptive ear). The ‘pharmacological’ nature (both poison and remedy) of technical apparatuses as described by Bernard Stiegler fits this dynamic of exo-somatization just as well: at the same time that they increase our capacities by a prosthetic extension (remedy), they reduce our autonomy by making us dependent on our prostheses (poison).

Maurizio Lazzarato is right to point out that the model of externalization is partially deceptive, implying as it does that there are first individuals who then decide (freely) to equip themselves with tools facilitating their tasks. The sociopolitical realities of our contemporary technological innovations make us more likely to see what Deleuze and Guattari called ‘MACHINIC ASSEMBLAGES’ – namely, structures of coupling between humans and machines in which capitalism uses individuals at least as much as they use machines.10 Like other technical objects, apparatuses of mediality induce a particular vulnerability into our lives, because of their separability from our bodies, even as the functions they perform rapidly become a vital need, reshaping our subjectivities according to the abstract logics of machinic servitude.

These problems of separation lead directly to the third question: how can one state simultaneously that the media ‘connect’ us through space-time and that they operate by ‘cuts’? Our common conceptions of communication lead us to view our apparatuses of mediality as forming links and weaving networks, and it is undoubtedly justified to see them, as Siegfried Zielinski does, as ‘spaces of action for constructed attempts to connect what is separated’.11 Though there is little problem in seeing them as agents separate from our bodies, it may seem highly counterintuitive to make media into OPERATORS OF SEPARATION. But this is what Barad’s definition of apparatuses implies. She reasons in terms of intra-action because the universe she describes consists of a tangled web of non-separations. It is through the cuts performed by our apparatuses that we introduce separations which simultaneously identify material which we then isolate as objects and, in the same gesture, bestow meaning on the objects that are thereby separated. For, as we have seen, neither the objects we perceive nor the subjects that we are pre-exist the operations – constantly repeated, albeit potentially changeable – carried out by our apparatuses. At the same time as they connect us to our distant correspondents, machinic assemblages like the smartphone or television carry out agential cuts that separate the inseparable, with sometimes fateful and painful effects.

So we can now see another dimension of what the media do. Other theorists have also investigated it. In seeking to define the notion of INTERFACE, Alexander Galloway recently rejected both the model of the screen and that of the window, preferring instead the model of the threshold: rather than being a surface of projection or sensitivity, an interface consists of the distinction between an inside and an outside, between which it establishes a new separation at the same time as a new connection.12 Barad and Galloway both reject the idea that the function of the apparatuses of mediality is ‘to show reality’, to reproduce it from a distance (in space or time). They do not just say, like most of those who take a critical view of the media, that apparatuses perform an operation that cuts out a particular slice of reality (rather than reproducing it as it is). They claim above all that this cut – far from mutilating reality – constitutes it as such. The cut performed by the apparatus, thanks to the separation that it carries out by means of an intra-action within the continuum of the universe, is the condition of existence of reality itself, in the form of matter perceived by the subject.



Formal Causalities, Recursive Causalities

We still need to clarify how this agential cut executed by the apparatuses of mediality can acquire a proper consistency of matter and meaning that will allow it to persist over time and to bring together a community around the separation it creates. Thierry Bardini, taking up Marshall McLuhan’s ideas, suggests that we look to the notion of ‘formal cause’ for the principle of constitution of reality within our mediarchies. How can resuscitating this old, rather musty notion help us to understand the agential cuts made by the media? This is what the last section of this chapter will try to explain.

The notion of formal causes goes back to Aristotle’s metaphysics. In the example usually given, Aristotle distinguishes between four types of causes that all combine in the production of a statue. The material cause is identified with the marble that the sculptor needs in order to draw the image of a goddess from it. The efficient cause lies in the physical energy expended by the artist’s body hammering on a chisel. The final cause involves his purpose in spending hours accomplishing this work, which he hopes to see rewarded by money from his patron or by the glory of an immortal reputation. The task of the FORMAL CAUSE is to explain that with this same marble (material cause), this same energy (efficient cause) and this same incentive (final cause), the result of his work looks like a young woman (endowed with a face with a perfectly straight nose, her hair braided in a bun, two arms, two legs and two pert breasts) rather than like a triangle, a snake or a chimera with six legs and twelve arms.

The (old) question is knowing where this ‘form’ comes from, imprinted as it is in the material block through the energetic movements and the particular desires of the sculptor. Even if the Venus of Arles displayed in the Louvre is probably a Roman copy of a Greek model attributed to Praxiteles (a copy that was itself ‘restored’ in 1684 by Girardon, who added arms of his own invention), and even if Praxiteles had before him the model of a real woman, it is not enough to say that he merely imitated in marble the forms he observed on the flesh (Figure 4.3).

Why then, in order to represent a goddess, did he take as a model a woman, rather than a triangle, a snake or a chimera with twirling limbs? And, of all the women he could have deified, why did he reproduce the features of a slim 20-year-old rather than a mature woman or a mother about to give birth? A priori, we can imagine just as many good reasons to deify the wisdom of mature women or the plumpness of mothers rather than the slimness of young girls. It is clear that, behind his choices as an individual artist (this fold of drapery in this particular place), a visual pattern (GESTALT), coming from somewhere other than his own personal tastes or the mere meticulous observation of the sensory datum, ‘informed’ his choices from the inside. A certain ‘reconfiguring material configuration of the world’ was at work in his gestures, inextricably associating a certain form of materialization with a certain form of intellection. What would later be called a schema imposed itself on him – on his energy, his motivation and the material sculpted by his gestures.
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Figure 4.3 Praxiteles (?), Venus of Arles, Paris, Louvre Museum



When Marshall McLuhan tries to explain the operation of the formal cause in the field of the media, he emphasizes that ‘we need to pay attention to the audience as a formal cause’.13 He thus touches on the effect observed in the field of communication when linear logic seems to be reversed by turning the effect into the cause of the process: my perception of the expectations of the public impels me to provide what, by confirming them, will contribute to strengthening them and giving them material form. In a second move, McLuhan attributes this reversal to a background property that acts from behind what we identify as a figure: ‘In the daily register, formal causality is revealed by its effects. There is a strange paradox in this, because since the effects come from the hidden background of the situations, the effects usually appear before their causes.’14 Referring to the public and to the background, McLuhan reveals that the causalities proper to mediality are properties that need to be ascribed to milieus structured by iteration, rather than to identifiable agents within linear causal explanations.

In taking up this call to consider our mediarchies from an ecological point of view, where the formal cause plays a central role, Thierry Bardini attributes the apparent reversal of the order of succession between causes and effects to the phenomenon of recursivity or feedback, already encountered in Chapter 2. The flows of communication (apparently contained in channels and capable of being isolated as one-off events) are part of the ecological dynamics proper to milieus by virtue of PATHBREAKING: what circulates from point A to point B does not merely alter the latter, but breaks a path, by its very circulation, for later flows. The actual circulation of such flows facilitates the circulations that will follow this route rather than that; it prepares (and therefore preconditions) the content and form that will ensure their success, reinforcing or reconfiguring the expectations that will summon them. The traffic breaks a path by trying to respond in advance to the expectations it thinks it can perceive coming from the audiences it serves. This feedback looping is the central dynamic of the work of apparatuses as described at the beginning of this chapter – a work of preparation (apprêt), matching (appariement) and equipping (appareillage), which means both that we make things the same and that we are leaving harbour for a voyage that will be pathbreaking, opening up the way to other voyages. Even if our words and our photographs, like each of our clicks, all seem to be separate gestures, similar to the individual particles impacting the sensitive wall behind Young’s slits, their cumulative distribution reveals wave-like patterns.

In the case of the Venus of Arles, one can imagine Praxiteles, together with his Roman copyist and Girardon, his seventeenthcentury repairman, all imbued by SCHEMATA circulating around them and through them and determining the forms by which they represent a goddess such as Aphrodite or Artemis. These forms are, at the same time, inseparably, located both in the past (the repertoire of figurations they inherit) and in the future (the expectations that they presuppose in their patrons, their rivals, their audience). This BACKGROUND is rarely made explicit: it is intuitively felt, guessed rather than known. It is perceived in the present, at the meeting point – midway, in the middle, in the milieu between the past and the future. It is from this background that the three sculptors draw what directs their actions, largely without their knowledge. Even if, from the fourth century BC to the Roman period and the century of Louis XIV, these forms have been altered, a rather large and fairly stable number of properties have returned in loops, sometimes after long eclipses, so that their iterations inform countless gestures in sculpture, critical judgement, the commissioning of works of art and the payment of pensions – up until the year 2000, which saw the city of Montpellier install a new copy of the Venus of Arles in its Antigone district.

Barad’s ‘agential realism’ makes it possible to answer a little more precisely the question of knowing where the formal cause presiding over the materialization/signification of this sculpture comes from: the ‘pregnant’ meaning of a schema (in the sense of Gestalt) is the result of the stabilization of recursive agential cuts circulating in iterative repetitions within a community. Speaking of intra-action, Barad formalizes these recursive causalities operated by the milieu. She defines intra-active agency as ‘the enactment of iterative changes to particular practices’.15 Intra-action helps to account both for the reversal effected by the media with an (environmental) effect that appears to precede its (linear) cause, and the confusing topology of the mediarchy, where the medium appears to simultaneously contain and be contained by its surroundings.

From this long journey through the lands of abstraction, we can draw a slightly sharper conception of the media, taken here in their greatest generality: the MEDIA are apparatuses carrying out agential cuts, whose recursive iterations reconfigure our environment, simultaneously and indissociably in its material presence and in the meanings that can be recognized in it. It remains to be seen what such a layer will look like when we project it onto the three areas to which the remainder of this book will be devoted: first, mass media, then the mediumistic dimensions of our relationship to the media, and finally the characteristics proper to the digital meta-medium that is drastically configuring all of our mediarchies.
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5
MASSIFYING MEDIARCHY


We are now going to turn to the mass media, and readers will therefore be on more familiar ground in this Part than in the previous one, with (a little) less abstraction and (a few) more common landmarks. The aim of the next three chapters, however, will not be to propose a synthesis of the many ways mass media have been studied, analysed, quantified, tested and theorized over the last century. It will attempt simply to specify how the perspective put in place in Part I of this work leads to problematizing, in a somewhat offbeat way, what we understand of the mass media that dominated public life in the twentieth century and that continue to exert a central influence on the evolution of our societies in the age of digitization. The main point at issue will not be defining what the mass media are (what size of audience will allow us to grant them this title, how and why they emerge or disappear), but rather understanding what we can expect of them.

Our initial observations are not encouraging. In its current dynamics, mediarchy is a system of power that is going wrong (and doing us wrong). The mode of operation of the mass media is largely responsible for this evil. Reforming it would be essential but particularly complicated, because it is this system that governs the way we talk about it, the criteria we use to judge that it is going wrong, and even the ‘we’ who are supposed to call for its reform. The challenge of the effort of theorizing is to help identify ways to short-circuit the vicious cycle that is currently paralysing the necessary reorientation of our modes of existence. This is obviously setting the bar way too high, and so condemning ourselves to fail – in the sole hope of encouraging others to ‘fail better’, as Samuel Beckett, that fine handyman of the media, put it.


Producing Publics

Mass media make masses. What does it mean, in this context, to ‘make masses’? The answer must be articulated in three stages. We can start from the distinction made by the sociologist Gabriel Tarde between ‘crowds’ and ‘publics’. As we saw in the first chapter, Tarde proposes a distinction between two types of collectives. The phenomena associated with the CROWD can be illustrated by a street demonstration at which what some people are shouting directly affects and conditions what the others are feeling, thinking, saying and doing, in accordance with generally horizontal and two-way modes of propagation. The phenomena of the PUBLIC in Tarde’s day took the form of the thousands of readers of daily newspapers, who reacted – each of them at home and separated from others, though closely synchronic with them – to news or editorials formulated from a central point, namely the editorial board of the newspaper in question.

This distinction is not enough to define the domain proper to the mass media. The function of the press, the radio, the television and the Internet is admittedly to address disseminated publics, within which each person tends to be isolated from others. But this is not true of the cinema, which is often referred to as one of the mass media, and it is not always true of our modes of presence on the Internet, where video games, chat shows and social networks often allow us to share our reactions in real time (or very slightly out of synch, to varying degrees) to what we are witnessing. However, it is still a characteristic of the mass media that when watching, for example, a comedy on television, I probably laugh at the same time as millions of my peers, but I do not hear them laugh, nor can I be really sure that I am not the only one to find it funny. I suspect that there are many of us watching this same programme, and doubtless laughing at the same time – and this deeply affects the meaning I give to the images I see. But our mutual reactions cannot influence each other directly, contrary to what happens in the context of a street demonstration, a classroom or a live performance, after which a discussion with the artists sometimes enables us to discover the many different experiences to which the same performance has given rise.

The principal characteristic of the mass media – what in Greek would be called their archè, the origin behind them and what commands them – is that they produce publics. All the mass media produce publics that are structured a little differently. All the mass media produce both material ‘intrastructures’, which reach and connect members of their publics in a specific way, and, within the minds of each member of those publics, a certain imagination of what this public is. Due to the circuits of communication that nowadays define the mass medium of television, the group that I form with other viewers is merely FANTASIZED by me as a PUBLIC. Being part of an imagined community naturally plays an important role in the effects induced by this mode of circulation. We are fond of denouncing, with just cause, the way that, in our digital interactions, otherwise serene people are sometimes swept into defending extreme positions and resorting to insults, when a face-to-face conversation would have allowed them to dispel hostilities and prevent the situation from escalating. The anxieties and silent outbursts accompanying the shock images that we see on the television news undoubtedly have equally remarkable effects. According to the logic studied in detail by François Brune,1 I usually imagine that ‘other people think like me’, and so I wallow in projections that are simultaneously reassuring for my prejudices and disturbing in the way they pose many threats when reality fails to return.

Here, then, we observe something which the tools provided in previous chapters can help us analyse. The apparatus of television (with the networks associated with it) produces certain dispositions within its publics (Easterling), depending both on its attributes as an apparatus (Poe) and on the contents that pass through it. ‘Media determine our situation’, said Kittler: television does not make me feel ‘passive’, as we often hear, but puts me in a position to receive images of the world within a private space that will tend to favour a certain type of reactions (closed in on themselves, thus having a high centripetal potential; and even fostering a siege mentality).



Consolidating Audiences

However, the public is only the raw product, the inert and, to some extent, abstract skeleton of the operations carried out by the mass media. These become operators of power within our mediarchies only insofar as their publics become flesh by ‘becoming a mass’. So we need to introduce a second criterion, extensive rather than intensive: one that focuses on the quantity of individuals composing a certain public. Let us give the name AUDIENCE to the inseparably social, economic and political weight which an audience acquires when it passes a certain quantitative threshold of critical mass.2 A printed magazine with only 200 subscribers and selling just 300 copies to bookshops may indeed have a certain public, but, unless its readers are mostly ‘decision-makers’, it does not have a proper audience. The agential cut that it carries out by publishing a special issue on a topic nobody is talking about does not entail enough iterations to significantly reconfigure the public debate. People will not talk about it afterwards any more than they did before. In the short term at least, in the timeliness of the ‘topicality’ that directs collective attention within a mediatized society, what is produced by such a magazine does not reach the minimum level of ‘mattering’, in media terms: even if it provides its readers with material to think about, it provides little material for public debate or effective social transformation.

While the public is akin to the use value of a media, its audience represents its exchange value. It is the latter which determines its POWER OF INTERVENTION within our mediarchies. In the vocabulary of ‘active forms’ proposed by Keller Easterling to characterize the ‘dispositions’ within which we place the apparatuses of mediality,3 a critical mass of audience ensures that a medium can function as a switch: its intervention will activate the (necessarily temporary) inclusion of a problem in the current agenda setting. This same critical mass will allow it to produce cabling effects: an occasional alliance will be offered, promoting a cause or an event; it will have its entrances in particular places where future directions are decided. Finally, and above all, it will benefit from the MULTIPLYER EFFECTS of what Nathalie Heinich has called the ‘capital of visibility’, carrying a ‘value that we can call “endogenous” or self-generated: these are the technical means of rendering something visible, means that simultaneously manufacture and maintain the capital of visibility, by a circular or, more exactly, spiral movement’.4

From the competition for ratings to the race to obtain as many clicks and likes as possible, the conatus of any one body immersed in the mediarchy drives it to try to consolidate its audience. This is undoubtedly the point that compromises the specificity of the media world within the general universe of the media. A highly specialized scientific journal or a Facebook page dedicated to a rarely practised hobby can remain perfectly content with just fifty readers or so, comfortably installed in their micro-community: this niche public has not coagulated into an audience. We enter into the proper sphere of the media – and that of mediarchy as an awareness of the determining power of the media – as soon as the consolidation of the audience appears as the nodal point of mattering, as the Archimedean point on which both the survival of the medium and its historical survival depend.

The force conferred by the audience can certainly be gauged in economic terms: the race for ratings and the race for clicks are generally motivated by the translation of audience figures into advertising budgets. Since even the public service mass media depend on advertising to finance their operations, it is more or less the entire media world that is condemned to keeping its eyes fixed on the audience figures, on which depends the very survival of the institutions concerned. But the ethology of social networks seems to show that, even when a blog, a tweet or a video posted on YouTube does not need to garner advertising resources to ensure their persistence in being, the greedy desire to increase the number of one’s followers stems from a psychosociological need far deeper than calculations of economic viability. Our mental appetite is nourished by the attention given to us by others. Audience figures do not just measure the likelihood of our being able to make ends meet; more than that, they fuel our sense of existence in the present.



Making Masses

However, the mere number of followers, clicks, connections, subscriptions and tickets sold is not enough, either, to form a mass. Just as there was always a necessary jump (quantitative, extensive) between just having a public to having a significant audience, there is also a jump (qualitative, intensive) between consolidating an audience and creating a mass effect. Even a very large audience can fail to form the masses, if it is not imbued with a certain intensity which mobilizes it around a certain TENSION. Marshall McLuhan projected this difference between mass and public onto the way history has evolved:


The printed word created the Public. The Public consists of separate individuals, each with their own point of view. Electrical circuitry does not create a Public. It creates the Mass. The Mass does not consist of separate individuals, but of individuals deeply involved in each other. This involvement is not a function of number, but of speed.5



The apparatuses of the periodic press observed by Gabriel Tarde produced publics that separated their members. The electromagnetic media always reach each member of the public in his or her own home, but they address what ‘involves’ them with one another, what unites them within the same complications, the same tucks and folds. The passions aroused by a football game broadcast on my small screen, the affects stirred by the hunt for a terrorist relayed minute by minute on a live news channel, the suspense of a night at the Oscars: all no doubt reach me in a state of isolation within my private space, but they also give me the impression of participating in a common vibration, maintained by both the speed of live transmission and the speed of these events that can be experienced only as they happen. Jean Baudrillard took up this idea some twenty years after McLuhan: ‘We are conductors of meaning only episodically; for the most part, we profoundly form a mass, living most of the time in a panicky, random way, below or beyond meaning.’6

McLuhan ascribes this effect of implication or involvement to the nature of electricity and questions of speed. This reminds us of Vilém Flusser’s remark (mentioned in Chapter 3): he was surprised that television was so often depicted as a ‘small screen’, a little home cinema, while in fact the real model of television is not a moving picture but a window:7 the real novelty of television, as the name suggests, lies in LIVENESS, in the fact that it enables us to see live what is happening far away from us. Even more than being akin to a window, television is like a kind of telescope, periscope or ‘polemoscope’ – this was invented by a certain Hévélius in 1637, and described by the French Encyclopédie of Diderot and D’Alembert in 1765 as a kind of ‘telescope for bringing things closer; it is bent so that we can see objects that are not directly in front of our eyes’ (Figure 5.1).8

The name of this apparatus for bending the gaze so that it can see without being seen, the ‘polemoscope’, suggests that ‘it can be used in war, in engagements, duels, etc.’, which indicates a basic difference between it and our televisual mass media. The most striking effect of television may not be that it allows us collectively to see, live, many things that are happening far away from us, but that it seems to neutralize any strategic dimension in this gaze. The images we see on television rarely impel us to intervene in our world: as many cultural critics have remarked, these images tend to shock us rather than mobilize us. They appear to be already folded for us, enclosing us in their folds. By turning our attention to this rather than that, to what we see from afar, in an asymmetrical and depersonalized way, the televisual polemoscope has indeed often been described as a war machine by the critics of the society of the spectacle. Future revolutions will not be televised, but television clearly is a form of war. However, it is a war that we endure rather than a war that we wage.

Hence the truly pathetic ubiquity of the feeling of HELPLESSNESS that accompanies our perception of the world’s news on television. Hence also the feeling of being electrified by tensions or shocks that run through me and exceed my power to react. This ‘makes a mass’ to the extent that I feel involved in a social complexity of which I am a part, without being able to play an active part in it, since the perimeter of action of my hands falls cruelly short of the perimeter of vision of my eyes. This disproportion between my capacity-to-be-affected and my power-to-affect undoubtedly plays a central role in the impact of TV news.


[image: ]

Figure 5.1 The polemoscope (fig. 8), an apparatus for bending the gaze.



Whatever has this impact, whatever makes a mass in the publics that create the mass media, has generally been considered with a haughty suspicion by the analysts. The masses of the mass media have been equated with the plebs of the Roman Empire, limited to over-indulging in bread and circuses. The condemnation of the vulgar flock (vulgum pecus) by elites convinced of their superiority continues to form the backbone of most discussions of the media. From the emergence of the periodical press in the eighteenth century to the triumph of television in the second half of the twentieth century, the denunciation of ‘industrial literature’ by Sainte-Beuve in 1839 to that of the ‘culture industry’ by the Frankfurt School, most of the language deployed has assumed the form of a scornful criticism of the mass media. The ‘télécratie’ [‘TV-ocracy’] denounced by Bernard Stiegler and the ‘médiacratie’ [‘media-ocracy’] anatomized from inside the world of television by François-Henri de Virieu in 1990 have always been equated with the ‘mediocracy’ pilloried these days by Alain Deneault.9 From these means of communication that produce whole new environments of existence, all that people remember is a tendency to wallow in mediocrity – which is automatically equated with the masses. At worst, the masses are deemed to be stupid and innately mediocre. At best, they are merely manipulated by media that push them down into the mud, while it is supposedly a characteristic of ‘art’ that it can raise them up towards elegance and refinement thanks to experiences of singularization that free them from their undifferentiated state as an amorphous, random mass subject to Brownian motion.

The CRITICAL THEORY of the mass media is of course justified, necessary and stimulating. This critique can be expressed in terms of industrialization (Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse), spectacle (Debord), social domination (Bourdieu), propaganda (Chomsky, Herman), geopolitical imperialism (Ignacio Ramonet), the ideology of communication (Lucien Sfez), symbolic poverty (Bernard Stiegler), colonization by advertising (Dominique Quessada, Paul Ariès, Sébastien Darsy) or the economy of attention (Georg Franck, Jonathan Beller): in all cases, it sheds an essential light on the effect the mass media have on us and the networks of power they dragoon us into, and above all help us better understand these networks and thus avoid some of their pernicious effects. However, the framework set out in Part I of this book suggests that we change our critical perspective and bring into the foreground other properties of the operation by which they ‘form a mass’.

In the two quotations above, from McLuhan and Baudrillard, it is the electric resonances of this mass effect that are highlighted. At the same time as it designates a large number of individuals forming an audience, the French word ‘masse’ [‘mass’] means, according to the Le Petit Robert dictionary (1981), a ‘magnitude on which a field (electric, magnetic) exerts its action to produce a force’. Here too, it is a question of ‘communication’, established between conductors placed in contact with the ground within an electrical installation. To ‘form a mass’ in this sense means being in a position to experience and transmit a certain tension within an assembly looped by some internal circulation of energy. This electrical sense of ‘mass’ serves as a keystone for the various phenomena discussed in the previous sections. The mass media produce publics by assembling individuals who fantasize their existence as a community from a position of isolation. The mass media produce audiences by drawing from these sets of isolated individuals a force proportional to their quantity as attested and ratified by various instruments and structures of extensive measurement. The mass media produce masses by putting these very large numbers of people under tension, a very particular tension generated by the circulation of electricity and meaning within a community.



Making Sense, Mattering

It is the vocabulary of ‘mattering’ borrowed from Karen Barad that best reflects the main operation performed by the mass media on the publics which they constitute as masses. As long as we approach the mass media in terms of information, we can only blind ourselves to their most important function, which is not to circulate information, but to coagulate meaning and catalyse affects. The agential cuts made by the mass media ‘form a mass’ when the discourses, images, narratives they put into circulation ‘make sense’ within a certain public with the status of an audience, thus mattering to our sociality. Their PERFORMATIVE virtue – that very particular power that puts them in a position where, under certain felicitous conditions, it is possible to ‘do things with words’ – lies in their capacity to magnetize perceptions that are in the air by orienting them according to certain lines of inference, which, as if by miracle, gain a force of conviction.

A public is a set of corpuscles whose number, reciprocal positions and possible uses can be observed, as with the pieces of metal in steel wool. It turns into an audience when its exchange value is measured: gold wool sells for more than steel wool. It turns into a mass when it is electrified and aligned by virtue of a magnetic field. While no ounce of matter is added to what was already there, everything suddenly changes by being subjected to a tension that directs each element according to polarities, proximities, supports, superimpositions, curvatures, directions – in short, MEANINGS (sens), since the direction (le sens) of an arrow imposes a directionality, a movement, a positioning that is necessarily situated, where there was previously only a line in a space (Figure 14.2). Meaning does not just have a specific information content; it is also perceived as a capacity for orientation within a field of action.
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Figure 5.2 Forming a mass: giving meaning to particles oriented by a magnetic field.



The mass media do not create these orientation effects out of nothing. They show magnetic forces that were partly already there (Figure 5.2). Contrary to what conspiracy theories claim, journalists cannot manipulate at whim the feelings and imaginations of their readers and viewers, creating fashions, celebrities or objects of debate from scratch, pulling endless rabbits out of their hats and imposing them from above, or making puppets dance on the end of a string. Like the quantum mechanical measuring apparatuses of the physicists, the mass media carry out agential cuts that materialize in a certain form what was already present in a diffuse – endemic – way within populations that become the demos of electors in our parliamentary ‘democracies’ only in accordance with the operations of these media agential cuts.

Something ‘makes sense’ within a population only to the extent that certain relevant existential issues make this population sensitive to certain problems. These issues ‘matter’ insofar as they ‘make material’ for debate through the vocabularies, slogans, images and narratives circulating within this population – but they pre-exist them, in a still largely amorphous state, and are thus available to be ‘informed’ and oriented in a particular sense. The fear of falling down the social ladder that feeds into much of the success of xenophobic parties is undoubtedly fostered by political rhetoric and media agendas that win over their audiences by playing on their fears, either cynically or naively. But, however misleading it may be to see the danger as arising from the figure of the stranger, the feeling of insecurity which explains the anxieties of social decline stems as much from concrete realities (increasing inequalities, geo-economic adjustments, ecological unsustainability) as from media bogymen (the flood of migrants, a resurgent Islam).

The ability of the media to make sense and to matter by making mass can be illustrated by an example all the more emblematic in that it might appear absurd (as its underlying relevance is particularly difficult to trace). In 2006, a series of videos posted on YouTube showed two strangers, Fritz Grobe and StephenVoltz, putting Mentos into bottles of Diet Coke to produce a violent effervescence, which they sculpted into artificial foam shapes.10 This little bit of chemical DIY perfectly captured the self-multiplying effects of media effervescence. Not only did tens of millions of people watch their videos, but many of them drew inspiration from their example, experimenting with the same explosive chemical mix and making their own video recordings. When such things as ‘Charlie Bit My Finger’, cute cats, Justin Bieber and Gangnam Style all went viral, YouTube became a mass medium that could bring about massive effects of mattering: bottles of Diet Coke to which Mentos have been added suddenly started to erupt all over the world in the most material way possible. Liquid firework shows began to explode and make sense, resulting in effects of competitiveness, creativity, pride and exaltation, where they would have attracted only incredulity or indifference a few months earlier.

At the end of the 1760s, an author named Poinsinet started to attract ridicule: he was depicted as a ‘very mediocre poet, more renowned than the most famous poets’. However, his mediocrity became the target of such constant mockery that it gave him a paradoxical and remarkable celebrity. Whether it was due to the many hoaxes that made him the victim of ‘a presumption so blind that people could make him believe whatever they wanted by flattering his vanity’, from the proceedings brought against him by opera actresses to his death by drowning in Cordoba, this ‘jester of literature’ earned many a mention in the Mémoires secrets, a periodical from towards the end of the Ancien Régime which was one of the best-sellers of the eighteenth century.11 Two hundred and fifty years before the antics of Silvio Berlusconi and Donald Trump, the case of Poinsinet illustrates the ability of the media to give matter and significance to things whose inanity they denounce. Their magnetization inseparably creates mass, matter and meaning, aligning desires and beliefs like magnetized iron filings (Figure 5.2): love and hate are strictly complementary here, as are acts of faith and denunciations of imposture, responding to one another by reinforcing one another in the same media effervescence.



Re-vaulting

As the image of iron filings magnetized by the magnet clearly shows, by making a mass, the mass media make a milieu. Through their effects of alignment and synchronization, they structure the positions taken not only by members of their own public but also, beyond it, of what matters and of what is the matter within a certain population – and therefore what we continue doing when it doesn’t matter. Are you for or against wearing the ‘Islamic VEIL’ at school? A whole generation has been forced to take up a position on this question – which, if we look at it in perspective, was not necessarily the most important question for the age of the Anthropocene. Are you for or against the consumption of MEAT produced by the agribusiness? The question will seem absurd to the majority of French people. One could however imagine, without too much difficulty, arguments showing that this second question is at least as ‘important’ as the first, insofar as the production of agro-industrial meat has a considerable impact on the hundreds of generations that will be affected by climate change. Why is it that the France of the last twenty years has argued so much about the Islamic veil and so little about agro-industrial meat?

Part of the answer, of course, lies in looking at the strategies deployed by both the entrepreneurs of xenophobic ideologies and agribusiness lobbies to ensure that people talk about one question rather than another. But the most Machiavellian intentions can only be fulfilled by taking advantage of chance side-effects and formative preconditions. The question of the Islamic veil is a particularly clear example of what, with Frédéric Neyrat and Dominique Quessada, I have suggested we call MEDIA ENTHRALMENTS.12 Behind the malevolent magic that, from an external point of view, leads a population to become obsessed by a somewhat insignificant question in relation to its real needs, we can and must identify the enthralling architectural effects of a resonant vault (Figure 5.3). Given the particular architecture of a church ceiling, a particular sound will resonate in a particular way in a particular part of the building: the same voice will appear to invade the entire space and will be heard by all those present if it occupies a particular position, but will be barely audible if it comes from a different one.
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Figure 5.3 The architecture of resonances and their enthralling effects. In Athanasius Kircher, Musurgia Universalis, 1650.



The different parameters of the media infrastructure – who controls which broadcast channels in order to fill which networks and under what constraints? – constitute, as we saw above, the intrastructures that condition, from within the collectivity, what each of its individuals will hear within himself or herself as endowed with or deprived of meaning. Authorizing the wearing of the veil at school would endorse the submission of women, the invasion of the public secular space by religious servitude, the return of a superstitious and dogmatic past that was thought to be behind us. Or, conversely: banning the wearing of the veil at school would be to continue oppressing populations that (post-)colonization has always tried to keep under the yoke, to impose a certain (secular) dogma in the name of the fight against (religious) dogmas, effectively excluding young women in the very name of a desire for integration. The differences between the two positions are of course not insignificant. But, precisely, they ‘make sense’, they count, they matter insofar as we all have in mind the arguments that give them a meaningful place in our common debates.

Enthralment involves this obvious meaning, which is neither true nor false in itself, but relative to the effects of the arch and its almost magical resonance. The ubiquity of these effects can be perceived if we observe the effects of their absence: for what is still a large majority of the French population, eating meat from agribusiness is not a problem in itself (as long as they don’t fob us off with rancid horse meat instead of properly treated beef). One is neither for nor against, any more than one could think of being for or against breathing air. The graffiti put up by vegetarians are perceived as visual pollution or idiosyncratic quirks, not as demands worthy of the name. It’s the kind of gossip you hear at the back of a church: it bears no comparison with the singing of the choir, and has no hope of becoming integrated into the polyphony of the latter.

We are now in a better position to understand the somewhat mysterious definition that Mark B. N. Hansen proposed for the media, as ‘modulating vibrations whose contrasts in turn produce other entities and, with them, new tissues of relationality’.13 The mass media do not only produce publics and audiences: they modulate, through their enthralling and overarching effects, resonant vibrations whose contrasts ‘intrastructure’ our relational realities. The tonnes of meat produced by agribusiness (and corn, and pesticides, and growth hormones, and antibiotics needed for intensive farming) will continue (or not) to mortgage the fate of future generations depending on whether the overarching and enthralling preoccupations of our media continue to become embroiled in the question of the Islamic veil or give extra prominence to questions of food sustainability.

The mass media thus form a milieu through a twofold effect of INTRASTRUCTURATION. On the one hand, they intrastructure the fields of media resonance that make (or don’t make) sense, echoing (or not) our arguments. On the other hand, through the overarching enthralment of the media, they intrastructure the ‘other entities’ whose ‘tissues of relationality’ daily reweave our most material realities (millions of brutalized animals, tons of meat, pesticides, hormones). The mass media matter in both these ways and on both these levels. Their enthralling effects govern what (re)constitutes our environment, day after day, in accordance with material dynamics whose necessities greatly exceed the parameters of the media alone, of course, but in accordance with an inertia or a momentum whose fate depends crucially on the agential cuts made by the mass media.

The crucial thing is to understand what connects the realities of architecture (the enthrallingly resonant media) to the effects of magic (the resonantly enthralling impact of psychic mediums). What circulates around us needs to pass through us to make sense and to matter. The political imperative must be to metamorphose (and not only to reform) the economic-material architecture – the mediarchic vaults – that today governs the interplay of resonances that weaves our relationships. More simply, the first and foremost political imperative is to re-vault! But this political imperative is indissociable from an ethical imperative making us co-responsible for what circulates daily through us. The rest of this work will endeavour to describe in detail these two closely interrelated intrastructural imperatives. To achieve this, however, it is necessary to better understand the social function of the mass media, as so far we have merely considered their effects in an overgeneralized way.
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Interlude Four
Populisms


Any reference to ‘the people’ must arouse a certain sympathy in a regime that proclaims itself ‘democratic’. However, it comes up against a legitimate distrust, given the often nauseating odour of what is uttered in the name of the people. We can start by distinguishing between two types of reference, with very different effects. There are those who appeal to ‘the people as they are’, or rather, as they think they are: tight-fisted, suspicious of foreigners, impatient, fickle, fond of simple answers to complex questions. But this locks ‘the people’ into the diminished expectations they project onto it. Others call for the invention of a ‘missing people’ [un peuple qui manque]: this language aims not to satisfy pre-existing expectations, but to bring about new ones that will elevate the people we find today to the higher level of a people still to come, smarter, better emancipated, more creative and avid for something truly new.1

The different forms of populism, however, have little to do with the ‘people’, with either their postulated stupidity or their common sense. On the other hand, they have everything to do with the media assemblages that structure and govern the production and circulation of images, narratives and discourses. If demagoguery (promising voters what they want to hear, even while knowing that those promises cannot be kept) is one of democracy’s oldest demons, populism is a much more recent phenomenon, and less a matter of a particular political regime (democracy) than of the power of a certain type of mass communication characteristic of our mediarchies.

At the most concrete level, populism is embodied in an increasingly widespread journalistic practice: the vox pop. Asking a user of the French national rail service what they think of the ongoing strike, on the platform of a station where they are fuming at not being able to get home after a long day’s work, embodies the populist assemblage in its purest form. The microphone is placed in front of your mouth and you are enjoined to ‘express yourself’, putting yourself in a situation where you will be condemned to utter answers that are predetermined by the stimuli to which you are subjected. You are brought down to the level of our common stupidity, without opening up any space for a temporal suspense or a difference in point of view from which you could show intelligence and produce understanding. The populist apparatus makes us stupid by short-circuiting the gropings of our inventive intelligence and condemning us to the ventriloquism of the clichés that we are imbued with and are reproduced identically. Or to put it more succinctly: the populist assemblage is fostered by mediations that neutralize their virtue (and deny their status) of mediation.

In the current European context, ‘right-wing’ populisms base their electoral successes on the inflation of fears generated by the financial logic of media flows. How do you explain that those who live in the most secure conditions are often the most tempted by the language of security? This is doubtless because insecurity is a feeling whose complex parameters cannot be reduced to crime statistics alone: it is because I am afraid of losing my job, and thus my salary and my vital resources, that I develop a fear of the foreigner. But it is also, and above all, because the affects captured by populist discourses result much more from our media affections (what we perceive of the world through the mass media) than from our concrete experiences (what we actually do within our immedial environment). Faced with the majority of those who denounce the ‘Roma’, the ‘refugees’ or the ‘migrants’, we do not need to push the questions very far before we come up against clichés (images, discourses) based on journalistic anecdotes presented by what used to be called the ‘tabloids’, though these days it covers more or less all the audiovisual media.

The populist assemblage develops in intimate (but converse) symbiosis with our mediarchic systems. Populisms thrive by parasitizing the mediarchic dynamics of the neoliberal capitalism that they complacently denounce, while at the same time they masterfully exploit those very same dynamics. The symbiosis between neoliberal mediarchies and populist structures leads the latter (1) to reappropriate minority postures in order to better ensure their majority positions, (2) to be ubiquitous in the media while simultaneously denouncing their alleged exclusion from the media, (3) to replace the complex logics of majority inclusion with an imaginary structured by simplistic (but reassuring and mobilizing) dichotomies between ‘the people’ seen as good and their internal enemies (immigrants, intellectuals, journalists). It is pointless to denounce populism as a symptom as long as we do not tackle its mediarchic causes. The only way to really stem the harmful effects of right-wing populism is to change the media ecosystem that currently allows its structures to thrive.

Many denunciations of populism, however, are misguided. Since all knowledge is by nature reductive of complexity (for any action is necessarily nourished by affects and any affirmation is the reverse side of a resistance), it would be misleading and paralysing to set populism up as an absolute evil. We should forget the quarrel over populism and focus on the invention of structures. Rather than placing the metamorphosis of the media sphere at the top of any progressive political agenda, it is the creative work of the ‘mediactivists’ that we should encourage, since their unprecedented ways of reconfiguring sensitivities, affects and practices will help us invent a ‘people’ that is still missing.

The case of the site Upworthy.com can serve as emblem for the emergence of completely new mass media. Here, lamentations over populism struggle to understand the situation. Upworthy was launched in March 2012 by Eli Pariser, who had come from the militant website MoveOn.org, and Peter Koechley, editor of the satirical newspaper The Onion. Upworthy is said to be the fastest growing medium in the entire history of communication. Thanks to a unique style and eye-catching headlines perfectly adapted to viral diffusion, the site managed, from November 2013 onwards, to attract to its resolutely playful and progressive content more than eighty million visitors, mostly through Facebook – while at the same time CNN.com was struggling to attract fifteen million and NYTimes.com twenty million. This growth was based on the power of what David Karpf, in a recent book, calls ‘analytic activism’, which uses feedback from the data mining provided by major Internet platforms to refine in real time the attractiveness of its headlines, images and graphics.

The operating model is wonderfully simple: ‘Step 1: Scan the Internet for high-quality content – videos, infographics, and (to a lesser extent) stories – that hadn’t found their potential audience. Step 2: Fiddle with the headlines and images associated with the content, repackaging it to optimize for social sharing. Step 3: Spread that content through Facebook, Twitter, and email channels, engaging a massive community of supporters along the way’.2 At a time when people are deploring the new ‘cyber-balkanization’, which is made worse by the congenital preference of the (lower classes of the) ‘people’ for trivial forms of entertainment, the massive audiences attained by Upworthy help to invent a missing people, demonstrating that ‘the things that matter in the world don’t have to be boring and guilt-inducing’ and that ‘the addictive stuff we love doesn’t have to be completely substanceless’.3

The main illusion of currently prevailing conceptions of democracy is that they presuppose the existence of the people-demos, which simply needs to be consulted – in an election or via the vox pop – for its desires to become clear. The first lesson of the mediactivists is that we need to (re)constitute ourselves at every moment, through the apparatuses of mediality invented to make us come into being as a community. As an intermediary catalysing the viral spread of ‘stuff that actually matters’ already present on the Internet, a medium such as Upworthy guides our materialization as a people by means of agential cuts that give a progressive meaning to the various movements that are sweeping us away in our common process of becoming.



Notes


	1. See the special issue ‘Populismes’, Multitudes, no. 61, 2015.

	2. David Karpf, Analytic Activism: Digital Listening and the New Political Strategy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), pp. 100–101

	3. Peter Koechley, ‘Could this be the most upworthy site in the history of the internet?’, launch of the website Upworthy.com on 26 March 2012, at www.upworthy.com/could-this-be-the-most-upworthy-site-in-the-history-of-the-internet.







6
SYSTEMATIZING MEDIARCHY


The mass media, as we are familiar with them these days, certainly deserve to be criticized as sharplessly and ruthlessly as possible. This critique would undoubtedly be a precondition of the political imperative to transform their presently dominant intrastructure. Such a critique, however, must not blind us to the factors behind their popularity, their success and their necessity. Neither the Machiavellianism of some of them nor the venality of others, let alone the philistinism and stupidity of the rest (or indeed the same), are sufficient to explain how or why they acquired such a prominence in weaving the web of our relationships. Before criticizing and revolutionizing the mass media, we need to better understand the functions they perform within our social organizations.

Tackling the media in terms of systemic function involves distancing ourselves from certain overly optimistic analyses which celebrate the advent of the Internet as rendering obsolete those mass media identified with the worst nightmares of the twentieth century. Although enlightening, these analyses hailing a new ‘post-media era’1 implicitly assumed that the new media would replace the old ones, while in actual fact they usually only superimpose themselves on them without abolishing them. Henry Jenkins has shown that we live in a ‘convergence culture’ characterized by ‘the flow of content across multiple media platforms, the cooperation between multiple media industries, and the migratory behavior of media audiences who will go almost anywhere in search of the kinds of entertainment experiences they want’.2 Rather than a rigid opposition between (obsolete) mass media and (innovative and emancipating) network media, it is the complex interconnections of the knots woven between them that need to be untangled.

In plain and simple terms, the reconfigurations that have occurred over the last half a century in the field of mass media can be schematized in terms of a fivefold movement. On the one hand, (1) national monopolies of centralized broadcasting bodies (in radio and television) have become fragmented because of the establishment, by political fiat, of logics of commercial competition regulating, directly or indirectly, the ‘market shares’ between major media enterprises. On the other hand, (2) these same logics of commercial competition have led to a centripetal movement (still in progress) fostering a massive homogeneity of form and content throughout the entire planet. It is the whole ambiguity of the notion of competition that has been at work here, dynamically combining competitive rivalry with the effects of convergence and an alignment of offers. In addition, (3) the possibilities of two-way communication re-established thanks to the Internet, after the long one-way tunnel characteristic of broadcasting in the dominant media of the twentieth century, have indeed created ever more niches for diversity, allowing the most marginal voices to gain a potential hearing. At the same time, however, (4) this admirable blossoming of potential diversity is scattered and diffuse, and largely drowned out by the persistent ubiquity of oppressive factors of dominance in the setting of the agenda: our daily conversations and social debates continue to be structured, fuelled and punctuated by what a few major dominant media choose to talk about (they include The Economist, the New York Times, Le Monde, the BBC, etc.). And (5), these complex changes in the relationships between different types of media are rooted in a general growth of self-referentiality among our medialities: for fifty years, ever more human beings have been spending ever more time focusing their attention on medial apparatuses rather than on the direct observation of their immedial physical and social environment.

Within the multilayered intrastructures that result from these recent developments, how best should we describe the specific roles and functions accomplished by the persistence of mass media such as television, radio and various major periodicals, as well as by the effects of massification experienced by the Internet via operators such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube?


Synchronizing and Aligning

At the end of the nineteenth century, Gabriel Tarde noted that the main function of the media was less to inform populations adequately than to synchronize their movements and their affects.3 According to an idea developed a century later by Daniel Bougnoux, the media are much more about COMMUNICATION, i.e. the coalescence of a community around shared vibrations, affections and preoccupations, than they are about INFORMATION, defined by the relevance and veracity of the representations of reality put into circulation.4 In other words, the main function of the mass media lies less in our attention to their reality as objects than in the synchronization and alignment of our interindividual attentions.

According to the persuasive analysis put forward by Maurizio Lazzarato, the mass media operate on a collective scale as ‘machines for crystallizing time’, as contractors and capacitors of experience which inform our subjectivities from within by modulating the tempos and rhythms, accelerations, pauses and sudden bursts through which we perceive our histories (both personal and shared) in the process of being made. ‘Television exists neither as a propaganda machine nor as an aesthetic arrangement, but it does exist as an ontological (temporal) condition of our society. Television is the guardian of time.’ The operation of ‘MEDIA COVERAGE’ consists in ‘covering immediate perception, actuality, with a layer of memory-images’.5

Such an approach clearly helps to relativize the hypothesis of a post-media era. Human societies increasingly need to synchronize the movements of the individuals who compose them. Ever since Jean-Jacques Rousseau embarked on his personal reform by selling his watch (‘saying to [himself] with incredible joy: thank heavens, I will not need to know what time it is’),6 to the smartphones that act as security bracelets keeping track of all our movements 24/7, the imposition of a common time has penetrated ever more deeply into our human relations and our perceptions of the world over the last three centuries. Within this general evolution, the obvious function of the mass media is to place (and maintain) us on the same wavelength and metronomic beat, so that we can easily meet up at the right time and place for our appointments, and also find a meeting of minds (if not of opinions) over the same issues in discussions.

The primary function of media enthralment lies in just this point: we raise certain topics on which we disagree so that we can discuss them together. Of course, as a corollary, while we are talking about these topics, we won’t be talking about anything else – but the advantage is that, while speaking, we will maintain communication in real time, i.e., we will make all the reciprocal adjustments necessary for us to stay in touch. Be it the Islamic veil, a football championship, a presidential election, cyclists involved in doping or the escapades of a celebrity, the media act as a wristwatch as well as ‘creating a mass’. While personal media (letters, telegrams, telephones, SMS, Skype and WhatsApp) have the function of synchronizing our meetings and interindividual collaborations, the function of the mass media is to SYNCHRONIZE our transindividual beliefs and desires, fears and hopes – in other words, the shared but always somewhat conflict-ridden affective base which allows us to share our reactions (always mixed up with arguments and emotions) to what happens to us.

In the early 1960s, Daniel J. Boorstin persuasively analysed the way in which it was more important to synchronize communion than to inform; he discussed the production by the mass media of a continuous stream of ‘PSEUDO-EVENTS’, replacing the gathering of information with news-making. Unlike a spontaneous and unpredictable event such as a tsunami, a pseudo-event such as a press conference or a night at the Oscars is planned with its eventual broadcast in mind, with the aim of becoming a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’. The ‘news’ thus fabricated has the function of marking out common time by injecting something ‘new’ at a rhythm that is easy to control. The effect of this is that the holder of the truth is no longer the person in control of real facts, but whoever excels in the art of self-fulfilling prophecies.7

Half a century earlier, another conservative thinker, Walter Lippmann, highlighted another social function of the mass media, one which also suggested that we qualify the frequently postulated equation between mass media and information. In addition to their synchronizing function, the mass media appeared to be invested with the task of ALIGNING people’s feelings with the positions defended by various leaders. He started out from a position that can be described as both disillusioned and scornful, typical of a certain type of reactionary thinking: the members of the general public ‘cannot … construe intent, or appraise the exact circumstances, enter intimately into the minds of the actors or into the details of the argument’. He concluded that the public task of a democracy is reduced to learning which signs to trust before it can decide ‘where their sympathies ought to turn’.8

John Dewey wrote his essay The Public and Its Problems so as to provide a progressive alternative to Lippmann’s disenchanted response: between the ‘ghost public’ made up of lazy ignoramuses portrayed by the latter and the rational and knowledgeable citizens postulated by idealist political theory, Dewey praised the ‘associations’ in which each and every person can assume the status of an ‘investigator’ to develop a concrete ‘expertise’, and share it more widely, from the bottom up, between activists and others, via activities of ‘publication’.9 This debate can be read as an ideological contrast between the two thinkers but also, at a century’s distance, as the description of two different levels of our current media structures. Dewey was right to emphasize that we can all become experts by carrying out investigations that today’s Internet resources make it much easier to conduct and disseminate. But, as Lippmann suggested, the complexity of many of the problems discussed by our democracies would require an omnicompetence to which no one can lay claim, and many of the questions discussed in the morning paper, on the evening television news and on Web pages viewed on our mobile devices go beyond our individual competence.

Cass R. Sunstein, Barack Obama’s adviser on issues of regulation, recently published a book extolling the wisdom of ‘choosing not to choose’ – i.e., knowing how to delegate decisions to systems of experts, whether these be human beings or algorithms, that are necessary to compensate for the fateful inadequacy of our attentional resources, disproportionate to the complexity of the knowledge we need to acquire in order to make a sufficiently informed choice.10 And, this time definitely on the left of the political spectrum, the Argentine philosopher Ernesto Laclau calls for a progressive populism which also rests on a mechanism of alignment: in his view, faced with the multiplicity of varied discontents and demands emanating from a social field marked by exploitation and injustice, we should produce an ‘empty signifier’ capable of establishing a ‘chain of equivalence’ between these scattered demands. Left-wing populism, inspired by Gramsci’s notion of ‘hegemony’, will make it possible to compose a popular movement based on a salutary SIMPLIFICATION of the muddled complexity of reality and its fragmented struggles.11

Despite their opposing positions on the political spectrum, Walter Lippmann, Cass Sunstein and Ernesto Laclau all start off from comparable premises, which together point towards a certain function (or a certain use) of the mass media. Given the impossibility of adequately informing the citizens of our democracies, because of the complexity of the issues to be addressed and the limited time that everyone can devote to their elucidation, the entire media-electoral system should be judged less by the criterion of the fidelity with which the problems are set out than by the effectiveness of the inevitable simplifying mediations that lead citizens to align themselves with potentially populist spokespersons. It is less the function of the media to transmit knowledge about the world than to produce effects of COAGULATION, grouping and aligning public opinion around a few attractors (the slogans and faces of politicians), whose general policies, perceived in terms of affective intuition rather than rational analysis, will drive the decisions that need to be made.



Irritating and Schematizing

The mass media here appear as an ethically and intellectually very problematic apparatus, but we need to view them in terms of what is above all a PROBLEM OF SCALE. As Rousseau already claimed, a democracy of duly informed citizens can be envisaged in the context of a village, or even of a small town, but not of a community involving several million people. Therefore, either we advocate the drastic downscaling of our forms of collective life so as to make them compatible with the participatory ideals that define real democracy,12 or we ask what mechanisms can ensure a coordination – albeit a very imperfect one – between the participants of disproportionately large communities destabilized by a huge disproportion between what my eyes can see and what my hands can reach, between what I should know and what I can understand, between the difficulties of information and the needs of collaboration. Given that, whether we like it or not, the consequences of industrial development have already woven together our destinies on a global scale (due to global phenomena such as climate change, nuclear waste and the loss of biodiversity), we may as well try to understand the role played by the mass media in the disproportion that comprises our current reality – without harbouring any illusions, but without succumbing to despair.

It is probably by applying the systems theory developed by Niklas Luhmann to the mass media that we can create the most profound and interesting approach to the dynamics of the media, one that has learnt from experience. The strength of Luhmann’s thinking lies in the way he places SELF-REFERENTIALITY at the heart of his analysis: instead of viewing the mass media as what makes us attentive to the ‘world as it is’, Luhmann describes a ‘system which generates a difference of system and environment and which is thereby forced to distinguish internally between self-reference and other-reference and to lend substance to this distinction using its own ever-changing conditions’.13 The system of the mass media differs from its environment by carrying out an internal selective coding that separates ‘information’ from ‘non-information’ (much more than it separates the ‘true’ from the ‘false’, as people naively imagine) (Figure 6.1). This coding is based mainly on a temporal dimension, since information ‘cannot be repeated’ but ‘becomes non-information’ once it has been absorbed within the system.14 The self-referential system of the mass media provides itself with information which, at the same time as it rapidly becomes obsolete (once it has been disseminated), paves the way for other information, which will make sense only by internal reference to the first information (which has now become non-information, but serves as a background to the appearance of new ‘facts’).


[image: ]

Figure 6.1 The self-referentiality of the media.



Luhmann therefore describes the media as circulation systems that constantly renew their material, ensuring the accumulation of knowledge that can serve as a background to the production of constantly renewed figures and IRRITATIONS:


So mass media are not media in the sense of conveying information from those who know to those who do not know. They are media to the extent that they make available background knowledge and carry on writing it as a starting point for communication…. Their preference for information, which loses its surprise value through publication, that is, is constantly transformed into non-information, makes it clear that the function of the mass media consists in the constant generation and processing of irritation – and neither in increasing knowledge nor in socializing or educating people in conformity to norms. The descriptions of the world and of society to which modern society orients itself within and outside the system of its mass media arise as a factual effect of this circular permanent activity of generating and interpreting irritation through information tied to a particular moment (that is, as a difference which makes a difference).15



The self-poietic system of the mass media is thus a common present in relation to which individuals can be situated depending on the problems (themes, issues, topics, agenda) presented and discussed. In this way, the media perform a certain synchronization, and bring us together around certain debates, while giving matter to the way we individualize ourselves, inviting everyone to situate themselves in relation to these problems. Synchronizing and materializing our individuations in this way rests on the virtues of the ‘irritability [that] is the most general structural characteristic of autopoietic systems’.16 More than ‘informing’ us, the media sensitize us, in a highly selective way, to certain things (the wearing of a veil by a young girl) rather than to others (the consequences of our eating habits). It is through this selective irritability that they carry out the agential cuts of which our reality is made.

The function of the media is thus to make us share certain irritations (rather than others) and to situate ourselves reciprocally with respect to these irritations – on a scale much larger than what would result from the friction of proximity caused when our physical bodies encounter those of others. We form a society to the extent that, irritated by the same things, we all pay attention to the same phenomena at the same time, but also to the extent that each of our attentions starts out from a slightly different point of view from that of our neighbours.

This filtering and heightening of irritations is one initial explanation for the ‘structural development [that] is thus explained by the constant supply of irritations from certain sources – and by the lack of stimuli on the part of other segments of the environment.’17 The operators through which the media manage to accomplish this filtering and highlighting are described by Luhmann as SCHEMATA, a term he uses for what other theorists refer to as cognitive maps, prototypes, stereotypes, images, frames, categorizations, scripts, models and other simulators. The first virtue of schemata is to simplify the infinite complexity of the immediate data to which our consciousness is exposed. Each rose is singular, different from any other (in its own nuance of form, size, colour, smell, location, etc.). The schematic ‘rose’ retains only a few of these characteristics, very general and very few in number, which have become significant in the course of our past experiences (its flower is fragile and transient, its stem pricks us, when cut it needs water, etc.). Even if the schemata result from a process of abstraction, reducing complexity and denying singularity, they are nonetheless a condition for the apprehension of the concrete phenomenon: ‘Schemata are not images which become concretely fixed at the moment of depiction; they are merely rules for the repetition of operations (which then are concrete again).’18

The main function of the mass media lies, for Luhmann, in maintaining the structural coupling between the eco-social group and the individuals who form it by providing schemata (of perception, of intellection, explanation) whose primary merit is to simplify the infinite complexity of our interactions with our environment. This happens by means of a thoroughly circular dynamic: ‘The mass media value comprehensibility. But comprehensibility is best guaranteed by the schemata which the media themselves have already generated.’19

Recognizing that the essential task of the media lies in the way they schematize and simplify complexity, Luhmann to some extent puts paid to the common accusation that they simplify problems that are actually much more complicated. Simplifying something to make it understandable is the reductive manoeuvre carried out by every form of knowledge – even if its value depends on its ultimate ability to call into question certain parameters of this first reduction. To REDUCE THE COMPLEXITY in the-world-as-it-is, so as to produce a news bulletin lasting some ten minutes or so, is of course an impossible but nevertheless useful task. The fact that it is necessary to resort to schemata made familiar by previous bulletins inevitably exposes this labour to the accusation of circularity, or even that of practising the ‘art of self-fulfilling prophecies’. As Vilém Flusser frequently pointed out, what the media enable to circulate among us through their technical images are mainly ‘MODELS’: less ‘representations’ of the world (in its complexity) than ‘modellings’, which heighten some aspects of it in order to guide our actions towards certain types of behaviour rather than others.20



Homogenizing and Individuating

This work of irritation, simplification, schematization and modelling takes place through three types of format that Luhmann distinguishes within the programmes provided by the mass media. The first, which obviously provided the context for our previous remarks, is the format of NEWS and REPORTS. What is encoded as information is here selected according to a whole cluster of factors: (1) ‘the information must be new’; (2) ‘conflicts are privileged’; (3) ‘quantities constitute particularly effective ways of capturing attention’; (4) ‘local reference gives weight to information’; (5) ‘transgression of standards is also the subject of special attention’; (6) the staging of cases calls for the exercise of ‘moral judgments’ relating to ‘people’ (rather than processes or structures).21 These different selectors converge to give us our daily dose of irritants, which are all opportunities for us to find our places as individuals in the face of the constant stream of cases needing to be judged.

The most interesting parameters, however, are less to do with the selection of what is or is not happening than with the way what is selected is presented. From this point of view, we could distinguish between pill-programmes, which condense as much nutritious and predigested information as possible into the minimum space and time, and taster-programmes, which take (and give) both time and opportunity for us to position ourselves vis-à-vis the proposed material by virtue of a gradual process of trial and error. Far from being constant, the relative proportions of irritation and situation are both variable and complementary: some formats are based on causing maximum irritation, while others call for an active process of self-situation.

If the format of news and reports tends to dominate the way we imagine the media, it represents neither the totality nor the majority of what the media convey. A second type of format, that of ADVERTISING, has traditionally been considered either as one of the many kinds of programme provided by the mass media, or as their main and ultimate raison d’être (as well as their damnation). Luhmann subscribes to the first view when he assigns to advertising programmes the function of ‘provid[ing] people who have no taste with taste’, taste serving in its turn to ‘structure desire’.22

A more radical version, however, gives advertising a hegemonic and formative status within the media complex. In the wake of the aphorisms of Guy Debord, artists such as Richard Serra and economists such Dallas W. Smythe have, from the 1970s onwards, denounced the mass media en bloc as a vast social apparatus for consumer indoctrination, in which the advertising function played a clearly dominant role. In a 1973 video entitled TELEVISION DELIVERS PEOPLE, Serra put forward several statements meant to shock, overturning the conventional wisdom about what circulates in different media channels:


Mass media means that a medium can deliver masses of people. Commercial television delivers 20 million people a minute.

In commercial broadcasting the viewer pays for the privilege of having himself sold.

It is the consumer who is consumed.

You are the product of tv.

You are delivered to the advertiser who is the customer.

He consumes you.23



The Marxist economist Dallas W. Smythe developed these ideas in a 1977 article, asking ‘What is the commodity form of mass-produced, advertiser-supported communications under monopoly capitalism?’ Rejecting as superficial the answers put forward by bourgeois idealists (messages, information, images, meaning, entertainment, guidance, education, manipulation), he gave the mass media the primary function of selling audiences to advertisers: ‘The information, entertainment and “educational” material transmitted to the audience is an inducement (gift, bribe or “free lunch”) to recruit potential members of the audience and to maintain their loyal attention.’24 Here too, the mass media fulfil a function of homogenization and individuation: the supposedly ‘free’ time won by the workers’ struggles of the twentieth century is taken over by the ‘consciousness industry’ whose primary purpose is to produce consumers for the new goods placed on the market. This production of consumerist demand is described in terms that are very similar to those used to describe the production of sociopolitical issues constantly generated by the daily flow of news:


It appears that the purpose of advertising, from the perspective of the advertising corporation, is to establish in the worker’s consciousness (1) the existence of a ‘problem’ facing the worker (acne, security from burglars, sleeplessness), (2) the existence of a class of commodities which will solve that problem, and (3) the motivation to give top priority to purchasing brand X of that class of commodities in order to ‘solve’ that ‘problem’.25



This view of the dominant role played by advertising in the functioning of the media does not merely reverse the flow of what circulates in media channels (attention paid to advertisers, rather than information provided to viewers). It simultaneously reduces the cultural content conveyed by the media to the status of pure bait, whose value lies solely in the advertising contracts it brings in, and not in what it transmits within society. The analysis of the functions of the mass media is (excessively?) simplified: they merely homogenize and individualize consumer ‘consciousness’. Even in its radical versions, this approach recognizes that the consumer shaped by such a logic must also subscribe to certain values (respecting private property, paying one’s debts), feel certain affects (hope, envy, rivalry) and cultivate certain virtues (tolerance for diversity) that the ‘system’ must generate alongside a narrowly consumerist attitude.

A third major type of format is distinguished by Luhmann, together with news and advertising, namely ENTERTAINMENT, whose systemic function he describes in a particularly interesting way. Everything that belongs to narrative fictions, sports, stardom and reality television, and which constitutes the majority of what is shown on our TV and/or digital screens, puts us in the position of second-degree observers.

Whether you immerse yourself in a TV show, watch a football game or listen to a celebrity interview, in any case,


you learn to observe observers, from the point of view of the way that they have to react to a situation, that is to say the way they observe themselves. As a second-rate observer, we are smarter but we are also less motivated than the person we observe…. Entertainment does not determine anyone; but it offers enough points of reference (which one would not find in news or in advertising) to work on its own ‘identity’. The fictional reality and the real reality remain clearly distinct, and it is precisely for this reason that the individual fuels his own identity.26





Globalizing, Balkanizing, Creolizing

It is clear that the three types of format distinguished by Luhmann all foster a complex dynamic that combines, on the one hand, a standardization inherent in the ‘mass’ scale of media audiences and, on the other hand, apparatuses allowing each one to individuate that audience in various ways so as to adapt it to its singular circumstances.

It is in this STANDARDIZATION, which can be MODULATED according to our needs for individualization, that the basic systemic function of the mass media (as well as reason for doubting the imminence of a ‘post-media era’) is to be sought. Luhmann’s approach leads us to consider – quite relevantly – the electronic media both as vectors and as safeguards of a continuing process of globalization (one that began several centuries ago). Standardizing abstractions and individualizing modulations specific to schemata ought to mean that globalized media networks should eventually bring about a world system within which our perceptual categories, our explanatory models and our action scripts could be brought into step, so as to ensure our collective survival on the surface of our shared planet.

Of course, the (old) question of an international or planetary public sphere conflicts with the obvious problem of different languages: how can we imagine a truly transnational mass medium, while a few score miles of longitude or latitude make the linguistic medium through which we express ourselves opaque? Should we, following the spirit of acceleration, rely on the rapid progress brought about in machine translation thanks to breakthroughs in deep learning, and imagine that in the near future there will be written translations, subtitling, or even dubbing at minimal cost for the entire contents of a publication, or a radio or television channel?

Even if this were the case, it would only bring closer the time when we will come up against the real pitfalls entailed by this scenario of planetary mediarchy. The first pitfall, eloquently analysed by Bernard Stiegler, underlines the risk that the singularities inherent in mass-media phenomena will be eroded.27 The standardized production of cultural goods by an industry of globalized programmes would only exacerbate a ‘proletarianization of minds and spirits’ synonymous with ‘symbolic misery’: the industrial process applied to cultural property, as well as the needs for programming; i.e., preconditioning the products, under the competitive pressure imposed by the capitalist context, can generate only desingularized and desingularizing goods. The inherent in the mass media is already wreaking havoc on the global scale via the productions of Hollywood, Bollywood and Nollywood, and we can hardly be sanguine about the results.

The inevitability of a cultural homogenization inherent in a mass-media, globalized capitalism has recently been powerfully questioned in the latest work by Luc Boltanski and Arnaud Esquerre, who emphasize how ‘the logic of capitalism, whose end lies in drawing from the trading of every single thing the greatest possible profit, requires for this end that the means implemented to set its value be diversified’.28 Next to the ‘standard shape’ typical of industrial goods homogenized by the pressure of economies of scale, they show the growing importance of the ‘TREND FORM’ (boosted by the phenomena of fashion) and the ‘COLLECTION FORM’ (based on a quest for authenticity) within our contemporary economies. And they are right to point out that these two ways of bestowing value operate as vectors of differentiation more than of standardization.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, Chris Anderson was moving in the same direction when he prophesied the era of the ‘LONG TAIL’:29 while our old cluttered bookstores and our old record shops could not store more than the few hundred titles that would sell best in their neck of the woods, a distributor like Amazon could guarantee access to totally marginal works, rendered profitable thanks to the new ability to aggregate consumers across a whole continent (and not only in a single city). The new profitability of this long tail suggested that a delightful variety of marginal effects and niche markets would blossom, promoting greater effective diversity.


Some recent observations, however, seem to show not a diversification of tastes through the growth of cultural diversity, but quite the opposite: everyone is paying attention to the same things, in a logic exacerbated by the prominence of blockbusters. Even though access to rare works has been facilitated and extended thanks to digital diffusion, the general picture of our cultural practices has tended towards a centripetal form of aggregation. This was very clearly analysed, under the title of ‘WINNER TAKES ALL’, in a recent issue of The Economist – which cannot be accused of being hostile in principle towards neoliberal globalization:



The same technological tools that atomized entertainment also made it easier to aggregate audiences. Classes’ most popular downloads or streamings have self-reinforcing virtue. Recommendation algorithms direct people to what others, similar to them, have already seen or listened to. Thanks to the network effect, the impact in terms of media of the greatest successes in all genres is dramatically bigger than the one secondary titles. It now seems clear that the future of mass entertainment will not be ‘selling fewer titles,’ as Mr. Anderson wanted, but selling a lot more copies of titles in smaller numbers.30

The way the sale of cinema tickets in the United States has changed over the last twenty years illustrates this trend with worrying clarity. Whereas, in 1997, 90 per cent of the least popular films shared 50 per cent of seats and the most popular 5 per cent took 30 per cent of the market, 5 per cent of blockbusters now capture 60 per cent of the income, leaving 90 per cent of films with under 20 per cent of tickets (Figure 6.2). Of the thousands of films made worldwide, and the 700 films released in the United States, the five that sold the most tickets in 2016 were all produced by Disney. Across the entire world, more and more of us are watching and listening to an ever smaller number of works: the graph shows a ‘very big head’ leaving very, very, very far behind the hopes of diversity raised by the long tail.
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Figure 6.2 Box office takings in the United States (1997–2016).



The critique of the cultural homogenization brought about by the mass media, justified as it may be, is now encountering its limit in the remarks made about the cyber-balkanization of our digital mediarchies. The ‘FILTER BUBBLES’ denounced by Eli Pariser reveal a world of networks increasingly sealed off from one another, in which each Web user tends to be enclosed in his or her own small ideological and aesthetic bubble, since the algorithmic filters stick to the user’s previous choices as well as to those of people with similar profiles.31 Facebook, Twitter, Google and Amazon tend to direct my attention centripetally towards the forms and the cultural contents best targeted at my singularity (as calculated by their algorithms). Because I am a 50-year-old vegetarian atheist, a follower of Antonio Negri and a fan of Mary Halvorson and Tim Kinsella, the pages to which I will be directed will be completely different from those suggested in the profile of a carnivorous evangelist who is a member of the Tea Party and a fan of Céline Dion. While an oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico will be described to me as an environmental scandal proving the unsustainability of extractivist capitalism, it will be presented to him as a model of responsible crisis management by the leaders of a major global enterprise.

Such phenomena are inherent in profiling, which itself is inherent in the filtering necessary for navigating our way through the infinite richness of the Web; the threat of cyber-balkanization, by contrast, is an insufficiently emphasized advantage of the mass media that aim at consensus. Even if it homogenizes (standardizes, vulgarizes, simplifies, crushes nuances and dumbs down), the mainstream content that is broadcast by the mass media provides this common background whose socializing function has been highlighted by Luhmann. One could even consider redefining the mass media on the basis of this property, one that the digital sociabilities at risk of balkanization now display with particular salience: a MASS MEDIUM is a medium that aims at audience effects, without being content with niche publics. Even though I prefer to listen to confidential podcasts from the New Books Network, read an anarchist review, or subscribe to a Japanese noise show on a campus radio, the things I see and hear on the news programme of a major national TV channel, despite the distressing mediocrity it often demonstrates, have the merit of playing the game of acceptability and comprehensibility: they are consensual and mainstream and aim at the widest possible reception – in short, they play on the idea of the mass, combined with the singular because it includes an effort at maximum inclusivity.

In 1992, Daniel Dayan and Elihu Katz theorized the usual virtues of MEDIA EVENTS such as the Olympic Games, princely weddings and Oscar nights, which allow large segments of our populations to unite in a series of shared vibrations. Two decades later, they found that these large, rather benevolent masses tended to be replaced by DISASTER MARATHONS, where live broadcasts are looped so as to glue our senses to an ongoing catastrophe (a terrorist attack, war, flood, hurricane).32 In both cases, the (old) mass media brought us together as we shared in a common set of affects, while our (new) social media produce a HYPERMODULATION effect that isolates each of us in asynchronous bubbles, by calibrating the interactive spectacle so that ‘we never feel the same way as other potential allies and affines at the same moment’.33

Still, should we be nostalgic for the time when the ORTF34 was providing France with its only images of the world, on the basis of a state monopoly ensuring a common background for all television viewers? At a time when the uninhibited extremism of chains like Fox News shows NBC arms dealers as angels of progress, it would be tempting to ascribe some merit to the effort at ‘objectivity’ (i.e., consensualism) that ORTF journalists, supposedly the ‘nation’s voice’, were meant to perform – even when it directly echoed that of the government, with all the horrors and infamies that this may have involved at the time of the colonial wars. While it is perfectly right to defend a public audiovisual industry that is doubtless more necessary now than ever, it is probably neither possible nor desirable to return to a state monopoly.

Rather than feeling nostalgic for the past, it would be better to turn to a poet-thinker such as Édouard Glissant, who can provide us with the tools for conceiving mass media that would simultaneously be welcoming (constructors of a common space) and creolizers (catalysts of unpredictable diversities). While Luhmann has clearly analysed the way in which common schemata, disseminated and shared by the mass media, can serve as a background against which everyone is invited to continue the process of becoming an individual, Glissant provides us with a vocabulary that helps to understand how, within a multicultural space, this individuation can avoid the double pitfall of retrenching oneself in one’s own origins (which is in any case impossible) and becoming dissolved in standardization.

The challenge is considerable, but it is already being taken up by media mutants such as the site UPWORTHY.COM (discussed in the previous interlude – its co-founder was the theorist of the filter bubble, Eli Pariser). Its main aim (which converges with the aim of the accelerationist manifesto discussed in a later interlude in this book) is to generate new mass effects by drawing on the astonishing diversity of what the ordinary folk we all are daily put online. In the article launching the site, Peter Koechley offered a humorous vision of what is now circulating on the Internet: ‘poorly made porn with weak character development’, slideshows summarizing anything and everything, idiotic diet advice, long articles for us to read one day when we have time … with, lost amid this indistinct mass, the 0.1 per cent of what we really ought to know and spread (‘stuff that actually matters’) – the very material that Upworthy endeavours to circulate.35

Is giving voice to the 0.1 per cent that really matters but doesn’t count (as it is not properly broadcast within our mediarchies) actually a mode of creolization? This is far from certain, since Upworthy, working exclusively in English and with a strictly US-based perspective, apparently does not make much effort to promote the diversity of languages and cultures. And yet its ambition to connect ordinary singularities in order to build up a common world both woven of differences and globally sustainable curiously echoes the definition that Glissant gives of CREOLIZATION:


The term creolization applies to the current situation of the world, that is to say, the situation where a ‘totality earth’, finally realized, means that within this totality (where there is no longer any ‘organic’ authority and where everything is an archipelago) the most distant and most heterogeneous cultural elements, if such exist, can be related…. Creolization requires that the heterogeneous elements thus related should ‘give each other value’, i.e. there should be no deterioration or diminishing of being, either from within or from without, due to this contact and this mixture. Why creolization and not miscegenation [métissage]? Because creolization is unpredictable, while the effects of miscegenation can be calculated.36



How can we build a Creole media community, which suffers neither degradation nor diminution of being and is not a mere indistinct soup or an automated transparency, but in which heterogeneous elements give each other their value and are related together with unpredictable results? This is what the next chapter will try to clarify.
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Interlude Five
Media Powers


What is ‘terrorism’? Young people who send planes crashing into towers, who spray café terraces with machine-gun fire or drive trucks into crowds or blow themselves up with bomb belts. Such acts are described as ‘terrorist’ in the sense that they aim to instil terror among the populations. Just as acts perpetrated by some of us against some of us, so ‘terrorism’ is constituted by the media circulation of images, sounds, discourses and narratives related to these acts, since, hypothetically, if no one was aware of them, nobody would be terrorized. How, then, do we not recognize that it is our journalistic decisions that make terrorism what it is?1

The thesis is, of course, simplistic. There is obviously a fundamental difference between those who plan, justify or carry out an attack, and those who merely say that it took place, trying to understand the details, the modalities, the causes and the effects. Recognizing that both of them contribute to ‘creating’ the attack does not imply that they also bear responsibility for it. Likewise, it is of course neither possible nor desirable for our mass media to pass over in silence a bloody massacre carried out in the heart of one of our cities. Nevertheless, the way in which acts described as ‘terrorist’ are covered nowadays does help to exacerbate the damage, even to encourage further acts of the same kind, whereas an informational sensitivity more imbued with what we have called pharmacology would help to reduce their impact. A twofold contrast may illuminate the problem.

What is the climate change associated with our ‘Anthropocene’ epoch? Glaciers and polar ice-caps are melting, rising waters may engulf cities of many millions of inhabitants, droughts and hurricanes are becoming ever more frequent and more devastating for our human enterprises. These developments, which sometimes hit the headlines, are in themselves as terrifying as the massacres carried out by the ‘terrorists’. Unlike the latter, however, despite McKenzie Wark’s apt quip,2 no ‘Carbon Liberation Front’ is taking advantage of news about the accelerated melting of the pack ice to advertise, recruit new members and schedule new protests. Climate change does not seek to be broadcast on television (various major economic and financial interests, indeed, devote all their powers to ensuring that we talk about it as little as possible): it will follow its fateful course (fateful for us humans, that is) all the more effectively the less we talk about it.

On a different level, what is an opinion poll? Members of the population are asked certain questions so that a certain picture of a certain state of public opinion can be drawn up. Do the answers exist before the question is put to the public? This is far from certain. As is the case for all the ‘pseudo-events’ analysed by Daniel Boorstin, a survey is a journalistic artefact that injects a new element of reality into the reality that it is deemed to be describing. Even if it does not create the beliefs and desires it claims to be measuring, it precipitates them in a form that profoundly alters their status.

The notion of ‘agential cut’, borrowed from Karen Barad (see Chapter 4), helps to explain both the similarities and the differences between the types of media operations sparked by polls, ‘terrorism’ and climate change. Pre-election polling operates a materializing and signifying agential cut directly comparable to that shown in Young’s slits. There was a reality whose precise nature escaped us (subatomic entities, beliefs, desires); an observational apparatus made it possible to materialize these entities in a quantified form that makes sense for us (a count of particles, a percentage of opinions). This process of reporting ‘makes an act’ as the French has it [fait acte]: the survey creates matter for discussion, the candidates reposition themselves in relation to its results, the questions asked will constitute the formal causes determining the results of the upcoming election. It is the very material of electoral democracy that the poll and the commentaries arising from it bring into being, by in-forming it.

The situation is very different in the case of a report on climate change. Glaciers melt and hurricanes form whether or not we are pointing our cameras at them. The agential cut brought about by the media, when they splash these events across their front pages, does not in any way bring into being the material of which they speak: this material seems to exist independently of them. If this independence is perfectly well proved for the past and the present (no reporting can modify what has been, or what is the case), it does not extend to the future. The challenge of most of the programmes, films and articles devoted to climate change lies precisely in trying to induce us to change our behaviour today, so as to limit the destructive impact of current disruptions. There is also an agential cut, to the extent that a certain apparatus of mediality documents a certain sector of our reality, with the primary effect of making sense to its audience, and with the secondary effect of modifying the way in which the members of this public will reproduce the material reality of their existence. Depending on whether or not it bears fruit, a report on climate change really does contribute to the ‘mattering’ of our future polar caps, deserts and seashores.

Contrary to the melting glaciers, terror attacks do not exist independently of the media coverage that they receive. It is mainly to attract this coverage that they are committed. The way in which they are reported is inextricably entangled in the processes of ‘mattering’ that contribute to their reproduction – on at least three contradictory levels. On the one hand, as soon as certain segments of the population feel victimized by injustices, exclusions and humiliations on the part of the dominant order, the spectacular reporting of the attacks has exemplary effects that may encourage other (more or less legitimate) frustrations to move towards violent forms of expression. On the other hand, in a way completely contrary to the previous reaction, the effects of fear spreading to other segments of the population may cause its members to remain ‘attentive together’, so as to prevent the materialization of other operations of the same kind. In the third stage, however, the security measures taken in the name of a ‘state of emergency’ that has become permanent may very well result in an intensification of the injustices and humiliations to which some minorities are subjected: their most radical elements will feel even more justified in resorting to a ruthless counterviolence. On these three levels, the way in which the media of today stage the attacks of yesterday conditions the materialization of the attacks that will (or will not) take place tomorrow.

To describe as a ‘terrorist’ an unbalanced individual who attacks a gendarme with a dagger is to create a certain agential cut which in itself is neither true nor false, but which produces certain effects by which the desirability of such a designation must be judged. Rather than in terms of ‘information’, media coverage of such a reality should be conceived of in terms of ‘signals’. What signal does it give to those who are the recipients? What signals would it be wise to avoid spreading? By making any hot-headed fantasist into an (anti-)hero of the ‘(anti-) terrorist war’, are we not telling those who feel that they are nobodies that they can become somebodies overnight – indeed, international celebrities, all for the price of a dagger and an Allahu akbar?
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7
DECOLONIZING MEDIARCHY


The main argument of this work is that a radical re-vaulting of the media intrastructure ought to come at the top of any progressive political agenda. However, this transformation cannot be a matter simply of reform or even of revolution; rather, it needs to be envisaged as a mode of decolonization.

On the global, long-term level, mediatization is of course in league with colonization. Even if movable type printing techniques had already been developed in China before Gutenberg’s printing press, what we usually view as the media (printed matter, radio, television, the Internet) started in Western centres of domination and were imported into, or imposed on, peripheral areas. As technological equipment has spread, media formats have naturally been constantly reappropriated and reinvented by their host cultures, giving rise to a rich profusion of amazing hybrids, such as Testerian catechisms, those cartoon strips in pocket-book format created in the sixteenth century to evangelize the population of Mexico through a mixture of pictograms, logograms and phonograms transcribing the Nahuatl language in the form of bizarre rebuses (Figure 7.1).1

As I investigate the background to this complex interplay between the Westernization of the world and the creation of hybrid media structures, I will be taking the word ‘decolonization’ in at least three different senses. The first sense in which the media need to be decolonized is that they must be freed from the imperialist advertising industry that subjects their activities to the consumerist craze characteristic of capitalism’s headlong rush forward. This first task is in itself highly problematic, in its practical implementation if not in its theoretical justification: but it is still the simplest of the three problems. The second form of decolonization concerns the need to maintain cultural diversity at a time when our behaviour is being coordinated on a global scale and the World Wide Web is omnipresent. Even if it is reductive to think that only Hollywood ever launches campaigns to win over hearts and minds across the world, it is undeniable that, in spite of Bollywood, Nollywood and their future decentralized clones, our media landscapes (still to some degree varied) are in thrall to the hegemony of a model based on the United States, one that tends to impose its forms and its media, if not its content, across the entire globe. Behind advertising colonization and cultural colonization, however, we need to learn to identify more precisely the mechanisms of a third colonization, both mental and environmental: it is this that I aim to highlight in the present work. The most difficult challenge lies in imagining mass media which aim more to stimulate people’s minds than to ‘occupy’ them, in the military sense of the term, as seems to be the case nowadays.
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Figure 7.1 Testerian catechism (Mexico, 16th century).



This is the threefold decolonization necessary for our mediarchies and it would need several volumes for all the many complex issues it involves to be set out in a satisfactory way. This brief chapter will simply try to get a better grasp of what ‘to publish’ means in a world of media, the extent to which advertising structurally distorts this process of publication, and what a decolonizing struggle might demand and propose as an alternative to the current occupation of people’s minds.


Publication

If the media operate by shaping different kinds of public to which they endeavour to give the power, as audiences, to play a significant part in our daily conversations, we can understand their effectiveness only by scrutinizing more closely their prime activity, namely publishing. Olivier Bomsel’s recent work on the notion of ‘publishing protocols’ (protocoles éditoriaux) sets out a very general and at the same time very precise basis on which to understand what TO PUBLISH means. His work starts out from a simple distinction between two types of media: unlike the media of correspondence (letter, telegram, telephone, email, SMS, Skype, WhatsApp), which establish a ‘communication between identified agents’, generally with the expectation of a certain reciprocity based on symmetrical relations between utterance and response, the media of publication (book, periodical, theatre, cinema, radio, television, website, YouTube) produce ‘broadcasts aimed at anonymous audiences’ based on a ‘structural asymmetry between transmitters and receivers’.2 If they really are instruments of catechesis, Testerian manuscripts fall within the category of media (of publication), since they are addressed by the ecclesiastical institution to an audience of the faithful who are supposed to memorize their prayers (Figure 7.1).

However obvious and traditional such a distinction may seem, it is problematic these days, since ‘the Internet is the first technological system to combine on one platform operations of correspondence between identified agents on the one hand, and operations of publication from a source to anonymous receivers on the other’.3 Indeed, the ‘new media’ that have emerged over the last decade (Facebook, Twitter) seem to be situated at exactly the halfway point in a correspondence between ‘friends’, on the one hand, and transmissions aimed at an audience that extends far beyond the private sphere, on the other. At the same time as it blurs a defining boundary in the very notion of the (mass) media, this development highlights the type of operation necessary for the transmission of a signal to extend beyond a private circle of friends in order to encounter a broad (or broader) public: it is this kind of operation that Bomsel analyses under the title PUBLISHING PROTOCOL. This enables him in return to ‘give the name “media” to the set of activities that contribute to publishing protocols’, in other words the set of operations and institutions ‘that help to take objects whose existence was hitherto closed, mute and invisible, and transport them into a reality, an audience, and a marketplace’.4

‘A publishing protocol aims at creating an effect of meaning, a social representation based on an expression or an object.’ Such a protocol comprises two fundamental stages: accumulation and showing (monstration). The stage of ACCUMULATION, generally ascribed to the function of the ‘author’, helps to structure the expression and the message, but also to design a frame that will enable the transmitted object to encounter an audience that is (partly) predefined. This stage ‘can assume very varied forms: research, development, the creation of a product, a literary or artistic composition, the rehearsal of a show, an aggregation of facts or data, the composing of a law, a decree, or a tweet, etc.’.5

The second stage ascribed to the function of the ‘publisher’, namely SHOWING, concerns ‘what happens at the point when the frame is crossed’. It involves ‘producing signs or marks that identify, authenticate and guarantee the accumulators, which are all elements of the “context” … in the literal sense of things that go with the text, and specify its meaning.’6 This context, which needs to be actively created by the operations of showing, is defined ‘by the frame, by the publishing marks set upon it, by mediatization, and by the hyper-frame that gives access to the object’: the whole process contributes, in the best case, to ‘producing an aura, an environment that loads the product with different meanings.’

This stage of showing can in turn be analysed in two phases, the first of which, UNVEILING, ‘requires a structure by which the audience can be alerted, warned and conditioned to the arising of the effect of meaning; it aims to distinguish between two states of the world, before and after the appearance of the monument’.7 The problem facing the publisher is having to impose the object of publication as worthy of constituting an item of ‘news’ – in the sense that Niklas Luhmann has taught us to see this term: something that is deemed to comprise a piece of ‘information’ contributing something ‘new’, against a background of something that has already been seen and is easily recognizable. The Cannes Film Festival, the start of the new French publishing season in autumn, the international tour of a music group, the arrival of a celebrity actor who is available for interviews: these are all contexts of unveiling that are likely to constitute an event. Once the object has been unveiled, a second phase of showing must ensure that it has a certain RESONANCE whose temporal scale varies with different kinds of object. ‘Resonance results from mechanisms of echo, repetition and reverberation of the effect of meaning produced in the first appearance’, so as to ‘amplify its echo’ and to ‘broaden its audience’.8

Here the key function played by the mass media in our intensely medialized milieus becomes apparent. As Georg Franck put it in the early 1990s, a major daily newspaper, a television channel and a radio broadcast at peak listening time all constitute ‘attention banks’ that can invest their relatively stable audience stock in the showing of objects and persons capable of ensuring they will get a good return on their investment.9 Meanwhile, publishers seek in every possible way to come up with publishing protocols that will be noticed by these investors in mass attention. It is true that the effects of resonance characteristic of Web 2.0 are starting to produce autonomous effects of showing that do not depend on the goodwill of traditional gatekeepers (editors-in-chief, journalists, critics), as is clear from the (apparently spontaneous) surges of popularity observed on YouTube. But first, these effects of viral contagion tend themselves to be increasingly orchestrated, and simply come under another form of publishing protocol adapted to the new mass media that now consists of YouTube, Twitter and Facebook – witness the emblematic case of Upworthy.com. And second, far from replacing the old forms of showing, these new publishing protocols are connected to them in complex montages where the mass effects characteristic of traditional media continue to play an important role in the dynamics of mediatization that drive the Internet.

The importance of the work performed by publishing protocols becomes clear when it is conspicuously absent: even at a time when virtually free uploading gives potential access to billions of Internet users avid for novelty, you can record the catchiest song, write the most exciting novel, produce the most illuminating article or put together the most amazing video, but this is no longer going to ensure the showing of the work in question any more than putting a message in a bottle and sending it out to sea will ensure that help will soon be on its way to the shipwrecked mariner. Of the 8.7 million pieces of music made commercially available on a website in 2015, 40 per cent managed to sell just one single copy, and only 4 per cent of all the titles managed to sell more than one hundred copies.10 The increasing amount of content being made available (virtually for free) to potential audiences itself means that attention is the rarest resource in the economy of our cultural goods. Apart from a few exceptions that are more celebrated the rarer they are, a significant amount of this collective attention can be obtained only by fitting into the structures that ensure the distribution of this attention – structures whose backbone continues to be provided by the media. You can generally attract an audience only by taking advantage of an audience already created by the mass media – and the challenge of publication consists precisely in being able to inveigle your way past the bottleneck of the media.



Three Decolonizations

This analysis of publishing protocols highlights three central questions that arise for anyone endeavouring to decolonize our mediarchies. The first is widely discussed, and involves the need to find, at the stage of showing, resources for financing the necessary initial stage of accumulation. We should be glad that the Internet is making available to all audiences, ‘for free’, documents that could previously be accessed only by circles restricted by wealth and privilege. Without in the least wishing to go back on what is definitely a welcome progress, we still need to worry about the (time of) labour necessary for creating the works that are put into circulation. In the past, it was the responsibility of the phase of showing to set up the barriers and tollbooths for collecting the funds to ‘remunerate’ the creative labour accomplished at the time of accumulation – in the double sense of paying for it afterwards, and providing it with the necessary means for it to be continued in the future. The analysis of publishing protocols shows that the labour of (preparation for) broadcasting performed by the publisher is no less valuable than the labour carried out by the author, insofar as every work aims at finding an audience for itself. But in view of the economic problems encountered by book publishing companies as well as the music, theatre and film businesses, not to mention the editorial staff of newspapers, the status of publisher seems even more threatened by the current situation than does the status of author.

The lose–lose conflict staged over the last few decades between activist pirates and defenders of authors’ rights needs to be replaced by a much more general critique of the CONSUMER’S TYRANNY over the producer, exercised through the set of power relations put together by neoliberal capitalism. Insofar as all individuals are consumers eager to pay the cheapest price possible, they exploit themselves as producers condemned to sell off their labour force while being subjected to unbridled competition. And those among us who benefit from financial shares and investments can tap into this process. The publication of cultural goods needs to be supported by a radically different logic, one that will nourish the phase of accumulation and the labour of editorialization by deducting a ‘pollination tax’11 levied on all financial transactions, from the purchase of millions of shares on the stock exchange to the withdrawal of twenty euros from a cash machine. This first question, then, can be summed up in the following terms: by what financial arrangements can we hope to decolonize the production and publication of cultural goods by freeing them from their present enslavement to the neoliberal tyranny of the consumer?

A second question bears on the recursive loops that simultaneously foster and threaten to strangle the efficiency of publishing protocols. A good publisher’s work consists in staging events of unveiling, and mobilizing networks of resonances that will enable a work to meet, or even raise, the expectations of as broad an audience as possible. However, the effects of circularity which this may entail in the worst-case scenarios are well known. The financial pressures of profitability often tend to uniformize works, subjecting them to the TYRANNY OF EXPECTATIONS of the majority of audiences whose inertia is thereby bolstered, rather than raising those expectations to higher and unimagined pleasures. As the theorist and poet Christophe Hanna has emphasized in his most recent work, the real challenge of artistic publications these days has less to do with creating new forms than with inventing and discovering new audiences. This challenge involves cultivating an attention that is eager to go beyond its own expectations. This second question takes the following form: how can we decolonize our modes of publication by freeing them from the weight of inertia that the logics of profitability impose on the works of art of tomorrow by making them conform to the expectations of yesterday?

Finally, a third question arises from the central role that the analysis of publishing protocols ascribes to the notion of the ‘make’ or ‘brand’, since Olivier Bomsel, who holds a ‘chair in the economics of the media and brand names’, sees the ‘economics of brands’ as lying at the heart of the dynamics of mediatization. The notion of a ‘brand’ should indeed be taken in its widest sense: the success of the process of unveiling, and of the resonances expected in the phase of showing, depends on a publisher’s ability to mobilize what will have ‘branded’ (i.e., marked in a positive sense) the memories (and thus the expectations) of potential audiences. The name of a famous actor, a previous publication, and membership of a trendy movement can produce effects comparable to those of a ‘brand’ or a ‘registered trademark’.

This broadening of meaning may be as worrying as it is reassuring: while it does not condemn every publishing protocol to becoming inevitably tied up with sponsorship, it does universalize the logic of the logo to every form of publication. Should we not reject any analytical framework that apparently seeks to reduce the economy of attention to the TYRANNY OF BRANDS alone, ‘culture’ to commerce, and the noble activity of the publisher to the vulgar drudgery of the advertising executive? So the third question would take the following form: how can we decolonize the activity of publication by freeing it from the (imaginary and financial) grip that the logic of advertising has over it?



Post-Media or Post-Adverts?

After hitting a peak of more than 2 per cent of GDP in 2000, the proportion of expenditure on communication in the aggregate economic activity of France fell back to 1.4 per cent in 2015. In absolute terms, and even though budgets explicitly set apart for advertising have been falling in recent years, the amount spent by advertisers on communication in France in 2015 rose to 31.5 billion euros, while the net revenues of the media for that same year represented 12.8 billion euros.12 In comparison, the budget of the Ministry of Culture and Communication that same year reached 2.5 billion euros, the budget for advances to the public broadcaster amounted to 3.7 billion, the budget of the Ministry of the Environment was 6.6 billion and spending on education came to 47.5 billion.13

The imaginary way in which ADVERTISING EXPENSES are generally envisaged is, however, misleading. Far from being an activity endemic to a whole population eager to gradually increase its visibility, most of the advertising market is at the service of a very small number of beneficiaries, since, in 2000, it was calculated in France that twentyseven companies accounted for 20 per cent of the advertising market and that 80 per cent of this market went to fewer than 1,000 out of the 2.4 million companies then active in France. Four-fifths of all national advertising was therefore promoting just 0.04 per cent of all companies. It is literally the term ‘decolonization’ that best describes this situation: ‘Advertising is overwhelmingly at the service of a handful of hegemonic firms, which use it to stifle all competition. Large-scale distribution is pitted against small-scale trade, transnational cartels against local producers.’14 On a huge scale, advertising is not a matter of small-scale marking (announcing spectacles), but of big brands whose primary purpose is shareholders’ profits. Its real, massive function is not to spread awareness of a new product, as could be the case (and probably can still sometimes be) of the ‘advertisement’, but to impose DISTORTIONS IN COMPETITION that skew the free play of the market in favour of its biggest players.15

The mischief of advertising is not limited to favouring certain economic agents at the expense of others. Far more disturbing is the way it hacks into the entire mediarchy by subjecting the funding of programmes to the needs of a tiny fraction of huge corporations. We may hope that, in the not too distant future – after decolonization – it will appear as deeply aberrant, if not incomprehensible, that human beings could ever have entrusted the dynamics of advertising competition with the task of funding (and thus fuelling, regulating and selecting) their networks of information and communication. Advertising dynamics are used not only to guide potential buyers towards favoured merchandise through their campaigns; these same dynamics then restructure the visibility and distribution of information, images, sounds, forms, styles, affective hooks and meanings circulating within a society. Once this has happened, our entire collective attention is short-circuited and hijacked by logics that divert us from our own common good and mean that we align ourselves with very particular interests.

As Matthew B. Crawford aptly points out, our attention is a shared good from which we find ourselves expropriated by the present structure of mediarchies subject to advertising dynamics: ‘Because we have allowed our attention to be transformed into merchandise, we must now pay in order to get it back.’16 We have to pay to avoid the ads on certain cable television channels or on certain applications provided ‘free’ online. It has been more than twenty years since the work of Georg Franck showed how ‘the involuntary consumption of advertising is tantamount to a TAX LEVIED ON PERCEPTION … a tax that is irrational from the point of view of economic theory which implies a rational consumer’. As our environment becomes ever more ‘strewn with posters and installations to catch the eye,’ these shared goods that are the public space and our collective attention are ‘being privatized’.17 And it is over half a century ago since Marshall McLuhan noted: ‘[O]nce we have surrendered our senses and nervous systems to the private manipulation of those who would try to benefit from taking a lease on our eyes and ears and nerves, we don’t really have any rights left.’18

This is the paradox that our present mediarchies accept without flinching: the very institutions whose function it is to ensure the self-regulating ‘publication’ of our social cooperations are colonized by advertising dynamics that belong to the world of ‘privatization’. Insofar as part of their financing comes from advertising resources, the majority of the public broadcasting media suffer the same distortion denounced by Richard Serra or Dallas Smythe (see Chapter 6): instead of having the primary function of providing forms and content to their audiences, they are obliged to pay attention to their advertisers.

There is a soothing discourse which insinuates that the two can perfectly well go hand in hand: surely the best way to amass audiences for sale to advertisers is to provide them with the forms and contents most likely to allure them? This mode of indirect financing, disguised as seemingly free of charge, would have no effect on programming choices, which in any case would aim to satisfy the demands of readers-listeners-viewers. True, it is not Coca-Cola that forces five million TV viewers to watch the TF1 TV news, or Adidas that obliges twenty million people to watch football (nine of the ten most-watched TV shows in 2016 were World Cup games).19 And it is difficult to see why, apart from the absence of advertising breaks, the forms and contents of the programming industries would be modified if a ‘democratic’ state were to replace private advertising with public funding on the basis of a ratings system deemed to reflect, democratically, the desires and expectations of the public. A report by Arte (French PBS) on the socio-ecological struggles of Notre-Dame-des-Landes will not become any the more attractive for the ‘general public’ than a World Cup match, a blockbuster Hollywood film or the real-time pursuit of a terrorist.

It is clear that relieving the pressure that advertising currently imposes on our mass media is only one of the many forms of decolonization of the mediarchy on which we need to work at the same time. This task is nevertheless essential for at least seven reasons. Structurally, our current media are systematically called upon to choose the irritations that they broadcast in line with the interests of the 0.04 per cent of the companies that contribute 80 per cent of the advertising expenses. Aesthetically, media time is pressurized and modelled by the characteristic chronic haste characteristic of the advertising clip: it all has to work as hard and go as fast as possible to retain people’s attention, the profitability of which is measured in thousands of euros per second. Politically, the dependence of the mass media on their biggest advertisers introduces distortions into their choices and into the way they handle certain contents that might upset those advertisers, and thus imperil their economic survival, thus skewing the terms of the public debate. Socially, the mass media that are dependent on their advertising revenues homogenize and individuate the members of their audience, primarily targeting their status as consumers (instead of treating them as producers, researchers or aesthetes – something they would be better equipped to do in different conditions). Ethologically, the fundamental media manoeuvre lies in capturing people’s attention, placing the reader-listener-spectator in the position of an object (a prey) according to a dynamic of push, whereas other ways of structuring the media offer more room for dynamics of quest and exploration (pull) initiated by the thinking subject. Ecologically, a mediarchy subjected to the pressures of advertising profitability is constituted as a competition, given the situation of chronic shortage (or even a life-and-death struggle) between the suppliers of forms and contents, while it could perfectly well present itself as an environment of symbiotic overabundance and creolization. Dynamically, finally, advertising competition accentuates the standardization of supply around a very limited number of attractors of forms and contents, attractors whose temporary efficiency convinces all the players involved to conform to them at the same time. The result is hundreds of different channels broadcasting the same types of programme at the same time.

It is precisely because the media perform a social function whose merit is massification that they must be protected from the effects of homogenization induced by an overly cut-throat commercial competition. As Pierre Bourdieu aptly described in his essay On Television (1996), ‘stories are pushed on viewers because they are pushed on the producers; and they are pushed on producers by competition with other producers’.20 It is because social competition involves a need to ‘run together and in the same direction’ (synchronize, align, homogenize), which is the systemic function of the media, that we must not let commercial competition exacerbate the standardizing trends of a brutal competition that pushes each individual, each programme, each institution to become the mirror image of a competitor-twin-enemy that it tries to beat at its own game.

For lack of an anti-advertising protest movement strong enough to go beyond the underground and symbolic struggles currently being waged, the transformation may come from the technological upheavals caused by the rapid rise of digital power. The decline in advertising spending in France over the past few years is no doubt due to the new technical possibilities of automatically adding advertising inserts, as well as the panicky hyperactivity of indicators relative to online advertising – with advertisers paying ever more frequently for receptive robots to pretend to click where transmitting robots tell them to click. This decrease also reflects the growing allergy among the public to nuisance advertising when it becomes too intrusive.

Such an apparent decline in ‘explicit’ advertising is, however, partially offset by ever more ubiquitous penetration of product placement strategies perfectly integrated into the cultural objects themselves. Above all, this decline is restricted to certain regions of the planet: at the global level, advertising spending increased by more than 25 per cent between 2009 and 2013, reaching 461 billion dollars in 2013, constituting 29.6 per cent of all media revenues.21
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Figure 7.2 Amounts collected by a 10 per cent tax on advertising expenses.



Christian Fuchs, among many others, suggests that we exploit this windfall to foster the emergence and functioning of alternative mass media. He calculates that a TAX ON ADVERTISING EXPENSES, even limited to 10 per cent, would generate considerable revenues, which could be redistributed to households in the form of a media cheque that everyone could use to support financially the independent, nonprofit media, which in his view deserves the most (Figure 7.2).22 The sum thus collected in France, 3 billion euros, would already significantly alter the media landscape, since it is halfway between 2.5 billion euros, which is the budget of the Ministry of Culture, and 3.7 billion euros, which comprises advances made to the public broadcasting sector. This would, however, just be a minimal level, and a tax on advertising at a rate of 20 per cent, 50 per cent or 100 per cent would have the advantage either of garnering considerably larger sums of money or of reducing more drastically the cancerous development of advertising in our environments.

Even though the terms of the anti-advertising struggle were clearly identified by at least the 1970s, we probably need to look to the reconfigurations induced by the digital sphere for the energies, inspirations, requirements and new practices that will aid the long-term efforts to decolonize our mediarchies from their lasting enslavement to the triple tyranny of the consumer-king, ever-repeated expectations and the hegemony of advertising.23

Before embarking on an analysis of the transformations to which the ubiquitous digital sphere promises to subject tomorrow’s mediarchies, however, we need to take a detour through what, among recent and not so recent developments, can help us to better understand the way the media are changing in the long term. If enthralment is constitutive of the media sphere, it is just as important to question their specific magic, which often has its roots in the distant past, as it is to mobilize our unprecedented powers of calculation to anticipate their future resonances. This is why Part III of this book will be dedicated to a presentation of what an ‘archaeological’ gaze can contribute to an understanding of the evolution of our mediality.
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8
ARCHAEOLOGIZING MEDIARCHY


What is media archaeology? It is, first of all, another way of thinking the temporalities of mediality. While the history of the media usually describes a succession of ever more efficient performances replacing each other, the archaeological approach sees them as a superposition of coexisting layers that continue to interact, folding into each other in ever more complicated ways.1

Second, it is another way of considering the discourses and the imaginaries that have been used to describe, in the past and the present, here and elsewhere, the modes of communication in which human beings have felt involved. On the rare occasions when we pay attention to what has been written or said very far away from us, in the past or in other cultures, about the phenomena of communication, we pass it all through our modern sieve, separating the wheat of knowledge (factual information and rational explanations) from the chaff of beliefs (superstitions and magical thinking). The archaeological gaze strives to thwart this binary filter: it assumes that another kind of knowledge feeds what we too easily reject as ‘illusions’. The effects induced by the apparatuses of mediality imagined by human beings over the centuries are indeed ‘super-natural’, and the superstitious fantasies that reach us from afar can help us spot occult effects that we suffer from close up without even identifying them, so familiar are they to us.

Finally, media archaeology is above all another way of approaching over the long term the physical materiality of the modes of communication that condition both our collective organizations and our mental representations. It is in the generally hidden material functioning of apparatuses that we should seek the reason for the occult qualities that emanate from it. Our starting hypothesis is that our apparatuses know more than we ourselves do about what they are doing to us when we think we are using them.

Far from being merely a game for historians, literary scholars or artists eager to immerse themselves in the exoticism of the cabinets of curiosities of the past, media archaeology proposes to help us to build up a critical distance towards those ‘new media’ that fascinate us with their novelty. To do this, it invites us to take another look at the issues of what quite recently were new media, but are now forgotten or trivialized to the point of becoming invisible. This is summed up by Jussi Parikka in the comprehensive overview in which he maps out this emerging field of study:


Media archaeology is introduced as a way to investigate the new media cultures through insights from past new media, often with an emphasis on forgotten, the quirky, the non-obvious apparatuses, practices and inventions…. Media archaeology sees media cultures as sedimented and layered, a fold of time and materiality where the past might suddenly be discovered anew, and the new technologies grow obsolete increasingly fast.2




Four Pillars of Media Archaeology

For the past fifteen years, the philosopher and art historian Georges Didi-Huberman has placed the concept of surviving (Nachleben) at the heart of his analyses. He situates this notion ‘between phantom and symptom’. The temporality of surviving opens a gap in the usual models of evolution3 which argue in terms of beginnings and ends, births and deaths, befores and afters, preventing us from grasping the specific dynamic that constitutes the life – a profoundly ‘anachronistic’ life – of images, texts and works of art. Commenting on Aby Warburg and Walter Benjamin, Didi-Huberman promotes both the ‘humility of a material archaeology’ inviting the historian to make himself the ragman of the history of things, and ‘the daring of a psychic archaeology; the work of the memory must mainly operate to the rhythm of dreams, symptoms and fantasies, following the repressed and its return’.4

The first challenge of media archaeology involves the very specific way the notion of SURVIVING knots together the past, the present and the future. At first glance, it is a question of looking to the past for apparatuses, real or imaginary, which ‘anticipate’ the mass media of the twentieth century or our current ‘new (digital) media’, in the hope that taking a step backward will help to better measure the relative proportions of what is mere repetition and what is truly new, and thereby to better face the challenges of the future. However, it is a much more complex vision of historical development that is at stake. Siegfried Zielinski states that ‘the history of the media is not the product of a foreseeable and necessary advance from more primitive equipment to more complex equipment’: if this discipline wishes to be an ‘archaeology’ (rather than a ‘history’) of the media, it is precisely to distinguish itself from the teleological force that sees in history ‘the continuity and celebration of the continual advance of progress on behalf of humanity’. Instead of looking for imperfect ‘precursors’ to our current ‘improvements’, we must learn to reverse the perspective: ‘do not seek the old in the new, but find something new in the old’.5

So what we will prioritize in past centuries will be less the various ‘precursors’ that ‘anticipated’ future developments, but rather the surprising bits of improvisation, impossible dreams, rags and tatters that, like palimpsests, blur the orderly succession of technical generations. ‘Media archaeology is interested in the anomalous, the non-mainstream in media cultures.’6 Instead of looking for ancestors for later successes, media archaeology focuses its attention on LOST SINGULARITIES, abortions and failures: ‘Failure has been at the core of media archaeology, which has been keen to question the newness of new media by looking at alternative histories, forgotten paths and sidekicks of media history.’7

The third defining feature, related to the previous one, is this: the archaeologist is less interested in the dominant line that led directly to the current media than in the diversity of possibilities that have emerged in previous periods, most of which have become mere footnotes in the history of technology. Zielinski is developing a ‘VARIANTOLOGY OF THE MEDIA’, a cabinet of curiosities filled with ‘finds [that] must be approached with respect, care, and goodwill, not disparaged or marginalized’.8

Finally, the fourth defining point is that media archaeology tends to reject the separation between the scientific research developed in the universities and the ARTISTIC PRACTICES found in installations and art galleries. ‘A lot of media-archaeological work is executed in artistic ways.’9 Drawing on the cabinets of curiosities of the eighteenth century, where academicians rubbed shoulders with explorers, artists and the women who presided over salons, research in media archaeology can just as well (and sometimes much more effectively) take the form of an installation in a museum as an article in a specialized journal.



The Exhumation of Imaginaries

On the basis of these four common points, two quite different currents can be distinguished within media archaeology. They seem to be more complementary than rivals, even if they sometimes contradict each other on certain methodological options. A first major current of study – the ‘psychic archaeology’ of Georges Didi-Huberman – deals with what writers, philosophers dreamers and artists of the past have imagined, in their stories, their pictures or their speculations, as recording and transmission apparatuses for sounds and images. Zielinski distinguishes between three categories: the UNTIMELY MEDIA, where the machines described are not contemporaneous with their epoch, as when the Norman doctor, in the imaginary voyage entitled Giphantia published in 1760, described the process of photography that would not actually be invented for another half century; the CONCEPTUAL MEDIA, where the machines, planned but never constructed, remain external to the possibilities of the current world, like the geo-surveillance globe described by the same Tiphaigne de La Roche in the same narrative, thanks to which the traveller can, by clicking on any point of the globe, hear and see what is being said and done in the corresponding place of our planet (who knows if the multiplication of webcams and the Internet of Things will not very soon turn such a fantasy into a reality?); and the IMPOSSIBLE MEDIA, where people imagine machines that they know can never be made, though this does not prevent them from sometimes influencing the world of the existing media, as illustrated by the famous magic ring in Diderot’s The Indiscreet Jewels, which makes the sex of women speak when it is directed in their direction. (This seems to be a satirical illustration of the aim of the structure of psychoanalytical listening developed by Freud in the following century.)10

Let us follow this ragpickers’ or magpie approach to the material by citing a striking example of the type of work done by media archaeologists. It takes us to the London of the first years of the nineteenth century, and more specifically to the mental asylum at Bethlehem Hospital (aka Bedlam). After an incredible attempt at negotiation to avoid war between revolutionary France and an England that he hoped would be progressive, an attempt that would earn him three years’ imprisonment in France, James Tilly Matthews returned to England to accuse the Home Secretary of treason; this led in 1797 to an internment that would continue almost until his death in 1815. During this period, psychiatrist John Haslam documented Matthews’s persecution mania: the case had become a cause célèbre because of the request made by his family to release him.

What was the ‘madman’ saying? That an occult organization was controlling the minds of Londoners by means of ‘AIR LOOMS’ hidden in subterranean places spread through different parts of the city. The pneumatic machine he sketched out (Figure 8.1) could direct fumes at passers-by, mixing various types of gas contained in barrels connected by tubes, and projecting them in ‘airflows’ that could be focused on a victim several hundred metres away. The machine used ‘retorts’ in the shape of a ‘still’ to chemically treat the contents of the barrels in order to draw out ‘distilled gases, at once poisonous and magnetic’, which were then led through ‘musical glasses’ where a ‘battery’ mobilized the power of electricity to emit a terribly powerful ‘sympathetic fluid’, which no mind could resist.
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Figure 8.1 James Tilly Matthews, ‘The Air Loom’ (1810).



With the help of this terrible machine, the ‘Assassins’ – Matthews’s name for those malevolent ‘pneumaticians’ and ‘magnetizers’ – conspired to control the political life of the country through a process of ‘event-working’. The catalogue of the horrors accomplished by the air loom is extensively detailed in the paper that Haslam drew from Matthews’s remarks. I will simply note several of the more interesting operations from the point of view of the imaginary structures of mediality:


Kiteing. – As boys raise a kite in the air, so these wretches, by means of the air-loom and magnetic impregnations, contrive to lift into the brain some particular idea, which floats and undulates in the intellect for hours together … and fixes [his] attention to the exclusion of other thoughts….

Lengthening the brain. – The effect produced by this process is a distortion of any idea in the mind, whereby that which had been considered as most serious becomes an object of ridicule….

Thought-making. – While one of these villains is sucking the brain of the person assailed, to extract his existing sentiments, another of the gang … will force into his mind a train of ideas very different from the real subject of his thoughts, and which is seized upon as the desired information by the person sucking….

Laugh-making consists in forcing the magnetic fluid, rarified and subtilized, on the vitals [vital touching] so that the muscles of the face become screwed into a laugh or a grin.11



Matthews’s madness fits into a whole tradition that denounced INFLUENCING MACHINES (Beinflussungsapparate), including Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Dialogues (written 1772–6); the critique was continued in the Cry of Distress by One Magnetically Poisoned written by Friedrich Krauss in 1852, revived by the Memoirs of a Neuropath by President Schreber in 1903 and explicitly theorized in Victor Tausk’s 1919 study, written from an explicitly psychoanalytic point of view, ‘On the Origin of the “Influencing Machine” in Schizophrenia’.12 The operations described above are sufficient, however, to suggest the importance of this tradition not just for psychiatry but for thinking about the media: the persistent topoi haunting our collective imaginations in this respect have been eloquently analysed by Erkki Huhtamo.13 In the wake of Tausk’s study, from Guy Debord to Jean Baudrillard, and from The Manchurian Candidate (1962) to The Matrix (1999), an entire imaginary of manipulation through flows and apparatuses of communication extends an almost 300-year-old tradition into the realms of philosophy and film. In an era of generalized traceability, algorithmic profiling, subliminal advertising, smartphones serving as bracelet monitors and wireless remotes, it is the whole current sphere of mediality that operates as a vast air loom.

Are not TV variety shows saturated with canned laughter, twisting people’s facial muscles into forced grins? Is media enthralment not essentially a matter of kite-flying, in which there float and twirl in our minds certain ideas that monopolize our attention to the exclusion of all others? Does not the whole mass media experience appear to be a vast ‘fabrication of thought’ in which wretches suck out our brains and impose on our minds a series of ideas that other suckers (and pollsters) will imbibe, taking them at face value?

In what respect is the air loom a ‘medium’? It has never recorded, transmitted or processed any signal. It does not extend any of our senses. Nobody has communicated any kind of information through it. But does this mean that we can say it does not exist and never existed? The answer is less simple than it seems. On the one hand, to the extent that media archaeology draws on artistic means as well as academic research, this imaginary apparatus has indeed been constructed: in 2002, artist Rod Dickinson did his best to give concrete form to the plans sketched 200 years ago by James Tilly Matthews. Visitors to the Laing Gallery in Newcastle could see a life-size air loom (Figure 8.2). Of course, the rebuilt machine did not fly the kite of anybody’s brain. It was more like a question mark – the same as the question mark that concludes questions such as: what is control? What apparatuses does it go through? Where exactly does its effectiveness lie? Or more generally: what is a medium?
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Figure 8.2 Rod Dickinson, Air Loom (2002).



Whether we are an English person living at the time of the French Revolution, the rise of nation-states, the proliferation of periodicals, mesmerism and the discoveries in electricity, or a European living in the time of the neoliberal revolution, globalized competition, ubiquitous digital technology, the NSA and algorithmic government, we are all immersed in flows that we know – unless we really are mad – influence our thoughts and our behaviour. It is this obscure, occult knowledge of which the air loom is the medium. And it is the admittedly elusive reality of this knowledge that media archaeology helps us to gauge.



The Excavation of Machines and the Opening of Black Boxes

Media archaeology is as interested in the actual functioning of machines as it is in the delirious projections of the imaginary. Recovering, restoring or reconstructing apparatuses buried in the past helps us to write other narratives about the developments of our mediality.14 One particularly suggestive example was presented at the exhibition Allah’s Automata organized in 2015 by Siegfried Zielinski at ZKM Karlsruhe. The universal machine for recording and programming music invented by the three Banū Mūsā ibn Shākir brothers had been reconstructed, as described in an 850-year-old Baghdad manuscript with the title al-Āla allatī tuzammir bi-nafsihā, ‘THE INSTRUMENT THAT PLAYS ITSELF’. A double water flow apparatus activated both the production of a continuous flow of air passing through the channel of a flute and the rotation of a cylinder provided with indentations that one could programme to play any melody by opening or closing the holes of the flute. But the same apparatus could be used to record, on the wax coating of the cylinder, a melodic sequence played on the flute.

Halfway between ancient engineering (Archimedes, Apollonius, Vitruvius, Heron of Alexandria) and the automata that we too easily identify with Western modernity (Vaucanson, Babbage, Turing), the Banū Mūsā brothers (re)invented in Baghdad a machine – one that would be (re)invented by Kircher (Figure 8.3), Diderot and Engramelle a half-millennium later: Zielinski rightly points out that it deserves to be considered as one of the forgotten ancestors of our digital revolution: ‘The projection of a programme onto a two-dimensional surface, the arrangement of indentations on a cylinder driven by an automatic movement, all this already allows us to recognize the same structure that will be found in the punched cards used in the nineteenth century to control industrial machines.’15
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Figure 8.3 The Pythagorean Organ. In Athanasius Kircher, Musurgia Universalis, 1650.



This is a second trend in media archaeology, one that is radically materialistic and powerfully political in its demands; it is represented by thinkers such as Friedrich Kittler, Wolfgang Ernst, Benoît Turquety and Emmanuel Guez, and it emphasizes the need to focus on the details of the internal functioning of the machines we use to communicate in space and time, on the functional determinisms presented by the machines in question, and on the concrete modalities of their preservation. These authors urge us to resist the narrative tendency that impels us to ‘tell media stories’ and let ourselves be carried away by the demons of the analogy that feed studies of the imaginary. They are suspicious of anthropocentrism, and the ‘antihumanism’ they often proudly profess is especially wary of the ‘humanities’ insofar as they all rely on the filter of interpretation: for them, as Anthony Enns points out, ‘the media do not deal with cultural but rather with technical signs, which are imperceptible to the human sensorium’.16 Their goal is to invent an ‘archaeography’ that will do justice to the NON-NARRATIVE DYNAMICS specific to technological objects:

Rather than being a nostalgic collection of ‘dead media’ of the past, assembled in a curiosity cabinet, media archaeology is an analytical tool, a method of analysing and presenting aspects of media that would otherwise escape the discourse of cultural history. As long as media are not mistaken for their mass-media content, they turn out to be nondiscursive entities, belonging to a different temporal regime that, to be analysed, requires an alternative means of description.17

This archaeology of the media needs to be carried out with a screwdriver in hand. We must confront the technical and logistical realities that constitute the bedrock of the operations of mediality. It is not enough to know that ‘electricity’ is what makes our televisions and our computers work: we have to go and see where it comes from, where it goes, what makes it fork from one circuit to another (how fast, at what cost, under the control of what system), who has the right or the ability to intervene at which point of the system to modify its operation, what happens when a little rust, a bug or a glitch interrupts its flow, what is left of the apparatus once it has stopped working normally, what we do with it then, and what else we could do with it.

There is no need to go back very far in time to practise this archaeology. Although only a few decades old, a Minitel already seems like a dinosaur, while a smartphone acquires the status (or charm) of an antique the minute the next model is released. The archaeological question is no longer expressed here in terms of duration or the long term, but in terms of a CHRONOPOETICS OF POWER: the medium, in the very materiality of its functioning, generates certain regimes of temporality which constitute structures of power, imposing certain chains of command, certain exclusions of access and certain constraints of usage. As will be seen in more detail in the following chapters, the electronic media are characterized by micro-temporal scales that fall below the perceptual thresholds of human sensibility; by unprecedented possibilities of manipulation of the temporal axis, thus making the mechanisms of synchronization ever more critical; and by the imposition of systems of obsolescence that rapidly render inaccessible any content that is not regularly (and expensively) updated. In other words, the media create their own time (this is their chronopoetic virtue) whose ‘real-time’ horizon dominates our social relations ever more intimately by imposing itself on them as a central parameter of power relations (this is their political dimension).

This chronopoetics of power generally emanates from technical apparatuses that often present themselves as ‘BLACK BOXES’, i.e., as impenetrable, locked mechanisms; we can clearly see what goes into them and what comes out of them, but we can know nothing about the concrete details of their internal operations. Without understanding how the apparatuses treat data to transform their input into output, we are thus condemned to submit to their law. Given the binary alternative of a take-it-or-leave-it technological result, and given the social pressures that impel us to go through them, black boxes impose themselves on us like blocks of objectified, ossified power, which arouse a whole range of painful affects (frustration, a feeling of impotence, inequality, injustice, arbitrariness, or being crushed).

A central dimension of Friedrich Kittler’s work was the denunciation of the influence and the potentially huge effects of the increasing number of ever more locked-down black boxes in our social relationships. This led him to make provocative and scandalous claims – ‘There is no software’, and ‘Human beings no longer write’ – whose primary virtue is to illuminate the many locked levels and the (more or less intentional) opacity that blind us to what these apparatuses do (to us): we have to use them without being able to understand how, or to what, they enslave us. Not only can our smartphones and our tablets not even be opened with a screwdriver (all the screws have been removed, and the warranty contract specifically forbids us from even thinking of disassembling the internal components), but many software programs are locked due to the secrets of their manufacture or proprietary rights, while microprocessors themselves are rendered opaque by their protected mode. ‘We no longer write because the last act of writing was the one by which the hardware architecture of the first integrated microprocessor was designed (according to Kittler, for later generations engineers will rely exclusively on computer-aided design); it is the microprocessor with which we write without our being able to read what is written.’18

Break the black boxes – to see what’s inside, to understand how it works, to grasp the internal logic of the controls, to alter the modes of writing – this is the demand, the call to arms, which mediarchaeologists share with software hackers. While artists such as Nicolas Maigret, RYBN, Emmanuel Guez, Christophe Bruno, Lionel Broye and their accomplices at PAMAL (Preservation & Art – Media Archaeology Lab) reflect on the life and death of digital machines, staging their material fragility and their programmed obsolescence so as to turn them into art exhibitions and installations, and striving to preserve archaic apparatuses (Minitel, Commodore) so as to restore digital art using its original material basis, their practices as teachers-researchers-artists-hacktivists closely combine a return to the archè-past with a highlighting of the archè-power that operates at the very heart of digital temporalities.19 The exhumation of ‘dead media’ (Bruce Sterling) and ‘zombie media’ (Garnet Hertz and Jussi Parikka) brings back deceased (in the sense of defunctionalized) apparatuses from the past to help in the excavation of our present and future apparatuses, their formwork removal, their unlocking and the exploration (both politically searching and playful) of their innards. To be interested in new media, their emergence and their obsolescence, is to focus on moments of openness, scrambling, repositioning, disruption and crisis – moments when the existing order must face up to new possibilities of displacement.

As Siegfried Zielinski points out, in an idea developed by Michael Goddard, this type of investigation, activism and artivism needs rather to think of itself in terms of a MEDIA ANARCHAEOLOGY. The two streams of media archaeology mentioned above certainly differ in their methods. The first concentrates mainly on unfolding the potential meanings of the imaginaries of the past, in accordance with the fairly classical procedures of literary and cultural studies. The second sets out a ‘a perspective more informed by physics and engineering than cultural hermeneutics or semantics’.20 However, both converge in one sense: they look at mediarchy backwards. This can be done by studying the emergence and the decline of the new media of the past, going back in time (in an anachronistic movement) towards archaisms that are amazingly present, swimming against the current of a common history of the media which conceives this time only in term of a one-way Progress. But this leads in all cases to questioning the technical apparatuses through which mediarchic power operates. If the first years of Internet deployment have been boosted by the effervescence of a profoundly libertarian ethic, the current attempt by the dominant players of the mediarchy to take back control of the Web deserves to be blown up from below, by the viscerally anarchist impulses of mediarchaeological sensibility.21
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Interlude Six
Accelerationisms


Media archaeology invites us to develop another perception of the temporalities peculiar to the phenomena of mediality. By widening the historical and conceptual span of what has fulfilled the function of the media over the centuries, media archaeology often makes us go back to distant ages when the pace of communications was measured in weeks rather than microseconds, as is now the case with our digital apparatuses. These flashbacks sometimes arouse nostalgia for a slowness and an availability that we have lost. Many of us feel that everything is moving too fast, that our medialities and our lives are being swept away in a movement of uncontrolled acceleration preventing us either from thinking about or from enjoying what is happening to us.1

A mediarchaeologist’s sensitivity can, however, cope relatively easily with the ripples created by two young British theoreticians, Alex Williams and Nick Srnicek, when they published their Accelerate Manifesto.2 The text was meant to be provocative: but why on earth would anyone want to accelerate what is already going far too fast for our nervous systems, which are rapidly becoming obsolete? Their purpose was actually to reverse the dominant perspective on the relationships between capitalism and speed. We usually imagine that it is the irrepressible advances in the thirst for capitalist profit that are driving technological innovations and their consumerist spread onwards, while our social realities are forced to stick out an impudent tongue so as not to be relegated to the antique shops. Accelerationists invite us to think that, on the contrary, it is our social relations, galvanized by new apparatuses of mediality, that are propelling us towards an emancipatory future, which cannot fulfil its potential because it is held back by the shackles of the old relations of capitalist production (private ownership of the means of production, wage structure, subordination of the economy to the laws of financial profit). Instead of wanting to slow down the course of history, which has been characteristic of all conservative movements, accelerationists call on leftist forces to speed up its transformation, according to a long Marxist tradition which many people thought was now a thing of the past.

The major interest of the accelerationist movement from the point of view of an analysis of our mediarchies is that its thinkers are among the few who, on the left, explicitly place the mass media at the heart of their programme. Of the few concrete objectives that they set themselves in the medium term, two directly concern the mediasphere. The first calls for building ‘an intellectual infrastructure’, mimicking ‘the Mont Pelerin Society of the neoliberal revolution’: this is ‘an infrastructure in the sense of requiring the construction not just of ideas, but institutions and material paths to inculcate, embody and spread them’. This implies, inter alia, that ‘the accelerationist left must think more seriously about the flows of resources and money required to build an effective new political infrastructure’.


The second objective is this:

We need to construct wide-scale media reform. In spite of the seeming democratisation offered by the internet and social media, traditional media outlets remain crucial in the selection and framing of narratives, along with possessing the funds to prosecute investigative journalism. Bringing these bodies as close as possible to popular control is crucial to undoing the current presentation of the state of things.3



How can these objectives be translated into more concrete transformations concerning, in particular, the public services? We can propose six one-off suggestions to accelerate the exit of our mass media from the crushing vice in which they have been trapped over the last few decades by two oppressive forces: state control and homogenizing privatization.


	Our societies need an extensively funded investigative press and public broadcasting services, quite independent of revenue from advertising. Their function is to ensure the possibility of carrying out investigative journalism whose resources exceed the means available to newspapers, magazines, radio, television and webcasts funded by local communities. These public service media must be financed by means of a fee, levied, for example, on advertising activities targeting national audiences.

	To ensure as much as possible that this public service will be independent of the political pressures that governments controlling the state apparatus will inevitably exert, the levels of financing should be set out in the Constitution, while the allocation of resources, the appointment of personnel and the choice of resources could be entrusted directly to the collectives of journalists, thinkers and artists whose work keeps these institutions going.

	In contrast to current practices, the self-managed mass media should minimize the overlapping of media mandates and promote the rotation of team leaders. Instead of hearing the same voices echoing from every stand, and instead of seeing the same faces presenting, evening after evening, the same news in the same formats, several teams, self-managed and very diverse, should be entrusted with the task of rotating and periodically renewing the format.

	Instead of aiming at an allegedly superior objectivity conceived in the mode of neutrality, the public service should have the mission of developing a pluralism that can depict many different points of view, the partiality of each of which would be explained and fully explicit. The present injunctions, by endeavouring to repress extreme opinions, only stir them up, by giving them the prestige of the ostracized victim.

	The press and broadcasting bodies financed by public funds should strive to ensure that the experts’ points of view should mirror the message coming from local associations out in the field that can draw on alternative skills. Rather than proclaiming the good news of established truths to a supposedly ignorant public, the mass media should devote themselves to a proper activity of intermediation between knowledge from above and field associations (a complex activity that has nothing to do with street interviews). The real alternative to the ‘post-truth politics’ now being denounced on all sides should not be sought in a return to the monological truth imposed from above, but in an increased attentiveness to the need to invent flexible mediations that will do justice to inevitably plural and self-contradictory truths.

	At the same time that the mass media should leave their studios and newsrooms to listen to those who are out in the field, they should work to internationalize the perspectives they offer us on our national realities, thus following the example of the world of contemporary art, a pioneer in this field. Integrating more foreign voices into the teams of journalists would be a concrete way of contributing to the emergence of a European and world public sphere that is sorely lacking.



What does need to be accelerated within our mediaspheres is a twofold exit: the exit from a financial capitalism whose imperatives of profitability undermine, in the name of competition, any real diversity between media institutions; and the exit from state dirigisme which imposes its unique truth in the name of its superior, ‘expert’ vision of the common good. The major challenge of the twenty-first century is to restructure our mass media so as to harness and, in turn, accelerate the development of our collective intelligence. Our populations are better educated, connected and informed than ever before, but our media institutions, shackled by the capitalist straitjacket and by national sovereignty, continue to infantilize us. The mediarchological point of view helps to identify the alternatives hidden by dominant teleologies and to imagine other ways of communicating with other types of realities. Our task is to help it invent another possible mediarchy.
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9
STRATIFYING MEDIARCHY


To add an ‘archaeology’ of the media to the already well-established research on the ‘history’ of the media – without wanting in the least to replace or denigrate this history – involves something more than mere verbal coquetry or an academic marketing strategy. My hope is to promote a complementary approach that will produce another way of envisaging the temporalities proper to the mediality. Siegfried Zielinski reinvigorated the expression ‘deep time’ (Tiefenzeit) to characterize the originality of this approach.

We can certainly recognize an echo here of the ‘long time’ (temps long) of Fernand Braudel insofar as we put ourselves in a position to observe evolutions that are difficult to perceive at the level of event history (histoire événementielle), such as the growing impact of electrification on human behaviour and the way this latter has become gradually more electrified. But more than a matter of scale and slowness, the archaeological approach can complement a conception of history articulated in (horizontal) terms as a succession of diachronic phases with a (vertical) exploration of a superimposition of layers. Of course, it is all a question of successive sedimentations, but also of synchronic co-efficiencies.


The Deep Time of the Media

While the historian goes back to the past, the archaeologist delves into the deepest layers – which fully belong to our own time, if only to its underground. When our great-great-great-grandchildren build their huts in the few forests that have not yet been concreted over (or in the vegetation that will have taken back its rights over the ruins of our abandoned cities), our nuclear industry will be only a very distant (bad) historical memory, but the radioactivity of the waste buried by our irresponsible generation will continue to affect their lives by seeping up to the surface through an unexpected crack here, an unidentified water table there, or an unexpected volcanic pressure somewhere else. What lies at the bottom of it all, literally and figuratively, continues to sustain (and thus to influence, support or threaten) what has come to be established above it. In this sense, the media – insofar as one of their main functions is recording, storage – are fundamentally RADIOACTIVE: what has been broadcast in the past continues to have subterranean, sometimes imperceptible but potentially transformative effect on our conduct, our hopes, all the things that haunt our surface.

The deep time of the media therefore means we must identify the many strata which, in each place and at each historical moment, and even within each apparatus and each communicational structure, overdetermine our surface interactions, because of the profound radioactivity of the structures of mediality through which our modes of behaviour inscribe traces intended to affect the future. This chapter will endeavour to roughly map out the different levels at which these different strata lie, hoping to show in each case what we have to gain by complementing the historian’s approach with an archaeological approach to the media.

The distinction sketched here between the historical and the archaeological approach owes a great deal, of course, to the contrast established by Michel Foucault at the end of the 1960s between the ‘history of ideas’, from which he distanced himself, and the ‘archaeology of discourse’ that he promoted.1 As Knut Ebeling shows, in a work that is undoubtedly the most comprehensive survey to date of the sources and issues involved in the archaeological process, Foucault is just one of the many inspirations that have nourished this intellectual tradition. His genealogy places him within a tradition whose main reference points include, before Foucault, Immanuel Kant (archaeology of metaphysics), Sigmund Freud (archaeology of the soul) and Walter Benjamin (archaeology of the modern); and, following Foucault, Friedrich Kittler (archaeology of the media) and Giorgio Agamben (philosophical archaeology). The title of Ebeling’s book – Wilde Archäologien: ‘wild, or savage, archaeologies’ – clearly shows that it is a question of drawing inspiration from the discipline practised by specialists in the ancient world or Egyptology, and on this basis inventing a mutant form whose main aim is to ‘experiment with the idea of temporality’.2

In the reconstruction proposed by Ebeling, this tradition is schematically distinguished from traditional history in at least four aspects (inevitably presented somewhat reductively here). From the point of view of the objects of study, it seeks more to render visible fragments of material culture rather than telling the story of agents or works, preferring materializations to representations. The direction in which it operates entails complex moves back and forth from the present to the past and from the past to the future, in the vertical dimension of an excavation of layers, rather than seeking to follow the linear course of a horizontally flowing time. Its span sets it in search of the ‘archaic’, of an Urgeschichte, rather than an already documented past. From the point of view of ontology, it is therefore less a question of observing, measuring or analysing facts than one of participating in a process of emergence, and research helps to bring about or reinforce the events to which it testifies. Such an approach cannot be subsumed into history or philosophy as they are usually practised – hence the ‘wild’ and undisciplined character of archaeological approaches.

But for the most recent developments in media archaeology, this wildness also involves layers of materiality whose temporal span exceeds the presupposition that reduces the history of the media to human history, their technical equipment, their cultures and civilizations. The reframing of our political ecologies brought about by the notion of the ‘ANTHROPOCENE’ suggests that we view the industrialization that spread from the end of the eighteenth century onwards as marking not only a new phase in the history of human societies, but a new geological era, whose upheavals can in no way be measured on a human scale alone. By dramatically accelerating the emission of carbon dioxide into our atmosphere, the widespread use of fossil fuels is causing climate change, whose range, causes and consequences challenge all of our usual frames of problematization. So it is entirely logical for an author like Jussi Parikka to have pushed mediarchaeological investigation in the direction of a ‘geology of the media’, which places the implications of our apparatuses and practices of mediality in their anthropocenic setting. Where some thinkers prefer the term ‘capitalocene’ to designate our era, since it is not so much the human as capitalism that is currently assuming the status of a geological force, Parikka uses the term ‘anthrobscene’, as this era is so marked by social injustices and environmental disasters.3



Geologies

What are the apparatuses that we use today, to record, transmit and process the signals that organize our social interactions, actually made of? They are made of North American patents, and of Asian and Mexican sweat, of course, but also of Chinese silicon and rare minerals from Africa. As Benjamin Bratton writes, as soon as they use a smartphone, ‘billions of Earthlings everywhere carry little bits of Africa around with them in their pockets’.4 And not just any LITTLE BITS OF AFRICA: reserves of rare elements such as coltan extracted from mines in drastic sociopolitical conditions, starting with the wars waged in the Democratic Republic of Congo for control of these resources. All this in order to build ‘intelligent’ apparatuses that unjustifiable commercial practices condemn to an obsolescence programmed in terms of months. A smartphone has an operating period of, on average, less than two years, and their recycling rate is not much better than 10 per cent; each American produces thirty or so kilos of electronic waste per year.5 From the geological perspective, the development and widespread dissemination of electronic media appear as a ‘vast immolation and involution of the Earth’s mineral cavities’, following circuitous paths that today lead to ‘minerals originally sourced from the Congo [making their way] to California via China, before being pulled by hand from a dead phone and burned or buried in Agbogbloshie, Ghana, or Lagos, Nigeria, two of the most active repositories, a short distance from their source’.6

The geology of the media places the absurd haste of this shallow consumption back in the context of the millions of years it took earlier natural processes to accumulate, in the strata of the earth’s crust, these precious reserves of rare elements that we squander in a few decades. But it also seeks to understand how the same circuit of unbridled consumption threatens us, now, with equally profound contaminations. The lead, cadmium, mercury, barium and arsenic stuffed into our electronic apparatuses accumulate uncontrollably in the bodies of workers on the periphery condemned to bury or treat the ELECTRONIC WASTE of our gadgets as soon as they are obsolete (Figure 9.1) – before gradually contaminating the land and water near the places where they accumulate.7 Rare minerals are extracted in times of war only to accumulate, almost immediately and sometimes almost in the same place, in the form of new geological layers threatening to poison hundreds of generations to come: electronic waste today can fill a continuous line of more than 20,000 kilometres of 40-tonne trucks full of phones, computers, screens and other electronic gadgets. All these accumulated layers of media zombies8 will inevitably haunt the centuries to come, either in the form of shortages of squandered rare elements (difficult to recycle due to the extreme miniaturization of our current gadgets) or in the form of contaminations that are much more ubiquitous than that caused by asbestos (and more difficult to locate for the same reasons of miniaturization).
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Figure 9.1 Andrew McConnell, Rubbish Dump 2.0, report from Agbogbloshie, Ghana.



As well as the socio-environmental implications of the PARADOXICAL MATERIALITY of the ‘new media’ that are supposedly ensuring the triumph of the ‘immaterial’, we must of course reckon with the full impact, also long-lasting, of the increasing consumption of energy necessary to fuel their operation. According to some highly controversial calculations, ‘the energy cost of a single Bitcoin transaction could power 1.5 American homes for a day’, if all activities are included.9 Another example: the energy impact of a Google search amounts to half the electricity needed to heat the water of a cup of tea.10 And another: ‘BIO IS has calculated that twenty messages with an attachment of one megabyte per day per person represents CO2 emissions equivalent to more than 1,000 kilometres of car travel. And 294 billion emails were sent out into the world every day in 2010, including spam.’11

Taken as a whole, ‘the total carbon footprint scattered over the planet already exceeds that of any airlift, and is still probably going to triple by 2020’ – and ‘[i]f imagined as an emergent nation-state, the Cloud would be today the fifth largest consumer of electricity, ahead of India, Germany, Canada, France, Brazil, and the United Kingdom’.12 If it continues to grow at the same rate as in recent years, the production of electricity devoted to electronic equipment could rise to 30 per cent by 2022 and 45 per cent by 2030.13

The mediarchaeological approach thus sheds a spotlight on the hitherto concealed ENVIRONMENTAL BACKGROUND involved in the material functioning of the media that generally focus our attention on the surface of their screens. What were the underlying stores of materiality and energy that had to be mobilized – often across vast distances in space, in time and in social class – for the medium I am holding in my hand to produce the text, the image, the song or video that I am able to perceive through it? What strata of extraction and what systems of exploitation would haunt my experience of the medium if only I paid a little attention to this background, instead of letting myself be transfixed by the figures that it projects into my foreground? How can we use the resources of (documentary) cinema to produce an ‘ECOMEDIAL’ GAZE that can enable us to see, hear and feel those backgrounds, which are usually overshadowed by the faces of those film stars that burst out of our screens?14 The spectres generated by such questions will no doubt contribute more and more insistently, over the coming decades, to the disturbingly mediumistic nature of our mediality.



Stratologies

If any medium tends to add a mediumistic dimension to what it records, transmits or processes, this is because its most forgotten layers can reinvigorate their latent radioactivity. From this point of view, a medium is never monolithic: it always speaks with several voices, some of which project themselves as incontrovertible statements, while others are content to whisper a discrete counterpoint, doomed to remain mostly unnoticed but creating, when it surfaces, an uncanny impression, betraying the presence of a ‘ghost in the machine’.

As we will see in more detail in Chapter 13, these many different strata are now observable inside our digital meta-media. The many layers of software that make them wonderfully user-friendly also give them an opacity that is politically very problematic, especially since it is frequently locked by ‘protected modes’ written into the very functioning of microprocessors. The more our digital apparatuses are miniaturized, the more their complexity becomes impenetrable to those who use them (and this means that they can use them with impunity). Our machines are saturated with ghosts (cookies, viruses, spyware) whose effects increasingly surprise us and escape our control.

If, instead of plunging into the infinitely small dimension of microprocessors and lines of code, we take a step back to situate our current media in the deep times of anthropogenesis, it is the four mediological folds of Vilém Flusser that provide the suggestive framework for understanding what is being folded into our daily activities of mediality (Figure 9.2). Although he generally presents these folds as phases that have succeeded one another over previous millennia, it will be better to consider them as different, gradually sedimented strata whose complex interactions structure our different practices of (re)mediation. We can designate a first fold, the deepest, as constituted by SUBJECTIVE IMAGES: Flusser gives the examples of the figures painted on the walls of Lascaux and the paintings of the Renaissance. At any given time, human subjectivities have perceived forms that they then represented in two- or three-dimensional ways on different material supports (sketch, fresco, icon, statue, flute, harp, drum). Even if we continue, of course, to produce such subjective images, in Flusser’s view they comprise a ‘prehistorical’ system, insofar as he thinks that entry into ‘history’ involves the appearance and domination of writing.
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Figure 9.2 The four medio-anthropological folds inspired by Vilém Flusser.



And indeed, the second fold is WRITING, by which he mainly means the effort made for centuries to try to account for phenomena of causality through the unidimensional tracing of characters assembled in a linear order. Writing establishes a ‘historical’ order by requiring that our multidimensional and multicausal experience pass through a slender linear enunciation that distinguishes before from after, cause from effect, thus striving to model a causal (explanatory) articulation on a temporal (narrative) articulation. This second order is directed entirely towards the production of a meaning which the effort of writing plucks forth from nonsense by selecting, from within the entire realm of the observable, only what is relevant for us to find our way through the intricate entanglement of natural and social causes.

The third fold is characterized by the production of TECHNICAL IMAGES, i.e. by putting into circulation representations resulting from automated technical processes that no longer need to be filtered by a human subjectivity, as was the case with both writing and subjective images. Ever since the middle of the nineteenth century, the camera, the gramophone, and cinema and video cameras have plunged us into a world where technical images play an increasingly hegemonic role in our modes of communication, imagination and decision. As Kittler has shown, one of the crucial properties of these apparatuses is to capture blocks of reality without in the least filtering out what is considered irrelevant. Subjective images and written discourses represented only the characteristics selected by a human subjectivity as contributing to the consistency of a form or the validity of an argument. A camera, a microphone and a film camera capture everything present in their recording field, without discriminating between the beautiful and the ugly, the important and the secondary, the real and the illusory.

In Flusser’s view, for over a century, we have gradually been entering a ‘post-historical’ era, in which the analogical power of technical images is increasingly taking precedence over the claims of written rationality to account for reality through causal explanations. The various forms of ‘crisis’ that we deplore in the ‘postmodern’ era all stem from the fact that our old habits of thought and action from the ‘historical’ period, dominated by the order of writing, are out of step with the new mediological conditions established by the domination of technical images, which require behaviour of a different kind – behaviour that most of us are still tragically unable to understand or produce.

Since the middle of the twentieth century, the development of ever more powerful and ubiquitous calculating machines adds a fourth fold, in which PROGRAMMES combine the imaginative power of subjective images with the analogical power of technical images and the analytical power of linear writing. Our computer-mediated programming generates models whose powerful reconfiguration of our realities and our future behaviour remains largely unthought and unthinkable – in accordance with the power of what Pierre Lévy eloquently analysed in 1995 under the category of the ‘virtual’.15 These models take advantage of the data entry, recording and processing capabilities of hitherto unimaginable amounts of data to put into circulation, with equally unprecedented means of dissemination, attractors of behaviour whose ubiquity is only just starting to reveal its effects.

Rather than wondering if these modelling programmes are part of a ‘post-post-historical’ phase, it is better to consider these four regimes as coexisting and coactive strata within our incessant practices of remediation. We continue to sketch subjective images and endeavour to grasp linear causalities in writing, at the same time that we generate enormous flows of photographs that we no longer have time to look at, and at the same time as the algorithms put in place by the giants of the Web model our curiosities so as to reformulate our consumerist desires. In fact, most of our singular gestures of mediality can be connected simultaneously to each of these four strata. It is a certain subjective image (imprinted in me as a snapshot) that makes me frame a certain block of visuality in the viewfinder of my smartphone; it is often within a certain narrative of linear causality that I place the photographs that I send to my relatives; and it is doubtless the algorithms of selection adapted to my digital profile that will have formed the sense of beauty on which the framing of my photo will draw. The remediation of one medium and one regime by another lies behind the many folds that form the (powerfully recursive) complication proper to our medializations.



Vibrologies

A good way to reveal the complication inherent in these multiple layers is to consider the media as resonant bodies, whose mediality is best conceived in the form of vibratory properties. In his reflection on sensation and affect, Brian Massumi calls on the notion of resonance, which he presents precisely as AN IMMEDIATE SELF-COMPLICATION:


An echo, for example, cannot occur without a distance between surfaces for the sounds to bounce from. But the resonation is not on the walls. It is in the emptiness between them. It fills the emptiness with its complex patterning. That patterning is not at a distance from itself. It is immediately its own event. Although it is complex, it is not composed of parts. It is composed of the event that it is, which is unitary. It is a complex dynamic unity…. This complex self-continuity is a putting into relation of the movement to itself: self-relation. The self-relation is immediate – in and of itself, only its own event – even though it requires distance to occur. The best word for a complicating immediacy of self-relation is ‘intensity’. Resonation can be seen as converting distance, or extension, into intensity. It is a qualitative transformation of distance into an immediacy of self-relation.16



The archaeological approach helps us to view the media not only as operators of ‘complications’ in that they fold spaces, temporalities and agencies, but also as resonant entities animated by immediate self-complications. These resonant complications may appear to an analyst as resulting from multiple layers successively sedimented over the course of the generic and individual evolution of the medium in question. These strata can be dissected, for example when I listen to a solo by Frank Zappa played on Jimi Hendrix’s guitar, taped in 1976 and originally discovered by me in the 1980s through vinyl records, later digitized and put online, downloaded and listened to today on my smartphone. But my experience of the medium is indeed a ‘unitary event’, belonging to a ‘complex dynamic unit’. The intensity that makes me resonate as I listen to this music has the ‘immediacy of self-relation’. A whole series of distances (from 1968 to 1976 and then to the present), opening a multiplicity of voids (separating my different hearings of the same piece), are the condition of this unitary experiment which ‘fills the emptiness with its complex patterning’ (the singular form of the intonations of this guitar, around this melody, directed at this rhythm that is always a little offset from itself). It is the unifying resonance of these multiple strata that constitutes the event – the affect – and it is by means of such affects conceived as resonant events that my subjective singularity is constituted.

Steve Goodman has written an astonishing and inspiring book on the ECOLOGY OF VIBRATORY AFFECTS which governs ‘the production, transmission, and mutation of affective tonality’.17 His ‘ontology of vibrational force’, largely inspired by the philosophy of Alfred Whitehead, is based on the premise that ‘[a]t the molecular or quantum level, everything is in motion’. In our vibrating world, ‘objecthood, that which gives an entity duration in time, makes it endure, is an event irrelevant of human perception. All that is required is that an entity be felt as an object by another entity.’ This leads him to consider that ‘all entities are potential media that can feel or whose vibrations can be felt by other entities’.18 These are not only radio antennas, WiFi relays, mobile phones and Bluetooth gadgets, but all bodies, insofar as they are resonant bodies, which weave the vibratory interferences of which our world is composed to the rhythm of their interwoven emissions and prehensions:


This differential ecology of vibrational effects directs us toward a nonanthropocentric ontology of ubiquitous media, a topology in which every resonant surface is potentially a host for contagious concepts, percepts, and affects. In this speculative conception of ubiquitous media, not just screens (and the networks they mask everywhere) but all matter becomes a reservoir of mediatic contagion.19



It would be easy to find resonances between this vibrology and the ‘cymatics’ of Hans Jenny or the string theory of contemporary physics. The Musurgia Universalis of Athanasius Kircher, whose subtitle announces a ‘great art of consonances and dissonances’, included a section devoted to ‘ECHOTECTONIC MAGIC’ that makes it possible to conceal echo chambers in a building, so as to be able to listen in on everything being said in each of its rooms (Figure 9.3). But above all, it incorporated the vast amount of ancient speculation on the harmony of the spheres which supposedly brought the multiple local vibrations of which our universe is composed into phase, and – in affective resonance – also brought the microcosm of the individual body into phase with the macrocosm of our natural environment. The human voice, the musical instruments, the sonic automata, the vaults and pipes concealed in the walls were part of a continuity going from the medium as middle and means to the medium as milieu.

However, it seems more interesting to observe the diverse variations through which this ecology of vibratory affects is manifested in certain contemporary artistic practices. In addition to the insertion of infrabass at certain moments of Gaspar Noé’s film Irréversible (2002) where, without being consciously perceived, these sounds create an effect of discomfort that intensifies the nausea aroused by the images and the film narrative,20 there are the ‘anarchitectural’ installations of Mark Bain and the interventions of Michael Gendreau, who use buildings as loudspeakers, causing their structure to vibrate thanks to oscillators placed at various points of their structure; Max Neuhaus’s experiments with jamming radio frequencies and networking local and national radio stations through telephone lines; musicians on the drone scene who exploit the looping of distortions and audio feedback between their guitars and their amplifiers to fill our bodies with modulated low hummings; musicians on the drum and bass scene who turn up the volume of very low frequencies to affect both the entrails and the ears of their listeners; the recordings of David Dunn, which give us access to the world of vibrations in which woodeating insects live; Zbigniew Karkowski’s compositions on ‘geologies of frequencies and amplitudes’ which ‘pass through the bones, the body, the skin’. Then there is Bryan Lewis Saunders, who invites us to listen to the internal vibrations in our bodies; and the digital resonances that Nicolas Maigret generates on the Internet by sending out onto the network weak signals that, depending on the variable time they take to return from distant servers, produce an Internet encephalogram (Figure 9.4).21
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Figure 9.3 Echotectonic magic. In Athanasius Kircher, Musurgia Universalis, 1650.
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Figure 9.4 Nicolas Maigret, Art of Failure, Internet Encephalography (2011).



Through the variety of their scales, these artistic investigations of the properties of our vibratory bodies have in common the way they show the multiplicity of strata – generally ignored – that connect us to our relational environments. The ability of technical images to bring out the ‘noise’ that our perceptual habits have led us to systematically obscure reveals both the horizontal solidarities that make us vibrate with what surrounds us and the vertical stacks of superposed frequencies that make our individualities vibrate to multiple and often heterogeneous tones and rhythms.

Stratifying the mediarchy leads us to broaden the spectrum of our sensibility to explore the phase differences between heterogeneous vibrations whose tension is constitutive of our individualities. In this respect, media archaeology helps us see the African mines and landfills that lie behind the background images of our smartphones, to hear the continuous bass that, beneath the surface, punctuates our attention to the news, to spot the persistence of media zombies under the brilliant surface of the latest innovations, to question the various protected modes that lock the applications that organize ever larger swathes of our lives – in short, to start to unfold the ‘immediate self-complication’ that characterizes our status as resonant bodies in the regime of ubiquitous mediality. It is hardly surprising to see this attention to vibratile strata leading a musician such as Zbigniew Karkowski to ‘make himself aware of the presence of other universes around us’22 and to develop a curiosity for ‘Electronic Voice Phenomena’ (EVP), these voices from the beyond (dead, or extraterrestrial) supposedly captured by microphones or by radio receivers, made famous by Konstantin Raudive in the 1970s.

If the (psychic) medium spontaneously oozes from the medium, this is precisely because mediality allows us to hear and see an elsewhere (in space and time); apart from the fans of occultism and ufology, inquisitive minds use it to try to perceive something beyond the shared evidence of our senses, something giving access to deeper and more fundamental layers hidden under the surface of our daily interactions. It is this mediumistic genie that we must now let out of our bottle, to identify the ghosts that haunt – in this very real world – our mediarchies, contributing to their power in a way no less significant than their most material determinants.
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Interlude Seven
The Politics of Low Frequencies


Steve Goodman sketches an ontology and an ecology of vibratory affects, and also calls for the constitution of a politics of low frequencies. His analysis of how the military-industrial complex is conducting ‘sonic warfare’ to strengthen its power over our behaviour is of course an allusion to the infrasound used by police against protesters and the ultrasound aimed at removing unwanted youths from the entrance of shopping centres, as well as other military uses of sound to incapacitate the enemy.1 He takes the trouble, however, to set this sonic arsenal in the more general context of the diffusion of certain sounds (muzak) rather than others (free jazz) for much milder purposes – to pacify people or encourage them to consume.

Even more disturbing than the deafening noises that stupefy the soldier, or the infrasonic drone that triggers diarrhoea, are the ‘holosonic control’ techniques that use high ultrasound frequencies to insinuate perceptions below the threshold of audibility, creating ‘acoustic temporal anomalies’ able to ‘catalyse memories of the future’ through sound avatars of subliminal images: sounds are imprinted in you without your knowing it, and they will give you the familiar feeling of something ‘already heard’ when you encounter them again in the summer’s hit song, the autumn blockbuster or while doing the Christmas shopping. It may be this ‘colonization of the inaudible’ that constitutes the new frontier of the (soft) sonic wars of the twentyfirst century:2


In the economy of attention, reality has become tunable. The micropolitics of frequency points toward the waves and particles that abduct consumers immersed in both the transensory and nonsensory soup of vibro-capitalism … Policing here denotes not merely a repressive set of exclusions or limits, but a generative distribution of sensations that identify, channel, and amplify sonic power. What is distributed are those elementary pulses or throbs of experience constitutive of an aesthetic ontology that revolves around vibrational force and the prehension of affective tonality.3



In this context, Steve Goodman identifies two already well-established forms of resistance to this colonization of the inaudible. Supporters of a ‘politics of silence’ denounce and reject the frenzy of sounds that demand a response as they invade our daily lives, whether to attack us with decibels or to creep into our subjectivities without our knowledge. They advocate an asceticism that is often translated by a position of withdrawal and abstinence, in the name of a ‘mindfulness’ of an oriental hue or a ‘return to nature’ of a neo-romantic and technophobic hue. Inaudible silence must be protected and sacralized as our main reserve of meaning, in an age saturated with nonsense shouted from every rooftop. Let’s throw our televisions away and suspend our connections! Let’s take refuge in vacuoles of silence from where, one day, after a patient rehab, we may finally have something important to say as well as something important to listen to.

On the other hand, advocates of a politics of noise seek to exacerbate the saturations of our sound spaces to the point of making it impossible for the very system that promotes such saturation to cope with it. Their disruptive systems defy the limits of the audible from above, generating extreme experiences of a kind to explode the frames through which the police of vibro-capitalism controls the sound of our affective tonalities. The inaudible here is not that which sinks below our perceptual radar, but what perforates its membranes. Who can hold us back from occupying the din that occupies us? Let’s turn it, amplified a hundredfold, against those who impose it on us, let’s crush them under their walls of sounds – even if this means we split our own sides laughing!

Steve Goodman is satisfied neither by the posture of the apostles of silence who seek to fight off the encroachments of unbridled development, nor by the accelerationist impulses of the noise makers. He reproaches the former for fostering reactionary dispositions which condemn them to a melancholy and finally impotent nostalgia. Their haughty silence remains perfectly inaudible, in no way impeding the vibro-capitalist machine as it rotates at full speed all around them. He reproaches the latter with being caught up in very conventional definitions of what comprises a noise (distorted guitar playing, saturated volume, naive noise-for-the-sake-of-noise). They rarely escape either rehashing a desperately Eurocentric avant-garde or, on the other hand, seeing a purely superficial subversion being recuperated by the ever-expanding new markets that are always on the look-out for something to disrupt them.

If a ‘politics of frequencies’ can offer a third way out from these symmetrical pitfalls, it is insofar as it avoids the binary alternative between silence and noise, the inaudible and the deafening, presence and absence. Choosing frequencies – those you want to use and those you want to avoid or block – opens a much wider range of actions than the alternative between retreat and exacerbation. To swap the obsession with decibels for the modulation of frequency makes us recognize the multiplicity of the strata on which our mediarchies set out their limits and their opportunities. This invites us to differentiate modalities of intervention, to deploy new combinations, to cobble together new collective arrangements.

While the alternative between silence and noise is still dominated by an ideological approach, a politics of frequency draws on a pragmatic approach: what types of effect respond to what types of frequency? If high ultrasound frequencies have been colonized by holosonic control, why not turn to the way the infrabass can still stir our guts? This is the challenge taken up by the many drum and bass musical styles from the towns and shantytowns and pinpointed by Steve Goodman as an alternative to the domination exerted on both noise and the asceticism of silence by the white elites of rich countries. When they ‘intensify low-frequency vibration as a technique of affective mobilization’, these musical movements contribute to ‘a model of affective collectivity in the aesthetic invention, sensory engineering, and economic hacking of these local and digitized musical movements’, though ‘their force lies in their subpolitical, tactical, and aesthetic dimensions, as opposed to being primarily based on belief or ideology’.4

Outside the musical sphere, where it pursues the dynamic of sub-version-and-recuperation that characterized all the genres of African American inspiration in the course of the twentieth century, this politics of low frequencies strives to listen to, and amplify, movements that elicit emotional vibrations from the bottom up, in opposition to the ecologies of fear and resentment fostered by dominant vibro-capitalism. That the low frequencies of these affects of solidarity remain largely inaudible within our current mediarchies is nothing for them to be either proud or ashamed of. The most important thing lies less in their inaudible character than in their unprecedented potential: the real question is understanding what novel forms of affective resonance will emerge from the mutual grasp of vibrations induced by the new apparatuses of mediality that are being invented all around us. The policy of low frequencies aims at stirring people’s guts and moving their hearts, as well as stimulating what happens between their two ears. It prefers to catalyse the future rather than to long for the past – and all the better if it can make people’s bodies and minds dance joyfully along the way.
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10
MAGNETIZING MEDIARCHY


Why the devil have so many inventors of new media flirted with occultism? At the same time that he was inventing the phonograph and the incandescent lamp, Thomas Edison was trying to perfect a ‘necrophone’: ‘a scientific apparatus, allowing the dead, if possible, to get in touch with us’. This quest was not the idiosyncratic whim of an inventor who in other respects was as serious as anyone could wish: Philippe Baudouin shows how necrophonic machines were the subject of widespread reflection and experimentation throughout an entire era.1 In his account of the way in which the discourses and imaginaries mobilized by the invention of television overlapped with those of spiritualism, Stefan Andriopoulos has also stressed how ‘the interactions between occultism, the natural sciences, and technology point … to a mutually constitutive relationship in which psychic and technical television render each other imaginable’.2 Was not an observer in 1904 stating a perfectly rational expectation in noting that, ‘since Marconi invented telegraphy without wires, even the most determined opponents of telepathy must allow for its possibility’?3

The existence of a profound link between mediality and the mediumistic has been mentioned at several turns of the argument in the preceding chapters. We now need to explore more systematically its foundations, historical modulations and contemporary consequences. How can we claim that our mediarchies derive a significant part of their power from a mediumistic nature inherent in the media, even though hardly anybody these days – including the author and the readers of this book, and contrary to the intellectual atmosphere that prevailed at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries – seriously believes in (or is even interested in) the possibility of hearing the dead speak, or in the reality of telepathy, ectoplasms, poltergeists, turntables or spiritualist faculties? Why, then, should one resuscitate the (obsolete) notion of the (psychic) medium in order to better understand the effectivity of the media?

The answer will be divided into two parts. This chapter will attempt to demonstrate why and how the imaginary of electromagnetism started to offer answers, towards the end of the eighteenth century, to a whole series of questions that had been posed for several decades on the communication of thoughts, beliefs and desires. This will here involve understanding how our media perform the functions that were once attributed to ‘spirits’. The next chapter will observe how the connection woven between electrical media and mediumistic spirits unfolded in a whole panoply of ever more disturbing ghosts and fantasies between 1850 and today.


The Polysemics of the Spirit

Literary history has accustomed us to identifying the eighteenth century with the advent of materialistic thinking. However, the most inventive writers of the time were concerned not just with matter but with spirits, conceived very generally as what animates matter, what makes it move according to rules that may indeed respect the rules of mechanics but cannot be reduced directly to them. The powerful polysemy of the word spirit (esprit), in the usages of the time, is perhaps the most precise guide to the sprawling extension of what the preceding chapters have referred to as mediality. There are at least eight largely heterogeneous trends of thought at work here: by dint of rubbing up against each other as they use the same word, they gradually neutralize the incompatibilities between them.

THE AVATARS OF THE HOLY SPIRIT – The Spirit (singular and upper case) is generally found in religious discourse, designating the Holy Spirit of the Christian Trinity, more abstract than the Father and the Son. It is associated with God as an intellectual totalization and as a power of emanation. From the deepest of Indo-European religious etymologies and traditions, the soul (anima) and the spirit (spiritus) were described in terms designating what animates the individual by reference to the breath and the wind. The proximities between the (divine) Spirit, (poetic) inspiration and (physiological) breathing [in French, respiration], as well as sayings such as ‘the wind bloweth where it listeth’, suffice to indicate the fluidity of this fundamental religious imaginary where the Spirit is part of an original reference to the divine, but reaches right down to the organic functioning of our bodies.

THE SPIRITS OF CABALISTIC OCCULTISM – In line with, or on the margins of the evil spirits (plural and lower case) that, according to Christian doctrine, emanate from the Evil Spirit (the Devil), a whole constellation of ‘occult’ thoughts endeavour to explain phenomena that scientific reason fails to explain (epidemics, crimes, sexuality, etc.) by invoking immaterial beings capable of influencing human behaviour and desires (demons, phantoms, ghosts). What the Europe of the time called the ‘Cabala’ specializes in the invocation of the power of these spirits through ‘magical’ formulas.

SPIRITS OF ALCHEMICAL DISTILLATION – As neighbours and rivals of the Cabala, alchemy and chemistry developed experimental practices and theorizations that took distillation as a model for the purification of matter into spirit (the ‘spirit of wine’). Over a long period, this vast current of thought and practice brought together two aspects of the intellectual universe that a later epoch would decide were incompatible, but which were then perceived as a continuity, and which we would probably do well to consider as complementary (chemistry and alchemy, materialism and spiritualism, medicine and magic, nature and supernature, science and wonder).

MEDICAL DESCRIPTIONS OF ANIMAL SPIRITS – The reference to ‘animal spirits’ (always in the plural), which play a central role in Descartes’s Treatise on the Passions, is found in medical theories that draw on the latest observations of physiology (on nerve fibres, the brain, sensitivity, irritability, sympathy, magnetism, etc.). The flow of subtle corpuscles composing these ‘animal spirits’ (they are ‘very loose’, infinitely small, invisible, ‘almost immaterial’) paved the way for the concept of nerve impulses and magnetism that would need to be theorized at the end of the eighteenth century.

THE NEW THEORIES OF THE MENTAL – Both in continuity with and in reaction to the scholasticism of the Middle Ages, the philosophical renewal of the seventeenth century produced a profusion of theories of the mens humana [l’esprit humain]. By describing human subjectivity as a ‘thinking thing’, Descartes founded a new science of the mind that the great philosophical systems which followed (Spinoza, Leibniz, Locke, Malebranche) would take up each in their own way, while it would also fertilize the first outlines of psychology developed in the course of the eighteenth century (Hume, Condillac).

WIT [BEL ESPRIT] – In the wake of the aesthetic refinement inherited from the seventeenth century (the spirit of finesse, the pointe, agudeza), and in tune with the new style of salon conversation promoted by philosophers, wit (esprit in the singular) was perceived as a certain way, both pleasant and light (aerial) – and all the more effective – of thinking, speaking and writing, one which piqued the attention and seduced the thoughts of the receiver.

THE SPIRIT OF A SUCCESSFUL AUTHOR – When a writer became famous, eighteenth-century printers tried to cash in by publishing books with the title L’Esprit de …, i.e., The Spirit (of Marivaux, Montesquieu or Voltaire). These books were a compilation of excerpts from their best-known texts (similar to our Derrida Reader). These books gave material form to the phenomenon of autogenetic circulation on which rested the transindividual breath that comprised the ‘spirit’: it was because an author displayed wit (bel esprit) that he or she could seduce the minds (esprits) of a multitude of individuals, and that a reader (Esprit) was published in his name so as to increase the said author’s celebrity and extend the formative influence of his or her mind (esprit) on the mind of the public as a whole. However, it was because it corresponded to certain expectations and needs of this public mind that he or she was perceived as ‘witty’ (‘spirituel’) and that he or she was able to form and inform it in return.

THE PUBLIC SPIRIT – At the same time that the periodical press and the ‘public sphere’ were developing, the eighteenth century was powerfully preoccupied with the things that influence not only the cogitations and decisions of this or that individual but, more broadly, the collective intellectual life of a set of subjects working together to form a certain ‘public opinion’. What Montesquieu discussed as the spirit of the laws of a nation, what Voltaire saw as the spirit of the century of Louis XIV, what Herder, Fichte and Hegel conceptualized as the immanent presence of a collective soul (Geist) within a people at a certain historical moment, what journalists observed evolving day by day and what they themselves increasingly helped to produce in the course of the spectacular growth of periodicals during the eighteenth century: all this is what Teilhard de Chardin would call the ‘noosphere’ and Régis Debray the ‘mediasphere’.

The constant circulation of meaning catalysed by the use of a single word to designate such diverse realities brings out original proximities that help their uses to converge. Behind their apparent heterogeneity, these effects of polysemy all pose the same problem – that of the SPIRITUALIZATION of our reality: a problem that seemed to have only a tenuous and hidden coherence, though a reflection on mediality allowed this to be retrospectively sharpened and unified. Between 1650 and 1850, it was through reflections and experiments on energy that this problem would assume its modern form.4



Electric Communications and the Universal Fluid

In his review of the various doctrines of the nature of the soul (ψυχή), Aristotle mentions that Thales of Miletus is said to have attributed a soul to the magnet stone because it attracts iron.5 Thales is considered the first person in the West to have studied the phenomena of ‘magnetism’ (the term comes from the Greek word designating the magnet as a stone from Magnesia) and ‘electricity’ (electron referred to the stone of amber which attracts small objects after being rubbed). This ancient association between the soul and the driving force observed in electromagnetism was taken up in modern times as discoveries brought to light the astonishing properties of action at a distance associated with electrical and magnetic phenomena. Let us look at some of the key moments in the rise of the electromagnetic imaginary that will resonate with the phenomena of spiritualization.6

In the early 1730s, Stephen Gray made many discoveries about the circulation of electricity through hemp ropes over great distances (several tens of metres), and more generally about ‘electrification by communication’, namely the property of an electric current to cross certain types of BODIES that were soon given the name ‘CONDUCTORS’ – somewhat paradoxically since they do not ‘conduct’ in the sense of ‘lead’, but merely allow themselves to be crossed. Soon all the fairs in Europe were reproducing his entertaining experiments, displaying human bodies suspended by cords of horsehair or silk and communicating to each other an electric fire capable, at the end of the human chain, of attracting gold straw and making it dance in the air (Figure 10.1).

In the mid-eighteenth century, the long article, ‘Électricité’, that Louis-Guillaume Lemonnier wrote for the fifth volume of the Encyclopédie also set out the latest understanding of the question:


ELECTRICITY, s. f. (Physics) this word means in general, the effects of a very fluid & very subtle material, different in its properties from all the other fluids we know; it has been recognized as capable of uniting with almost all bodies, some more than others; it seems to move with a very great speed, according to particular laws; & it produces very singular phenomena as it moves…. We see from the detailed description of these experiments: 1st, That the matter of electricity is communicated to all the non-electric bodies, of whatever size & extent they may be; & that the effects of this matter are sensible to us as long as they are only in electric bodies, & do not communicate with others…. 3rd, After having communicated in this way, it emerges with the same freedom, as soon as a communication with the earth is established somewhere…. 5th, That this matter spreads with a prodigious speed, since it traverses a space of 12,000 feet in an indefinable instant.
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Figure 10.1 The electric couple, experimental demonstrations inspired by Stephen Gray and Christian August Hausen on the communication of electricity.



The impression that emerges from such formulations is that electricity – like the ‘spirit’ – is something that ‘communicates itself’ to the limits of immateriality and at an inconceivable speed. Note that, according to this somewhat pragmatic definition, electricity is used to designate the ‘effects’ of a force whose nature and causes remain very mysterious.

In the course of the 1780s, Luigi Galvani meticulously documented the effects of electricity on the muscles of animals, mutilating innumerable frogs whose legs he prepared so that he could make them move after their death by bringing them into contact with electric currents from a bottle of Leyden. His research on animal electricity overlapped with Benjamin Franklin’s work on atmospheric electricity: Franklin tied frogs’ legs to wires on the terrace of his house during a storm (Figure 10.2): ‘Whenever a flash of lightning darted out, the muscles at the same moment underwent many violent contractions, and, like the flash of lightning, the muscular movements of the animals and their contractions preceded the thunder, and, in a certain manner, warned us of them.’7

This spectacular experiment, which testifies to the hitherto unseen links between our muscular movements and AN UBIQUITOUS ELECTRICITY in the atmosphere which surrounds us, was actually just providing evidence for the increasing number of theories that had spread in the preceding years. For example, Pierre Bertholon had devoted several chapters of his 1780 work De l’électricité du corps humain dans l’état de santé et de maladie (On the electricity of the human body in the state of health and disease) to understanding ‘how the electricity of the atmosphere is communicated to the human body’.8 Three decades earlier, the Norman physician Charles Tiphaigne de La Roche had produced a corpus of what appeared to be completely heterogeneous writings, but they had an underlying coherence which consisted precisely in approaching in various different ways, all highly surprising, the question of the atmospheric influence that almost immaterial entities could exert on our nerves. At the very start of his brief career, in his two doctoral theses supplemented by a work of fantasy entitled L’Amour dévoilé (Love Unveiled, 1749), he (ironically) sketched out a system of thought explaining human affects by the ‘sympathetic’ action of ‘very loose’ atmospheric corpuscles on our nerves.
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Figure 10.2 The ubiquitous influence of electricity. In Luigi Galvani, De viribus electricitatis in motu musculari (1791).




His last work, published in 1765, Sanfrein, ou la Girouette (Brakeless, or the Weather Vane), depicted an individual deprived of all substance, condemned to behave in a purely reactive manner under the influence of his environment. Between the two, he devoted two books, Giphantia (1760) and L’Empire des Zaziris (The Empire of the Zaziris (1761)), to describing how the ‘elemental spirits’ scattered in the atmosphere all around us condition our thoughts, our affects, our inventions and our speech. There is little significant mention of electricity in Tiphaigne, even if his whole work is a matter of FLUX, INFLUX and INFLUENCE. On the other hand, his best-known work, Giphantia, presents itself as an astonishing panorama, describing in advance the main technical media that would be invented in the next three centuries (photography, radio, television, geo-surveillance, holosonic control). A whole imaginary was already in existence, awaiting only for research into electric fluid to embody elemental spirits in the technological immateriality of electromagnetic equipment.9

Avoiding the dominant dualism that, for centuries, has forced so many thinkers to reach a dead end over the relation between soul and body, and to have to choose between materialism or spiritualism, Tiphaigne de La Roche draws on certain ancient traditions, known through the Timaeus of Plato or the works of Plotinus, which introduce a third term into the equation. In addition to the ‘material body’ whose good health doctors try to maintain, and the ‘reasonable soul’ whose salvation priests and philosophers promise to ensure, he explains certain types of human behaviour with reference to a ‘universal spirit’ (or ‘universal soul’), which he envisages as a principle of transindividual life, a breath animating all living beings collectively, more fundamental than any rational choice, any individual will or any moral conscience. This trinitarian rather than binary system leads him to identify the presence among us of the ‘UNDEAD’: these are people whose bodies work normally; the collective universal spirit continues to move them by flowing through them, but they no longer seem to follow the behest of the reasonable soul supposed to constitute their singular personality. These undead are content to say the usual things that are said and to do the usual things that are done. They subsist (insofar as they are alive), but without really existing (insofar as they are dead). They function by allowing themselves to be traversed by information flows that animate them in an uncontrolled fashion.

If this satirical painting of the undead in Giphantia seems to powerfully echo the denunciation of media zombification that makes us mechanically repeat what we read or hear, the mention of the ‘universal soul’ returns insistently in the exalted language used to hail the discovery of the electric fluid. The Comte de Tressan best illustrates this exaltation in his Essai sur le fluide électrique considéré comme agent universel (Essay on the electric fluid considered as a universal agent), apparently written in 1748 but published only after his death in 1786. He seeks to show ‘that Electricity is the agent that moves everything in the Universe and that its subtle Fluid is the living material destined by the Creator to move dead and inert matter’.10 This hegemony of electricity over the entire domain of physics means in particular that it can absorb the field of magnetism which William Gilbert had taken care to distinguish from electricity a century and a half earlier: ‘All that physicists have gathered from facts and conjectures to claim that Magnetism plays a major role among terrestrial phenomena essentially belongs to Electricity, because this last agent demonstrates universality in its effects.’11 An ode to electricity, by the same author, enthusiastically celebrates a return to Thales’s original doctrine of electromagnetism, which he identified with the soul of the world: ‘Within all bodies, the hand of nature / Spreads a pure fluid, soul of the universe; / And from this sacred gift, varying its measure, / produces a hundred varied miracles.’12



The Reign of the Magnetizers

At the same time that electricity was being turned into the universal medium of life, the figure of the psychic medium was starting to take shape as the result of a scandalous Parisian controversy. After making a name for himself and then being ostracized from Vienna, the German doctor Franz Anton Mesmer brought his theories and practices to Paris in 1768, under the general term of ‘ANIMAL MAGNETISM’. He argued that magnetic fluid flows between the different elements of the universe, as well as between humans and within our individual bodies. Our diseases result mainly from obstructions and imbalances affecting the proper circulation of this universal fluid, which was explicitly presented as the physical reason, now scientifically demonstrated, for a series of terms that are familiar to us: ‘soul of the world, spirit of the universe, celestial or astral influence, force of sympathy, occult quality’ or ‘spiritus mundi universalis’.13 We need only read the way in which Mesmer presents his doctrine in his Mémoire sur la découverte du magnétisme animal (1779) to hear an echo of everything I have just been describing in connection with electricity:


I announced [in a letter of 5 January 1775] the nature and the action of ANIMAL MAGNETISM and the analogy of its properties with those of magnets and electricity. I added that all bodies were, like the magnet, susceptible to the communication of this magnetic principal; that this fluid penetrated everything; that it could be accumulated and concentrated, like the electric fluid; that it acted at a distance; [… that] it was by insinuating itself into the substance of the nerves that it affects them immediately [… and] that this principle can directly cure diseases of the nerves, and indirectly cure others.14



As a close reader of Athanasius Kircher, Mesmer invented a machine to facilitate the circulation of the magnetic fluid within a small assembly of people, whom he could thus treat in a single session. This ‘tub’ brought into communication the participants gathered for the occasion, circulating between them a magnetic current that often provoked convulsive crises among Parisians (and especially the women) who sought his help – hence the mixed reputation that he acquired: some saw him as a benefactor of mankind, while others saw him as a seducer of weak women.

Although he was condemned to leave Paris in 1785, after controversies that set tongues wagging in the fashionable and scientific worlds, Mesmer left behind many disciples in France who sometimes took intuitive ideas about animal magnetism in directions that were both epistemologically and politically radical.15 For example, the circle around the Marquis de Puységur developed practices of MAGNETIC SOMNAMBULISM – what would later be called ‘hypnosis’ – which in a very original way united a scientific curiosity eager to explain phenomena through their material causes with a great openness of mind about the circulation of knowledge and influences within the human world. Practitioners of magnetic somnambulism often lauded the peasants and women they treated as authentic sources of knowledge. Puységur saw Victor Race, an illiterate 23-year-old man, as an exceptionally clairvoyant being, an authentic medium that he referred to as ‘my intelligence’. The Essai sur la théorie du somnambulisme magnétique (Essay on the theory of magnetic somnambulism) by Tardy de Montravel noted that ‘we find more women than men who are somnambulists’. He gave many descriptions of a vibratory resonance being established between two minds through the medium of the communication of the magnetic fluid:


The nerves of these two men could, in this case, be compared to the cords of two musical instruments, harmonizing and in unison as much as possible; the strings of one of these instruments being plucked would necessarily lead to the corresponding strings resounding in the other instrument…. The manner in which the nerves of the two individuals can be harmonized, so to speak, is what we Magnetizers call ‘being in harmony’; this is achieved by giving the universal fluid the means of circulating directly from one body to another for a while, until this fluid, decreasing in one, increasing in the other, gives the same tone to the nerves of the two individuals.16



In the 1780s, the reign of magnetizers and mediums, as portrayed by Puységur and Tardy de Montravel, resembled a marvellously egalitarian mediarchy, brought into universal communication by a new electrical medium to which miraculous properties were attributed. New modes of immediate communication – from one nervous system to another – were perceived as creating salutary resonant vibrations, which, it was hoped, would bring individual healing and social emancipation. The apostles of the new medium were organized into societies for Universal Harmony to help the resonance of bodies and minds to become as ubiquitous as the invisible fluid that served as its basis. In order to achieve this, the magnetizers had no choice but to BECOME MEDIUMS themselves, so as to awaken among ordinary women and peasants other mediums, other intelligences, other modes of circulation of animal spirits and other types of public spirit, thanks to other forms of communication that would bring about new communions and new communities.

The paradox is that this utopian mediarchy I have just been describing seems to have been a world without media – a world of pure speculation whose technical (electrical) media were still purely virtual, imaginary, dreamt of and yet still to come. Was this magnetization of the mediarchy devoid of any material base? Probably not.



The Phantasmagoria of Spectacles

It was not necessary to wait for Samuel Morse’s invention of the telegraph in 1838 for electric fluid to be used for the purpose of communication. Perhaps inspired by an anonymous letter published in 1753 in a Scottish periodical, Georges-Louis Lesage seems to have conceived as early as 1760 a first model of ELECTRIC TELEGRAPHY making it possible for thought to be transmitted at a distance through the medium of electromagnetic fluid. He created his apparatus in Geneva in 1774, over a short distance, by building a sort of keyboard with twenty-four keys that activated the passage of electric current through twenty-four metal wires connected to another keyboard, which displayed which of the twenty-four letters of the alphabet had to be added to the message (Figure 10.3).
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Figure 10.3 The first electric telegraph, invented by Georges Lesage in Geneva, in 1774.



But it was the general acceleration and intensification of communication, rather than one-off inventions, that nourished the way magnetizers imagined the media. Tristan Garcia has recently shed considerable light on the way in which the imaginary and technological hegemony of electricity was part of a need to lead an ‘intense life’, which is both the charm and the inexpiable curse of modern life.17 Between 1765 and 1780, the time required to travel between Paris and Toulouse was reduced by half (from fourteen to seven days), owing to the improvement of roads and communication systems. The GROWING NUMBER OF PERIODICALS made the people of that age just as giddy as did the advent of the Internet over recent decades: if, between 1720 and 1729, 60 new titles were offered to French readers, between 1780 and 1789 another 167 new periodicals strove to attract their attention. Whereas the periodical sheets of yesteryear had appeared only once a month, or even erratically, from 1777 onwards the Journal de Paris imposed the frenetic rhythm of a daily publication (and therefore of a daily reading).

Apart from a few specialized scholarly journals, these new media bombarded a recently literate public with a new zest for reading with a multitude of anecdotes about people we would nowadays called ‘celebs’: an actress breaking up with her official lover, the astonishing success of an insignificant play, the new memoir published by a famous lawyer in a scandalous court case, the eternal return of the quarrel between Italian music and French music, Voltaire’s latest literary fiction, the most recent controversy sparked by Rousseau.18 Because the new periodical medium risked saturating the attention spans (and financial capacities) of its readership, it decided to remedy this itself, producing many ‘digests’ which, like L’Esprit des journaux (The Spirit of the Newspapers, launched in 1772), offered monthly compilations of the best articles picked up from many other sources – a repackaging job that would make Upworthy.com turn green with envy.19

All of this effervescence gives the impression of a collective jubilation about the production and consumption of printed discourse. In 1779, an unknown figure magnetized by an irrepressible desire for celebrity, Jean-Marie Chassaignon, published his Cataractes de l’imagination, déluge de la scribomanie, vomissement littéraire, hémorragie encyclopédique, monstre des monstres (Cataracts of the imagination, deluge of scribomania, literary vomit, encyclopaedic haemorrhage, monster of monsters), coughing up, over four volumes, each one of them hundreds of pages long, his fury at seeing so many insignificant works published by his contemporaries, his uncontrollable need to immortalize himself by publishing a book that would forever transform the vibrations of the universal spirit, and his desperate lucidity about the obvious fact that the insignificance of his own literary vomit would only fuel the DELUGE OF SCRIBOMANIA that he deplored so abundantly. The endless and pathetic grumbles of this writer, ranting like an impotent psychic medium, were published all the same.

In 1786, a certain Mademoiselle Javotte, who presented herself as a seamstress, launched her little periodical, Les Chiffons, ou Mélanges de raison et de folie (Chiffons, or A Mixture of Reason and Madness), which anticipated our blogs – a format well established in the tradition of the journalist who presented himself or herself as a ‘spectator’ (following Addison or Marivaux). She announced that she would include everything that came to her mind or into her hands day by day, collecting ‘thoughts and anecdotes reasonable and crazy, serious and gallant’ in a ‘mixed book, often without order, composed of pieces patched together’. In the preface to her Chiffons 2.0, she even invited her female readers to send her their observations, which she would use to fill later issues of her periodical: ‘A twofold benefit: I will adorn myself with your spoils (good economy!); I will print your remarks, they will be the ornament of my packets.’20 The Internet has accustomed us to such productions: the feminist postures of Mademoiselle Javotte, of course, are a mask behind which there hides a masculine (or transgender) author, Jacques Mague de Saint-Aubin.

Inventions and experiments relating to the latest scientific discoveries played a leading role in the daily flow of information that thrilled this first SOCIETY OF THE SPECTACLE, of which the first journalists significantly presented themselves as the ‘spectators’.21 To the passion for printed communication was added a passion for the new spaces of sensory manipulation: the theatre of special effects, the opera, Vauxhall (the ancestor of our attraction parks), panoramas (huge circular constructions immersing spectators in a 360-degree wall painting), balloon ascensions. Since the seventeenth century, what we call ‘science’ has frequently been manifested to the public as a form of entertainment – in which electricity and its disquieting wonders quickly played a leading role. Even if the mediarchy of the years 1760–90 was still unaware of the technical apparatuses that would intensify its grip from the second half of the next century, the universal fluid glimpsed by the magnetizers was an expression of the powerful emergent reality of an accelerated communication of human thoughts and affects, coupled with an exuberant production of artificial environments capable of electrifying our nerves beyond our comfort zones.

The phantasmagorias made famous in the 1790s by Étienne-Gaspard Robertson provide us with an emblematic image of these artificial environments that plunged the viewer into a potentially traumatic experience intended to mobilize all his senses. The posters announcing his performances promised ‘appearances of spectres, phantoms and ghosts’, ‘experiments on the new fluid known as galvanism, whose application temporarily restores movement to bodies that have lost their lives’; they also announced that ‘an artist distinguished by his talents will play the harmonica’ (the same glassharmonica with its ‘mesmerizing’ sounds that Mesmer played during the sessions around the tub) (Figure 10.4). The projection of images of dead people brought back to life with magic lanterns installed on mobile apparatuses produced effects that were all the more disturbing because audiovisual magnetization was echoed by an influence in perfect resonance with the zeitgeist. In 1784, Johann Samuel Halle had already described one of the ancestors of the PHANTASMAGORIAS described by Robertson, where the spectacle came to a climax with ‘an electric shock that passed through all the spectators. One of the magician’s colleagues, at the end of the session, sent the current through wires hidden under the floor and connected to an electric machine.’22
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Figure 10.4 A phantasmagoria. In Étienne-Gaspard Robertson, Mémoires récréatifs, scientifiques et anecdotiques du physicien-aéronaute, 1831.



The dark mysteries of the phantasmagoria, with its spectres, its ghosts and its cries of horror, was already part of the dark media that would characterize the nineteenth century23 and that I will examine in the following chapter. The period I have just described was marked by curiosity for the multivalence of spirits, by desires for communication and hopes of communion that sprang more from illuminism than occultism. Just as electricians, in their laboratories, were learning to use their technical equipment to explain and master the circulation of a fluid capable of producing wonders, so magnetizers felt the endemic presence of types of influence whose amazing effects could be condensed by certain people. What the eighteenth century described in terms of spirits, fluid, magnetism and resonant strings would be explained and experimented on in the following centuries in terms of media. However, technical conceptions of the media, as depicted by the calculation of electrical impulses, would fail to account for a basis perceived in terms of influence. The occult presence of mediumship in the background of mediality would be the manifestation of this disturbing excess of influence over influx.
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Interlude Eight
Formative Milieus


How are we to conceive of education within a mediarchic regime? Should mediology tests be introduced at baccalaureate level? Should media archaeology workshops be offered as early as middle school?1 Should the sciences of information and communication constitute a general education requirement for all university curricula? Should there be more educational programmes offered by public broadcasting companies? Before we propose any concrete measures, we must begin with an overview that will open up a whole series of fields and problems that need to be rethought in their deep solidarity.

The language of the eighteenth century paved the way, pioneering an integrative design of training needs within our mediarchies. The term ‘spirit’ (esprit) brought out the deep continuity that unites the individual mind, in its cognitive and affective dimensions (this is the meaning of the English word ‘mind’), with collective mentalities (the German Zeitgeist), in their different dimensions: knowledge, values, beliefs and fantasies. A century later, the sociology of Gabriel Tarde emphasized the fluidity with which these spirits are formed – despite all our institutional and disciplinary divisions – when he encouraged us to think of our societies as ‘cascades of successive and connected magnetizations’ that have now ‘become mutual’ between us.2 Well beyond our classrooms and lecture halls, our training is carried out in our conversations, in front of our screens, through the shows we watch and our communal activities – in an informal and endemic way, as well as a disciplined way and a diploma-conferring way. An integrative vision of this endemic self-training, permanent and collective, brought about by the recursive magnetizations of our minds, forms the basis for a rethinking of the status of education in mediarchy.

School, university and mediasphere constitute closely interwoven formative environments that absolutely need to be conceived in their tense interrelations, at the same time contradictory, complementary and dynamic. It would be beneficial to treat the whole institution of the university as a medium, like the press or television. Because of their status as academics, teacher-researchers acquire a status that gives them a voice in the sociopolitical debates of the moment: whether in the form of a live performance or a MOOC (massive open online course), teaching is indeed a spectacular apparatus, which cannot remain indifferent to the attentional habits contracted by students through their other medial experiences. Thinking about the peculiarities of the academic media within the general media landscape, to link it in a complementary way with the other available offers, would be a good way to place its current problems in another perspective.

It would be equally advantageous to consider the cinema or video games as the training places that they are actually. Not to regiment them in a regulatory straitjacket that would attempt to pedagogize all entertainment by force. But to take a realistic and pragmatic approach which accepts that it is first and foremost through stories and fictions, montages of images and sounds, and nowadays through clicks and digital notifications, that we draw the substance of our education. What regulatory principles should we adopt to better understand, and if possible improve, the dynamics at work in these training sectors? The first principle would be to seek to train inquisitive minds – more than just churning out brains filled with information, as is still the case in many French school practices. Brains fill themselves. Not always with the best things, admittedly, but it is not up to any central authority to decide what to put into them (because you cannot force it in, or if you do it will be an uncomfortable process with highly undesirable side-effects). At a time when, in a few fractions of a second, Wikipedia provides remarkably reliable answers to most of our factual questions, our training needs consist less in the transmission of knowledge than in the education of attention. It is less a question of learning about content than of understanding how better to search for it, to classify it, to situate it, to use it.

A second principle would be that the best way to train inquisitive heads is to show research in action. A teacher in a classroom, a journalist in a television report, an artist attending his or her exhibition: all three can illustrate certain ways of doing research – certain attitudes towards knowledge, certain relational postures, certain hesitations vis-à-vis their position of authority, certain scruples and certain ways of taking risks – and in so doing they contribute as much as if they were giving us final truths or complete works. An environment is truly formative only insofar as it helps us to form for ourselves our own truths (with the help of others, of course); it is deadening when it pretends to give us access to truths already made for us.

A third principle seeks to stimulate our curiosity in its centrifugal dynamics. As we will see in a later chapter, curiosity is undoubtedly an innate property of the human mind. There is therefore no need to create it from scratch. There are, however, three main trends that drive us to adopt centripetal movements that unduly reduce the richness and diversity of our sensitive and intellectual experiences: our affective dynamics, powerfully governed by imitation; the effects of alignment inherent in the mass media; and the algorithms of recommendation that currently govern our access to the Internet. In classrooms, as well as in editorial meetings in the press and the planning of theatre programmes, the milieus of our training should help us develop habits of dis-habituation. Far from indoctrinating us in the name of an allegedly objective knowledge, our milieus are training places insofar as they help us to develop many partialities, and teach us how to interconnect them.

A fourth and last principle would encourage our training milieus to aim at equipping our curiosity with the most appropriate means to make new and emancipatory discoveries. If our eccentric curiosities are to be stimulated by being exposed to interdisciplinary research that we are encouraged to emulate, to pursue, to complete or to redeploy, we need a properly disciplined learning. This will not focus on specific content, however, but on the use of certain means of access to knowledge generated by our contemporaries as a result of the inventions accumulated by our ancestors over several millennia.

It is of course here that any education can be envisaged as an education in media – that is to say, in the ‘means’ through the mediation of which we can build our access to certain truths. And it is because, for more than a century, literary studies have focused students’ attention on the medium itself (the text) that they deserve to play a central role in our educational programmes (as applied media studies). Training milieus are therefore those that teach us to pay attention to the media, in order to find the ones that will best energize our research activities. It is not only, or even mainly, to develop a ‘critical approach to the media’, as is often said. If, in our times, so-called ‘populist’ parties triumph in electoral campaigns, this is perhaps more because our times nourish hypercritical feelings than because they are ‘acritical’. The so-called triumphs of ‘post-truth’ politics, nourished by ‘alternative facts’, largely testify to a – perfectly legitimate – mistrust of the false objectivity with which the dominant journalistic good conscience decks itself out. It is because we are suspicious of everything, often for good reasons, that we are ready to believe anything.

Much more than critical thinking, we need means of orientation. We all depend completely on one other; for this reason we should live in societies where we are all in continuing education – eternal students, ever curious researchers, investigators, journalists and artists. Far from being one subject or discipline among others, education in media is at the heart of what we need to learn from each other, to break down the barriers between our curiosities and sharpen our research capabilities. If the cascading magnetizations that animate our shared mind do not become more self-aware, this will be to our shared detriment.



Notes


	1. See Quentin Julien, Pour une approche écologique et archéologique de l’éducation aux media, PhD dissertation, Université Grenoble Alpes, 2019.

	2. Gabriel Tarde, Les Lois de l’imitation (Paris: Les Empêcheurs de penser en rond, 2001 [1890]), pp. 137, 144.
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ZOMBIFYING MEDIARCHY


The media turn us into zombies, into the undead: into hallucinating sleepwalkers whose wakeful dreams fill a bubble cut off from ‘reality’. This cliché, which has haunted us since at least the beginning of the twentieth century, expresses both a lasting fantasy and a deep intuition. It involves political questions (who are the exploiters who are sucking our blood, and which weapons of mass distraction do they use?) and ontological questions (what is the reality that guarantees the appearances that come before our senses?); these together take the form of insistent demonological questions (what evil spirit manipulates our senses so as to delude our desires?)

The previous chapter tried to highlight the many factors that, from the second half of the eighteenth century onwards, led the imaginary of communication to converge with the conception of a mysterious invisible medium in which we are all unwittingly immersed and whose flows certain mediums are capable of intensifying and directing. From the divine Holy Spirit to the circulation of animal spirits, from the chemical extraction of the spirit of wine to the artificial paradises of evil spirits, from the wit (esprit) of the salons to the distillation of public opinion by the spirit of the newspapers (esprit des journaux), a whole swathe of the imaginary of the Enlightenment conspired to depict us as immersed in a huge ‘influencing apparatus’, of which Tiphaigne de La Roche, Rousseau, Mesmer, Puységur and James Tilly Matthews figured as among the greatest visionaries.

This chapter will focus on understanding how this imaginary, established before the development of technical media (photography, telegraph, gramophone, telephone, radio, television, computer, the Internet), was rediscovered, revived, retooled and revitalized with a firm and unexpected lucidity from 1850 – in other words from the time when the apparatuses characteristic of our contemporary mediarchy started to emerge and spread.


The Excommunication of Dark Media

The proliferation of spectres, ghosts and ectoplasms in the new media of the nineteenth century, and the anguish of seeing our lives alienated by images and messages from elsewhere, can be partly explained by what Eugene Thacker has presented as the ‘dark media’. Any practice of communication is bound to meet its limits, not only in what it fails to record or transmit, but also in the distortions that its equipment imposes on what passes through it. These limits generate both frustration (the definition of the image is insufficient, the connection is saturated with static) and enigmas (what is this barely visible shape in the photo of a bush? What is this barely audible voice trying to say?). Eugene Thacker has redefined the notion of ‘excommunication’, on which he is working with two of his New York colleagues, making it the place of ‘an always contentious and often confrontational testing of the limits of communication’. He has proposed the category of ‘dark media’ to describe attempts at ‘the mediation of that which cannot be mediated’:1


Dark media have, as their aim, the mediation of that which is unavailable or inaccessible to the senses, and thus that of which we are normally ‘in the dark’ about. But beyond this, dark media have, as another aim, the investigation into the ways in which all mediation harbors within itself this blind spot, the minimal distance that persists in any instance of mediation, however successful or complete it may be. Dark media inhabit this twofold movement – seeing something in nothing … and finding nothing in each something.2



By allowing us to hear the voice of a dead man through a radio receiver, and enabling creatures from another world to colonize our world through our television sets, horror stories confront us with the outer limits of the diagram of communication popularized by Shannon and Weaver (Figure 2.2). And what if the pole of the transmitter or the pole of the receiver did not really belong to ‘our’ world? The dark media impose excommunication by shifting ‘from the connection of two points in a single reality, to an enigmatic and ambivalent connection with an unnamed “beyond”’.3

This excommunication, however, is by no means peculiar to the genres of fantasy and horror alone. It lies at the very heart of the way the media work and it manifests itself each time a new medium emerges. As Marshall McLuhan saw in his pioneering 1964 text, the first and fundamental operation of any medium consists in resizing time and space: ‘For the “message” of any medium or technology is the change of scale or pace or pattern that it introduces into human affairs.’4 It is our media themselves that shape our perception of what does or does not constitute the ‘same reality’.

Today, when I can hear the recorded voice of Gilles Deleuze bringing his thought back to life as it came into being during his Vincennes seminars, I am not shocked or amazed by the necrophonic apparatus linking my computer to the University of Paris-8 website. But it is indeed an ‘enigmatic and ambivalent connection’, connecting me to an incomprehensible ‘beyond’, that is at work in this banal situation: who among us truly understands the route or the concrete operation of the electrical impulses that are necessary for me to hear this voice from the dead? Who can measure what this voice does to me, in terms of affects, desire, thought or understanding? The ‘change of scale or pace or pattern’ naturalized by our daily use of media techniques always leaves a residual disquiet that really acts through us, simultaneously comprising both the wonder and the power of these media.

By modulating our modes of presence in an ever more subtle, indirect and complex way – ever more ‘complicated’, ever more surprisingly folded back on themselves – our media techniques create ever more frontier areas where communication raises the spectre of excommunication, where the technical medium dimly suggests the ghost of the spirit medium. The dark media give new life to the different religions by creating more opportunities for something supernatural to display itself, albeit in an ‘underground’ guise:


[T]he supernatural has returned – not in the guise of answered prayers or divinely sanctioned holy wars, but via the panoply of media objects that satellite us and that are embedded into the very material fabric of our bodies, cities, and lives. No longer is there a great beyond, be it in the topographies of the afterlife or the mythical journey of reincarnation. Instead, the supernatural is embedded in the world here and now, manifest via a paradoxical immediacy that constantly withdraws and cloaks itself. The supernatural seems to be as immanent as our media are – distributed, ubiquitous, in the ‘cloud’ and enveloping us in its invisible, ethereal bath of information and noise.5



While any communication is partly an implicit excommunication, and every technical medium is thus to some extent dark – a spirit medium – we can still follow Eugene Thacker in distinguishing between three main classes within the dark media. In the category of DEAD MEDIA, popularized by Bruce Sterling twenty years ago, ‘the object is no longer in use, but the form of the object remains active’. One example is magic lanterns, which have been replaced by electric projectors and which only mediarchaeologists still dream of exhuming, though their lineage remains active through the phenomena of projection that inform our reality more than ever before (Figure 4.1). In contrast, in the case of HAUNTED MEDIA, ‘the object is still in use, but in a non-normative way’. The cameras used in the nineteenth century to document ectoplasms emanating from the most famous mediums and spiritualists were perfectly contemporary technical objects, diverted from their conventional uses to establish a mediation with another, supernatural order of reality. Whereas ‘with dead media the disjunction is between an outmoded or outdated artefact and its still-active technical principle; with haunted media the disjunction is between a contemporary artifact and its connection to adjacent fields such as religion and spirituality’.6

Thacker proposes to classify the media he has come across in his analyses of horror stories as WEIRD MEDIA, meaning imaginary apparatuses through which ‘the human sensorium can be augmented, transformed, or, in some instances, “see” more than a human subject is prepared to see’.7 On such occasions,


the mediation only results in an absolute impasse, in the strange nonknowledge of the impossibility of mediation, in the way that all communication collapses back into a prior excommunication. Whereas haunted media expressed the mediation of the supernatural in positive terms, with weird media mediation only indicates a gulf or abyss between two ontological orders. Sometimes the supernatural is present but not apparent (e.g., an invisible creature that nevertheless exists within our same reality, but outside the visible spectrum). At other times the supernatural is apparent but not present (e.g., unnamable entities from other dimensions).8



In all three cases (dead, haunted and weird media), Thacker stresses, however, that it is not a question of ‘broken media’, i.e., media that cannot function. On the contrary, in each case ‘the media are not “broken,” but are working “too well,” so well in fact that mediation functions at a level beyond that of traditional forms of human mediation’.9 Just as, for Lacanian psychoanalysis, the acte manqué and the slip of the tongue are a successful mode of speech (parole réussie), insofar as they manage to convey a deeper truth that is repressed by the subject, likewise, the experiences of excommunication to which the dark media give rise extend a little more the limits of what we can hope to communicate with.


[image: ]

Figure 11.1 Suzanne Treister, HEXEN 2.0 / CyberneticSeance 01 (New York City, 1947).

(From left to right: Rafael Lorente De No, Margaret Mead, Kurt Lewin, Warren S. McCulloch, Paul F. Lazarfeld, Artur Rosenblueth, Gregory Bateson.)



It is therefore understandable that the engineers who have contributed most actively to the invention of our radios and our televisions have also been – in proportions that never fail to surprise our unthinking positivism – amateurs, specialists or active practitioners of occultist performances. And it also explains why Suzanne Treister represented the participants of the 1947 Macy Conferences, which would lay the basis for the cybernetic research programme that has led to our current post-human phantasmagorias, as having fun turning tables (Figure 11.1). What is a psychic medium, if not a human specimen to be classified in the category of haunted media, i.e. an entity able to push communication beyond its currently known limits? Why then should we be surprised that engineers took an interest in them and even identified with them? Their whole effort was aimed at recreating by means of a technical medium what the spirit medium promised (unsuccessfully?) to achieve by human means.



The Magnetization of Nations

Eugene Thacker took the category of ‘haunted media’ from one of the finest works produced to date by media archaeology, Jeffrey Sconce’s Haunted Media.10 His study – which has inspired many of the preceding chapters – examines the way in which popular cultures have perceived, translated, reflected, questioned and reinvented the different electrical media that have successively spread through modernity. It documents, at each period, the fantasies, anxieties and hopes aroused by the resizing of experience brought about by the scale of each new medium.

From the telegraph to the Internet, his ‘hauntology’ of electronic media analyses the avatars of a single IDEOLOGY OF LIVENESS closely related to the properties of the electronic medium discussed in the previous chapter. The agonies of the ‘live’ – the medium’s ambition to capture life in its most direct and immediate aspects – had already gnawed at what Albert Robida ironically depicted as ‘electric life’ in the 1880s, just as they continue to torment what Tristan Garcia analyses today as the exhausting demand for an ‘intense life’, the defining mark of modernity. This impression of a presence granted to absentees has continually been suspected both of undermining the real presence of those present, and of opening the door to a flood of invaders attracted ‘to our place’ by an improper communication between here and the rest of the world – be it the other worlds of extraterrestrial creatures or of impoverished refugees.

This long VAMPIRISM OF PRESENCE effectuated by the electronic media is a phenomenon which Jeffrey Sconce sees as occupying four phases. These make it possible to identify the strata on which rest our current anxieties about the problems caused by video games, social networks and the ubiquity of digital media.

The first period, from 1840 to 1880, was dominated by the technology of the telegraph that completely disrupted the relations between space and time. In just a few decades, electricity allowed information to circulate almost instantly from city to city, then from continent to continent, where before it had taken several days or several weeks to transport it. The dominant image was that of the cable – a miraculous cable that, by successions of discontinuous signals, mysterious and encoded, enabled spirits and voices to circulate. The astonishment came from the transmutation of the invisible into the visible, of the distant into the near, of absence into presence.

The emblem of this process was the Fox sisters who, in 1848 in the State of New York, four years after the invention of Samuel Morse’s telegraph, began to establish a dialogue with the table-rapping spirits haunting their house. An outbreak of ‘SPIRITUALIST TELEGRAPHY’ then swept over the nation, during which it was mostly women who declared they were being contacted by ghosts (including the ghost of Samuel Morse himself). Frequently emerging from progressive social movements, these innocent female mediactivists felt (or at least told each other) that they were authorized to ventriloquize remarks in which were sometimes expressed visions that any other form of public discourse would certainly have censored: ‘While the technology of the telegraph transformed America into a wired nation, the concept of telegraphy enabled endless displacements of agency, projecting utopian possibilities onto a disembodied, invisible community and recasting an often radical political agenda as an act of supernatural possession.’11

The second period, from 1880 to 1920, corresponded to the emergence of wireless communication and the activities of RADIO AMATEURS who could talk to each other, from radio set to radio set through the air, across distances of thousands of kilometres. These enthusiasts sweeping the spectrum of radio frequencies, headphones over their ears, to capture the SOS of sinking ships or the declamation of a poem being recited in an unknown language on the other side of the world, showed a strange mixture of individual isolation and planetary communion. For them, the air was full of signals, messages, thoughts. One simply needed to have the right apparatus, and the right frequency, to be able to receive them and, with a little luck, decrypt them – even if ‘wireless contact was of more interest than wireless content’.12 It is clear why this period was also the golden age of research on telepathy, which is merely the mediumistic side of radiophonic mediality: why should not our thinking bodies emit subtle signals that a sufficiently sensitive apparatus could decipher? And if there is anything left of us after death, why not try to hear the tenuous messages that might reach us from the dead?

Thomas Edison devoted research and a short treatise to the invention of a necrophone to record the voices of ghosts (as well as unanswered prayers).13 The (belated) emblem of these voices dispersed across the ether, projecting the image of a collective, omnipresent, diffuse, scattered, isolated and suffering human consciousness, was the electronic voice phenomena (EVP) of Konstantin Raudive. He would scan the spectrum of available radio frequencies and pause when the background noise seemed to harbour potentially articulated voices, which he recorded and subjected to impressive polyglot hermeneutical acrobatics in order to draw messages (frequently messages of distress) from them. This was a new metamorphosis of the spirit medium: after the female spiritualist freely translating the (subversive) remarks of her spiritual telegraph came the explorer of the frequency spectrum absorbed by his erudite quest for souls in pain.

The third period was characterized by a transformation of the radiophonic medium remarkably similar to the transformation of the Internet at the beginning of its second decade of existence. What had previously been an open field of exploration for wireless radionauts contacting each other directly and horizontally, from radio set to radio set and from peer to peer, was monopolized by large state and commercial entities, which drastically reduced access and above all destroyed the reciprocity and symmetry that allowed each person to broadcast and receive on an equal footing.14 From 1920 to 1960, CORPORATE BROADCASTING took over, broadcasting programmes imposed on a whole community from above by a few large oligarchic commercial conglomerates.

It was no longer the scattered consciousness of a multitude of connected and yet isolated internauts which haunted everyone’s imaginary, but an omniscient central intelligence agency capable of controlling from afar the thoughts and emotions of the masses who were completely alienated by propaganda and advertising. A century and a half after James Tilly Matthews’s air loom, it was the golden age of influence machines and ‘technical delusion’: all media were suspected of being the occult agents of hidden powers manipulating hearts and minds. The best example was the legendary radio broadcast of The War of the Worlds by Orson Welles on 30 October 1938: this has been seen as a whole population panicking for no other cause than the malicious joke of an omnipotent technical (and spirit) medium.



The Transmutation of Flows

The fourth phase, that of the televisual colonization of households between 1960 and 2000, brings us into a cultural environment that most of us have not yet left – which is also true of the earlier phases, as they too are best considered in this context as superimposed strata rather than as periods that cancel each other out as they succeed one another. The obsessive description of the negative impact of television on the intellectual development of the younger generations and the way it drove housewives to schizophrenia, which became a cliché of critical sociology in the late 1950s, immediately inspired a wide range of novels, films and TV serials featuring the small screen as an occult agent, hovering somewhere between the haunted medium and the weird medium. Television allowed everyone to see live, without leaving their living room, what was happening in the four corners of the world (or even further, in the case of moon landings); it was thus accused of leading to a GENERAL DEREALIZATION of experience that henceforth condemned subjectivities to wander disoriented in a limbo that was neither purely unreal, since it was connected directly to something distant, nor real, because, precisely, this something was distant, generally out of reach of the spectator’s actions.

This limbo was very precisely described by Herbert Marcuse in One-Dimensional Man (1964), by Guy Debord in The Society of the Spectacle (1967) and by Jean Baudrillard in Simulacra and Simulations (1981) – as well as by myriads of cultural critics, postsituationists and other radicals of the following decades. One of the merits of Jeffrey Sconce’s book is to recontextualize this kind of analysis, showing how much it fits in the heart of the hallucination that the cultural industries have produced about themselves. Many episodes from television series from the late 1950s onwards – The Twilight Zone and The Outer Limits for example – as well as films such as Elia Kazan’s A Face in the Crowd, show how individual and collective lives were hallucinated by the televisual colonization of households and consciences. The scenarios of more recent TV series and films (The Truman Show, Ed TV, The Matrix, Black Mirror) merely add another twist to themes that have, from the outset, been a successful part of mass culture. In 2016, the very official category of ‘television series about television’ included no fewer than 198 titles …15 For over half a century, ‘the idea that we live in a world created by television (as opposed to one simply affected by television) is so commonplace that this once scandalous intervention in media criticism serves now as a favourite stock plot of the entertainment industry’.16

Rather than seeing these critical spectacles as a process of ‘popularization’ of radical critiques of the spectacle, Sconce suggests that we consider critical, situationist and postmodern theories as themselves part of ‘the long series of occult fantasmagorias inspired by electronic media’. Marcuse, Debord, Baudrillard and their cohorts of emulators, from the post-situationist review Tiqqun to the Wachowski sisters (the directors of Matrix), all in their own way fuel the Hollywoodstyle hallucination of a derealization of the world. The theoretical premise of a generalized replacement of an unnameable reality by a ‘simulacrum’, in ‘both pop and postmodern’ discussions of television, ‘present one of the most elaborate fantasies of presence yet constructed around electronic media’.17

This phantasmagoria of presence – both a fictional fantasy and a structuring phantasm – is based on what Jeffrey Sconce analyses as a logic of transmutation between FOUR SUPERIMPOSED FLOWS which are actually relatively independent of each other, although a conspiracy theory of the media claims that they converge or even fuse (this theory being a ‘conspiracy’ theory in the etymological sense in which the media magnetically synchronize our breaths):


When the viewer turns on the television and engages its ‘stream’ of images, four distinct types of ‘flow’ appear to intersect. There is the electrical ‘current’ that powers the apparatus and the ‘galvanic’ energy that powers the body. There is the ‘flow of programming’ or information that occupies the medium and the ‘stream of consciousness’ that occupies the mind. The convergence of these rivers of flow, streams of electricity, programming, and consciousness, produces a fantastic arena where these forces and entities can seem interchangeable. Both pop and postmodern fictions of electronic media revel in the exchange and confusion of these terms.18



We know that, despite the legend that sprang up about it from the very first day, no serious document proves that there really was any enormous panic caused, on 30 October 1938, by Orson Welles’s radio hoax claiming to be reporting live an invasion of extraterrestrial beings.19 Actually, if this was indeed a media coup, it was much more due to the following day’s newspapers, which blew a non-event up out of all proportion, than to the broadcast itself. The demystification of the radio medium, however, led merely to changing the power of magnetization by one notch: it is just as impressive that the technological medium of newspapers, and that extraordinary psychic medium, Orson Welles himself, managed for several decades to make people believe in a nonexistent panic.

The mediumistic aspect of the media lies precisely in the ability of the intermediary to catalyse flows of influence of a higher order than what it is transmitting. It is this occult power, able to create reality by a simple conspiracy effect, that lies behind the transmutability of flows observed by Jeffrey Sconce. Our nerve impulses actually tend to synchronize with the flows of sensoriality and consciousness induced through the flow of programmes broadcast through the circulation of electricity. The ‘live’ of live broadcasts actually conditions the life of our animal spirits and our public minds. However phantasmatic it may be, the transmutability of flows deserves to be taken seriously: it is through this that the reality of our existence as zombies is constituted.



The Invasion of Ghosts

Before Baudrillard’s simulacra, before Flusser’s technical images, before Debord’s spectacle, before McLuhan’s narcotic trance, and even before Boorstin’s pseudo-events, a text was published that was perfectly contemporary with the first (self-)critiques of television; it described with a hitherto unequalled force the way in which the media – in this case the mass media – condemn us irremediably to the status of zombies. In the second part of The Obsolescence of Man, published in 1956, Günther Anders put forward some ‘Philosophical Considerations on Radio and Television’, which portrayed the world as a ‘phantom’ and as a ‘matrix’. In it, we can easily recognize a source, a summa and almost a caricature of the logic of the transmutability of flows identified by Sconce. And yet, even if we make allowance for the phantasmagorical element (one which the author, who sings the praises of ‘exaggeration’, is quite happy with), this X-ray photo of the mediarchy shows the skeleton of our zombification with a terrible lucidity. Let us summarize its main formulations, as they provide us with an overview of what, in media magnetism, animates us with the life of the undead.

Anders produces the simplest formula of mediumism; the main principle of his analysis is that ‘no means is only a means’20 – which can be translated as: any (technical) medium is a (psychic) medium. Several decades before Dallas Smythe and Jonathan Beller, Anders describes how the main mediumistic effect of radio and television is to turn every consumer into ‘an unpaid home worker who contributes to the production of the man of the masses’. Television viewers are reduced to the status of ‘hermits of the masses’ (who are homogenized because they are separated), ‘serfs’ (condemned to listen without being able to speak), ‘dividuals’ (divided into a plurality of functions) and ‘ghosts’ (forced to be absent from the proxemic world of action and the experience rooted in it).21

But just as much as the viewer, it is ‘the world, neither present nor absent, [which] becomes a ghost’. This twofold, parallel phantomization is based on the same CONFUSION OF PRESENCE WITH SIMULTANEITY:


Concrete presence [is] the moment when man actually enters into contact with man or with the world, the moment when, approaching each other, they end up meeting, joining up and together constituting ‘the situation’; mere formal simultaneity [consists of the way that] man and any event stand on the point of the ‘now’, a point no bigger than a pinhead, and share the world’s instant…. The success [of the television broadcast] is due to the fact that it offers us, as if it were really present, an event that is taking place at the same time or almost. It is a question of giving what is only formally present the appearance of a concrete present, of completely dissolving the border, itself already fuzzy, which separates the two ‘presents’, the important and the insignificant.22



The way in which all the ‘actuality’ of the world is ground down and served up to us at home, like water and gas, by a process of familiarization which pre-digests its contents for us, means that ‘all that is real becomes ghostly’, but also means that, ‘since all reality presents itself like a ghost, every ghost is real’.23 Is not the fictitious protagonist of the television series with whom I have spent dozens of hours more ‘real’ than my next-door neighbour of whom I know nothing? ‘Our normality is a ghost story’: ‘Many of the real world’s inhabitants have already been definitively defeated by ghosts and are already reproductions of ghosts.’24

Anders also analyses this phantomization as resulting from the very status of the ‘news’ of which radio and television keeps us informed, insofar as it is A PREDICATE EMPTIED OF ITS SUBJECT. Contrary to the common idea that the acquisition of information emancipates us, he paradoxically affirms that ‘the news no longer represents liberation but a deprivation of liberty’.25 The explanation for this paradox lies in the distinction between subject and predicate. If I learn that my brother has been gunned down by a madman, the importance of the information will first lie in the fact that the subject (my brother) is firmly anchored in the fabric of my concrete experience: the predicate (‘being gunned down by a madman’) will progressively fill with meaning as I learn more about the circumstances of the aggression, the aggressor’s personality, his current state of mind, and so on. Confronted with this terrible information, I will set off to investigate, constructing this meaning through an active questioning that arises from my own need for understanding. As we have already seen, the ‘meaning’ thus constructed is understood in its dimension of pragmatic orientation: the concrete meaning of a piece of information is to be located in ‘the power that the destinator now has to act on the object and on the situation…. Basing my action on the news “the coal cellar is empty”, I now make ready to order some coal.’26

Now, the news that comes to me through the mass media is very different from this type of (emancipatory) relation to information. On the one hand, it brings me a predicate largely devoid of any concrete relevance for me: learning that ‘a passer-by was gunned down by a madman in a street of Macreuse-sur-Mer’, even if his name is given, transmits a purely generic information (a passer-by). Everyone, of course, is invited to recognize himself in this passer-by, thanks to a movement of abstract compassion (we could all be this passer-by). But almost no one can or will want to release him from his inherently unreal abstraction (I am not that passer-by). On the other hand, such a piece of news remains perfectly devoid of pragmatic implication. I will do nothing in relation to this passer-by nor to his concrete situation, which will remain for me a ‘ghost story’. Finally, the third difference is that, while I will conduct an investigation based on my own questions to elucidate what happened to my brother, the news that reaches us through the mass media answer certain questions that have already been asked, then answered, for us.

By providing us with news that has the form of a predicate without a subject, journalists must necessarily pre-judge what is interesting (or not) in the event reported, just as they must necessarily choose the terms by which they refer to the various elements of this event. ‘Every predicate is already a prejudice.’27 It will be understood why, by comparing the three following predicates, all of which can in principle be used to give a true representation of the event in question:


	A passer-by was shot down by a madman in a street of Macreuse-sur-Mer.

	A passer-by was shot down in a street of Macreuse-sur-Mer by an attacker who was keen on video games.

	A passer-by was shot down in a street in Macreuse-sur-Mer by an attacker who was keen on dental floss.



Here, we touch on the very root of the production of ghosts, since ‘ghosts are nothing more than other forms that appear as things’.28 As we have seen through Niklas Luhmann’s analyses, any predicate must formulate what it speaks of, by subsuming it into categories, common notions, schemata that necessarily function as stereotypes. Any mass media person therefore necessarily operates as a (psychic) medium to the extent that, by contributing (whether he likes it or not) to the reinforcement of the circulation of certain categories and certain stereotypes rather than others, he reinforces the presence among us of certain ghosts rather than others. Until a (rumoured) epidemic of violence associated with the use of dental floss is attested, those keen on the practice are not identifiable through a duly constituted ghost of criminality – this is why version (3) of the fact discussed above will probably have made the reader smile, where version (2) will have made him or her wary.

One last explanation of the production of ghosts by the audiovisual mass media deserves to be noted in the chapter of Anders’s text on ‘The matrix’, which has been frequently cited as the source of films made by the Wachowskis on the eve of the third millennium. (The protagonist of the film, Neo, demonstrated his affiliation to the German philosopher by having the family name Anderson …). The mediumistic magic practised by radio and television is not to be located solely at the level of the categorizations or predications created by this journalist or that broadcast. It springs more from the implicit claim of these media to produce THE IMAGE OF THE WORLD AS A WHOLE. There is a production of ghosts, even if each of the items of retransmitted news is perfectly truthful, insofar as the medium is part of a feedback looping dynamic that ‘makes a world’ independently of the cautious desires and declarations of its agents.

Even when they do not make it a slogan, as the New York Times does, (presumptuously) displaying on its first page ‘All the news that’s fit to print’, it is the implicit claim made by TV that it will report the most important news of the day. This is probably why it would be difficult to justify a general information body if it decided to maintain a resolute silence on any form of ‘terrorist’ attack or on some intentionally provocative statements made by a populist candidate. We would have the feeling that it was not respecting the implicit contract requiring it, in the name of a certain ideal of objectivity, to provide ‘an image of the Whole’ within which every ‘major event’ must at least be mentioned.

Noting, after Hegel, that ‘the All is less true than the sum of the partial truths that it contains’, Anders indicates how the number of ghosts in our media environment could be reduced: by designing modes of representation that strive to neutralize the claim that they are presenting an image of the world as a Whole. Instead, we can dream of a mode of reporting that would focus on bringing out partial truths presented as such. That, however, would not be enough to reduce the fabrication of ghosts, since, as was pointed out by Gilles Deleuze in his film studies course, it is characteristic of montage that it ‘gives rise to a Whole that does not exist’, a Whole that is never given, and can never be given, but a Whole to which montage nevertheless gives rise by its very nature.29 This is probably why Anders specifies that this picture of the world as a Whole arises from the ‘set of particular broadcasts’: we cannot escape the demands of montage or its effects. There is no way to escape from ghosts when one is immersed in a world of mediality.



The Litany of Phantasms

This depiction of a world of zombies irretrievably alienated by the matrix of capitalist consumerism may seem rather stale for us, as for over half a century we have heard the same old story being repeated in every tone, getting darker and more hopeless each time. The contribution of media archaeology is to show us how much this litany springs from a recurring phantasm that, despite its undeniable and valuable ability to shed light, is still ambiguous. So let us take one last step backwards, and bring this part of our book to a conclusion by briefly sounding out the long tradition of condemnation – moral, but also medical, psychiatric, sociological and criminological – that, right from the start, has been levelled at the new electric media, accusing them of rendering their users crazy, idiotic or violent. The deep layers of the exhumed past should help to put into perspective some of the current anxieties and lamentations about the dangers of video games, laptop addiction, network sociality and browsing the Internet.

The superb, richly documented investigation by Mireille Berton on the type of language commonly used between 1895 and 1920 concerning the detrimental impact of cinema on the bodies and minds of spectators can easily be read as an anthology of the negative effects blamed on the new electrical media that have followed one another in succession for 150 years. Berton suggests that the accusations be classified under the four headings of fatigue and shock, hallucination and hypnosis. The first two are like two sides of the same coin: the APATHY of exhausted subjects results from their OVEREXCITEMENT by new types of equipment. In 1896, just after discovering the invention of the Lumière brothers, Maxim Gorki observed: ‘Our nerves are being ever more exploited and weakened, ever more irritated; they are reacting less and less to the simple “impressions of ordinary existence”, and ever more avidly seek new, exciting, unexpected, burning, and strange impressions.’30 In 1914, Dr Ernest Monin, warned the ‘fair sex’ of the physiological injuries that an excess of cinema could cause to their beautiful eyes:


Retinal fatigue inevitably follows the repetition of luminous images that are superimposed on average every two forty-fifths of a second on the visual screen to produce the illusion sought. It is not uncommon to see eyes that are abused in this way showing (through redness, tearing up, pruritus, stinging and even difficulties in near vision) the ‘cinemophthalmia’ with which they are afflicted.31



These direct effects of cinema on the nervous bodies of the spectators naturally have consequences on their ways of thinking and acting. In 1917, Hugo Münsterberg, who also recognized certain virtues in the new medium, saw it as a school of superficiality, zapping, distraction and thoughtlessness: ‘The cinema hurries us from one place to ten others; there are just brief glimpses everywhere; never time to think about the social problem or conflict that the scene suggests. The adult enjoys this dazzling speed but the child picks up from it habits of hasty judgement and mental negligence.’32 The way that medial experience was often identified as a form of HALLUCINATION – or even hypnosis controlled by a magnetizer who fascinates our gaze and alienates our will – inevitably led to it being seen as responsible for crimes committed by zombified sleepwalkers. Édouard Poulain portrayed the cinema of 1918 as the ‘school of vice and crime’:


On the benches of the court of Rennes sit seven boys and two girls. Having seen war being enacted, they have declared war on society. In the course of interrogation, the young criminals admit to having been impressed and influenced by the sight of cinematographic films that extol the exploits of bandits. The fluid! The hypnotic fluid! This is how the representation of sensational adventures overexcites the imagination and exerts a deleterious influence. This is where the depravity and prostitution of the cinema lead.33



The debates at a high-level symposium held in 1959 on the mass media repeated a whole series of similar accusations, this time with television as their target. The consumption of television images in the domestic context, rather than in the promiscuity of a cinema, added a whole series of other anxieties which, here also, anticipated all that our own contemporaries deplore about the Internet. The ‘hermits of the masses’ denounced by Günther Anders were the subject of a first theory of isolating connectivity that would be developed by Sherry Turkle:34 according to Ernst Van Den Haag, ‘an excessive communication tends to isolate people from each other, from themselves, and from experience. It extends bonds by weakening them.’ Irving Kristol speaks of a ‘lost generation’ stranded in the limbo of television; he sees it as a global phenomenon in which young people tend to rely on society to establish their own communities. Oscar Handlin feels that his era has been affected by a ‘spirit of apathy’ that he attributes to the new electronic medium: ‘The intense commitment of the masses to their culture at the turn of the century has given way to passive acquiescence.’35

It is not, of course, because such discourses are obsessively repeated every time medial practices undergo radical change that they are necessarily false and illusory. On the contrary. Phantasms spring from a certain reality: it would be just as dangerous to discredit them completely as to take them at face value. Their persistence may well indicate that a whole series of very deep problems accompany the progressive unfolding of our different layers of mediality and that each generation bequeaths them to following generations. It would be too easy to object in retrospect to Dr Monin that ‘cinemophthalmia’ never really reached epidemic proportions. After all, the twentieth century – with its stack of nuclear, chemical and bacteriological arsenals, with the sad state of a media sphere handed over on a platter to the opportunism of populist parties and their mirror image, jihadist fanatics, and above all with its headlong plunge towards ecological collapse – may well have tragically confirmed the worst prophecies about the growing ZOMBIFICATION of each new generation.

Admittedly, it has not been proven that the new media that successively spread throughout the century were the main culprits behind this calamitous record. But a book devoted to mediarchy would not be the place to relieve too hastily our structures of mediality of their responsibility for our social disasters. The uncomfortable hypothesis mentioned by Günther Anders at the beginning of his incisive litany can still face us with awkward questions about the new digital world as well as about our not quite so new world of mass media:


It is not at all out of the question that we, who manufacture these products, are on the point of building a world that we might not be able to keep up with and that it would be quite above our ability to ‘understand’, a world that would completely exceed our force of comprehension, the capacity of our imagination and our emotions as well as our responsibility.36



The last part of this book will present a few theoretical frames to help our powers of understanding, imagination, emotion and empowerment in the face of the challenges currently posed by the new digital world, that of the meta-media. Before I conclude this section on psychic mediums, I feel I should, however, open a door of hope to try to shed a somewhat different light on the disturbing world of dark media, hauntings and ghosts that has dominated the preceding pages.



Occupy Zombie Street

Let’s imagine – at least until the close end of this chapter – that cinema, television and the Internet have made us as hallucinated, as stupefied and as ghostly as their worst accusers have suggested. Let’s imagine that a general hypnosis has come to completely magnetize us, by adding layer upon layer to our medial alienation. Let’s admit that our world is now doomed to be populated by the zombies we are. Well, so what? Should we inevitably bewail this situation? Can we not learn to live in hallucination, as some of us have learned to live on high plateaus with thin atmospheres? Taking stock of this zombification may well be the price to pay if we are to lead more intelligent lives in our mediarchy.

Instead of collapsing different time frames together by showing that all technophobic discourses have always announced an imminent apocalypse and attributed it to the new media, perhaps media archaeology can help us better perceive the TURNING POINTS through which collective imaginations shift from a predominantly utopian mode to one that is more nuanced and twilit. When did telegraphy stop emitting the voices of progressive spirits, and when did electronic media start to turn us all into neuropaths? When did people stop hearing the gramophone as echoing the promise of a necrophone that would allow the dead to contact us, and start instead to bewail the way wireless enthusiasts were pushed out by the advent of corporate broadcasting? What happened between the hopes of a post-media era marked by horizontal equality and disseminated creativity on the one hand, and the lament over the way the Internet had been colonized by commercial platforms on the other? The new media are neither a panacea nor the Devil’s work: they deserve to be considered for their pragmatic creativity, one that might enable us to escape from the sterile alternative of technophiles versus technophobes. It is such a turning point that Mireille Berton detects from 1910 onwards, in the discussions over hypnosis, in a key passage whose significance ought to inspire us in realms beyond those of just the cinema:


Against the background of observations which make hypnosis an instrument of constraint and a narcissistic wound, one idea stands out: that of a liberating, poetic hypnosis in which contemplation and the rediscovery of the visible and invisible world are mixed. Also, two contradictory attitudes to the hypnosis of film can be discerned: the majority tendency associates the filmic projection with a malignant hypnosis which dispossesses human beings of their free will, while the minority tendency considers hypnosis as a modified state of consciousness that potentiates the mental, intellectual, and emotional resources of the subject. While the first orientation prevailed in the period 1895–1910, the second gradually took over, demonstrating a process of ‘demedicalization’ and ‘aestheticization’ of hypnosis through art.37



Hypnotized, hallucinated people, ghosts of all countries, let us unite – to aesthetize the mediarchy by means of art!

As we have seen from the beginning of this chapter, a spectre is haunting the mediarchy: the spectre of zombification. All the powers of the mediarchy have united in a Holy Alliance to exorcise this spectre: Marxism and deep ecology, Nicholas Carr38 and Bernard Stiegler, the new reactionaries of France and the critical theory of Germany. Where is the user who has not been decried for being a zombie by the theorists of power? Where is the theorist who has not hurled back the branding reproach of hallucinating this zombification? Two things result from this fact: (1) Zombification is already acknowledged by all the powers of the mediarchy to be itself a power. (2) It is high time that zombies should openly, in the face of the whole world, publish their views, their aims, their tendencies, and meet this nursery tale of the Spectre of the Zombie with a playful analysis of their zombification. It is with this in mind that they could re-read the founding text of their mythology, Le Zombi du Grand-Pérou, ou la Comtesse de Cogagne (The Zombi of Great Peru, or the Countess of Cocagne) by Pierre Corneille Blessebois, published for the first time in 1697, not in Europe but in the West Indies.

The IMAGINARY OF THE ZOMBIE became very popular in a remarkably short time – barely half a century if we date its modern reinvention to George A. Romero’s films such as Night of the Living Dead (1968). It experienced a recent resurgence with the epidemic of Zombie Walks that has invaded the hearts of the big cities of the twenty-first century. It is located precisely where neoliberal exploitation and media spectrality intersect. From the first, it depicts the anxiety of seeing the losers – those ‘disposable human beings’ whom neoliberalism blithely leaves to die – emerging from the dark slums where their lack of competitiveness condemns them to lead mutilated lives and unworthy deaths. At the other extreme of social success, ‘zombie’ is an apt description of the exhausted, burnt-out ‘winners’, the undead emptied of their inner substance by the inhuman requirements of an implacable job. ‘The zombie people are not a class, but an impetigo of praxis incubated by society as a whole.’39

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, ethnologists have traced back the imaginary of the zombie to Haitian voodoo practices in which a medium can resuscitate a corpse and have it mechanically execute all his wishes. In addition to its African filiations, the figure of the zombie is thus haunted by the total enslavement of an undead human being to the desires of another human being, who uses him for his own ends, with the obvious echoes that this may have in the context of slavery. To zombify mediarchy is therefore to continue to decolonize it, making it part of the BECOMING-NEGRO OF THE WORLD whose sinuous trajectory Achilles Mbembe has described.40 This trajectory is built on the potential impoverishment of the former beneficiaries of colonialism, now subjected to unregulated overexploitation in the very heart of their own wealthy countries. But it is also built on the sense of a destiny shared with the cultures of resistance and subversion developed over many centuries by the oppressed of all times. Zombifying the mediarchy means turning back against the current regime, in which the media exercise control of bodies and minds, the caricature of the enslavement that it seems to have produced. It also means appropriating this caricature so as to draw out its internal contradictions.

It is undoubtedly the main virtue of Blessebois’s Zombi du Grand-Pérou that it destabilizes in advance any later potential reference to the figure, the meaning and the effects of the zombie. The plot is set in Guadeloupe, in a highly hierarchical world of plantations whose frequently obscene euphemisms barely seek to veil a violence that often generates an erotic thrill. The sweetness of life in Cocagne is based on the bitterness of Negroes whipped in the sugar factory. The tale stages a hail of blows, as well as of sperm, alcohol, insults and humiliations of all kinds. Zombifying mediarchy involves recognizing the inequalities, acts of violence, wounds and scars – and the wars41 – that mediarchy helps to maintain right across the planet.

The story also plunges us into a universe of evil spirits, magnetizing magicians and manipulative psychic mediums – except that this universe is portrayed from a radically external point of view that neutralizes any supernatural dimension. A narrator identified with the author, Monsieur de C…, a libertine who is not so much a free spirit as a free rider, takes advantage of his stay in the plantations to drag into his bed the beautiful Creole women who come within reach. The (minimal) scenario tells of the revenge taken by the Countess of Cocagne on her lover, the Marquis of Great Peru, who treated her brutally after a drinking bout when his drunkenness went too far. Not content with slapping him in return for his punches, she seeks to gain the upper hand over him; so she asks Monsieur de C…, who is reputed to be a sorcerer, to grant her magical powers that will ensure that she wins back the favours of the Marquis. The narrator does not believe for a moment in any kind of magic, but he agrees to help the Countess, in exchange for a little pleasure. He convinces her that she will be able to make herself invisible thanks to her supposed powers, and that she will thus be able to persecute any man she wants, thanks to this invisibility – starting with the Marquis. The narrator’s sole magic consists in warning everyone that they will be visited by the Countess who believes herself to be invisible; he asks them to reinforce this belief by pretending not to see her. The episodes are linked in a rather repetitive way, until the false magician is denounced for sorcery and thrown into jail in the very last words of the text.

The reader in search of the first printed source on zombies will be left wanting: just as Mesmerian magnetism was a mediarchy without media, so Le Zombi du Grand-Pérou is a zombie story without a zombie. In it, the figure of the zombie is itself spectral, ghostly, neither really present nor completely absent, neither dead nor alive – already in existence and yet still to be born. Zombifying the mediarchy means grasping the media in this ever-emerging state: already disposed and disposing, but always at our disposal thanks to art.

The zombie of Great Peru is not a real zombie (but then again, what exactly would be a ‘real’ zombie?). This is only a play or a game: a spectacular staging where everyone can become what he is not (as in a play), as well as a collective joke where new rules of sociality are reformulated (as in a game). If the narrative insistently talks about going off to ‘PLAY THE ZOMBIE’ so as to scare a lover or someone in the neighbourhood, it is only as a ‘pretend zombie’, part of a game. No dead man is (or can ever be) resuscitated. ‘There is nothing supernatural in my productions; there is merely imprudence and indiscretion.’42 Everyone tries to magnetize others through complex manipulations of appearances, but at the end of the tale, few of the participants are truly deluded. In spite of the (low) blows and the (coarse) ruses, there is neither a corpse, nor an all-powerful manipulator, nor a passive victim. There are only living beings, tricksters and tricked – drunk, brutal, sexist, exploitative, vulgar, ugly, grumpy, fleshy, sometimes naive and generally unscrupulous, but ultimately full of energy, desires, creativity and fun. Zombifying the mediarchy means that you stop asking too many questions about identity (to be or not to be a real zombie), so as to experiment with different ways of ‘making like a zombie’: being a hacker, sampling, mashing, avatarizing, hijacking, reinventing, occupying, playing.

On the horizon of Corneille Blessebois’s Zombi, however, there is nevertheless the threat of prison and hanging. The society of the spectacle is afraid of certain society spectacles. The ghosts of zombies with which the characters jokingly play come back menacingly to haunt them when the authorities use them as an excuse to repress their little games. If zombies ‘really’ do exist somewhere, it is in the language used by the police (and in demono-mediological theory), for only this language pretends to believe in their reality. In the eyes of the powers that be, the space where people play at being a zombie is a squat waiting to be occupied, what the French call a ZAD: a Zone d’aménagement différé [a future development zone], a bureaucratic euphemism for a Zone à détruire [a zone to be destroyed], onto which the administration projects a delayed zone of development, but where occupants and activists cobble together a Zone à défendre (a zone to be defended). Zombifying the mediarchy means occupying many such ZADs – where you can claim to be a zombie without believing in the existence of zombies, where you can merrily pretend to be a zombie to thwart the spectre of zombification.
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DIGITIZING MEDIARCHY


For about half a century, at a pace that in recent years has turned out to be exponential, mediarchy has become digitized. From being an originally highly localized presence – in a few pioneering research papers, then in a few huge machines reserved for the military or universities, and then in networks to which more and more personal computers have been connected – digitization has now become ‘ubiquitous’. A majority of us carry it everywhere (in the form of smartphones), or even inside ourselves (medical devices), while moving in environments where each artefact promises before long to be ‘connected’ and ‘communicating’. Almost all of what reaches our senses through technical media has passed through a digital ‘filter’ – including this book that you may be reading in paper form, but that I am writing and passing on to my publisher as a digital file.

What effect does this digitization have on our mediarchies? What transformations must be identified or expected from it? What hopes and fears can it raise? In the following three chapters I can only present an outline of the mountains of publications devoted to these questions in recent decades.1 This chapter will attempt very briefly to summarize the most innovative aspects of the digital filter (‘Digitizing Mediarchy’). Chapter 13 will attempt to reveal some of the structures that govern digital mediarchy from within, so as to better understand the power relations underlying their functioning, and to orient ourselves better within them (‘Inhabiting Mediarchy’). The last chapter will review certain practices and attitudes that could alter these power relationships (‘Surprising Mediarchy’).


Digitization

The digital filter must first be understood in its most concrete sense, which is, however, surprisingly difficult to grasp and imagine as such. A priori, it seems simple: everything is to be transformed into numbers – digitization is obtained by digits. However, this transformation imposes an additional condition: only integers will be taken into consideration. While we can refine and specify infinitely the numerical measures by lengthening the sequence of decimals following the comma – between 2 and 3 there is 2.5, between 2.5 and 2.6 there is 2.55, so that we sense the presence of a continuum underlying our arbitrary delimitations – the digital filter implies a GRAMMATIZATION (or discretization) of the entities taken into account: these must be ‘discrete’, in the sense of discontinuous, qualitatively distinct from each other, as with the letters of our alphabets, where there is nothing continuous between A and B. From the earliest steps in the theorization of computing machines, Alan Turing characterized these apparatuses as ‘discrete state machines.’2

In fact, the numbers of the digital realm are reduced to their most elusive form, since it is customary to say that everything is a matter of 0 and 1 – and so it would be better to speak of BINARIZATION. The digitization process consists in analysing what is presented to our senses (the ‘sensorium’) so as to reduce it to elementary binary entities (1/0, +/–, yes/no, on/off), which we will call ‘digits’ or ‘bits’ of information. This process converts a sensorium which is a multidimensional, nuanced continuum, a matter of more or less, into discrete units, purely oppositional, expressible in linear form, existing only under the binary alternative of presence or absence.

It is on this basis that the common distinction between two major types of media was established. The ‘old’ media (illustrated by Hertzian radio, film photography, engraving, sound recording on vinyl or on magnetic tape) are ANALOG in nature: they allow a continuous modulation of the different parameters of the signal in accordance with an infinite range of qualitative and quantitative nuances. The ‘new’ digital media are quite different: in the last analysis, they involve only discontinuous categories, predefined by the apparatus and the programme used, imposing a regime that is no longer subject to quantitative modulation (slowly turning the button of a potentiometer), but to a qualitative leap (falling into one category rather than another).

The slow trauma of digitization has for a few decades taken the form of a sense of loss of any indexical roots. The philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce distinguished three types of signs: indices, based on a cause-and-effect relationship between the represented and the representative (smoke is the index of fire); icons, based on a relation of resemblance (a painting of the Madonna looks like a young woman); and symbols, based on a convention between human beings (the sounds /tabl/ designate a table on one side of the Rhine, but not the other).3 While the analog media relied on the indexical imprint which an external reality deposited, printed and fixed on a certain sensitive surface (the scene photographed on the film, the sound recorded on the magnetic tape), the digital media generate everything they allow us to hear and see by arranging in different ways elements of language that turn out to resemble what they represent as an effect of pure recombination. And, for lack of any direct, ‘immediate’ indexical relation between the material reality that is grasped and its medial representation, this combination may always be suspected of concealing some trick. Hence the renewed prestige of the arts of printing, and the widespread suspicion of a digitized world that can no longer be connected to any reality.4

This distinction between an indexical analog realm and an irremediably symbolic realm is conceptually important; but it tends to become very complicated when you take a closer look. When materialist mediarchaeologists attempt to see what these digits correspond to, these 0s and these 1s which, when placed in sequences, compose the whole of our digital world, they first note that these values indicate the passage or blocking of an electrical impulse within a circuit. In his admirable investigation of the material singularization of digital objects – a singularization that gives rise to a ‘forensic’, legal-engineering type of approach, capable of documenting and materially identifying our past digital gestures – Matthew G. Kirschenbaum brings out how, within ‘a simple magnetic expression of a bit’, there is a particularly complicated (and ingenious) mechanism which tends to blur our abstract distinctions:


In fact, the process is a highly condensed and complex set of symbolic transformations by which a ‘bit’, as a binary value in the computer’s memory, is converted to a voltage that is passed through the drive’s read/write head where the current creates an electromagnetic field reversing the polarity of not one but several individual magnetic dipoles – a whole pattern of flux reversals – embedded in the material substrate of the disk. Likewise, to read data from the surface of the platter, these patterns of magnetic fields (actually patterns of magnetic resistance), which are received as analog signals, are interpreted by the head’s detection circuitry as a voltage spike, which is then converted into a binary digital representation (a one or zero) by the drive’s firmware…. The read/write head measures reversals between magnetic fields rather than the actual charge of an individual magnetic dipole. In other words, it is a differential device – signification depends upon a change in the value of the signal being received rather than the substance of the signal itself.5
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Figure 12.1 Image of a bit on the surface of a hard disk (15 x 15 microns).



The tiny surface inequalities (measured in microns, 10-6 metres or 0.001 millimetre) that inscribe the bit into the surface of our hard disks (Figure 12.1) are translated into reversals in the magnetic field, from which are eliminated quantitative variations, retaining only the positive or negative sign of the inversion. From this truly elementary operation of binarization, all the digitized worlds rest on a series of decisions (more or less automatic or conscious) setting thresholds after which variations are no longer taken into account. When images or sounds are recorded on a digital medium, a certain RATE OF SAMPLING must be determined, below which all the nuances will be considered negligible and consequently eliminated. It is generally economic considerations that determine the ‘definition’ (or the degree of ‘fidelity’, in Marshall T. Poe’s categories: see Chapter 3) adopted to store or convey a certain representation. The higher the sampling rate, the finer are the variations taken into account, the more bits of information transmitted or stored, and hence the higher the cost.

We have all experienced digital images of very low definition or exaggeratedly enlarged, where the small rectangles or squares of colour that serve as building blocks – the pixels (picture elements) – become perceptible. A confrontation with the limits of the sampling rate of the reality represented by the medium is by no means specific to the digital realm: this is dramatized in the famous episode of Blow Up (1966) by Michelangelo Antonioni, where the protagonist is limited by the size of the grain of his photograph when he enlarges a detail to home in on clues to a murder in a corner of the image. As illustrated by the recurrent debates on the loss of sound quality due to the current dominance of the mp3 music format – debates documented, contextualized and theorized in Jonathan Sterne’s exemplary study of the origins of this format6 – digitization seems simultaneously to have increased our technical capabilities to generate very high-definition audiovisual performances and to have reduced, under financial pressures, the daily quality of the signals we consume. Conversations on mobile phones, Skype or WhatsApp are much more difficult to follow than on the old analog telephone lines of the 1970s.

Instead of lamenting this fact, artists such as Hito Steyerl have drawn up a ‘DEFENCE OF THE POOR IMAGE’: those low-definition files that circulate easily and are found everywhere, anonymous, copied, pasted, compressed, downloaded, reformatted, popularized, manipulated and sometimes ravaged to the limits of the recognizable, form the ‘lumpenproletariat of the class society of appearances’, the ‘damned of the screen’. Cult movies that have been invisible for years have reappeared on YouTube, cut into slices, subtitled in unlikely languages, with interference due to a faulty television reception or covered in zigzags due to a defective magnetic tape. New transversal socialities are taking shape around these ragged images; and this shows a similar desire to escape the sanitized cleanliness that Hollywood shares with shopping centres where standardized products are projected:

The poor image thus constructs anonymous global networks just as it creates a shared history. It builds alliances as it travels, provokes translation or mistranslation, and creates new publics and debates. By losing its visual substance it recovers some of its political punch and creates a new aura around it.7

More generally, digitization tends ever more to highlight the significance of the choice of the rate of sampling adopted for recording or transmitting a representation of our reality. When Gérard Genette jokily summarized in one sentence the three volumes of the Pléiade edition of In Search of Lost Time (‘Marcel becomes a writer’), he illustrated the violence inherent in any such decision. Yes, Proust’s novel does indeed tell the story of how a protagonist by the name of Marcel becomes a writer. It is therefore neither misleading nor scandalous to summarize it in that phrase. At the same time, it is easy to see that most of Proust’s work is lost when it is represented in this skeletal form, just as most of a cat would be lost if only its dried frame were retained. The Proustian narrative would doubtless be betrayed less violently if a few pages were devoted to describing in more detail what makes it special, what distinguishes it from the innumerable other texts whose protagonist ends up becoming a writer. We feel, however, that none of these paraphrases, even if they were lengthened to fill three volumes of the Pléiade edition, would be truly ‘faithful’ to what constitutes the true merit of In Search of Lost Time.

This points to one of the basic problems – political as well asaesthetic – inherent in digitization. Since digitization rests on mechanisms of discretization, it necessarily involves setting a certain sampling rate beyond which variations and nuances will be considered negligible. The etymology of the term neg-legere clearly expresses what is at stake: not reading, not taking into account, not paying attention to certain types of phenomena, if they are below a certain threshold or a certain scale. It is obvious what a problem this poses in cases where, as for a literary work, nuance is of the essence. This essence is lost when the nuance falls below the minimum sampling rate (which is generally determined more by economic choices than by technical limitations).



Reprogramming

If these digitization operations play a constitutive role in the digital meta-media, they are actually the result of much older and far more general processes. Over the last few centuries, parallel (and mutually reinforcing) dynamics have led our scientific imaginaries, our technical devices and our social relationships to pursue relentlessly an enormous enterprise whose real stakes we are only just beginning to glimpse. In each of the affected areas, this undertaking begins with an effort to ANALYSE the sensorium and practices related to it. The overflowing variety of the given must first be reduced to the combinatorial play of a number of elementary units.

This cognitive analysis has the practical result of generating SYNTHETIC products. Since the analysis reduces the natural given to a limited set of component elements, a combination is employed that not only artificially reproduces natural objects but also brings into existence things that appear as empty boxes in this abstract set of combinations.8 In the course of these dynamics of analysis and synthesis, which have accelerated over the last three centuries, our physical, chemical, biological and social environments have become more and more plastic, synthetic and (re)conditioned – and our ubiquitous digital age should be considered as one of the stages of this evolution in the long course of a digitization that reprogrammes our beings as well as our environments.

In 1994, Philippe E. Agre described in the most striking way what these dynamics imply in the field of our modes of production.9 The ‘CAPTURE STRATEGIES’ he saw being implemented in the latest computer innovations led him to identify a five-step cycle characteristic of this digital reprogramming whose aim was to recondition all our actions. (1) We start by analysing the activity into a series of elementary units. (2) Through observation, a grammar of action is created which allows these elementary units to be articulated into a multiplicity of already existing or novel activities. (3) This grammar of action is imposed from above on the future behaviour of the agents by being invested with a normative force through relations of authority. (4) The grammar of action is immanently integrated into the behaviour of agents through technical processes of automation that mechanize the adopted settings. (5) The automated processing of the traces produced and recorded thanks to the new readability offered by the grammar of action establishes a cybernetic dynamic of feedback adjustments, allowing these capture strategies to present themselves as involving the empowerment of agents, even though they experience them (quite aptly) as alienating. Bernard Stiegler and Franco Berardi have recently drawn from these capture strategies the most worrying sociopolitical consequences for our relationship to work and for our minds, highlighting how this fragmentation and recombination of tasks entails a dramatic new insecurity in our ways of life and our subjectivations.10

It is, of course, impossible to list all the ways in which these processes of capture via reprogramming digitization affect our mediarchies, since they have been observed at every level and in every domain for the past twenty years. However, we can follow Pierre Lévy in observing that the grammatization operated by the digital realm takes the segmentation-recombination process another step beyond the programme of analysis carried out by chemistry or genetics. While the elements grouped on the Mendeleyev table or the nucleotides forming our DNA strands still correspond to entities endowed with meaningful material existence, numerical and alphabetical grammatizations have in common the way they continue cutting things up into still more abstract entities (the so-called ‘SECOND ARTICULATION’ entities), which are themselves devoid of any meaning of our own: ‘Their property of non-meaning permits the re-use of a limited set of basic, free and detachable bricks to build an infinite amount of significant sequences, chains, and compounds.’11

Vilém Flusser’s fundamental intuition was from the outset to relocate digital programming in the anthropological long term of a superposition of four foldsFigure 9.2), the latest of which, apparently the most superficial, necessarily reconfigures all previous strata.12 Like cavemen and cavewomen, we interact through the mediation of analog sound images; like the literate elites that have existed since about five thousand years ago we also interact through the mediation of a linear writing – a writing that is digital in the sense that it translates all our realities into a limited number of discrete elementary units (letters, ideograms). This writing allows us to report more abstract thought processes and fix them in time; just as we have done since the mid-nineteenth century, we exchange analog technical images recorded and broadcast by automatic apparatuses not limited by our ideological and subjective constraints. The digitization of mediarchy adds a fourth fold that allows us to re-present all the previous representations in the form of a programming script whose deep functioning is digital, working with pure commutations that are perfectly asignifying in themselves because they are abstracted from any context, but whose surface effects are analog.

With each of these folds, our world grows and increases in complexity, since as well as the ‘immedial’ data of perception (in the sense that their affections have not passed through any form of mediality) there are the perceptions inserted into our material environment by the equipment used in each period – starting, of course, with human speech. The specificity of the digital stratum is that it homogenizes the (re)production of all prior strata of mediality, allowing us to treat both the old digital scripts and the new analog technical images in the mode of linear writing (in the form of computerized codes grammatized in asignifying elementary units). It is this ability of the digital media to re-mediate through digital programming all previous and subsequent mediations that has led Alan Kay to describe the apparatuses proper to this last fold (computers) as meta-media:


It [a computer] is a medium that can dynamically simulate the details of any other medium, including media that cannot exist physically. It is not a tool, though it can act like many tools. It is the first meta-medium, and as such it has degrees of freedom for representation and expression never before encountered and as yet barely investigated.13



The ability to ‘dynamically simulate the details of any other medium’ is part of our long modern process of capturing reality via analysis into elementary units and recombination of these elements into new synthetic products. The convergence between domains as different as chemistry (the elements), biology (DNA), behaviourist psychosociology (behavioural traits), neuroscience (neuronal discharge), deep learning (the neural network) and information theory (the bit) puts us in a position to ‘dynamically simulate’ ever larger and more intimate parts of our experience of the world, via the screens of our smart devices, our 3D printers, our fablabs, our networks of sensors, cables, waves and automatic switches spread over the entire surface of the planet.



The Cultural Logics of Digitality

The already well-advanced digitization of our mediarchies thus consists both in a very precise technical process which transforms everything that flows between us into bitstreams electronically processed by microprocessors, and in a vast cultural logic which informs our social practices, our imaginaries and our modes of subjectivation, according to dynamics whose stakes we are only just beginning to understand. Let’s try to identify some of the great tendencies that are orienting our mediarchies as they undergo digitization – and see what we can do to manage these developments.

1. GRAMMATION. Common knowledge tends to situate the novelty of digital media in what happens between the user and the screen (speed of access, quantity of data, personalized customization, interactivity). The most important element is probably to be located elsewhere: not in front of the screen, in what is perceived, but behind the screen, in what is written in distant servers without our awareness.

If ‘grammatization’ has for some twenty years referred to the fact that the world must be analysed in terms of binary data to become tractable through our computational machines, we can use the term ‘grammation’ to denote the fact that the digital media tend surreptitiously to produce a huge amount of secondary writings recording the traces of our digital behaviour. It is this capacity for ‘hyperregistration’ that has recently led Maurizio Ferraris to requalify them as ‘weapons’ (ARMI for Apparatuses of Recording and Mobilization of Intentionality) responsible for an exhausting and suicidal state of ‘total mobilization’.14 The numerical dimensions of this grammation are enough to make anyone dizzy: it is often repeated that, in the age of big data, more information ‘gets written’ in a few days than over the previous four millennia of human written history. It is undoubtedly the power of recording and exploiting the traces of our attentional behaviour that appears as the most decisive novelty in the upheavals wrought by digitization in mediarchy.

If this immense (and largely automated) activity of writing is usually referred to by the term ‘big data’, the (enjoyably binary) replacement of an I for a 0 recently proposed by Madeleine Aktypi makes it possible to glimpse another possible side of grammation.15 What would a digitization thought in terms of bog data look like? The ‘bog’ is the peat bog, the humid environment that both preserves bodies from decomposition, nourishes a bubbling organic life and absorbs our excess carbon gases. Conceiving of the culture of data on the model of the ‘bog’ rather than the ‘big’, valuing the writing emanating from the impurities of living environments rather than from the sanitized universes of server farms – that is the challenge to which our procedures of grammation must be able to rise.

2. PREHENSIONS. Even if digital media give the impression that the world is ‘writing’ itself by the circulation of electricity in microprocessors programmed to record the traces of what humans do with them, and even if automation actually constitutes a mainspring for digital procedures, there is no piece of information that cannot be attributed to a human will and human interests. If many digital media theorists today feel that they need to find in the philosopher Alfred North Whitehead’s thinking a vocabulary better adapted to the world of digital cultural logics, this is probably because he put the notion of ‘prehension’ at the heart of his ontology. It would be a good idea – at least temporarily – to step back a little from the generosity that has made us consider digital media networks as the realm of ‘data’ (literally, ‘things given’), where everything is offered (for free) by a ‘new economy’ essentially based on the gift.

Even if the lexicon of ‘data’ expresses an intuition that remains fundamentally correct and that it is essential to defend actively, it is more enlightening to make it a rule to systematically translate any reference to ‘data’ into terms of ‘prehensions’, i.e. capta. Nothing happens on a hard drive or on a server that has not been produced by a decision – and often by labour, even if only that of programming – consisting of taking (grabbing, snatching, capturing) a portion of what can affect us so as to turn it into a means of affecting others. ‘Data’ are therefore actually ‘capta’, ‘takes’ (prises), usually entailing take-overs (emprises). Thanks to the tendency to grammation that fosters digitality, what is supplied enables the person who takes it to ‘take hold of it’ only by recording traces that, in return, ‘take hold of’ the taker. Our view of the matter will be much more realistic once we have become accustomed to redescribing what we currently express in terms of data in the vocabulary of capta – as take-overs, i.e. enterprises (cross-captures) that involve taking hold of something.

3. HYPER-INDUSTRIALIZATION. Algorithmic robots (more familiarly called ‘bots’)16 can nowadays formulate a medical diagnosis from the personal data transmitted in real time from our digital gadgets. Other bots can, in a fraction of a second, compose the articles that fill the sports pages and financial reports of our daily newspapers. In speaking of ‘hyper-industrialization’, Bernard Stiegler is probably right to fear that the automation of mental gestures permitted by digital meta-media may soon cause doctors and journalists to suffer the same drop in social status once suffered by weavers, blacksmiths and cabinetmakers.17

Like Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, these supposedly automatic bots often hide a large amount of underground work paid (very badly) per micro-task, exposed to global competition and boundless insecurity. The training of our ‘self-teaching’ algorithms, the analytics that target the ‘don’t-knows’ in our election campaigns, and the way we are guided into making certain purchases all rest on the relentless exploitation of vast reserve armies located on the outskirts of our rich countries (and neighbourhoods). Rather than automation, we should talk about HETEROMATION, a term used by Hamid Ekbia and Bonnie Nardi, who gave this name to those systems of production with heterogeneous actors whose economic model impels algorithms to dragoon into their own service human brains assigned to generally repetitive, poorly paid or indeed unpaid microtasks.18

4. D-PERSONALIZATION. Although based on the massive exploitation of an insecure labour force, this hyper-industrialization promises to provide a personalized service to its consumers. The mass media of the twentieth century industrialized the spread of words, images and ideas by multiplying the same message addressed indistinctly to an entire population. Many people have emphasized that the novelty of digital media comes from their ability to modulate, adapt and adjust the form and content of what they transmit according to the particular features identified in each receiver. While the TV screen brings into every household the same version of the evening news programme, the computer screen allows Google to customize the responses (and the advertisements) triggered by our singular profiles.

The cultural logic of digitality is more than a dynamic of singularization: it produces D-personalization effects. It involves an inextricable mixture of processes of personalization which vary and recombine takes (prises) incessantly in order to more closely target the needs, positions and desires that are supposed to be ours, and processes of depersonalization, which channel the stimuli reaching us according to aggregative computations where our singular process of becoming is doomed to model itself on a statistical profile that is not really that of anyone, but just a theatre mask (persona) with which financial greed seeks to identify us. As the work of Laurence Allard shows, this D-personalization also has, of course, a huge positive power of individuation, by turning, for example, the smartphone into an important instrument of communication with oneself as well as with others.19

5. SAMPLING. When a medieval monk had only a hundred or so manuscripts to consult in his monastery, reading one book meant that he had to renounce just ninety-nine others, which he could no doubt hope to read later. So it cost him virtually nothing at all. Now that we need fifty years of continuous viewing to see what is posted on YouTube in the course of a single day, watching a video acquires a virtually infinite ‘opportunity cost’ since this prevents me from seeing thousands of other videos that are statistically very likely to have pleased me or interested me more than the one I’m looking at. The practice of zapping, where we quickly move from one channel to another on our televisions, or surf from one Internet link to another, is just one of the many manifestations of a cultural logic that is more profoundly the logic of sampling.

Sampling is our condition in the age of digital superabundance – and with it comes negligence, its reverse side. You would have to be mad (or very naive) to think you’ve read Proust’s In Search of Lost Time by merely reading the summary of it in the four words proposed by Gérard Genette. But Pierre Bayard has shown, with all the sly and provocative paradox that characterizes his thinking, that we are more than ever condemned to read from afar most of the books we talk about – and that this distant (or partial) reading is not a negation, but a modality of reading.20

6. PROTOCOLIZATION. In digital environments, the modes of grammation, prehension and sampling are fixed through what Alexander Galloway has set up as the new form of power and control in the age of decentralization: protocols.21 The principle of the ‘neutrality of the net’ implies that any form of content may freely circulate within the network of networks, without having to incur costs or discriminatory obstacles related to the properties of the content in question. This apparently absolute freedom as regards content is, however, technically possible only by virtue of the fact that all the documents exchanged respect a certain number of homogenized standards (attributing to each computer a certain IP address, imposing the respect for a certain syntax in the formulation of commands, etc.).
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Figure 12.2 Nuances of standardization of racial diversity in the emoticons proposed by Apple in 2015.



When a concern for racial diversity led Apple and its competitors in 2015 to alter the range of skin colours in their emoticons, the new colour chart revealed the rigidity of facial standardization more than it did the flexibility of racial identifications (Figure 12.2). This can be seen as a visual illustration of the dynamic described by Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, who contrasts the PRESCRIPTIVE nature of digital media with the descriptive nature of analog media. The latter simply programme the amplification or attenuation of a continuum of values captured by the apparatus in the affections to which it will be exposed: they therefore only describe (with amplification or attenuation) what they are given to observe.

Conversely, the programming carried out by digital media is based on a process of analytical discretization and synthetic recombination which must ‘follow precisely and automatically a series of coded instructions’;22 it is prescription that dominates their operating mode, even if their capacity as meta-medium allows them to simulate the operation of analog media. In other words, computers (ordinateurs) are doomed to receive and give orders. The commands that are written in them prescribe – ‘write in advance’, or ‘pro-gramme’ – a certain combinatorial of pre-standardized forms conditioned from within their protocols.

7. PREMEDIATION. As it unfolds within the straitjacket of the capitalist drive towards profit, digital mediality sets in motion a world temporally oriented towards what Richard Grusin has called ‘premediation’ and Éric Sadin the ‘society of anticipation’.23 The prescriptive nature of digital media, the programming properties inherent in any software, and the view that our D-personalized subjectivities are essentially programmable entities, all point to the tendency of our digital mediarchies to colonize the future. Even if every discourse, every visual artefact, every spectacle and every architecture has always been created in order to precondition certain reactions on the part of its readers, spectators and users, the premediations enacted by the meta-media are special in that they are able to connect ‘immedially’ – and apparently objectively – the prediction of our future behaviour onto the accumulation of effective traces of our past and present behaviour. The challenge here consists in breaking the short-circuiting of our subjectivations by opening up spaces of indecision, by arranging deliberate losses of time, driven by the double refusal of productive work and serial consumption.24

8. INTERCONNECTIVITY. Since the original structure of Arpanet in the late 1960s, the standardization of the TCP/IP protocol in 1974, the interconnection of PCs in the 1990s, and up to the Internet of connected objects that now gives only a statistically minor part to what we consider computers, connectivity between meta-media has gradually put in place what, in the age of the ‘Cloud’, appears as a huge, chaotically integrated planetary organism, a global collective brain25 where the first telephone and the most modest temperature sensor can serve as an entry point for reprogramming millions of networked microprocessors from the inside.

Yochai Benkler’s survey of the field has clearly highlighted the socioeconomic implications of this enormous two-way connectivity, unveiling a wealth of networks likely to change the fate of our planet just as dramatically as did the advent of the capitalism celebrated by Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations.26 The resulting ‘culture of connectivity’ is now the subject of much criticism, even if few of us take the (impossible? difficult?) decision to leave it. In her book on the subject, José van Dijck points out that if the initial slogan of Facebook was ‘making the Web social’, its actual deployment has instead contributed to ‘making sociality technical’: ‘sociality coded by technology renders people’s activities formal, manageable, and manipulable, enabling platforms to engineer the sociality in people’s everyday routines’ – with the ultimate aim of ‘making online sociality salable’.27

Two-way interconnectivity, quickly diffracted into many-way exchanges, nonetheless remains a great and beautiful and properly democratic dream – one that rightly aroused the hopes of the first inventors and explorers of cyberspace. In 1974, Vilém Flusser formulated the (truly mediarchic) stakes by imagining a metamorphosis of television (that telescopic window) that would make it ‘look like a phone with a screen’, or rather ‘a typewriter with a screen and coupled with a computer’:


If ever the breakthrough was made, if television became an open network involving as many partners as … the postal and telephone networks, this would mean a fundamental structural transformation of society. All the windows would then be open, allowing everyone to talk with everyone, and to talk about a reality perceived in a new and different way. This would be tantamount to a widespread politicization, as society would then be assembled on a global agora, and everyone could ‘publish’. Everywhere new information would come into being, together with a new problem. Today, it is dialogue that is lacking; in that case, it would be discourse. Generalized politicization would tend to empty the private sphere of its content.28



The last forty years have merely unfolded the multiple implications of this visionary quotation, whose promises still need to be realized and whose pitfalls still need to be avoided. My final two chapters will be devoted to trying to discern what deserves to be revitalized in the medianarchist hopes aroused by the ‘digital revolution’, while gauging what deserves to be protected through the mediarchic mutations of our digital metamorphosis.
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Interlude Nine
Data Commons


‘Imagine that the surface of the earth has suddenly become the property of five big banks or five big shots from the construction industry, and that we humans have to pay a user fee every time we set a foot on the ground.’1 This is the situation of our present mediarchy, according to Evgeny Morozov. GAFAM (Google, Amazon, Facebook, Apple, Microsoft) are taking advantage of their dominant position to ‘force us to pay in order to access services that we ourselves have helped to produce’ through the intelligence with which we feed the digital traces left by our most diverse activities. This situation of commercial colonization, which expropriates us from our own work, can be combatted by means of legal reforms. Thus, Evgeny Morozov calls on us to affirm that ‘data are an essential, infrastructural good, which should belong to all’.2

Ever since the literary speculations about a ‘universal spirit’ put forward by Charles Tiphaigne de La Roche, up to the work of Pierre Lévy on collective intelligence, via the programme of intellectual emanation sketched by Joseph Jacotot, a long and rich tradition suggests that intelligence is everywhere. It needs to be thought of as diffuse and distributed, situated between us as much as in our individual heads. The exponential growth in the number of intelligent machines – ‘smart’ gadgets – that we are witnessing today at the dawn of the Internet of Things is merely a materialization – and a terribly reductive parody – of this ancestral intuition. Taking this diffuse intelligence into account is not just a matter of ontological speculation or of the sociopolitical imaginary; rather, it has now become a legal-economic problem whose solution is indispensable if our future is to be unblocked.

The analytical frameworks introduced over the previous chapters make it possible to formulate this problem as follows. The media, defined as intermediations used to record, transmit and process information that conveys and catalyses affects, are less and less easily localizable in separate and monofunctional devices (a book, a TV camera, a TV set). The ubiquitous development of the digital realm – nicely called ‘everyware’ – tends to insert the functions of recording, transmission and processing of data (or takes) into all the equipment designed to facilitate – and/or monetize – our lives (cars, fridges, clothes). In other words, the agential cuts made by the media are no longer limited to the effects of representation within our (more or less reflexive) conscious awareness. Ubiquitous computerization increasingly involves automated processes of the collection-selection of data (or ‘capta’), which, without our knowing, decide ‘what counts’ (in every sense) in our world – what makes sense, i.e. what gives that world its direction, and what will provide it with its matter.

This ubiquitous diffusion of the processes of ‘mattering’ is not new in itself. As we have seen, as soon as humans started to speak, and even more as soon as they started writing, our so-called ‘natural’ languages carried out this process of collection-selection-categorization, which induces different human societies to orient themselves in a particular way within their environment, giving certain meanings to its various elements and restructuring this environment in accordance with materializations specific to each of them. Our languages are the receptacle of a permanent work of verification and improvement of our collective intelligence, where our multiple activities of ‘taking’ and gathering data accumulate. It is easy to feel how ridiculous it would be to seek to ‘privatize’ our languages. It is self-evident that language is a common good, which belongs to us all and cannot be appropriated by anyone exclusively.

The data (or capta) currently emanating from our astronomical quantities of digitized interactions are in the same situation as our languages. Like our linguistic exchanges, they are the emanation of the diffuse multiplicity of all the small daily gestures through which we carry out the infinitesimal adjustment of our reciprocal needs. They are not simply the ‘result’ of our entangled judgements (a result that could be sold to the highest bidder): they are our collective intelligence in action, always in the process of being made, thanks to a constant need of adaptation and readjustment. The current situation, in which a few huge planetary-sized platforms have colonized the management of these masses of data (or capta) on behalf of their shareholders, plunges us into a surreal world where our languages have indeed become ‘the property of five big banks or five big shots from the construction industry’.

If we are to escape from this situation, which is not only unfair and counterproductive, but quite absurd and ridiculous, we need to acknowledge that big data have the status of a common good.3 Like languages, like the oceans, like the atmosphere, like peat bogs, the big data emanating from our digitized interactions should not be the subject of exclusive property rights. We can certainly imagine that some limited sets of data (or capta), which have been particularly complicated and costly to gather, might enjoy a strictly time-limited privilege of use so as to allow for their producers to recoup their expenses before these data are as quickly as possible given the default status of a common good, open to all. But this is very different from the current situation, which gives an uncontrolled right of colonization to the first comer on digital territories. This right grants them a monopolistic hegemony through a scaling effect based on network effects reinforced by lock-in effects: the more participants a platform has, the more data it generates, then the more its learning algorithms become refined, the more effective are the services it offers and the more participants it attracts, in a spiral that will inevitably crush all competition.

Legally treating big data as common goods also helps to establish new economic relations and to reconfigure the issue of the protection of privacy. As they are inextricably entangled in our cooperations and our interdependencies, our lives cannot be simply ‘private’: they are always to some extent ‘common’, if not always ‘public’. Claiming that ‘our data belong to us’ is both legitimate and somewhat simplistic. True, we should be able to control what comes out of our computers, so that our actions and interests are not monitored or exploited unduly via cookies and other spyware. And the data networks that are to be turned into a common good should of course be subjected to strict anonymization procedures before being made available to all. But, more broadly, it is a system of legal protection and more complex economic transactions that needs to be devised – one that is arranged on several irreducible levels.

First we need to distinguish the purposes of our various activities and institutions. Activities for nonprofit purposes deserve to be treated differently from commercial activities designed to generate financial profit. This is the underlying principle of the demands put forward by the theorists of digital labour.4 If the first hopes of the ‘digital revolution’ were generally expressed under the slogan of completely free and open access, in the form of a copyleft (as opposed to copyright) or Creative Commons, the last ten years have seen more politically radical circles advance more finely tuned proposals. The copyfarleft outlined by Dmytri Kleiner’s Telekommunist Manifesto is a useful synthesis:


Copyfarleft must have one set of rules for those who are working within the context of workers’ communal ownership, and another for those who employ private property and wage labor in production. A copyfarleft license should make it possible for producers to share freely and to also retain the value of their labor product. In other words, it must be possible for workers to earn remuneration by applying their own labor to mutual property, but impossible for owners of private property to make profit using wage labor.

Thus, under a copyfarleft license, a worker-owned printing co-operative could be free to reproduce, distribute, and modify the common stock as they like, but a privately owned publishing company would be prevented from having free access.5



As well as being adjustable to fit production purposes, free and open access must be adaptable to different scales. A neighbourhood association or a small company, even if it is not organized in a form of cooperative, should not be subject to the same constraints as a lobbying agency or a multinational that handles billions of euros. So we need to introduce asymmetries depending on the size of the actors concerned: rights should be granted to the opacity of individuals and small associations, while at the same time states and large companies should be subjected to a requirement of transparency. The challenge lies not just in combatting the artificial enclosures that the property and production relations inherited from industrial capitalism continue to impose on new modes of production that require the invention of new legal and political frameworks. The challenge also lies in measuring the wealth and liberality inherent in renewing our collective intelligence. While it is good to remember, as the previous chapter did, that data are first and foremost ‘takes’, it is even more important to highlight how much of our social existence on Planet Earth depends on wealth that we are indeed ‘given’ (the meaning of the Latin word data) without any direct contractual counterpart. No human enterprise has produced water, air, peat or solar energy, all of which have sustained our existence for millennia.

Extractivist capitalism is dramatically mortgaging our prospects of future well-being as it does not care (enough) to renew this gift. But the wealth of information contained in big data, like the treasures of wisdom condensed in language, like the biological resources nourished by bog data, are indeed data (givens), in the most generous sense of the term. It is up to us to ‘understand’ them as such – to embrace them together as the common goods they are – if we intend to continue the course of our human adventure and improve our prospects.
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13
INHABITING MEDIARCHY


Behind the question, of course essential, of who possesses and controls the data, algorithms and platforms – those entities and spaces of digital mediarchy that are both ubiquitous and difficult to grasp – there lies the question of how to inhabit these deterritorialized territories. Our ability to inhabit the digital mediarchy is certainly a matter of design affair – and it is perhaps in the schools, journals and theories of design that the most stimulating intellectual enterprises of the moment are to be sought.1

In an attempt to understand the DIGITAL ‘ONTOPHANY’, i.e. ‘the way in which beings (ontos) appear (phainein)’2 on our digital screens, Stéphane Vial enumerates eleven characteristics that help to define the specificity of the ‘(digital) design of experience’. The digital phenomenon is (1) a noumenon (it lies outside of the field of any possible experience); (2) programmable; (3) an interaction; (4) a simulation; (5) unstable (it is versatile and always susceptible to bugs); (6) otherphanic (it is structured by networks where the attention of others is constitutive of my own personalization); (7) copiable (the function of instant reproducibility by copying and pasting plays a structuring role); (8) cancellable (the function crtl-z or apple-z ensures a temporal reversibility that is not found outside the digital world); (9) destructible (‘after an electricity cut, the quantity of unrecorded calculated material present in the RAM of a computer literally disappears … and there is nothing left’);3 (10) thaumaturgical (‘things are more aerial and less tied down, and they bend to our expectations and our desires as if by magic, without the resistance of bygone days’);4 (11) playable (‘the digital devices are ludogenous, in the phenomeno-technical sense that they mould our experience-of-the-world in playability’).5

Halfway between the political demands of Evgeny Morozov, mentioned in the previous interlude, and the ontophantic considerations of Stéphane Vial, which we have just rapidly surveyed – this is where we must learn to inhabit our digital mediarchies. It is just as important to ask who owns (buys, sells, renovates, exploits) our houses, our factories and our playgrounds as it is to understand the ways in which their sensory properties affect our expectations and our behaviour.


The Alienating Emancipation of Software

In our approach to digital media, we have fallen into the habit of establishing a clear conceptual boundary between the HARDWARE domain of the hard materiality of machines, fixed once and for all when the device leaves the factory, and the SOFTWARE domain in which computer software can flexibly modulate the tasks that the machine will carry out according to the instructions fed into it. Just as a human mouth can learn to speak Swahili as easily as Bengali or French, just as a piano can play jazz as well as Bartók or pop songs, so a computer can, depending on the series of commands fed into it, be programmed to guide a missile as much as to play a chess game or carry out a piece of business accounting – it is this polyvalence that earned it the status of meta-medium for Alan Kay. Things are, however, less clear-cut than it might seem. While Friedrich Kittler could claim, in the title of a provocative article already mentioned in Chapter 8, that ‘there is no software’, this was because the boundary between material hardness and encoding flexibility, between the device and its uses, between the medium as ‘technological platform’ and the medium as ‘shared protocol’,6 is more complex than it seems.

Software Studies have helped to identify a category that constitutes a particularly ambiguous regime of power; focusing on it will help us to illuminate the sociopolitical developments specific to a digital mediarchy. According to Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, who has produced the most stimulating analysis of this phenomenon, our interfaces are becoming more ‘transparent’ and visual, but our machines are growing denser and more obscure. On the one hand, graphical user interfaces (GUIs), which allow us to click on icons so as more easily to manipulate all the images or portions of texts present in our hard drive or on the Internet, ‘have transformed the computer from a command-based instrument of torture to a user-friendly medium of empowerment’.7

One can only be amazed when watching the legendary Mother of all Demos presented by Douglas Engelbart on 9 December 1968, in which he introduces the basic tools through which we interact with computers even today:8 the way they are organized in clickable files by hyperlink; the basic commands of copy, paste, search; the mouse; email; the hybridization of texts and videoconferencing on one screen (Figure 13.1). Aiming to ‘increase’ the human capacities for thought and intellectual collaboration, he and his team invented, at the intersection of design and engineering, the equipment that made the computer a meta-medium of unprecedented power, placed at the service of the least technically savvy of mortals. Our whole digital ontophany came into the world in a performance lasting one hour and forty minutes, revolutionizing the mediarchy by allowing everyone to compose, recompose, edit, print, compile, categorize, filter and exchange multimedia documents that it would soon be possible to send across the world (the beginnings of the Arpanet are mentioned in the last minutes of the demo). Hardware and software design make it possible to increase the way any human individual can gain control over the enormous power of mediality emerging from electronic computation. This power can now be made ‘convivial’, in the sense that everyone is explicitly invited to come and sit at the table of an open house to take control, in an easy and intuitive way, of a meta-medium with truly magical virtues.9
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Figure 13.1 Screenshots of Douglas Engelbart’s demo, 9 December 1968.



On the other side, however, the facilitating of computer handling by the design of ‘user-friendly’ interfaces has generated a dynamic that has made our meta-media less and less ‘convivial’, in the more precise sense that Ivan Illich has given to this term.10 The old wire and rotary-dial telephones were convivial in that the user could easily understand how to operate the unit and could most likely repair it in a rough and ready way in the event of a breakdown (checking that the connections were not disconnected, oiling the disc, dusting the microphone, etc.). As we have already seen in Chapter 8, our current devices make us pay for their operational power by increasing their opacity, which makes most of them ‘black boxes’, whose operation is impenetrable – intellectually and physically – to the immense majority of users. It is significant that Douglas Engelbart, in his famous demo, spent the majority of his presentation time showing his audience how the programming language used by his interface device worked. As an engineer-designer, his job was to provide an open toolbox, which even a non-specialist user could hope to understand by paying a little attention.

What has happened since then can be described as a hardening of software, which is becoming more and more difficult to understand, to penetrate, to repair and to modify – hence the provocative conclusion reached by Kittler: there is no software, everything is much harder than we think as soon as we look at it more closely. This is also the paradox analysed by Wendy Hui Kyong Chun: the more I make computation seem simple and transparent on the surface (‘userfriendly’), the more it escapes me and becomes opaque in depth. The increasing number of layers of software that take the user’s activities further away from machine-language instructions turns software into the paradoxical source of an alienating emancipation. That same thing that gives me power within the digital mediarchy expropriates me from this power by escaping my understanding and my control – thus handing me over into the power of those who conceived the software and are able to alter its functioning.



The Scrambling of Sovereignties

It would be tempting but simplistic to divide the populations of our digital media into an ELITE OF PROGRAMMERS, new sovereigns able to penetrate the black boxes to hack their codes, as opposed to masses of users enslaved to machines by their inability to understand and to alter their programmes. As programming languages have added increasingly higher layers, which translated machine instructions that were less and less visible in their deep layers into intuitively manipulable objects, the border between programmers and non-programmers has shifted, obscuring the relations of sovereignty and servitude. On the one hand, software such as WordPress now allows the most ignorant among us to create and modify our website, democratizing a power of action that fifteen years ago was still the reserve of a few specialists. On the other hand, the habit of working on high-level languages means that many digital workers today can dispense with getting their hands dirty grappling with machine languages which only a few specialists can grasp.11

The evolution of software thus appears as a complex field of changing power relations within mediarchy. The very aim of machine automation tends to place the programmer in the position of sovereign subject whose commands are immediately enacted.12 At the heart of digital media, software opens up an unstable zone where effective sovereignty seems to establish itself only by undermining its own cognitive bases. A striking example can be found in the SELF-LEARNING ALGORITHMS of deep learning (or machine learning) which, over the past ten years, have allowed our image recognition and machine translation software to make huge strides, and which govern the majority of the bots with which we interact while taking them for human subjects. By joining the enormous computational power of our electronic machines to the mountain of data (or capta) available on the Internet, neuronal networks can now be programmed to allow ‘unsupervised’ patterns to emerge that can be recognized by simple correlations between these data. An experiment conducted by Google Brain in 2012 enabled deep learning devices to identify, by themselves, figures of cats without any human being telling them what was or was not a cat:


The machine analyzed, for three days, ten million screen captures from YouTube, randomly selected and, most importantly, untagged. This ‘random’ apprenticeship bore fruit: at the end of this training, the programme had learned by itself to detect cats’ heads and human bodies – recurrent forms in the analyzed images. ‘What is remarkable is that the system has discovered the concept of cat by itself. Nobody ever told the system that it was a cat. This marked a turning point in machine learning,’ said Andrew Ng, founder of the Google Brain project, in Forbes magazine.13



However, as Hubert Guillaud and Rémi Sussan have shown in a recent article, self-learning algorithms are more powerful if they are impenetrable to the very same people who have programmed their learning.14 It turns out that it was ultimately too reassuring to believe we were subject to the new sovereign power of programmers who, in full knowledge of the causes, if not of the effects, wrote sets of instructions controlling the operations of our digital machines. This sovereignty collapses from the inside with unsupervised deep learning, which makes our computers all the more powerful as they exceed the human (all too human) cognitive capacities of their programmers.

So it is not enough to object that there is no need to know how to calculate the laws of gravitation in order to stand up, that most motorists use a car they do not try to understand and whose engine they cannot repair, and that if we resorted only to ‘convivial’ tools, in Ivan Illich’s sense, we would limit ourselves to shovels and rakes (made of wood). While it is true that any technical object has a degree of opacity for some of its users, it would be to neglect the mediological specificity of software to simply reduce it to being akin to a car. Not only does software enter the heart of all our interpersonal relationships by governing the interfaces through which we communicate with each other and with our external environment, but, to the extent that (as Douglas Engelbart dreamed), it ‘increases’ our very ways of thinking, it insinuates itself – like all media – into the heart of our processes of subjectivation.15 The algorithms of Google or Facebook govern so many of our perceptions of the world that it is incomparably more problematic not to have access to their modes of operation than it is not be able to lift the bonnet of a car.

Inhabiting the digital mediarchy, as a citizen rather than as a helot, means considering software design as a matter of power, to be placed at the forefront of our political concerns. It requires that we realize that we are HAUNTED BY ALGORITHMS – inhabited, possessed, alienated – so that we can go on to learn to use it as a resource rather than seeing it as an object of paranoid anxiety.16



Hardware Revolutions and Counterrevolutions

Software inhabits us in very different ways depending on the type of device in which it is operating. If we are to understand how our digital mediarchies act within us, we need to identify at least four major stages of hardware deployment. The period in which Douglas Engelbart presented his demo, at the end of the first such stage, was still dominated by the structure of the big MAINFRAME COMPUTER, accessed from terminals that could pool their powers of computation (a very bulky and very expensive process) by means of time share. The 1970s saw the spread of personal computers (PCs) and microcomputers; the ‘digital revolution’ – the second stage – consisted in making available to each user a power of computation and storage of data (or capta) that followed Moore’s Law, verified from 1970 until today, according to which computer performance would double every eighteen months. A period that those prone to nostalgia consider (not necessarily wrongly) as a digital golden age therefore consisted of a huge amount of independent PCs distributed throughout the population, interconnected through a one-to-one communication network (a Flusser ‘telephone network’), allowing everyone to download and keep on their hard drive documents exchanged between computers (peer-to-peer), and to process the information independently, since everyone could (in principle at least) choose, replace, modify, improve or delete software operating on their personal devices.

We have still not taken the full measure of the profound counterrevolution that became apparent with the third stage, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, and the increasingly wide and rapid spread of smartphones and other tablets that only work in permanent contact with distant servers, subsumed into the nebulous imagination of the Cloud. Apart from the fact that, as we have already seen, the floating ubiquity of the cloud is less a matter of virtual immateriality than of huge air-conditioned hangars and submarine cables, Tung-Hui Hu has shown how the ‘progress’ of CLOUD COMPUTING, promoted in the name of permanent interconnectivity, security and ubiquitous availability of all our data (or capta), looks surprisingly like a step back to the era of the huge military and academic computers of the 1960s operating on a time share basis,17 the difference being that they are now owned by multinational oligopolies.

The days of the PC gave an admirable autonomy to individual users, who could (at least in principle) hack their decentralized computer, which allowed the emergence of the practices and ethics of the hacker generation. The current importance of platforms is again transforming our (new) smartphones into (old) terminals dependent on distant servers. Programmes have mutated into proprietary and locked apps; the interoperable PC with multiple devices has been partitioned into a tablet held prisoner by a brand dependent on a revocable connection; our personal data are stored on distant servers that do not hesitate to sell them to the highest bidder.

Where the interface imagined by Douglas Engelbart was based on a form of writing made mobile and directly operational by the cursor moved by the mouse, the interfaces of the age of the Cloud favour touch screens; the invention proper to writing is delegated to programmers alone, and users merely have to point to operations already written (literally pre-scribed) for them. Far from being a diffuse structure synonymous with an emancipating elevation, the Cloud and its platforms rest on ecologically unsustainable and politically centralized infrastructures, which constitute a return towards a dirigiste and immobilizing era rather than a leap forward towards more freedom and mobility.

As we wait for quantum computation to turn the digital landscape upside down again, a fourth big step in the development of mediarchic hardware is taking shape before our eyes with the emergence of an INTERNET OF INTELLIGENT THINGS. Whereas, up until now, it was mainly human subjectivities that communicated with each other through the intermediary of computational devices, the number of nodes connected by the Internet now includes more objects (called ‘smart’ insofar as they are themselves the locus of computations) than human subjects (whose own intelligence nobody seems very interested in cultivating). Increasingly, the digitalized mediarchy makes machines communicate with each other, without humans finding the time to pay attention to what they are saying to each other. In other words: the reign of software is emerging from the compartmentalized space of our computers or tablets, generally controlled by the attention we pay to our screens, and starting to control and directly recombine the world of things in which we live (the temperatures of our homes, the supplies of our fridges, the flow of our road traffic, etc.).

This tends, on the one hand, to reconfigure human labour according to the constraints of the (financial) optimization of the way things are arranged. We have already seen how ‘heteromation’ generated a ‘lumpencognitariat’ on the periphery of our islands of prosperity. As Cathy O’Neil describes in detail in her harsh criticism of ‘WEAPONS OF MATH DESTRUCTION,’ algorithms now govern the work schedules of the most vulnerable classes, and it is behind the scenes that the renewal or termination of work contracts, the deployment of police forces, and the incarceration of the worst-off populations is decided.18

In parallel with this, on the other hand, our interactions with these ubiquitous computational objects now mean we no longer need to go via that cumbersome old intermediary, the keyboard: the intelligence of the objects in question consists not only in being able to ‘talk to each other’, but also in being able to recognize our vocal commands. If the featherless bipeds of the 2000s would have seemed crazy to their predecessors as they walk down the road apparently talking to themselves thanks to their wireless connections, those of the 2025s will resemble devilish Cabalist magicians by activating their environment just through their words, in a world completely restructured by the language of machine codes.19

Software Takes Command: this is the title of a book by Lev Manovich20 and it needs to be understood in all its ambiguity. With the Internet of Things, the new interfaces record our orders just as deftly as a waiter did, so that the term ‘server’ is also given a new justification. But by serving us as intelligently as it does, software surreptitiously assumes power, locking us down into a world of information where our meanings are likely to have but a small place. Will the Internet of intelligent objects penalize the short-circuiting of our intelligence as subjects? If this kind of question should foster a respectable vigilance towards the proven excesses of certain exploitations of the digital realm, it also risks oversimplifying the multidimensionality and the multitemporality of the realities at stake.

As Jonathan Donner aptly recalls, and in accordance with the postulates of media archaeology, the four stages distinguished above tend to be superimposed upon one another rather than to succeed one another. Far from our large bandwidths and our unlimited subscriptions, many people in Africa pay for their Internet access with short connection times or the limited quota of megabytes they can buy.21 In the mid-2010s, what we see is that a (poorer) proportion of the world continues to experience connected computation in the restrictive time-share mode characteristic of the 1960s. Similarly, of course, the keyboard was not simply abolished by the arrival of touch screens: it is simply reduced in status, in size and in practicality, and is now just one of many modes of interaction with our computation devices. When it is seen as part of the general landscape of hardware transformations over the last half-century – a long time for the history of digital technology, but a blink from the point of view of anthropological evolution – software has indeed taken command within our now planetary mediarchies. However, it does so in a variety of asynchronous and contrasting ways, very different from one another, depending on occasions, places and social groups.

The main question is perhaps to what extent the standardization inherent in the protocols on which the power of digital technology rests will or will not tolerate the persistence of such asynchronies and such diversities. Cathy O’Neil, Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing and Olivier Rey are at one in denouncing it,22 although they are observing quite different realities: in their view, the current collusion of hyperindustrial capitalism and algorithmic governmentality23 rests on their powerful tendency to promote modes of operation that are indifferent to the question of scaling. The most devious power (archè) of our digital mediarchies undoubtedly lies in the projection of abstract (mathematized) solutions that are indifferent to the scale of the concrete realities that they are supposed to mediate. How can we reclaim THE HETEROGENEITY OF SCALE, at a time of ubiquitous and planetarized digital technology? This is perhaps the biggest problem facing us.



The Stacking of Intrastructures

The most striking and enlightening analysis of our new digitized and algorithmic habitat is, no doubt, to be found in the huge book (in both size and importance) that Benjamin Bratton recently published, with the title The Stack and the subtitle On Software and Sovereignty. Far from the horizontal and flat imaginary that has long imbued our visions of the Internet (and of globalization), Bratton analyses the heterogeneous integration of the network of networks as a STACK, i.e. an ‘accidental megastructure’ (and a heterarchical one) formed by the ‘stack’ of superimposed and overlapping layers, where GAFAM platforms (Google, Amazon, Facebook, Apple, Microsoft), NATUs (Netflix, Airbnb, Tesla, Uber) and Chinese BATX (Baidu, Alibaba, Tencent, Xiaomi) play a truly central role. From the solid ground of the most material resources of our Earth to the virtual spaces where the Users frolic, he builds six superimposed layers in which several distinct but interdependent domains play a truly central role: these layers include the Cloud, the Cities, Addresses and Interfaces, and they are organized in intricate patterns of spatiality, temporality and above all sovereignty, and are subject to constant renegotiations, dictating our future forms of power and freedom. Let’s take a quick look at the different layers of this stack, and the way we mobilize them with each of our clicks.

In considering the stack from the bottom up, the EARTH layer includes the whole environmental background mentioned above in Chapter 9: all our seemingly virtual and immaterial computations and connections mobilize limited resources that our planet is not able to renew at our current rate of consumption. The CLOUD layer includes ‘the vast server archipelagoes behind the scenes and behind the surface that provide ubiquitous computational services as well as the geopolitical intrigue that involves them’. Servers, databases and applications are platforms that eventually come into competition with national sovereignty in many areas of friction. The CITY layer includes the ‘environment of discontinuous megacities and meganetworks that situate human settlement and mobility in the combination of physical and virtual envelopes’. Here it is a matter of identifying, at the scale of concrete territories, ‘forms of accidental cosmopolitanism, ones derived not from number of parliamentary certificates but from a shared physical relationship to pervasive infrastructure’. The ADDRESS layer conditions the mode of individuation brought about by an addressing scheme that ‘make[s] any thing or event appear to the Cloud as a communicable entity, and for The Stack, computation then becomes a potential property of addressed objects, places, and events, and a medium through which any of these can directly interact with any other’.

The INTERFACE layer includes ‘the projective, perceptual, cinematic, semiotic layer on a given instrumental landscape, including the frames, subtitles, navigable maps, pixelated hallucinations, and augmented realities through which local signification and significance are programmed. Interfaces provide imagistic and linguistic mediation between Users and the Addressable computational capacities of their habitats, priming the pump for possible communication.’ Finally, at the top of the stack, in the layer of USERS, ‘human and nonhuman Users are positioned by The Stack (perhaps rudely) as comparable and even interchangeable through a wide-ranging and omnivorous quantification of their behaviors and effects’.24

This abstract model is brought to life by the way each of our digital activities triggers a twofold vertical traverse of the six layers of the Stack (Figure 13.2):


User connects to User by initiating a ‘message’ that tunnels all the way down through the other layers to the bottom and then back up again, and so direct communication between Users activates all six layers down The Stack and then all six layers again back up The Stack. The whole of the system is invoked and activated by any one connection; the whole is ‘folded’ into each single instance of activation, bending the universal and the particular into one another. We define any one such path taken down and up The Stack in a U-shaped trajectory as a column…. For any column, any strong sovereign claim (state or nonstate) can only extend over some layers in any given moment or location, but never on the entire Stack at once. Interface and Address may be monopolized by one jurisdictional totality in one context, and Earth and City for another in another context, but absolute dominion over all six layers across contexts is doomed by the superimposition of multiple geographies at once, communicating with one another without master steerage or any one final settlement of transactions. At least in this way, The Stack is (we hope) a totality that is resistant to totalitarianism, even as its governing coherency depends on the gravitational pull of each layer and on the gathering of more and more of the world into its logistics.25
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Figure 13.2 Diagram of the accidental megastructure of the Stack by Metahaven and Benjamin Bratton.




To inhabit a (dis)organized mediarchy in the mode of this accidental megastructure, the Stack, does not just mean that we need to revise our traditional conceptions of sovereignty. It also means that we need to imagine a very particular topology. A topology where nothing is really outside, while nothing is altogether inside, either. A topology where infrastructures (the Earth, platforms, Cities) do not just support from below what is built above them, but where the seemingly superficial game of the Interfaces can play a restructuring role for the entire system (as was the case for Google’s PageRank or for the mythical ‘Facebook algorithm’).

The same conclusion has been evident since the beginning of this chapter, converging with one of the dominant themes of my entire book: the medial power of software conditions the infrastructure of our communications even though it is located in the superstructures of programming languages. It cannot be located in the objective operation of machines or in the subjective expectations of users, but in the very dynamics of their interaction. In short, just as mediarchy is organized neither from above nor from below, but from the power proper to the middle, milieu or ‘medium’, in the same way digital mediality short-circuits the traditional difference between infrastructures and superstructures to illustrate THE POWER OF INTRASTRUCTURES – namely, the conditioning effect of a surrounding environment that is still an interior milieu.



Short-circuiting and Intermediation

If digital mediarchy demands from its inhabitants a bewildering topological gymnastics, it also imposes on them a curious temporal acrobatics. Friedrich Kittler had already insisted on the novelty of ‘TIME-AXIS MANIPULATIONS ’ made possible by the technical media that appeared in the nineteenth century (gramophone, movie camera). By allowing to fix, but ipso facto to slow down or accelerate, the temporal flow of our experiences in sound and sight, these recording devices introduced into the universe of our sensory affections chronopoetic games that had until then been reserved for the linguistic artifices of narration and literary discourse. Kittler’s most direct disciple, Wolfgang Ernst, is currently pursuing this line of thought by focusing his attention on the properties of what he calls CRITICAL-TIME MEDIA (zeitkritische Medien). These are characterized by the fact that ‘minimal time operations remain below the human perceptual threshold and thus subliminally generate a world according to its own law … The power of [digital] media is that their temporal process becomes imperceptible.’26

While the analog media (radio, television) used electricity for their modular signal amplification properties, the operation of the meta-media is based on ultrafast switching between the circulation and interruption of infinitesimal electrical flows in extremely miniaturized microprocessors. While scanning and synchronization operations certainly play a critical role in these myriad switching operations, they occur at nano-temporal scales that make them as impenetrable as the multiple layers of deep language stacked under the surface interface. The miniaturization of microprocessors, which has ratified Moore’s law over the last few decades, has created a world of (very) short circuits whose spatial and temporal scales are now out of all proportion to those of our perceptual experiences.

One of the implications of this temporal short-circuiting is the tendency already noted in the previous chapter which seems to push the digital media towards ‘premediation’ – i.e., to operate a mediation that does not simply record, transmit or process the representation of a pre-existing reality, but that aims to manifest, to pre-empt or to trigger in advance a reality that has not yet occurred. The speed of circulation and access to information played a preponderant role in the phenomena of communication well before the advent of digitality: pre-election polls have long attempted to guess the name of the winner, thus introducing an anticipated state of the future into the present causes that will contribute to making this future happen. The development of algorithmic governmentality, however, is taking this temporal short-circuiting to new levels of effectiveness.

More than half of stock market speculations in US equity markets are done using algorithms that take advantages of time gaps lasting for mere microseconds in order to make millions of sales or purchase orders. These recorders-transmitters-processors of financial information paradigmatically illustrate the paradoxical topology of intermediary media whose action, right in the (excessively restricted) middle of speculative operations, generates environmental effects that recondition from inside/outside the whole of the world economy. They also symbolize perfectly the bewildering chronopoetics of digital premediation whose devices operate strictly between themselves at speeds that defy all perception, all comprehension and finally all human habitation.

We can see the systems that operate in high frequency trading as an extreme case of what Mark B. N. Hansen characterized as typical of the ‘TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY MEDIA’ that we meet more often in our daily lives through platforms like Google or Facebook, in the monitoring systems that record and model our geolocalized displacements, the variations of our heart rhythms, our household expenses or the polar temperatures.27

Until the twentieth century, the main function of the media was to increase our human perceptions of the sensory world by recording, transmitting and developing shareable representations of our lived experiences. Henceforth, our digitalized mediarchies are entrusting an increasing part of their self-regulation (which is quite chaotic and probably suicidal) to media whose operations short-circuit our consciousness to yoke different digitized elements of the world within a truly IMMEDIAL relation: this relation is at once a-medial, lacking the labour of negotiation proper to the mediator, and strictly intra-medial, to the point of removing all human participation. Or, to put it more simply: while the media of the past (which of course continue to operate among us through their meta-medial simulations) endeavoured to stimulate our attention, the media of the twenty-first century endeavour to short-circuit our attention, to manage without the detour and the delay that this attention would impose on processes that need to be optimized in ever more instantaneous ways.28

Such a short-circuiting of our attentions, which illustrates all the characteristics of the cultural logic of digitality enumerated at the end of the preceding chapter, seems to be in perfect continuity with another property often attributed to the digital revolution: DISINTERMEDIATION. Because of its propensity for (direct) connection, digitalization has upset our mediarchies by corroding, then threatening to eliminate, all the institutions, professions and tasks that assumed a function of intermediation between producers and consumers of cultural goods. Amazon will kill booksellers by allowing everyone to order their books without leaving home; the distribution of music files by mp3 will kill record stores and record companies by short-circuiting any material support for listening to music; email will kill ‘snailmail’ by dematerializing our correspondence; blogs will kill magazines; Uber will kill taxi companies; automatic trading will kill human traders; MOOCs will kill university professors; biometric sensors associated with medical diagnostic algorithms will kill GPs …

None of these predictions is absurd, many have already been realized, and others may well be so in future. If the hypothesis of disintermediation has no doubt helped to illuminate a dynamic that would profoundly upset the composition of our mediarchies by ruthlessly redistributing the positions of dominance that structured them, it comes up against the limits of its own success: if all intermediation disappeared, what would remain of the mediarchy?

Another principle needs to be taken into account, one that seems to be a blind spot for the analyses of disintermediation which act as if digital intermediation was not in fact an intermediation at all: it is always a new circuit (more or less human) that removes human beings from the circuit. And as we have already had the opportunity to see in Chapter 2, it is not certain that the new circuits imposed by digitized capitalism are actually any shorter than those they are replacing.

The short-circuiting brought about by digital disintermediation has most often been associated with an extension of supply chains – in other words, a LOGISTICAL OVERINTERMEDIATION. We could equally well characterize the last three years – those of the digital mutation of our mediarchies – by their tendency to turn each of us into an intermediary and an intermediator within logistical supply chains that are increasingly complicated, folded and refolded in ever more acrobatic and drawn-out ways that are themselves fragile and make other things fragile.29 It is the same trend towards a connectivity fostered by digitality which, on the one hand, leads to the disintermediation that short-circuits certain modes of productiondistribution and, on the one hand, fosters a greater coordination between the different logistical links of ever longer and more intermediated supply chains.

But are we still talking about media here? The challenge of this book was to decompartmentalize our thinking about the media so that we could get over our narrow obsession with the small world of mass media alone. By following the evolutions and the deployment of the digital meta-media, the previous pages have endeavoured to start talking about areas of activity that do not fit into the conventional framework of discussions on the media (high frequency trading, doctors, taxis). By dint of seeing media everywhere (drifting towards the one-size-fits-all concept of mediation), does not the concept lose all heuristic virtue? Would it not be simpler, more rigorous, more discriminating and more illuminating to stay with the dominant approach, which views digital technology merely as a new way of transmitting the characteristic contents of the media universe as we have known it for about a century (texts, images, sounds, films, television)?

The point of view that I have defended from the beginning of this book is, on the contrary, that the media deserve to be defined more abstractly as operators of folds reconfiguring our temporalities, our spaces and our agencies. Our societies are mediarchic in the sense that both our attention to the real and our abilities to act on it nowadays mainly involve technical equipment that conditions what we feel, think, express and do. In the context of such an approach, what applied a hundred years ago to books, paintings, prints, letters, newspapers, photographs, telegraphs, telephones and films has now been extended to all areas of perception and activity impacted by our digital devices of recording, transmission and processing of signals. But it is clear that at the time of the Internet of Things and ubiquitous digital technology, the folds made by our digital media can be observed (almost) EVERYWARE.

Our challenge is to learn how to inhabit a digital mediarchy that has come to inform (almost) all our life forms. It involves learning how to inhabit the Earth, and the Cloud, and the City, making their needs compatible with each other. It requires learning how to inhabit our Addresses, our Interfaces and our activities as Users without letting our subjectivations be standardized by software protocols. It involves preventing short-term circuits that threaten to disconnect our social or mental functions. It also means imagining circuits that are short – that make the stretching of our supply chains less intolerable. It also requires that we differentiate scales, rethinking our spaces and our vital temporalities in line with the paradoxical complications introduced by the unprecedented topology and chronopoetics of digitality. And finally, it requires, as the previous interlude noted, that these new possibilities and these new needs be translated into political demands that can make the necessarily common house of our digital mediarchies easier to live in and more friendly, rather than being exploitative and extractivist.

If digital technology seems to dissolve mediality by making it penetrate all the interstices of our lives, it may thereby help to bring out what has always been the profound nature of any mediality. Human languages, those fundamental media, have always informed all our experiences of the world from within. Today, software is merely taking over and reconfiguring, in progressive and sometimes regressive ways, all that the so-called ‘natural’ languages had already intrastructured – with this crucial difference, as we have seen, that it functions primarily in terms of information, where our languages were always oriented by the direct horizon of meanings. The keys to a proper way of inhabiting our digital mediarchies are therefore perhaps the same keys as those which opened previous mediarchies: fighting tirelessly by and for the milieu, by bringing out problems of meaning and by recognizing them as the INTRASTRUCTURAL INSEPARATION OF APPARATUS AND SUBJECTIVITIES.
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Interlude Ten
Mediarchic Metamorphoses


What political reforms should we advocate to restructure our mediarchies? The dynamics of mediarchy are so complex, so interwoven into our perceptions of the world, so closely linked to our modes of production, so consubstantial to our desires, that we cannot set about altering them radically without coming up against habits, interests and principles that most of us view as fundamental.

If mediology is conceived less as a ‘science of the media’ and more of a collective reflection on the media, a critical and creative reflection, a shared long-term project, it will be from the spread of such a mediology, rather than from any blitz of new legislation, that we should hope for a restructuring of our mediarchies – and it is to this mediological enterprise that the present book humbly hopes to contribute.

That being said, it is without any doubt important to put the structural reform of the media at the very top of the list of political demands, if only because these demands play a catalytic role in our public debates and collective reflections. As a contribution to such a task, albeit a very insufficient and very partial one, we can, for example, formulate four principles, connected with five recommendations for legislative measures:


	Our collective attention is a common good (as a resource, wealth and source of value) and our personal attention cannot therefore be reduced to the status of mere commodity.

	The media, insofar as they structure, channel and nourish what these days is a very large part of our attention to the world, constitute an essential dimension of our social existences, a dimension that cannot be abandoned entirely to the logic of competition, whether the aim of such competition is financial profit or audience shares.

	The diversity of points of view, sensibilities and interpretations represented in the media constitutes, in the quest for our common good, a value superior to the attractiveness which any individual medium, form or content may occasionally enjoy in the eyes of a particular segment of the audience.

	The financing, in whole or in part, of a media operation by consumerist advertising introduces a pernicious dynamic that in principle goes against our common good.



As a consequence of these principles, the following actions could be promoted by ad hoc legislative measures:


	Facilitation of access. Access to cultural goods (information, knowledge, discourses, spectacles, images, sounds, stories, interpretations, etc.) in the ‘pull’ mode – characterized by the fact that receivers will, of their own accord, set out to look for documents wherever they are to be found – should in principle be unrestricted and free for individuals and nonprofit organizations. Their provision must be funded by the community, while respecting the ecological sustainability of the communication technologies employed, as well as the social sustainability of creative activities.

	Contributive economy. This twofold demand for sustainability authorizes the collection of a fee from those who benefit from the provision of these cultural goods. On the model outlined by the copyfarleft, this fee should be at a minimum for those who use cultural property for personal (creative) development or social cooperation, and at a maximum for those who appropriate it for commercial profit. This fee is aimed to contribute financially to the work of those who provide cultural property. This contribution will be proportional to the attention that these goods attract.

	Taxation of advertising. Advertising strategies in the ‘push’ mode – which grab the attention of the receivers by imposing themselves upon them, for the purposes of competition for shares of the profit or audience shares – must be heavily taxed, so as either to effect a diminution in the harm they cause, or to tap resources distributed in a way that maximizes the diversity and creativity of cultural goods. A tax initially set at 30 per cent of all spending on ‘push’ operations would bring in sufficient funds to develop a great many activities of creation and dissemination.

	Recognition of the status of common goods for big data. Beyond a certain size, data banks exceed (in terms of their perimeter, their power, their stakes and their implications) the framework of the exclusive property right that our society recognizes for some of our goods (bicycles and houses), but not other entities (humans or nuclear warheads). The collection and use of big data must therefore respond to a principle that grants a right to opacity for individuals as well as for not-for-profit associations, while imposing a duty of transparency and open access on large commercial enterprises and states.

	Attentional redistribution and deconcentration. A system of redistribution and equalization must be set up between the media institutions. Those that best manage to attract attention must devote part of their resources (proportional to their success) to helping support the expression and dissemination of minority positions. The current dominance of the winner-take-all mentality can be curbed by redistribution of resources promoting the alternative principle of winner-supports-all.1 By promoting the deconcentration of our collective attention, these distributive mechanisms will help to cultivate cultural, ideological and aesthetic diversity, to prevent the constitution of media oligopolies, and to stimulate the emergence of new forms, contents, media and audiences.
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SURPRISING MEDIARCHY


Saying that digital mediarchy plunges us into a world of big data is a way of pointing out, quite correctly, that the regime of the ‘pull’, in which our ancestors in bygone eras would actively seek most of their access to mediality, has gradually been replaced by the dominance of the ‘push’, which brings us experiences of mediality that we have not directly sought.

The countless adverts by which we are now overwhelmed, the quasi-infinite supply of cultural goods craving our attention at every moment, the incessant notifications with which we sometimes feel assailed are only the most visible part of this overabundance of data (‘things given’) that we never actually asked for, but that nonetheless make up our daily living environment – probably because they actually bring us (at least sometimes) unsuspected benefits.

The preceding chapters have suggested that these data or ‘things given’ deserve to be considered as capta or ‘takes’, in at least two senses. On the one hand, they result from earlier prehensions (prises): data are all capta that have selected just certain aspects of the realities they represent. There are no ‘raw data’:1 they have all been ‘precooked’ for us by the time they arrive in the form of data. On the other hand, these data themselves tend to become operators of prehension, insofar as we are ‘taken by’ certain forms of capture when we accept what they give us. Painting our digital mediarchies in the dark colours of omnipresent enter-prises (cross-takes), all the more disturbing as they remain mostly invisible and impenetrable, is probably part of the zeitgeist. This disillusioned attitude towards the betrayed (because naive) promises of the ‘digital revolution’ might, however, be as much a cause of blindness as a matter of healthy lucidity. Behind the salutary denunciation of the stranglehold that several huge enterprises currently exert today on our mediarchies, we also need to gain a better understanding of the complex dynamics of take-overs (emprises) that could give rise to certain reversals in the balance of power. Katherine Hayles aptly emphasizes the role that each of us plays in the coevolution of human practices and technical devices, a coevolution that she calls TECHNOGENESIS: the way we today use devices invented yesterday concretely decides how their successors will serve us or enslave us tomorrow.2 Technogenesis, after all, is a matter of enter-prises and take-overs: the ways in which we take what is given by our devices help them more or less to take over us. The brief history of meta-media is not just an inexorable colonization of new spheres of capitalist profit, but also bears witness to the inventiveness and the reconfiguring power of unexpected and concretely subversive uses when performed within an emerging technological field.

This last chapter will try to review some of the attitudes and positions that may contribute today to reorienting the evolution of our digital mediarchies.

The figure of the hacker, that emblem of practical dissent and concrete utopia, invites us to overcome both the poisoned chalice of overabundant data and the paralysing fear of enterprises and take-overs, preferring instead the games of sur-prise. Over-taking that which takes us over through data that captivate us [sur-prendre l’emprise des données]: this is probably the move made by all the hacktivist movements that have led the struggles for free software, peer-to-peer, creative commons, copyleft, copyfarleft and the denunciation of the practices of generalized surveillance.

Despite the numerous calls for such a move, from the post-potere operaio movements of Italy to Dutch ‘tactical media’, including McKenzie Wark’s A Hacker Manifesto, the hopes of seeing the hackers of the world unite in a revolutionary new class have hardly progressed in the past decade. Practices and theories, however, have grown ever more numerous, albeit in dispersed ways. More than a movement, it is a landscape (and an unstable one). Let us review some of the interventions that seek – from very different positions and on very different scales – to sur-prise the data, to over-take the take-overs of our digital mediarchies.


The Hackers: Surprises and Surprenances [‘overtakings’]

Vilém Flusser announced in the 1970s that those who did not develop a certain familiarity with computer programming would soon be relegated to the same status as illiterates in a world of writings and printed matter. The ambiguous development of softwarization described in the previous chapter seems to have simultaneously invalidated and confirmed this prediction. Thanks to the multiplication of layers within software, welcoming interfaces now allow everyone to program (manipulate digitized objects) without knowing how to program (the concrete instructions through which these manipulations pass). No need to open the bonnet of the car to take to the information highways; and no need to have been to a programming school to create your website, publish your e-book or become a YouTuber with nationwide fame.

At the same time as the boundaries between those who know and those who do not know (how to program), between those who are supposed to know all by themselves (the experts) and those who try to learn together (in hackerlabs), the definition of the hacker has evolved in a significant way – and now even provides us with a model of emancipation specific to our digital mediarchies. From certain communities that pioneered the militant exploration of the virtualities of the digital realm, the term generally refers to a virtuoso of (counter)programming, cobbling together operational tricks to circumvent technical, social and political obstacles, intervening directly in the instructions governing the operation of the computer device.

Apart from mere technical virtuosity, the FIGURE OF THE HACKER soon appeared on the scene as the affirmation of a certain ethic, made up of insatiable curiosity, passionate workaholism, libertarian and egalitarian anti-authoritarianism, radical pragmatism and a certain technophile optimism.3 It is a figure that also participates in a seemingly paradoxical sociality whose dynamic has been analysed by Michel Lallement; it is made of tensions between a frenzied individualism and a scientific communism, oscillations between a eulogy of delocalized networks and a thirst for face-to-face collaboration, with a cheerful pride in anonymity and a generous desire to share that is never quite free from the risk of drifting into sectarian intransigence.4

The figure of the hacker can also become intensely political when it involves disruptive actions arising in insubordinate zones where the boundaries between crime and activism are blurred. The frequent link made between hacking and the axe points to the risk taken by those who expose themselves to police reprisals by seeking to crack proprietary software or databases protected for security reasons. Some names that have gained global notoriety (Aaron Swartz, Julian Assange, Chelsea Manning, Edward Snowden) testify to the power of this new, particularly effective and dangerous form of media hacktivism. Behind them, a whole movement resorts to anonymity both to try to escape the brutal ferocity of repression and to stage a diffuse hacktivism, immanent to all the kinds of multitudes and singularities that comprise them.5

Beyond these militant communities who, thanks to their technical skills, are ‘hacktively’ involved in an epoch-making avant-garde activity in mediarchic struggles, some writers have attempted to broaden the ranks of a true HACKER CLASS by including all the ‘hackers of abstraction’ that ‘produce new concepts, new perceptions, new sensations, hacked out of raw data’:


Whatever code we hack, be it programming language, poetic language, math or music, curves or colorings, we are the abstracters of new worlds…. Hackers create the possibility of new things entering the world. Not always great things, or even good things, but new things. In art, in science, in philosophy and culture, in any production of knowledge where data can be gathered, where information can be extracted from it, and where in that information new possibilities for the world produced, there are hackers hacking the new out of the old. While we create these new worlds, we do not possess them.6



Thus, however able or unable we are to crack the black boxes of hardware and software, we are all hackers, in this broader definition, since we contribute to the emergence of new forms and new meanings from the data at our disposition. To emphasize the way this purely technical definition of the hacker is being extended (it is a world in which women are frequently underrepresented),7 it would undoubtedly be appropriate to disturb the gender of the designation, saying rather that WE ARE ALL HACKERETTES, since we help to inform and shape our world by injecting into it meanings that we abstract, with the means at hand, from the data available within our environment.

According to a formula explicitly inspired by Marxism (and lovingly parodied), McKenzie Wark states: ‘The hacker class produces itself as itself, but not for itself. It does not (yet) possess a consciousness of its consciousness.’8 Did you know that you were a hackerette? Probably not, and there’s the rub! The political challenge peculiar to the digital mediarchy is to bring about the widest possible awareness of the new class struggle between the hackerettes we all are and the new ruling class resulting from the mutations of a capitalism that delocalizes and automates its factories to refocus on the abstract flows of information and finance:


Information, like land or capital, becomes a form of property monopolized by a class, a class of vectoralists, so called because they control the vectors along which information is abstracted, just as capitalists control the material means with which goods are produced…. [Hackers] still must sell their capacity for abstraction to a class that owns the means of production, the vectoralist class – the emergent ruling class of our time…. Hackers come to struggle against the usurious charges the vectoralists extort for access to the information that hackers collectively produce, but that vectoralists come to own.9



The VECTORIALIST CLASS corresponds precisely to the class of the mediarchs, big and small. If we are all hackerettes, we are probably quite likely to be mediarchs (as long as we collaborate on a peer review committee, or our pension fund buys Facebook shares).

We are not all mediarchs at the same level, however: Jeff Bezos, who owns Amazon and the Washington Post, David Pujadas, the TV anchor on French news programmes since 2001, and Bill Gates, who has accumulated more than $80 billion by siphoning money off Microsoft’s software users, are emblematic examples of the vectorialist class. It is true that class boundaries often divide us against ourselves, but the abstraction of a fundamental opposition of interests between the hackerettes and mediarchs (that each of us can be at different times of the day) helps to clear away some of the current obstacles overlooked by traditional approaches which, for decades, have tended to neglect class conflicts.

From where do GAFAM and the NATUs, but also Crédit Suisse and Goldman Sachs, draw the enormous wealth they drain from the four corners of the planet? Where if not from the privatized property of certain (hard and soft) vectors, which puts them in a position to monopolize a surplus of value generated by our work and our common intelligence as hackerettes (in the form of cultural content, big data or efforts of attention)?10 How can we explain the intellectual misery of the political debates and aesthetic experiences proposed by mass audience TV media, including those in the public service, if not by reference to the institutional mechanisms that ensure the maintenance of the vectors only at the price of a systematic exclusion of all the hacks likely to question their dominance? A new class struggle deserves to be waged on this ground: that of a collective reappropriation of the surplus intelligence and surplus value emanating from the ‘new worlds’, ‘new forms’ and ‘new things’ constantly created by the hackerettes that we are all. It is the ‘new possibilities’ and the surpluses borne by these emergent forms that are currently being choked off by the appropriation of profits and the protection of the dominance exercised within the vectorialist class.

This class struggle is not just an adventure and a combat: it is also a matter of SUR-PRISES. It calls on us to surprise certain expectations that mediarchs maintain to keep a low profile. It consists of forging means to over-take the capta and the take-overs by which the vectorialist class fills its coffers by draining the surplus of meaning generated by our big data and our endemic intelligence. Hackerettes have been a source of surprise: now they must become surpriserettes.



Operational Surprises

A first type of surprise, characteristic of hacktivism, works from within the technical systems ensuring the proper functioning of the mediarchy. As has been abundantly described by the thinkers of technology, from Gilbert Simondon to Bruno Latour, our mediation devices tend to remain invisible or transparent so long as they work the way we expect them to. They are fully brought to our attention – in the mode of the traumatic surprise – only when a breakdown reveals our impotent dependence on them. By disrupting the technical systems that they endeavour to attack, hackers are also acting as mediologists. The breakdowns, viruses, blockages and other collapses caused by their misdeeds have the revealing virtue of showing the medium for what it is: a capricious mediator rather than a faithful intermediary. Alexander Galloway and Eugene Thacker have devoted an important book to the political implications of this type of action, which digital culture has dubbed an EXPLOIT. To be able to inveigle its way into a system and produce its effects, an exploit needs three factors of implantation:


Vector: The exploit requires an organic or inorganic medium in which there exists some form of action or motion.
Flaw: The exploit requires a set of vulnerabilities in a network that allows the vector to be logically accessible. These vulnerabilities are also the network’s conditions for realization …
Transgression: The exploit creates a shift in the ontology of the network, in which the ‘failure’ of the network is in fact a change in its topology (for example, from centralized to distributed).11



Exploits surprise mediarchy by taking advantage of a fault in one of its vectors so as to introduce a transgression into it. From 2007 to 2013, Edward Snowden worked for various US intelligence agencies (NSA, CIA), at the heart of the vectors responsible for ensuring a massive collection of data and metadata relative to our daily communications. He took advantage of a flaw that gave him access to lists of digital devices that NSA was spying on around the world to copy this information on a USB key. The vulnerability here lay in the way that the neoliberal ideology of outsourcing led a federal agency to entrust these ultra-confidential documents to the system administrator of a mere provider (Booz Allen Hamilton). In May and June 2013, Snowden transgressed the secrecy to which he was bound in his contracts of employment by transmitting this information, and by giving lengthy interviews to Guardian journalist Glenn Greenwald and documentary filmmaker Laurea Poitras, who used them when shooting the feature film Citizen Four.

Edward Snowden’s action illustrates the technical specificity of the type of exploit performed by hackers: it was necessary to have the expertise of a computer scientist if he was to obtain a position giving him access to such data, as well as to encrypt the communications required to organize their disclosure. The real feat, however, is of a different order. It consists in being able to over-take information thieves by stealing their information. The surprise here consists in taking over, from the top layer of mass-media broadcasts, what was supposed to take the metadata of our communications from the bottom layer. The exploit is much more closely related to media than to computers: the whole planet talked about Snowden and the NSA for the rest of 2013. The movie Citizen Four won an Oscar and was seen on screens all around the world.

Piracy of data that had already been pirated by the NSA is part of an art of hijacking that stems from INTERMEDIALITY: by so effectively staging its disclosure (which dramatically entailed the suicide of his peaceful previous existence), Edward Snowden transformed into a spectacle – a spectacle that could attract the attention of the biggest audience – the secret devices charged with listening to and observing this very same audience without the latter being aware of it. Such a surprise does not ‘revolutionize’ the mediarchy. It exploits one of its vulnerabilities with the means available, making it fall back on itself in a way that illuminates some of its implications and opens up new interstices within it.

Other forms of operational surprise remain as close as possible to computer devices. Hacktivist attacks that overwhelm a website, paralysing it under a saturation of synchronized requests (DDoS – Distributed Denial of Service) are part of the wider tradition of GLITCH ART, the art that explores the aesthetic properties of breakdowns and malfunctions in devices. Instead of being condemned to the invisibility of their programmed functioning, media appear at the forefront of the scene in all their problematic materiality, and with their own agency. Where we took them for granted (as transparent), they surprise us by their insubordination (their opacity). Instead of providing us with the data that we expected from them, they present us with surprises that we cannot cope with.

Such is the merit of apparatuses, as Pierre-Damien Huyghe envisions them in a line of reflection going back to Vilém Flusser and Friedrich Kittler. While our mediarchies favour the reassuring functioning of ‘machines’ intended to satisfy as exactly as possible the tasks expected of them, the merit of artistic practices consists of clearing up a space of experience open to operational surprises arising from ‘apparatuses’.12 Instead of making the machines take what we expect them to take, we can adjust the devices so that they surprise us by what they seize beyond or at the margin of our expectations. A microphone can make us attentive to certain background sounds or noises that our habits of listening have taught us to neglect. A camera can reveal to us points of view, fragmented movements, background presences that we would never have seen without it.

Nicolas Nova and Joël Vacheron have created a delightful catalogue of digital practices playing with algorithms and bots so as to introduce mutant and uncontrollable objects into the most diverse systems. Hackers manage to transpose into the field of digital machines the dynamics of creolization that Édouard Glissant praised in the relationship between cultures.

While the innumerable crossbreeds that digital globalization generates merely hybridize heterogeneous elements to turn them into often rather bland and predictable mixtures, creolization typically brings together forms of strangeness whose encounters and couplings generate unpredictable mutants. The MACHINIC CREOLIZATIONS surveyed by Nova and Vacheron fall within the scope of an art of surprise – a paradoxical art since it aims to programme the unpredictable.

With data bending, ‘a digital format is manipulated with tools designed for other formats (image files are hacked/axed through a text editor or edited through audio-processors)’. Data moshing ‘exploits the techniques of video compression to create visual distortions of movement in digital images or videos’. Mimeorph bots ‘learn the vocabulary specific to certain users (or groups of users) to automatically generate new statements at regular intervals’. In June 2012, as part of the Ghost Writers project, German and Austrian artists flooded the platform of Amazon.com with myriads of books with incredibly confusing titles and contents (Sparta My Have by Loafrz Ipalizi, Weird Song You Cute by Timsest Pitigam, Alot Was Been Hard by Janetlw Bauie): the texts ‘were compiled from an accumulation of commentaries posted on YouTube, extracted by software, and reassembled as books, before being published and sold on Amazon’ (Figure 14.1).13 From hack to glitch, from hijacking secrets to making devices autonomous, from flooding markets to creolizing formats, from big data collection to the emergence of bug data, hackers and hackerettes can surprise the mediarchy by hacking its (re)productive operations, thus thwarting the expectations dictated by the interests of the vectorialist class.
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Figure 14.1 Examples of book covers put out for sale on Amazon by Traumawien and Bernhard Bauch, Ghost Writers, 2012.





Sensory Surprises

The two previous chapters focused their attention on the specificity of the digital mediarchy: digitalization, programmability, prehensitivity, software and its algorithms. However, we must not forget that, in accordance with the definition by which the meta-medium is a device capable of ‘simulating all previous and still-to-be-invented media’, we very often use our digital media as (barely augmented) simulators of our old analog media. When I take a picture, record a sound, make a phone call, or film a picture with a digital camera, there is a technical moment involving a form with a technical digital existence, but my experience as a user is usually not much different from what I would have had with analog devices.

In an article entitled ‘ON THE SUPERIORITY OF THE ANALOG’, Brian Massumi set out a framework of analysis that gives back to the analog its primary function in our relationship to the cultural products circulating within digital mediarchy. ‘The coding is not the whole story’, he emphasizes; ‘the digital always circuits into the analog.’14 He takes as an example what happens when we work with a word processor:


What is processed inside the computer is code, not words. The words appear on screen, in being read. Reading is the qualitative transformation of alphabetical figures into figures of speech and thought. This is an analog process. Outside its appearance, the digital is electronic nothingness, pure systemic possibility. Its appearance from electronic limbo is one with its analog transformation. Now take digital sound: a misnomer. The sound is as analog as ever, at least on the playback end, and usually at the recording end as well (the exception being entirely synthesized music). It is only the coding of the sound that is digital. The digital is sandwiched between an analog disappearance into code at the recording and an analog appearance out of code at the listening end.15



Our (human) experience of texts, images and sounds is always analog, regardless of the stages through which their production has passed. ‘Sensation, always on arrival a transformative feeling of the outside, a feeling of thought, is the being of the analog.’16 Reading a text, looking at an image, listening to music: these are activities that consist first of all in being affected by a certain sensation, which varies over time. What ‘appears’ is not the code we read or hear (the series of 0s and 1s buried in the deepest layers of the device). It is not even letters or notes (which can be isolated as the raw elements of the text or the music). What appears are words and sentences, Gestalts and melodies, rhythmic and harmonic forms. Not information, but SENSATIONS, always already potentially oriented by and towards horizons of meaning.

What nourishes the evolution of mediarchy, therefore, is not directly the operations of the digital machines of mediality, but what human beings do with the sensations they draw from them. To put it in a way that reverses our usual assumptions: the (bodily, subjective) sensations experienced by humans constitute a necessary mediation enabling machines to operate on machines, codes on codes. ‘There is always an excess of the analog over the digital’: ‘Whatever inventiveness comes about, it is a result not of the coding itself but of its detour into the analog.’17 Even the Dadabots of Nova and Vacheron are not enough to generate creolization effects by themselves: it is only when a buyer (or manager) at Amazon.com comes across one of the books composed and put on sale by Ghost Writers that a sensation occurs (surprise, amusement, panic), giving meaning and existence to the aforesaid book in the mediarchy.

It is starting to become clearer how the data and ‘takes’ produced by digital mediality can give rise to sensory surprises. On a first level, well described by Brian Massumi, everything that affects us through our screens, headsets, speakers, smartphones or tablets ‘always circuits into the analog’, i.e. in the form of a sensation, which is always a sur-prise. Indeed, ‘sensation is never simple. It is always doubled by the feeling of having a feeling. It is self-referential. This is not necessarily the same as “self-reflexive”. The doubling of sensation does not assume a subjective splitting and does not of itself constitute a distancing. It is AN IMMEDIATE SELF-COMPLICATION.’18

This last formulation – already mentioned in Chapter 9 in connection with effects of resonance – condenses a series of essential points which we must rapidly review in order to grasp how powerfully they can elucidate the situation. (1) As a ‘complication’,19 sensation creates folds, comparable in this respect to the media, which also create folds. (2) This complication is ‘immediate’ in that it is our own body that suffices to create the fold, without any technical device (not even language) being necessary for this purpose. (3) It is a ‘self-complication’ because it operates this folding of oneself onto oneself, in accordance with the body’s action on itself. True, the sensation must be considered as the arrival of a ‘transformative feeling of the outside’, but it is always the habitus of one’s own body that will perform one type of folding rather than another – which is enough to testify to the fact that the same stimulus can be perceived very differently by different embodied sensitivities. (4) When sensation takes for its object a medial representation (photo, poem), it can thus be thought of as re-mediating (and remedying) this representation through the very particular Medium that Walter Benjamin located in the very structuring of our perceptive field, as Fabienne Martin-Juchat also finds: as she puts it, ‘the body is a medium, as the way it has constructed itself conditions the modes of expression and reception of affects’.20 (5) This analog remediation, brought about by the sensation on what circulates through our digital vectors, is indeed a place of sensory surprise, because it folds in on themselves the folds involved in the medial process, and because this folding is unpredictable, depending on the habitus proper to each singular body.

Even if our sensory universe were one day to be completely digitized, a large part of the information thus abstracted from our environment ought always to pass through the sensibility of our own body so as to affect us. This information could affect us only by passing through what Benjamin calls the Medium: this, if conditioned by the Präparate and the Apparate, has its own consistency and inertia which make it irreducible to one or the other. This body would thus remain the (last?) unavoidable bastion for sensory surprises that are always able (and eager) to grasp what tries to exert a grip on it by coming at it sideways on, or brushing it against the grain.



Interpretative Surprises

The dynamics of the sensory surprises emanating from the analog nature of human sensation should, however, be set within a three-level structure that our digital mediarchies have long since established, one that helps us to identify Mark B. N. Hansen in his analysis of the ‘twenty-first-century media’ – that is to say, digital devices that, in the era of Facebook, big data and the Internet of Things, communicate (especially among themselves) behavioural, financial, security, biometric and epidemiological data which often lie beyond our perceptions and our conscious deliberations.


In a fundamental break with the line of medial prostheses that goes from Plato to Derrida and Stiegler via McLuhan [prostheses that transported perceptions addressed to our consciousness], twenty-first century media directly mediate the causal infrastructure of worldly sensibility…. [They] impact directly on worldly sensibility, at the same time as they bring about a technical presentification of the actual causal efficacity of this sensibility.21



Below human sensations and Benjamin’s Medium, these media constantly feed servers and algorithms of data (or capta) that no longer emanate from singular subjectivities (and do not address them, either), but which have a D-personalized statistical reality which Mark Hansen calls ‘WORLDLY SENSIBILITY’. These media record and compute ‘what is being felt’ in the world at a time t. And within the correlations performed by their self-learning algorithms, ‘what is being felt’ can also be understood both as ‘what is felt’ by individuals whose biometric reactions are collected (the feeling of cold that makes me shudder when I leave home) and as ‘what is to be felt (or sensed)’ within milieu whose data are collected (the temperature of my apartment when I’m not there). By simultaneously mediating worldly sensibility and its causal infrastructure, twenty-first-century media thus act at a lower level to that of the immediate self-complication mentioned by Brian Massumi: they short-circuit the mediation of human sensibility in the machine-to-machine dialogue that allows them to optimize the appropriation of profit or activities of surveillance.

Mark Hansen insists, however, that this dispossession of the human (of perception, conscious awareness, deliberation) is not the last word of our current mediarchy. Foregrounding what he identifies as a ‘dual structure of data within the media’, and in accordance with the principle of superiority of the analog emphasized by Brian Massumi, he notes that ‘every act that allows us to access the data of sensitivity is itself a process that creates new sensitivities which are in turn added to the data domain of sensibility’.22


With the smart devices and micro-sensors that currently populate our world, we have an unprecedented access to aspects of our experience – ranging from environmental elements to certain dimensions of our bodily experience – which would otherwise remain out of reach of our modes of perceptive consciousness. This potential has however remained largely unused, or, more precisely it has been abandoned to exploitation by the capitalist cultural industries…. Against the trend of the contemporary cultural industries, we must fight to preserve the open potential of the twenty-first-century media to deploy them for purposes that are not exclusively instrumental, but ‘humanistic’ – in the broadest sense of the term – in that they enhance the intensity of the human experience or bring improvements to human life. We must, in other words, fight to liberate this ‘surplus of sensitivity’ – or, more precisely yet again, to ensure access to this surplus of sensitivity that is liberated and inherently surplus to the operation of these media – a surplus which, as we have seen, emanates from the production of new relationalities through the collection and analysis of data.23



Even if countless data are collected without our knowledge, and used to exploit for commercial purposes the desires attributed to our profiles, these data can also be retrieved by us and for us. It depends on our self-training capabilities, the political and legal demands we make and our acts as hackers to make these data accessible, so that we can reclaim them and place them at the service of our own ends. In other words: it is up to us to over-take, at the level of reflective perception and sociopolitical deliberation, what twenty-first-century media capture and compute at the infra-sensory level. This is the movement that Mark Hansen calls FEED-FORWARD: these data taken without our knowledge from our infra-sensations are ‘projected forward’ – reprised, surprised – so as to feed into our collective capacity to improve our lives.

While the sensation described by Brian Massumi was ‘self-referential’ but not ‘self-reflexive’, we are here on the level of reflection. Sensation and the sensory surprises that it gave rise to were located somewhere between the (five) senses (sens) and the (semantic) meaning (sens). The surprises in question here lie elsewhere. Reflection, as its name suggests, consists in folding onto itself this sensation which already comprised a withdrawal, an ‘immediate auto-complication’. We could attribute this appropriation to an activity of COMPREHENSION, insofar as it is a matter of com-prehending – that is to say, grasping and holding together – data that are taken from us on a piecemeal basis, without our being able to acquire an overall view of all the ins and outs of such ‘takes’.

I prefer, however, to speak of interpretative surprises for what we are discussing here. While one can comprehend or understand intuitively and without particular effort a sentence, an image, a film sequence or an attribution of causality with which we are already familiar – and this is what most of our perceptions of the world consist of – we must use an INTERPRETIVE activity when our perceptions fail to fit spontaneously into one or more of the categories of identification or explanation that we have at our disposal. While understanding applies categories of identification or explanation, interpretation questions them, because it senses how insufficient they are.24 This difference in attitude towards the use of categorizations is perhaps the main way we need to discriminate between the postures that we can take within our mediarchies – to reinforce their power of inertia (in the case of simple application), or to influence their functioning (in the case of questioning).

With their programming practices and their trends to premediation, digital mediarchies merely accentuate a tendency inherent in any mediarchic government: to impose the reproduction of its power by maintaining a system of ANTICIPATION OF CATEGORIZATIONS. The existence of a ‘political agenda’ that dictates what we talk about (and therefore also what we do not talk about) at any moment, among all the problems that could be the subject of public debate, is really nothing but the application of this mechanism to the mass-media sphere: only issues that have already been categorized as political problems (GDP growth rate, unemployment, public debt, wearing a veil) are deemed (by journalists) to attract enough collective attention to justify (in the decisions of the said journalists) that we continue to talk about it.

Twenty-first-century media only exacerbate this tendency. All their efforts of optimization now seem oriented towards an ever more refined capacity to anticipate our expectations, i.e. to know before we do what we wish to consume (to read, to see, to listen to, to think, to believe), so that they can give us the chance to consume these things and thus maximize their profits by adjusting more and more precisely their anticipatory recommendations so as to trigger pre-categorized purchases. Even if, ever since the dawn of time, every discourse has doubtless sought to programme the expectations of its receivers, such anticipatory categorization can only be reinforced by the fact that our communications devices are now governed by a technical operation which, as Wendy Hui Kyong Chun has pointed out, obliges them to ‘prescribe’ expressly what they can express and receive.

Surprising our mediarchies means, more than ever, putting a spoke in the wheel of this automatic reproduction of anticipated categorizations. This is what Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari did in their criticism of the reproduction of clichés, calling for the rejection of the alternatives inherent in the categorizations of the political agenda: only the invention of apparently excluded middles is truly political. Aesthetic attention also tends to do this, as described by Jean-Marie Schaeffer.25 Our standard form of attention, which guides us and allows us to survive in the tasks of our daily existence, has taught us to use as effectively as possible the categories at our disposal to identify as quickly as possible the threats and the opportunities locatable in our sensory environment. Aesthetic attention, to the contrary, is based on what Schaeffer calls a ‘DELAY IN CATEGORIZATION’. A visit to a museum does not involve moving as quickly as possible from one picture to another, identifying the category within which each work is to be categorized (‘This is a Crucifixion! That’s an Annunciation! This is a bunch of flowers! That’s a Dubuffet!’). Aesthetic attention begins when we suspend the application of pre-existing categories and where we invest a surplus of attention in what we observe, without as yet imagining what we will draw from it, hoping that a new form (and perhaps a new category) will emerge from what we are looking at without knowing what we are supposed to be seeing in it.

For more than a century, artistic surprises have marked one of the most intense forms of resistance to the reproduction of categories within the dynamics of the mediarchy. At the same time, as we all know, most of these artistic surprises were overtaken or recuperated more or less quickly after their emergence, and incorporated into the categories of art (and commerce). This is to be expected. The taste and desire for delays in categorization are not unique to the artistic experiences of modernity. They also spring from a very old notion: CURIOSITY.

The cabinets of curiosities that spread through Europe in the early modern period brought together objects whose main attraction was that they could not be categorized. In our societies of mass consumption, curiosity is the mainspring of that shameful reverse side art known as fashion. If fashion is based on a dynamic of permanent changes of pace (meant to neutralize any change in structure), it is a good thing that something constantly impels it to surprise what is becoming encrusted in the routine of expectations and stable categorizations. Georg Franck has shown how the dynamics of fashion also plays a central role in the emergence and then the sedimentation of what we then consider, retrospectively, as art.26 Surprising dominant tastes, challenging the established categories, expecting the unexpected, programming the unpredictable, deserting the median to stand out from the pack, on the edge: these challenges are common to artistic elites, fashion designers and our shared sense of curiosity.

Thus, it would be far too simplistic to say that our commercial mediarchies live merely on the reproduction of the same within a system of anticipation of categorizations. Their ceaseless renewal rests on the sting of a certain form of curiosity, which creates many small surprises (arising from the effects of fashion), where, however, it is difficult to recognize the valiant attitude of revolutionary defiance which animated the artistic avant-gardes. A partial (and facile) answer would contrast fashion, which aims solely to renew sensations, to art, which aims to renew interpretations. The former would remain at the level of the small, intuitive folds of ‘immediate self-complications’, while the latter would be at the higher level of reflexive folds restructuring the mediarchy’s deep values.

Even if this distinction were tenable, it would be no less interesting to point out a certain homology between the curiosity that nourishes artistic experimentation and that which nourishes the renewal of fashion effects. We would then be led to turn our common curiosity into an intrastructure playing a central and decisive role in the destiny of our mediarchies. Yes, the latter catch us out in our expectations, all the more insidiously in that the digital realm now allows them to target and catalyse these expectations with unprecedented precision. But it is also true that the anticipation of categorizations ensuring the stability of the mediarchic power is threatened from within by a truly endemic curiosity – and one that is perhaps deeply democratic – eager for surprises and ready to surprise those who rely only on the reproduction of the same. Learning to use, but above all learning to stimulate curiosity, that mainspring of the mediarchic intrastructure, so as to trigger profound social transformations, instead of confining it to the periodic return of the same fashion cycles – this is doubtless a major challenge for our educational institutions. But it is perhaps also a means of organizing new ways of occupying the media space.



Media Surprises

The real mediarchic challenges should be thought of less in terms of contents or forms, information or interpretation, than in terms of public and audiences. What needs to be surprised are the expectations and the predictions that associate particular types of audience with particular types of format. We need to ensure that the next blockbuster does not emerge from Disney’s factories but from the small studio of La Huit Production. This happens from time to time – when rap comes out of the ghettos to win over young middle-class people, when Radiohead has a chart-topping song, when Thomas Piketty sells as many thick economic tomes as Michael Crichton does novels, when Marc-Antoine Mathieu extracts the metaphysics from philosophical treatises and turns it into comic books (Figure 14.2), when a YouTuber attracts more spectators than TV stars. Edward Snowden’s real feat consists less in unveiling open secrets (which anyone who had studied digital surveillance devices in any detail already suspected) than in having invented a new worldwide audience thanks to the high-flying piracy of the largest press groups whose disclosures were quickly relayed by all the national televisions.

These media surprises are based on the same move: they all COMPOSE NEW MILIEUS WITH MARGINAL MEANS. Their results are inevitably both encouraging, because the margins reinvigorate the somnolent mainstream, and disappointing, because the new milieu quickly ends up absorbing the vitality of those margins. This ‘recuperation’ should not be denounced as treason or imposture, far from it, since it lies in the very nature of cultural dynamics, comprising singularities that constantly revitalize the necessary homogenization of the common. These originally rebellious surprises bear fruit only if they are taken up in new conformisms – whose centre of gravity will, however, have moved slightly. It is through these momentary shifts that received ideas, clichés, artistic genres, moral standards and political imaginaries evolve to adapt to our new forms of collaboration.
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Figure 14.2 Marc-Antoine Mathieu, Sens.27



Such is the challenge of MEDIARTIVISM: to help ‘invent a people who are missing’, according to the famous formula that Gilles Deleuze took from Paul Klee. In other words: to inject into reality a work that invents a new public – in line with the multiple meanings of invenire: to discover, to invade, to occupy, to explore, to experiment, to make happen, to liberate, to create. Christophe Hanna, re-reading Tolstoy, uses the term ‘SOCIO-WRITINGS’ to designate those processes which, more than works of art, contents or forms, generate new types of institutional collaborations, new ways of interacting, new milieus of action, in short, new media: not only new ‘readerships’ (which could be counted in sales figures), but new ‘audiences’ (even non-readers) who find themselves involved, even indirectly, in the practices, resonances, stakes, institutions, problems and debates that arise on the occasion of the creative adventure.28

The most interesting political experiments lie at the points of encounter and conflagration between art and activism, in the practices that Isabelle Frémeaux and John Jordan call ‘ART-ACTIVISM’.29 But the limits these practices come up against in their effort to transform our world, before capitalism makes it permanently uninhabitable, are those of their diffusion. The minority milieus of art-activism need to invent new media capable of infiltrating the mass media, so as to accelerate the evolution of the majority media whose mass effects condition our collective destiny.

If the artistic imagination now needs to practise on a preferred field, the main area to be targeted is the one that the Dutch and Austrian theorists of the early 2000s (Geert Lovink, Eric Kluitenberg, Konrad Becker)30 identified as part of the TACTICAL MEDIA. They called on people to hijack existing media and use them against their masters, rather than expecting the creation of ‘new media’ to fulfil all their wants. The pseudo-journalistic hoaxes of Luther Blissett’s Italians (now Wu Ming), the false official declarations of Dow Chemical and the World Trade Organization (WTO) staged by the Yes Men, the irruption of intermittent and precarious performances in TV studios, the cloning of the George W. Bush website, the fake renaming of the Karlsplatz in Vienna as NikePlatz, and the distribution by the PEROU collective of a fake official newspaper apparently representing the city of Calais in which the mayor and François Hollande declared that they were honoured to welcome migrants: all of these were actions that infiltrated existing media circuits to hack modes of communication (not just programming codes); they were all surprises that sur-prised the grip of the existing mass media on our collective attention.31

It is probably no coincidence that entering a television studio while it is broadcasting live is made particularly difficult by the proliferation of ID checks and security screening. The centres of power are the most highly protected places. Infiltrating the mass media today calls for a creative and tactical imaginary worthy of the greatest feats of artistic daring of the modern era. But mediartivism is also practised daily with the improvised means of the margin by multitudes of graffiti artists who smear our milieus, with, as their only weapons, a few boxes of spray, their courage, their creative imagination and their talents as sprinters.

The medium can be created by A SIMPLE GESTURE. There was just a wall; it becomes a space for expression. The same standard advertisement covers every street corner; on it, a calligraphic signature is scrawled. Our mediarchies dun us with the same stupid nonsense going round and round in circles and repeated in sheep-like echoes; we declare ourselves to be ‘The Sheepest’ to extend a mirror to our narcissistic self-absorption: the French je suis ceux que je suis can mean I am those that I am, but also I am those that I follow (Figure 14.3). Creating a medium tends to create an audience. There were only passers-by, bombarded with images addressed to consumers; anyone who raises his eyes to look at a graffiti elevates himself to the status of a viewer, an active interpreter of an artistic gesture: I re-create those who re-create me. This ‘sociopainting’ lives on the collaboration whose fragile and ever-ephemeral institution it triggers.


[image: ]

Figure 14.3 Graffiti of The Sheepest



Of course, the umpteenth signature applied to a style that has also become remarkably standardized soon becomes as invisible as the most hackneyed adverts. The improvised means of the margin are quickly lost in the irresistible attraction of the middle of the road (if only because the latter keeps moving). The challenge of mediartivism is simply even more of a necessary stimulus. If the people were not missing, there would be no need to invent them. If the way to bring them into being were already given, if we knew how to ‘take’ them, there would be no need to surprise mediarchy.

Some people may hope to take to the streets, patiently, one street at a time. This is partly already the case. Far from the front pages of the mass media occupied by the victories of the xenophobic parties and various ‘terrorist’ episodes, innumerable acts – often performed thanks to the new digital media – are already creating unprecedented socialities and sensibilities full of promise. The destiny of our mediarchies is mainly being played out at the level of the SLOW EVOLUTIONS of Benjamin’s Medium, the structuring of our perceptual and affective field. This is the first and last field of mediarchic struggles, which is very difficult to observe as such – doubly invisible because it is too deeply entrenched in our subjectivations and too diffusely spread across our interfaces with the environment. This Medium has evolved considerably over the last decades, in our mainstream sensitivities concerning sexual orientation, environmental ravages, animal treatment and even social inequalities. That these slow underground victories are too intimate or too ubiquitous to make it onto the front page must not hide the hopes they should nourish.

However, there is every reason to fear that the temporality peculiar to the Capitalocene will not leave us with enough leisure to rely on the spontaneous rhythm of these personal microconversions. If anything that resists being focused solely on the maximization of shareholder profit is welcome – graffiti on a wall, a magazine hoax, the web-radio of a future development zone – the real challenge lies in going beyond the microscale of these local resistances. The strength of capitalism lies in its ability to impose its grip on ever larger scales. The media are extensions of our senses, folders of spaces and temporalities: their primary function is to free us from the natural limits of our native space-times (at the constant risk of tearing us away from them). They bring out new possibilities by introducing new scales, larger and more complicated than those of our immediate environment. We must look to reterritorializing resistances, but we must also look to the INVENTIONS OF NEW SCALES, larger and more ingrained, if we hope for a non-catastrophic alternative to capitalocenic self-destruction.
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POSTLUDE: MEDIANARCHISM?


Do the ongoing changes in our mediarchies tend to overturn all the barriers that once protected the diversity of our spheres of speaking and our possibilities of listening? Is a brutal competition forcing our public debates to succumb to the law of the jungle, to who can shout or tweet the loudest? Is the most urgent task to restore some order to the growing anarchy which undermines the very conditions of collective intelligence and democratic debate? Or, on the contrary, should we fear seeing the new algorithmic order introducing a ‘fully personalized reality’ through ‘manipulative ecosystems’ that together form a ‘machine for governing’ to establish a ‘society of total control’?1

These two rival and apparently incompatible positions both contain a great deal of truth. Each illuminates, unilaterally, one very real face of the mediarchies being reconfigured around us and through us. How are we to defend and strengthen the protections and differences in level that we need so as to be able to think both singularly and together? How are we to reduce the barriers that lock us into identities imposed from above by a higher order that stifles unpredictable creativity? This twofold challenge requires both that we attempt to understand the laws that organize mediarchy and that we each cultivate within ourselves a medianarchist sensibility that can tickle its limits.


Plouteidoscomania

Our journey began with the mania for kaleidoscopes and can best end with another machine inherited from the nineteenth century, the slot machine. Out of a desire for symmetry, we could rename it the plout-eido-scope insofar as it is an apparatus enabling us to see (scopein) ideas-forms (eidos) of wealth (ploutos). One of the most enlightening books published in recent years on the media is not about tablets, or the Cloud, or YouTubers, but on the gambling addiction induced by the casino industry. In Addiction by Design, Natasha Dow Schüll admirably documents the way in which every detail in slot machines and their environment is perfectly designed to exercise maximum influence on the state of mind of the players. These apparatuses are contemporary with the great inflation in the number of new media experienced by modernity at the end of the nineteenth century, and their development followed, or closely anticipated, the evolution of our other audio-visual-computational apparatuses. After a first few trials in 1880, it was Charles Fey who, in 1898, gave the slot machine its basic shape and its first huge successes (Figure 15.1). Electromechanical technologies were introduced into slot machines in 1963, but it was mainly after 1978 that its development accelerated, with the introduction of microprocessors which, while leaving you with the impression you were dealing with mechanical equipment, allowed casinos to programme, recalculate, diversify, and soon to record, to monitor, compare, adjust and optimize interactions between players and machines in real time.2

Behind the terribly lucid suffering of addicts – less drawn in by the hope of wealth than swept into a ‘zone’ of multisensory fusion with the machine – behind the cynicism of an industry that thrives by methodically sucking the last drops of blood that can be extirpated from their debt ceiling, the study mainly shows the implacable intelligence of the design activity used to maximize the profits of the casinos. The plouteidoscomania that consumes so many (half-)willing victims is indeed a matter for the media, in the inevitably twofold sense we have frequently had occasion to note. Computerized slot machines are apparatuses of signal transmission (from the heart of the programme to the surface of the screen), data recording apparatuses (from the players’ reactions to the algorithm that refines their stimuli) and information processing apparatuses (thanks to the optimization efforts constantly deployed to adjust the supply of experience more precisely to the demand of the ‘zone’). But the media, as means of satisfaction and profit, are inseparable from the milieu that the same design activity meticulously fabricates around them, taking care to make the spaces cosier, to modulate certain colours, to broadcast certain types of music, to offer drinks or food as a bonus, thanks to a ‘loyalty card’ allowing the behaviour of each consumer to be followed second by second.

The kaleidoscopes of David Brewster in 1820 and the plouteidoscope of Charles Fey in 1899 already had the property of capturing our attention so as to focus it on an apparatus that could display something different from our immedial environment. This was something that, for a very long time, books, paintings and photographs had already been doing, as well as the more recent inventions of the cinema, radio, television and our computer screens. What Schüll’s book strikingly brings out is the establishment of a marvellously (ir)rational mediarchic order that now cannot be distinguished from the dominant mode of production-destruction of our reality. A consultant in casino management defines ‘gaming productivity’ as ‘wagering action (play) per patron per interval’ of time or space. The designer’s task now is to optimize this productivity, by ‘advancing and facilitating gaming action so that players can be more productive because their play is faster, extends for a longer interval, and/or involves more dollars placed at risk (wagered) per period than otherwise would be expected’.3


[image: ]

Figure 15.1 Charles Fey, Liberty Bell, a slot machine from 1899.



By reappropriating the lessons of ergonomics and Taylorism, the casino industry fits perfectly into the order of the ‘society of the spectacle’ of Guy Debord or the ‘cinematographic mode of production’ of Jonathan Beller,4 an order that denies any reassuring distinction between the spheres of production and consumption, work and leisure, reality and simulation, desire and alienation. An order that excels at conditioning human attention with the sole aim of maximizing financial profits. The plouteidoscope thus appears as a younger brother, mutant and monstrous, of the kaleidoscope: instead of plunging us into the artificial vision of beautiful ideas-forms rich in colour, it imprisons us in a morbid fascination with ghosts of wealth that actually only fill the pockets of other people.

But what Natasha Dow Schüll fully brings out is the fundamental asymmetry between two relations to the medium, ensuring a structural difference of level between the individual and the programme. The order from which casinos profit is based on long time, small losses, strategic calculations and an environmental approach to the medium. Conversely, the flight forwards that precipitates players into the zone feeds on acceleration, erratic affects, reassuring automation and a limitation of one’s moves to a case-by-case basis.

Apart from the particular case of the slot machine, many of our dominant media come within this kind of asymmetrical order. Since our attention is about to become the most precious asset of digitalized capitalism, most of our recording, transmission and signal processing apparatuses are starting to look like a plouteidoscope. So what are TVs and commercial radio stations, Google and Facebook looking for if not to invent forms of design capable of turning us into addicts of the beautiful images-forms they offer us? This will make it possible for them to resell our attention to the highest bidders, in line with a structural asymmetry whose model of interaction no longer has the slightest thing to do with exchange or communication. This mediarchic order is all the more powerful as it constantly adapts to the expectations it fosters in us – What Players Want is the main motto of casino designers. It is to challenge this order – and our expectations that nourish it – that we need medianarchists.



The Triumph of Actuality

If the ‘digital revolution’ hardly inspires many dreams these days, this is perhaps because hacker ethics is a matter more or libertinism than of revolution. The anarchist-libertarian vein that fed the early development of software, interfaces and the Internet, and was based on the Californian counterculture, was less a question of activists than of free and independent spirits (‘libertine’ in the sense of ‘freed’, from the Latin libertinus). Even if most of them (and of us) today accept the (not so) new order of commercialized cyberspace without much protest,5 one can often still sense that there is a whiff of rebellion in the dominant plouteidoscomania – as if a medianarchist were continuing to dream in the sleep of the digital mediarchs.

We need to go back to what is an essential book for understanding digital culture, namely the short work by Pierre Lévy, written twenty years ago and entitled Qu’est-ce que le virtuel? (What is the virtual?): it shows a good grasp of the profound essence of this medianarchism. The author based his analysis on the contrast between two symmetrical movements, actualization and virtualization:


The virtual is not opposed to the real, but to the present. Unlike the possible, which is static and already constituted, the virtual is, as it were, the problematic complex, the node of tendencies or forces that accompanies a situation, an event, an object, or any entity, and which calls for a process of resolution: actualization…. Actualization went from a problem to its solution. Virtualization goes from a given solution to a(nother) problem. It transforms the initial actuality into the particular case of a more general problematic, on which the ontological emphasis is now placed. Thereby, virtualization fluidifies the established distinctions, increases the degrees of freedom, widens a motor vacuum.6


When we are involved in virtualization, we are acting as libertines in that we are working to free ourselves from actuality. Since ancient times, via the Banū Mūsā brothers, Ada Lovelace, Alan Turing and Douglas Engelbart, up to our server farms and digital slot machines, the whole enormous apparatus of computation gradually built by humans has by now provided us with unprecedented means for solving extremely complex equations. In other words, this mega-machine for recording, transmitting and processing data is a huge tool for updated performance (actualisation).

It discovers for us solutions that we would be unable to find on a comparable scale of time, space and complexity. The digital mediarchy described in the last three chapters introduces an algorithmic governmentality that promises for self-computed solutions to be found by self-learning software even before human attention has had the opportunity to formulate the problem to be solved. This is the dream, or the nightmare, of twenty-first-century media: an immediate ‘real-time’ updating (actualisation), allowing institutions to govern without governing.7 A politico-administrative order that perpetuates itself by automatically adapting itself to the variations that it encounters. An order that optimizes solutions to satisfy our expectations (What Players Want), as mediarchy itself precipitates them within us.

We can speak of GPS mode to designate this type of algorithmic governmentality. Its particular feature is that it closes the circuit between the stimulus and the reaction that it induces by drastically segmenting the tasks assigned by its grammar of action. Before the GPS, it was necessary to provide a mental representation of the whole path that needed to be followed. With the GPS, it is enough to blindly follow the one-off injunctions of the apparatus. Our blindness is actually twofold: not only do we no longer need to scrutinize our immediate environment (the city) to find what are now useless landmarks, but we lose the horizon of an overview of the general direction of movement, as well as only on the interconnection between its different moments.

The GPS updates (actualise) at any moment the one-off commands that we receive from it, depending on our fixed destination and our ever-changing position. We don’t need to set problems for ourselves to solve: it solves them for us even before we encounter them. Have you taken a wrong turning? It adjusts itself immediately to get you back on the right path. You are not entitled to error – not because you would be punished, but because any wandering off the right path will be automatically corrected, neutralized, cancelled, ‘no problem’. At every moment, a great optimizing order gives us small updated orders, which enlighten us case by case, only by blinding us to the overall meaning of what we are doing. From this point of view, it would not be absurd to fear that the digital era sanctions the end of human erring (defined by the motto errare humanum est).



The Anarchism of Virtualization

Against this wonderful optimizing order of a mediarchy that marginalizes human thinking, it becomes crucial to develop medianarchist gestures. These gestures abound all around us for anyone interested in seeing them – from Alain Damasio’s novels to Jim Jarmusch’s films and Tim Kinsella’s songs, by way of the increasing number of manifestos for the age of the Internet, each more fascinating than the others.8 How is virtualization driving this medianarchism? First, as Pierre Lévy wrote, by ‘transforming the initial actuality into a particular case of a more general problematization’. To break free from actuality means, first and foremost, to look up from your immediate task to orient yourself within an overall perspective. Whether its commands are meant for car drivers or for Amazon’s warehouse workers, the GPS mode of governmentality corresponds only to an intermediary phase of the automation process: small orders received from the apparatus are addressed to us as machines (‘Turn to the right!’ ‘Continue straight ahead!’) as we are merely temporary substitutes for the machines that will soon do the same job better and more cheaply. While waiting for our emancipation from these stultifying tasks, the GPS mode imposes a negation of what renders our intelligence truly human, identifying it with that of an ant: ‘Collective intelligence thinks in us, while the ant is … an unconscious cog in the intelligent anthill. We can individually enjoy the collective intelligence, which increases or modifies our own intelligence. We contain or partially reflect, each in our own way, the intelligence of the group.’9

Placing the ‘initial actuality’ within ‘a more general problematic’, as virtualization does, means adopting an all-encompassing view that allows me to envisage, using my singular, living version of our collective intelligence, how this particular gesture is part of an overall trajectory and orientation. This flies directly in the face of the GPS mode, which mechanically applies through me a standardized version of this same collective intelligence. It also goes against what drives the casino player towards the zone, making him the prisoner of a move-by-move scenario that becomes tenable only at the price of an unbridled acceleration. This overview is an opportunity to submit the initial actuality to the judgement (rational or intuitive) of human ends – sensitive, alive, intelligent, reflective ends that the optimizing order of the mediarchy tends to reduce to immediate reflexes or abstract, dead, insensitive commands. Medianarchism here manifests what resists death within the immediate actualization carried out by twenty-first-century media.

But if virtualization is deeply medianarchist, this is especially because it operates by going ‘from a given solution to a(nother) problem’. Whether it applies to slot machines, to our car journeys, to the car parks in our big cities or to the switches of our smart grids, algorithmic governmentality updates (actualise) ready-made solutions for us. This is what constitutes its great and incomparable merit, of course, one that it would be ridiculous to reject en bloc. This updating becomes tyrannical when it makes us lose more than we win, which is the case in at least two circumstances. On the one hand, as in the exemplary case of casinos, algorithmic governmentality involves deeply asymmetrical relationships, generating solutions that clearly work in favour of some people and at the expense of others. On the other hand, as in statist and neoliberal bureaucracies, the resolution of the equations pre-empts the reformulation of the problems.

If virtualization tends to ‘create a motor vacuum’ between the input and the output, and thus ‘increases the degrees of freedom’ of the system, this is because it does not just answer the question by selecting one of the available answers offered by a pre-existing set of combinations. The entire movement proper to virtualization – a movement that opens the new spaces of thought and action perceived as ‘virtual’ – consists precisely of starting from a given, unsatisfactory solution to construct a new problem, displaced from the one that had engendered the existing solution.10 It is this displacement which introduces a disturbing deviation from the established order – a deviation that in the best case rearranges the status quo. That person is an an-archist, etymologically speaking, who departs both from the state of origin of the inherited set of combinations and from the powers which tend to keep it in place.

While the term ‘medianarchy’ is a neologism used even less than the term ‘mediarchy’, Siegfried Zielinsksi has for several years been proposing a discipline that he has helped to create, what he calls an anarchaeology of the media. He uses it to open up ‘a plea for maintaining and continuing the right of access to those places which offer hospitality to experimenters and experiments, and for setting up more of them’.11 If casinos or commercial television sets deserve to be considered as part of a certain tyranny of actuality, this is not so much because they make those who visit them waste time or money. It is much more because they set up apparatuses of mediality that do their best to prevent any hospitality being offered to experiment.

Behind Zielinski’s formula, we can see all the difference between the (anarchist) archaeology of the media which we have been promoting here and the (classical) history of the mass media as it has been practised for decades. The latter is interested in the way engineers, contractors and publicists, as well as readers, listeners and viewers solve the problems they face – and all the surveys thus produced are, of course, of the utmost interest. Media archaeology, for its part, is more interested in the way in which the solutions actualized by agents turn out to create new problems, which sometimes only manifest themselves in the imaginary of an era but which often haunt its innermost depths without it being aware of the fact. It is indeed as an operator of virtualization that media archaeology is anarchist in its action.



Caring for Mediations

It would be a serious betrayal of the subtle dynamics analysed by Pierre Lévy to place actualization entirely on the side of order, and to reserve for virtualization alone the privilege of rebellion. In reality, the situation is quite different. Every performer actualizes the literary, theatrical or musical work she embodies in front of her audience. Every judge actualizes the law in whose name she issues her sentence. Each of these updates can be tyrannical as well as revolutionary (and sometimes both at the same time). The most important question lies elsewhere.

If the future of our mediarchies depends on our ability to maintain and multiply ‘the right of access to those places which offer hospitality to experimenters and experiments’, this demand needs to be understood in a sense that goes beyond ‘professional’ experimenters (scientists, artists, hackers and other researchers recognized as such). More than ‘experiments’, it would be better to speak of experience, in the threefold sense of this remarkably welcoming term.12 In fact, it gathers together: (1) what one attempts, with the audacity of trial-and-error without any guarantee of success; (2) what one finds oneself living and feeling without this requiring any particular competence apart from a certain receptivity accessible to everyone; and (3) the knowledge and sedimented wisdom that one has accumulated in the course of a life, here too as a singularity like other singularities.

If this book began by rejecting the pretension of our political regimes to be true democracies, it will end by reminding the reader of the obvious need to democratize our mediarchies. This democratization can be concretely promoted by cultivating spaces in which each individual is invited to develop, both singularly and collectively, his or her experience of the media. This can be done through the introduction of media archaeology workshops from secondary school onwards; here, instead of connecting children to their tablets, as we are currently envisaging, we invite them to hack obsolete and improbable apparatuses to help them thwart the oppressive transparency of the medium.13 It involves the teaching of literature, cinema, the performing arts and music, but also language or philosophy, as they are (or could be) practised in high school and at university, since they are all meant to make us pay attention to the medium itself.

Outside schools and colleges, it is the myriad activities of ‘cultural mediation’ offered by associations of all types, formal and informal, that open spaces where we can think and play with the materials and forms of the signals we send each other. Every day, songs, sound poems, comic strips, graffiti, creative documentaries, photos, snapchats, amateur web series and vlogs are producing an abundance of material absolutely unheard of in the history of media experiences, in an ever-changing mix of collective fashions and singular surges of creativity.

When Joseph Beuys repeated that ‘every person is an artist’ (Jeder Mensch ist ein Künstler), his words seemed like a utopian desire, wellintentioned but a little facile. These days, his slogan seems less than an actual reality – there is still quite a difference between taking a few photographs and engaging existentially in an artistic adventure – and more a condition of collective survival: our mediarchies threaten to collapse or to empty themselves of any desirable character if each one of us does not work to become aware of the properties of the mediations that place us within our social networks. These mediations – in the first rank of which, of course, are what we identify as the ‘media’ – have become so ubiquitous, endemic and constitutive of our very being that to neglect their latent powers is tantamount to threshing wheat in the middle of a minefield.

The tyranny of actuality, whether it takes the form of the TV news or an ergonomic fragmentation siphoning meaning from our tasks, is characterized in every case by a denial of mediation. Caring for the mediations that support and animate our common existences must be our first imperative for survival and prosperity. This care is to be understood in a threefold sense: being attentive to the specific effectiveness of each medium; showing an exigent solicitude towards those who mediate it; and working to maintain the social and material sustainability of our networks of communication and sharing.14 In line with what has repeatedly been stated throughout this book, this care for our communication media is inseparable from the care we should show for our living environments. Finally, we need to go back to a brief text published in 1966 by Marshall McLuhan to recognize the need we all have to become medianarchists in mediarchy.

His article begins by highlighting the fact that any new medium ‘tends to create a new environment’ and that ‘the arts and the sciences act as anti-environments that make us able to perceive the environment’, even if they themselves tend to become our environment in the age of electricity; this forces us to ‘create new strategies of attention and perception’.15 He concludes by calling on each of us to become a child or an artist – that is, a mediartivist:


Only the child and the artist have this immediacy of approach which allows the perception of the environmental. The artist provides us with anti-environments that make us able to see the environment. Such antienvironmental means of perception must constantly be renewed to be effective…. In an era of accelerated change, the need to perceive the environment has become urgent. Acceleration also makes this perception of the environment more possible. Was it not Bertrand Russell who said that if the temperature of the water in the bath only increases by one degree per hour, we will never know when to shout? The new environments are repackaging our sensitivity thresholds. These, in turn, are altering our perspectives and expectations.16


Care for our media and our mediations lies at the heart of care for our environments. Our mediarchies are dramatically raising the temperature of our baths. By regulating our expectations and thresholds of sensitivity by the immediate actualization of algorithmic governmentality, they make us prisoners of an order that maximizes its conditions of financial profitability at our shared expense. Political commitment today needs to take the form of a medianarchism whose aim is to challenge the current dominant oligarchy and to make it evolve towards an alternative order, better able to take care of our mediations and our milieus. This medianarchist commitment invites us to create more anti-environments borne from artistic experiences of all levels and types, so as to promote the emergence of new abilities of attention and perception. The first task is to maintain and multiply the places of hospitality allowing the emergence of anti-environments, by providing spaces and times to protect and share artistic aspirations as well as the ups and downs of problematization.17

This is what this big book, now reaching its conclusion, has attempted to do. What is a book, if not an invitation to dive into an ‘anti-environment’? The latter admittedly requires a protected environment (free time, quiet space) to be able to spread its wings but, when the work can live up to the power of the medium, it can in turn give new dimensions to our environment, by ‘repackaging our sensitivity thresholds’ and ‘altering our perspectives and our expectations’. What is the milieu in which you are reading the last page of this book? An office, a café terrace, a train, a bed, a bathtub? How hot is the bathwater? Is it time to shout? Which medium will best be able to relay your cry, and make it resonate? Has the time come to occupy this medium? To invent it? Our mediarchies will be what our answers – and our new questions – make of them.
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