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“E*'MOYJIS,” by Laur M. Jackson

“Free Recall,” by Britt Paris

“Gif Horse,” by Britney Summit-Gil

WHAT WE SAY IS ALWAYS ENTANGLED with how we say it. Form doesn'’t dictate content,
but they mutually reshape each other in all media, and digital ones are no exception.
Digital media have changed how readily ideas circulate, which in turn changes the sorts
of questions we ask—of search engines as well as of each other. New ways of asking yield
different ways of knowing, redefining what can be thought and who typically gets to be
heard. A sense of information abundance brings a sense of omnipotence and hopeless
inundation in equal measure. And meanwhile, what counts as speech itself changes with
our new tools for talking, as we communicate visually and speak without words. How
we listen, too, is altered, as we hear content in tandem with its virality, and momentum
(rather than the medium) becomes the message. —NATHAN JURGENSON



The last refuge from #content
might just be asemic writing
by RAHEL AIMA

something to say. Your pen becomes a nee-

dle or a mosquito’s proboscis sucking from a
well of lactic acid, the kind that settles just under
your skin like cellulite. You do it when absently
doodling in class or on the phone, making cross-
hatches, the coiled spirals of a rotary telephone
wire, the onion sections of topographic contour

T HERE’'S A CATHARSIS in writing without

WAYS OF SPEAKING

lines. You might do it just because, or to see if
you can, as if testing out a pen you're not going
to buy. Containing neither content nor value,
these marks might be scanned as data but can
never be parsed. It feels singularly seductive at a
time when everything is made surveillable and
where you don’t need to speak to be heard or
write to be read.

Whether or not you know it, and perhaps
especially if you don’t, what you're doing is a kind
of asemic mark making, where meaning looks
possible—are the crosshatches hiding some-
thing; is the doodle a code?—Dbut easy interpre-
tation is denied. Per its etymology, “asemic writ-
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ing,” a mode coined as a term by the visual poets
Jim Leftwich and Tim Gaze in 1997, is writing
without any specific semantic content. Although
they looked to describe their own textual exper-
iments, the term inspired a new generation of
artists and writers and, buoyed by its circulation
on the blogs and listservs of the late "90s, soon
grew to become a global movement. There is no
small irony in assigning a name to a form pred-
icated upon resisting meaning, like penning a
press release for a protest without demands. Yet it
feels very right that asemic writing should emerge
from that particular Y2K moment of hurtling
globalization, techno-pessimistic paranoia and
neon-lit fishtanks; a time of semiotic overstimu-
lation where signs swarmed like white blood cells
and where, in the immortal words of Horse eb-
ooks, everything happens so much.

What we mean by asemic writing, though,
dates back to two Tang Dynasty calligraphers,
“crazy” Zhang Xu and “drunk” Huai Su. Revered
for their cursive styles, their scripts are at once
tender and wildly explosive, with all the expres-
sive aggression of a ribbon worm shooting out its
proboscis. The 1,200 years since have produced
numerous other proto-asemic examples, from
the “interior gestures” of Henri Michaux and Ro-
land Barthes’ “contre-écritures,” to the illegible
writing of artists like Mark Tobey, Rachid Korai-

chi, and Cy Twombly (a former Army cryptogra-
pher). We might consider legibility, a successful
end-to-end transfer of discrete information, as
the liminal boundary here. Asemic writing is to
‘legible’ writing what abstract art is to its more
representational analogues. And just like abstrac-
tion in art—consider the evolution from Cubism
and Futurism to Suprematism, for example—
legibility exists along a continuum.

Take the ribbon worm knot on the left be-
low. Perhaps you understand it as a doughy coil
or some kind of felt alphabet toy for a non-Lat-
inate writing system. Perhaps you don’t read it
as writing at all. Someone used to Latinate or
Cyrillic scripts, however, would likely see in
the worm on the right a ‘6’ or ‘b’ or ‘6,” while an
Arabic, Farsi or Urdu speaker might seeal] ora
strong “T. Speakers of other languages may just
see a pair of scribbles; what is legible to some
might be entirely asemic for others. This is key:
asemic writing turns on apophenia, or the ter-
ribly human tendency to perceive meaningful
patterns in random data and to identify a sig-
nal where there is only noise. The intent of the
creator thus becomes vital. For a work to be truly
asemic, it should be illegible not just to readers
and viewers but to its maker too, lest it be some-
thing more akin to a cipher. Conversely, some of
history’s most impenetrable ciphers have later
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been revealed to be asemic, as in the case of
Luigi Serafini’s 1981 illustrated encyclopedia The
Codex Seraphinianus.

The absence of a specific semantic content
does not mean that asemic writing is not inescap-
ably semantic in form. We recognize something
as asemic precisely because it bears the hallmarks
of what we understand to be script. On the page
or canvas or screen, the marks deploy a variety
of lines, along with curves, strokes, serifs, and
other fontlike or ideographic
accoutrements. There is little
to no attempt to depict depth,
dimension or color, but there
might be a sense of movement
along vertical or horizontal
axes. Sometimes, as in the work
of artist Mirtha Dermisache,

the keyboard. Thickness may indicate dynamics
or clusters.” To consider the score’s geometric

rectangles today is to feel a sense of frisson at its
prefigurative qualities, at the way they resemble
the horizontal bars of a midi editing software.

Musicologist and historian Richard Ta-

ruskin, in his weighty title The Oxford History of
Western Music, says that electronic technologies
have resulted in us entering a post-literate sonic
era in which standard notation and convention-

Asemic writing turns
on apophenia, or the

tendency to identity a signal

there is a lightly skeuomorphic

attention to the modular col-

umns and paragraph markers

of the printed page. In this way,

asemic writing might be better

understood not as illegible but as ‘post-literate,
to use the phrase of one of the contemporary
movement’s most important hubs, the New
Post-Literate. To encounter a piece of asemic writ-
ing is to engage in a kind of pattern recognition,

a database query that heavily relies on what we
visually interpret as writing-or-not. As with the
replacement Unicode characters that you might
see when there is an error in rendering text or
displaying foreign character sets, you cannot read
it but you agree to understand it as language.

It's worth emphasizing that asemic writing
can extend beyond representations of typogra-
phy, and graphic notation presents a particularly
beautiful example. Here, you might see some
familiar markers of musical scores: staves, notes,
dynamics markings, sharps, flats, naturals and
other accidentals, key signatures, the slurs and
accents of articulation, the angular slashes of
ligatures, and so on. Sometimes there are direc-
tions, as in the score for Earle Brown’s seminal
1954 work, Four Systems, which instructs the per-
former that it “may be played in any sequence,
either side up, at any tempo(i). The continuous
lines from left to right define the outer limits of

where there is only noise

al musical literacy have lost their primacy as a
means of musical preservation. It’s a phenom-
enon that graphic scores would seem to have pre-
saged. Yet what graphic scores best illustrate are
qualities beyond musical notation’s communica-
tive potential, as with intensifications of emotion
in Marco Fusinato’s 2007-13 series Mass Black
Implosion. On archival facsimiles of avant-garde
graphic scores, the artist rules a line from each
note to a central point “as a proposition for a new
composition, in which every note is played at
once, as a moment of consolidation and singular
impact.” The result is a series of arresting sink-
holes that suggest obsessive SEO link building
for the end of the world.

How best might we represent sound? The
delightful Wikipedia page “Cross-linguistic on-
omatopoeias” points to the failure of textual
language to do so. I am particularly fond ofits
lists of common animal sounds in different lan-
guages: A horse trotting is “clip clop” in English,
“deregin-deregin” in Arabic, “pocot6 pocotd” in
Portuguese, “tsok-tsok” in Russian, and “gadagung
gadagung” in Danish. A pig grunting, meanwhile,
is “ghnot ghnot” in Bengali, “kkul kkul” in Ko-



rean, “roh roh roh” in Estonian, and “oinc oinc”
in Catalan. In an interview at Scriptjr, Finnish
artist Satu Kaikkonen gestures to asemics as a
possible democratizing, universalizing solution,
saying “asemic art can serve as a sort of com-
mon language—albeit an abstract, post-literate
one—that we can use to understand one another
regardless of background or nationality. For all its
limping-functionality, semantic language all too
often divides and asymmetrically empowers while
asemic texts can’t help but put people of all litera-
cy-levels and identities on equal footing.” There is,
on the other hand, a pleasing harmony between
terms for TV static, which in Swedish, Danish,
and Indonesian all translate to “war of the ants,”
while Hungarian uses “ant soccer” and Romanian
“fleas,” even if it portends a flattening of meanings
engendered by technology gone global.
To the analogous question
of how we might represent
silence, John Cage’s 1952 opus
rasa 4'33” provides the obvious
answer, yet far more exciting
are the works of sound artist

Musical notation differs from other kinds
of writing in that it is both a record and a set of
reproducible instructions. Even as any standard
score allows the performer a certain amount of
liberty—a loosening of time in a rubato section,
or a different color picked from a field of tone
and timbre—it requires a fairly strict adherence
to the piece as written. Another Sun Kim work,
Eighth Note's Worst Nightmare (2014), nods to
graphic notation’s terrifying freedom with its jot-
tings “no stem/no flag/no staff” Failing to sound
a whole note, or to sound a different one in its
place, is as unthinkable as skipping or replacing
the words in a recitation of a poem, the form
of writing in which, at its best, the words and
shapes are most fixed and the associations, even
the meanings, most free. But if you don’t know
and can’t hear the sounds that are signified as

Asemic writing might

be better understood not as

Christine Sun Kim, who splic-
es American Sign Language

and musical notation in visual
scores that deftly reconfigure
concepts of both duration

and futurity. In her drawings,
time becomes spatialized, with
waterlogged lines that loop
and multiply like a series of dance notations rent
asunder, all post-bombing filamentous rebars
and Russian smileys. Sun Kim is herself deaf, and
prefers to instead consider silence in terms of
quietness, “because I still do not quite get what
‘silence’ means, especially since I grew up instill-
ing your perception of it, not mine.” In particular,
her work How to Measure Quietness (2014) sug-
gests that we might consider quietness as degrees
of interiority with a series of pianissimos that
run the gamut from sleep (mp) and deaf breath
(p) through to heartburn (pppppp), anxiety
(ppppppp) and silent treatment (pppppppp).-
The fortissimos of How to Measure Pauses
(2014), meanwhile, offer that silence can be
very, very loud.

illegible but as “post-literate”

notes, a score on a page can become something
close to asemic.

Perhaps those hi-def photographs of the rib-
bon worm aren’t the best depictions of asemic or
post-literate writing, even as their proto-textual
forms invoke the delicious possibility that insect
life might one day evolve to camouflage itself
against the regime of signs that now surrounds
us—stick mantises that blend in with data center
cables, maybe, or peppered moths with news-
print-patterned wings. Still, there’s something in
their soft, corrosive brutality that speaks to the
loss inherent in writing. There is always some-
thing we take away by standardization—that
move from fluid line to letter or character; tag
yourself I'm the one who lost my mother tongue—
and refuse to give back. Think teaching children
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cursive handwriting, or the linguistic devastation
wrought by Canada’s residential school system,
whose program of forced assimilation resulted
in the decimation of a number of First Nations
languages. Or consider the plight of the nas-
taliq script of Urdu and Farsi, along with many
other languages in the Central Asian stretch
between Iran and China’s Xinjiang province.
With a writing system that moves both diago-
nally and horizontally it is notoriously difficult
to code and is increasingly replaced online with
the Naskh script of Arabic, or forced to circulate
as .png or as jpeg. A viral project Tag Clouds by
French artist Mathieu Tremblin illustrates this
especially neatly. Drawing analogies between
graffiti tags and online depictions of keyword
metadata, he paints over existing street art with
a machine-readable translation that “makes shit
graffiti legible,” or more generously, privileges
easily extractable semantic data over form and
expression.

Within the sphere of green anarchist
thought there is a current that bills itself as
primitivist, with all the condescending fetishism
that “primitive” invokes. Avowedly anti-technol-
ogy, the anti-civilizationist critique of capitalism
extends beyond the environmental degrada-
tion and forms of domination of contemporary
production to rail against the concept of civili-
zation itself. The sphere of alienation is extend-
ed beyond labor; as theorist John Zerzan lays
out in Running on Emptiness, it is the regime of
symbolic thought that is believed to most deeply
distance us from our authentic selves, which are
arbitrarily defined as the way we once existed
as hunter-gatherers. Art, music, mathematics,
literature, speech: any mode of representation is
highly suspect. It’s the paleo diet, but for culture.
Zerzan’s vision for the “future primitive” would
have us living in a silent, pre-pastoralist utopia
where we exist wordlessly amongst the trees—
beyond art and agriculture and beyond semiot-
ics, or perhaps more aptly, before and unsullied
by it. While Zerzan’s concepts seem attractive as
a thought exercise, they are unconvincingly and
rather petulantly argued. Who would want to
do away with the back catalogue of some of the
only good things to come out of the morass of

humanity as we know it? Perversely, a reading of
these texts makes me wonder about the possibili-
ty of an asemic writing made not by humans, but
by bots and other algorithms.

In 2011, So Kanno and Takahiro Yamagu-
chi created the Senseless Drawing Bot, a kinetic
drawing machine that is Jean Tinguely-meets-
Mars rover. It pairs a motorized skateboard with
an arduino, and a long-short double pendulum
that induces an element of chaos, to spray grafhti
on the wall. There’s a lot of empty swinging and
swaggering, a louche calisthenics. It makes a mark
only when its randomized wobbles pass a certain
pre-coded threshold, when it’s sure all eyes are on
it, and then its gestures are fast, flashy, and non-
chalant, as if drawn from immense, tumescent
muscle memory. It’s all big words and it’s trying
hard to flex; if ever a bot has seemed like a blus-
tery fuckboy, this is it. The outcome is surprisingly
great, a dense accumulation of multicolored fre-
neticism, neat on the bottom and looping wildly
on top like an overgrown hedge. Unlike the afore-
mentioned Tag Clouds, it points to a machinic
tagging that does not mandoline work into strict
taxonomies, is unreadable by human viewers, and
does not—yet—appear to be machine readable,
either, as well as the delightful paradox of gener-
ative bots which are programmed by people, yet
also enjoy their own agency.

In the realm of graphic notation, Emma
Winston's @GraphicScoreBot tweets out an
image resembling a graphic score every hour.
Each tweet features an outlined white rectangle,
usually with stave lines, and often with a bass or
treble clef and dynamic markings, so it’s clear
we are to read this as music. Except, instead of
conventional note forms, its markup includes an
array of colorful geometric shapes, squiggles, and
dashes. Circles of varying sizes and transparen-
cies especially make the images feel like musical
infographics (to me, they seem to suggest dura-
tion; others might see in them chords or orches-
tra stabs). There are semantic ruptures: the bot
will, at random, tweet out cards from Brian Eno
and Peter Schmidt’s Oblique Strategies, entreat-
ies like “Trust in the you of now,” “A very small
object. Its center,” and “Slow preparation, fast ex-
ecution.” Less bombastic are the double-spaced



“BE GIN”and “E N D” that pepper the scores,
which Winston suggests can be taken as start and
end points or altogether ignored. Though the
scores are generally sparse, occasional plaintive
adverbs and phrases like “sadly,” “casually,” and
“as if tired” make suggestions as to mood. Cam-
eos by Italian terms like con moto (with move-
ment), andante (at a walking pace), and quasi
niente (fade away to nothing) make the scores
feel somehow more official. If the “post-literate”
leads us to interrogate what we consider to be
writing, this bot’s relative adherence to notation-
al convention, more Fauvism than De Stijl, does
the same for the musical score.

Also on Twitter, Darius Kazemi’s @re-
verseocr tweets out asemicisms more akin to
those absentminded doodles, each cryptic
scrawl accompanied by a random word, like
“subtlety,” four times a day. It’s a study in impen-
etrable handwriting, only here the writer is not a
shrink with a prescription pad but a bot. With-
out that accompanying word, the marks, while
elegantly spare, are unrecognizable as anything
but marks. So far, so asemic. Yet the way the bot
works is by selecting a word and then trying—
badly, endearingly—to draw it out. It keeps
drawing, and failing, until an OCR or Optical
Character Recognition program (the question
of literacy is transposed to the algorithm, here)
identifies a character. If that character match-
es the first letter of the word, “s” in the case of
“subtlety,” that character gets drawn and the bot
turns its attentions to the second character, “u.”
If not, it perseveres until it gets a match, and
eventually it manages, through trial and a lot of
error, to draw out the whole word; we only see
these successes. Of course all of these computa-
tional processes happen at lightning speed, but
in a 2014 adaptation of the work for a show at
Boston’s now-shuttered Find and Form Space
Kazemi slows the algorithm down to a human
timescale and makes visible the otherwise hid-
den work performed by the bot. The word here
is, appropriately, “labor.” Yet there’s something
in @reverseocr’s yearning to be understood—
to be read, to be recognized by another—that
makes me think it’s a kind of unrequited love.
There is a 1973 interview with James Baldwin in

the Black Scholar in which he says, in response
to a question about the role of political themes
in his writing,

The people produce the artist, and it’s true. The
artist also produces the people. And that’s a very
violent and terrifying act of love. The role of

the artist and the role of the lover. If I love you,

I have to make you conscious of the things you
don’t see. Insofar as that is true, in that effort, I
became conscious of the things that I don't see.
And I will not see without you, and vice versa,
you will not see without me. No one wants to see
more than he sees. You have to be driven to see
what you see. The only way you can get through
it is to accept that two-way street which I call
love. You can call it a poem, you can call it
whatever you like. That’s how people grow up.
An artist is here not to give you answers but to
ask you questions.

Kazemi’s bot expands the field of how we might
understand asemic writing. Illegible though its
drawings may be to our eyes, it is without doubt
trying very, very hard to communicate meaning.
Humans are not its intended audience; rather,
its visual language, like bar codes or the com-
puter vision markup of Amazon warehouses, is
entirely for bots, machines, scripts, and other
denizens of the algorithmic world. It’s a robot
laughing alone with salad, and its inner life,

its own well of lactic acid that it draws from to
express itself, is off-limits to us. We, however, are
on view to them, from the moment we press our
thumbprints into our iPhones in the morning to
the moment we touch-type a 2 a.m. text mes-
sage whose characters are so drunkenly scram-
bled as to form complete non-words, which an
algorithm gently corrects to other words we

did or did not mean, so long as they're legible.
Perhaps this is an imposition on our freedoms;
perhaps this is that two-way street between us
and the algorithms, learning from each other;
perhaps this is love. «

Rahel Aima is a writer based between Brooklyn and
Dubai, a contributing editor at the New Inquiry and
an editorial correspondent at Ibraaz.

Originally published on Sept. 6, 2016
reallifemag.com/definition-not-found



WAYS OF SPEAKING

I

Netspeak and chill by LAUR M. JACKSON

NETSPEAK IS HARDLY the first abbreviated lan- Netspeak, for all its acronyms and grammatical
guage, but it was ours. grievances, transmitted the real feels infused
Perfected by the necessities of a pre-T'9 by its users, evinced now by our potent remi-
cellular world and a flippancy embedded by nisces of both it and the late-'90s, early aughts
the instant fact of now instant communication, internet on which we created it. (If we have to
the code gave us a standard to lean on with the take responsibility for face-to-face connectivity
A/S/L-level depth we desired. This is not a lead- problems, academic coddling, intergenerational
in to diagnose the shallowness of a generation workplace strife, political complacency, and par-
to whom shorthand merely meant halfheart- ticipation trophies, at least give us this.)
ed scramblings down a wide-ruled notebook. We're far gone enough to nostalgia about

ROBIN MYERS, 14 MOUTHS.



Web 2.0, and it’s worth noticing that its defin-
ing communicative features have come back in

a big way. The general features that mark the

cool of current internet vernacular—u, ur, r, k,
proper noun i—also look rather old school. It’s
not quite the pages of a Lauren Myracle novel
brought to life—ttyl, the best-selling young adult
novel she published in 2004, was written entirely
in instant messages—but nor would her charac-
ters’ general disregard for case
look out of place in today’s dig-
ital communicative landscape.
Promo material for the book’s
10th anniversary reissue claims

hip to the corners of internet quirkdom can now
be part of the fun. (As someone who still uses
her carefully curated multiple folders of book-
marked gifs, I'll cry hipster on this one.)

Emojis, too, have received the gif treat-
ment—or perhaps it’s the other way around.
Though their creation predates the iPod, many
first encountered the unicode set as an obscure
side benefit to iMessage.

Animatedness means being

that with a visual and cultural
makeover the novel is now
“ready for the iPhone genera-

moved, like a puppetbya
puppeteer desperate to prove

tion.” Ironically, as if the novel-
ty of the full mobile keyboard

has worn off, the iPhone gen-

the humanness of their object.

eration now speaks more akin
to the generation that inspired
Myracle over a decade ago.

Animatedness means be-
ing moved, like a puppet by a puppeteer desper-
ate to prove the humanness of their object.

Before we submit to our emojilords, it’s
worth asking about these ghosts of internet’s
past that have wormed their way back into our
language. Why are you back? Why, when Swype
exists, when autocorrect has long surpassed its
quaintisms, at a time when even basic dum-dum
burner phones are equipped with slide-out key-
boards?

Why do we need you?

ANIMATIVE EXPRESSIVE FORMS ARE the new
normal.

Once limited to the domain of niche forums
and Tumblr, reaction gifing is more accessible
than ever. Gifs have not only made it onto the
mainstream social media stage—with Facebook,
naturally, the reluctant straggler—but all manner
of platform-supported gif buttons and third-par-
ty plugins means that even users farthest from

Now they are very nearly legible to every
device out there (despite interpretive discrepan-
cies between platforms, due to literal differences
in representation of the very same emoji). The
custom-made-celebmoji trend has jumped the
A-List. An emoji Bible—subtitled “Scripture 4
Millennials” (*me: screaming®)—can be pur-
chased in iBooks for $2.99. An actual emoji
movie is in the works. They’ve wreaked havoc for
medieval-alphabet coders. They inspire albums,
like Lemonade, or almost inspire albums, like
Wave. They have leaped from the screen onto
crop tops and been stuffed with plush. And we
have just gotten 72 new ones.

And yet, the proliferation of both access and
options for these forms seems rather oblivious
to how they are used. As Amanda Hess writes in
the New York Times, “when emojis and gifs are
filtered through the interests of tech companies,
they often become slickly automated.” In the
case of the gif button (presented alongside the
“photo” and “poll” options for tweets), neat cat-
egories—"Agree,” “No,” “Wink™—run contrary
to the “curatorial sensibility” embedded in the
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practice: Reaction gifs are often used to convey
affects that escape pithy representation, such as
“white people explaining diversity to me.” As
per usual, it’s as if the techies behind the trend
are pushing product with no thought as to who’s
using it or whether it’s being used at all.

If Matt Grey and Tom Scott’s Emojli—an
emoji-only messenger where even user names are
emoji-only—were real and not satire, we might
really have reason to believe “the end of [emoji]
days” is near. Part of me thinks the quick end, like
that of a good-time meme that burns too hot to
last, might be more merciful than the current pro-
cess: oversaturation, or slow death by drowning.

We have plenty reason to see this coming.
We know what happens to idioms that reach
critical mass; more important, how the process
of popularity in fact necessitates a kind of ironic
reduction of the object. The unique, inventive
aspects that make us want to pass it on must be
shorn off for maximum circulation and accessi-
bility. The examples are endless: Consider the
relatively recent fates of “basic,” “Netflix and
chill,” and “squad,” words sourced and repur-
posed from Black vernacular for, it seems, the
sole purpose of later writing a jaded testimonial
about them. Linguists identify the processes
that make up this phenomenon as entextual-
ization, transduction, and—as many nonlin-
guists know—appropriation. Entextualization
describes the making moveable of an idiom;
induction is its actual relocation; and appropri-
ation, taking on that which has been displaced
as one’s own.

The ever encroaching desire of white peo-
ple to be relevant is a heady fuel source, and
not entirely unrelated is the ability of corporate
voices to send anything cool to an early grave.
Kate Losse on what she calls “weird corporate
twitter” investigates the appropriative relation-
ship between social media accounts verified
and run by major corporations and absurdist
accounts (“weird twitter”). Gifs and emojis are
no exception. Denny’s remains a predictable
repeat offender, and other examples include
Taco Bell, DiGiorno, and even the National
Highway Traflic Safety Administration, which
shows how “an emoji can wreck your life” (if

you use them while, uh, driving).

Much like meme attempts, these make for
cringeworthy affairs akin to watching an early
20-something assert their “with it” chops to a
bunch of high schoolers. As ironically cool as it
might be to engage in a parental emoji exchange,
Big Brother co-opting a beloved quote just bucks
anything like the kind of in-group “it me” com-
monality of memes, gifs, and emojis that underlies
each share. But corporations have always done the
most to inhabit the language of their consumers.
While Hess fears the effect of political and finan-
cial imperatives on digital culture, Losse hits upon
a particularly distressing issue to do with authen-
ticity and recognizability in digital nonspace: Has
corporate parasitism of internet vernacular actual-
ly outpaced our ability to sense it?

To really answer that question requires a
guarded look away from corporate appropriation
to the internet folk who shape digital language
from below. From a user perspective, these once
exciting features that are supposed to surrogate
affect—by advocacy, if not etymology—look
a bit too conventional to do so. As with many,
many, many idioms before them, widespread and
corporatized use hasn’t evacuated their meaning
entirely (an impossibility?), but they do seem
rather tainted by the tryhardism of it all. Emp-
tied of ... something. Corny. Uncomfortable.
Too much. Hyperanimative.

ANIMATEDNESS IS AN UGLY feeling. So identi-
fies Stanford professor Sianne Ngai in her study
of the aesthetic phenomenon in a monograph
called Ugly Feelings. Animatedness, or excess
liveliness, is compulsory: It involves not only the
expectation that a body be agitated at will but re-
quires “an unusual immediacy between emotion-
al experience and bodily movement.” It’s quite
literally the “state of ‘being moved’” like a puppet
by a puppeteer desperate to prove the human-
ness of their object. And sometimes that object
is an objectified subject who, too, aspires to a
humanness at odds with the jerky movements of
their manipulated body.



Animatedness, the aesthetic that makes the
characters in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, in Eddie Mur-
phy’s The PJs, and the exemplary Taylorist work-
er all so disturbing, also bears upon the gif. “Gifs
are like haunted pictures,” says writer Alyson
Lewis, whom I asked about her general dislike for
the format. Between “classic reaction pics,” still
images that “drive the message home on [their]
own,” and Vines, Lewis locates gifs in an uncom-
fortable space that gathers the best features from
either side in the most fragmentary way. Some-
thing about them feels ... off. “There’s text at the
bottom when someone’s speaking, but the snip-
pet is usually such a fraction of the moment that
the moving lips don’t match up with it

In Lewis’s formulation, the gif as a social
form aspires to something like the real-time
nature of video yet inevitably fails by its formal
properties—in practice, a disembodied, uncanny
mimic of human emotion. As gifs, along with
emojis, become more streamlined in the appli-
cations we use to communicate, the more pup-
peteer-like these platforms appear, demanding
we move in time with the emotional range of the
options given.

What must be attended to in a conversa-
tion about animatedness and the internet is
the fact of animatedness as disproportionately
distributed, specifically as produced at the site
of racialization. On one hand, one’s humanity is
conditional on the capacity to be animated—for
bodies to whom humanity is not a given. On the
other literal hand, a body animated looks utterly
unnatural, puppet-like, revealing the desperation
and labor underlying the humanizing project as
well as turning “the racial body ... into comic
spectacle,” to quote again from Ngai.

(And suddenly the voice didn’t go with the
hand.)

The internet has quite the sticky track record
when it comes to the hyperanimated black body,
from the frantic virality of, as BuzzFeed fellow
Niela Orr describes, “black trauma remixed for
your clicks” to the overrepresentation of black
people in reaction gifs used by nonblack users.
Though seemingly an aside from an inquiry that
looks at online vernacular in a broad sense, to
the extent that we recognize black improvisation

as critical to how that vernacular develops, we
should at least consider how the disproportion-
ate affects of hyperanimative forms might drive
the emergence of a new or repurposed kind of
expression.

HOW DO YOU COMBAT online animatedness?
You chill out.

For even as the characters look identical, it
would be hard to characterize this (re)emergent
language as a backslide into netspeak of old.
There is an aestheticized edge, a jadedness that
wasn't there before. Questions have periods.
Statements have question marks. Hashtags have
gone ironic. Emojis and gifs are as commonplace
as ever, yet the simpler emoticons are starting to
feel like the more acutely emotional or sugges-
tive image. When punctuation and you-versus-u
is no longer a matter of labor saving, there opens
up opportunity for new meanings and inflection.
The gap between “sure” and “sure” with a period
is cosmic.

My suspicion is that fun and play—so
crucial to the circulation and enjoyment of idi-
oms—are ever undermining any ability to har-
ness them. Internet vernacular just might be like
those really frustrating latex tubules with glittery
water inside: The harder you grasp, the more
they wiggle, accelerate, break free, and return to
the way more exciting place of chaos and non-
sense.

This is perhaps best exemplified in what
looks like the real next evolution for gifs and
emojis: no image at all.

What is dead may never die. Or whatever

)

Laur M. Jackson is a doctoral student and
writer-ish person living in Chicago. Her writing
has appeared in the Atlantic, the New Inquiry, and
the Awl among other places. She tweets feelings
@proseb4bros
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Search engines tell us
everything except how
they work by BRITTS. PARIS

OF CLOCKS AND TICKS

IT'S EASY TO OVERLOOK ticks. But these
blood-sucking vermin that purvey Lyme disease
and force anxious full-body inspections after
summer walks have proved surprisingly useful for
philosophers concerned with how we know time
and space. In his 1934 essay “A Stroll Through
Worlds of Animals and Men,” naturalist Jakob
von Uexkiill uses the tick to illustrate his concept
of the Umwelt, the environment that shapes in

WAYS OF SPEAKING

specific ways the possibility of experience and
knowledge for every individual organism. For the
tick, the warmth of blood and the scent of mam-
mal skin arouses it from dormancy; it can wait for
up to 18 years to be provoked by these sensations.
The willingness to wait must shape its experience
of how time unfolds in the world.

Von Uexkiill thought that humans’ inter-
action with their environment also shaped how
they know time: “Time, which frames all hap-
pening, seems to us to be the only objectively
stable thing in contrast to the colorful change
of its contents, and now we see that the subject
sways the time of his own world.” By altering
the speed at which we come to know things, we
alter our experience of the speed of life.
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In the 11th century, few would have un-
derstood the world in terms of standardized
hours and seconds. According to historians
of information and technology David Landes
and Derek de Solla Price, the people of that age
became suspicious of the tower bells that rang
in accordance to clock time. Today, many are
equally suspicious of the speed of digital infor-
mation and how it seems to set the metronome
for contemporary life. Search
engines, now a central com-
ponent of the human Umwelt,
are part of this new tempo-
rality. Search engines make

is Googleable. It makes us crave information we
know will be readily accessible. The experience
of an immediate answer becomes as important as
the content of the information itself.

Finding information once meant time-con-
suming, site-specific investigations into docu-
ments of various media; the time and work of
the research process would turn the pursuit of
information into a contextualized acquisition of

Our experience of search

information appear infinitely
accessible, seeming to connect

engines makes us see the world

us immediately to what would
have once taken lifetimes to

in terms of what is Googleable.

find. They make the expansive

world of information feel om-

nipresent and instantaneous.

But this dream of infinite

information runs into limits to how we under-
stand the world.

CLOCKS OF THE INTERNET

MORE INFORMATION MAY BE readily available,
but our capacity for transforming it into knowl-
edge has stayed the same. We multitask more
even as we retain less, as studies from Clifford
Nask at Stanford University and the 2015 Pew
Project for Internet and American Life, among
others, have suggested. We are lulled into believ-
ing we don’t need to remember things—that we
can always Google them later and the answers
will be immediately forthcoming.

Search engines lead us to believe they are
neutral tools that simply offer access to objec-
tively valid and reliable information, provided
users develop the correct sorts of queries. But
in fact, the means of unearthing the information
changes its nature. How we find something out
changes what we want to know, and how we use
what we learn. It’s not merely that, in the course
of life, we develop a need for some specific piece
of information and then use a search engine
to research it. Rather, our experience of search
engines makes us see the world in terms of what

The question is the answer

knowledge. Now finding information is simply a
matter of typing words into a search tool. The pro-
cess feels instant, and it can be done over and over
again from anywhere. The question is the answer.

This fast and continually easy access to in-
formation creates a sense of time flattened into
space. Scholars lina Hellsten, Loet Leydesdorff,
and Paul Wouters have considered the way
search engines update their indexes at different
frequencies: “As clocks of the internet, search
engines realize the present as a collection of ex-
tended presents that can exist in parallel on the
Web,” they write. “In other words, time is being
represented as realities that co-exist in space.”
Search engines index recently created docu-
ments and older documents together as part of
a continual present. The layers of information
developed over time and within different con-
texts appear as though they are convened at the
whim of the user. Everything happens at once,
and can be done again if necessary.

NOWNESS

SEARCH ENGINES ARE ENGINEERED to flatten
all previous information into one time scheme,
regardless of its original context. When Google
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is asked something, it returns old and new infor-
mation together as if their different time frames
have no particular bearing on their relevance,
and with no indication of how the older material
may have shaped the newer.

Though search engines are meant to ease our
information access, their temporal flattening of
knowledge is also disorienting, presenting a cha-
os of information instead of a sense of how ideas
have been grounded over time. The feeling that
all knowledge across all times is readily available
inevitably comes with a feeling of information
overload. By giving it all at once, search engines
deprive us of a sense of having the time to process
it all. Most users click on the first result.

For Bernard Stiegler, following Heidegger
and Derrida, understanding how events inter-
relate in succession allows for the possibility
that knowledge be developed, communicated,
and acted upon. The duration of information
over time matters, but today’s communication

How do search
engines win users’
trust? With speed

technologies overcome the sense of epistemic
distance by presenting information quickly—
and therefore present information itself as quick.
Search engines redouble this illusion of imme-
diacy, which changes the human Umwelt. With
respect to the speed of information, we begin to
experience elisions between how we are expect-
ed to perform and what feels natural.

To adapt to the staggering and ever increas-
ing amount of information we interact with
daily, we make ourselves available to answer
texts and emails not just at the office but also
on the commute or at home. We sleep with
information, phones rested on pillows. We mul-
titask and do our best to assimilate information

into knowledge as best we can. In many cases,
this means simply letting the information live in
technology to be accessed if and when we need
it. We remember that we used to remember
phone numbers. We remember that we used to
remember the capital of Nova Scotia without
Googling it. The memory of memory is enough.

CONVENIENCE AS ACCURACY

SIMILAR TO THOSE IN the late middle ages who
became suspicious of the ringing of tower bells,
many now feel that fast information is restructur-
ing their lives in ways they don’t fully understand
and can’t control or readily resist.

How do search engines win users’ trust?
With speed. Search engine studies from Jerry
Brutlag and others at Google and Bing have de-
termined that people report higher satisfaction
and longer sustained use if the search results are
provided quickly, even if those results are not
as suited to the users’ informational needs. So
search engines can overcome suspicion by mak-
ing ubiquitous, omnipresent information seem
easily accessible: As long as the information is
convenient, we might worry less about question-
ing it, interrogating its relevance and reliability,
or even retaining it for future recall.

Search engines’ apparent immediacy helps
allow them to appear primarily governed by
efficiency and user-friendliness, obfuscating the
economic, political, and cultural assumptions
(not to mention the proprietary search and per-
sonalization algorithms) from which they infer
the relevance of potential results. The speed
with which search engines return results seems
to suggest objectivity, but it also obfuscates the
compromises they make to ensure smooth and
“instantaneous” function. Google lets us feel
as though we know everything—except how
Google works. We can seemingly search for
anything and get an answer, but we remain ig-
norant to how our omnipotence actually works.

The feeling of nowness is equated the feel-
ing of accuracy, more salient to users than de-
veloping hands-on experience of thinking with
empirical information, using it to make knowl-
edge. Our desire for nowness becomes self-
tulfilling, we adapt to it and feel comforted by its
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convenience and eschew the effort of working to

obtain knowledge.
THE NOSTALGIA FOR MEMORY

TECHNOLOGY SEEMS TO PROVIDE the answer
to feeling constantly behind. But its very de-
sign is the cause of these feelings. Networked
computation—the technology that powers
search engines—can sort, quantify, and orga-
nize information at speeds much faster than
the onflow of human time. For computers,
time simply structures knowledge. For hu-
mans, time is something we live in. It is where
we become ourselves.

It is hard to imagine a way of reversing
search engine temporality, or a way of develop-
ing a search engine that encourages deliberate
knowledge production rather than “user engage-
ment.” A return to pre-Google methods of hav-
ing human gatekeepers vet and organize infor-
mation in search engines seems impracticable,
an unimaginable return to darkness. Much less
of the internet would be indexed. Having to feel
around blindly for information in hopes that it

has been categorized somewhere by institutional
experts seems like a less than desirable solution,
even if it would force one to frame their informa-
tional needs more carefully.

Search engines want us to think that we will
always be able to access the same information
and it will always be true, available, and up to
date: always Googleable. This masks and reduces
the multiple presents the we all exist in, across
a number of platforms, to a homogeneous “real
time.” Meanwhile, these multiple presents re-
main as ungraspable as ever. o

Britt S. Paris is working on her Ph.D. in the
Department of Information Studies at UCLA.

Her research interests include information and
communication technology aesthetics, critical data
studies, history and philosophy of technology and
information ethics. Her work has been published in
Big Data & Society, Discourse and Society, Triple
Canopy, and InterActions.
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Gifs reiterate an oral tradition

as old as The Odyssey
by BRITNEY SUMMIT-GIL

A N ADORABLE BLACK Kkitten is sitting on a
bookshelf, eyes fixed on an insect. It sits,
paws perfectly aligned. Then, out of no-
where, it pounces—Ileaping off the shelf and into
the air, wild and frantic.

An adorable tuxedo kitten is sitting on
a bookshelf, eyes fixed on a housefly inches
from its face. Behind it sits what appears to be
the entire collection of Little House on the
Prairie. You left those books at your parents’

house when you moved to college. It sits, paws
perfectly aligned and head cocked. Expect-
edly, it pounces—Ileaping off the shelf wild
and frantic and hilarious as it experiences the
terror of free fall.

An adorable tuxedo kitten is sitting on a
bookshelf, eyes fixed on a housefly. It has a tuft
of white at the end of its tail and looks just like
your friend Rebecca’s cat that she had when you
were children. The blinds in the corner are bent
and broken, something any kitten owner can
relate to. It sits, paws perfectly aligned and head
cocked. Inevitably, it clumsily pounces.

You send the gif to Rebecca: “Lol looks just
like Leo, remember?!”
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IF EVERY PICTURE TELLS a story, a gif tells a sto-
ry as a series, each version a slight variation on
the previous one. With every loop, a viewer can
take in more information, as inert details come
to life and new elements are noticed, while the
emotions triggered can be experienced repeat-
edly. The majesty of a rubber-band ball regaining
its dignity after being crushed under a hydraulic
press, or the shock of a car crash caught on a
dashboard camera, can be felt again and again.

Once a sign of internet savvy, sharing a gif
now has been streamlined and democratized by
the rise of searchable databases like Giphy and by
the integration of gifs into phone apps. Finding
just the right clumsy puppy or celebrity eye-roll is
as easy as finding the right word in the moment,
making communicating through gifs common-
place. As often happens with new modes of com-
munication as they become mainstream, gifs have
been dismissed as stunted and insincere; they
have been saddled with the same stereotypes that
have been applied to those presumed to use them
most: lazy millennials who want everything pre-
packaged for their short attention spans. Maybe if
we turned Jane Austen’s works into gifs, kids would
actually want to read them!

But gifs are less an impoverished form of
digital shorthand than a new iteration of one of
storytelling’s oldest and richest traditions. The
qualities that define gifs were also fundamental
to oral traditions, to how the stories and epics
that gave shape and substance to the everyday
life of oral societies were transmitted.

Walter Ong, a 20th-century philosopher
who wrote extensively about oral culture,
claimed that “sound has a special relationship to
time unlike that of the other fields that register
in human sensation. Sound exists only when it is
going out of existence.” This ephemerality, in his
view, gives speech a sort of magical quality, a mo-
mentousness. In oral societies, the spoken word
has unique transformative power. Anthropolo-
gist Bronislaw Malinowski claimed that, unlike
literate peoples, oral societies used language as a
“mode of action and not an instrument of reflec-

tion.” As Ong noted, in ancient Hebrew dabar
means word, but it also connotes “event” or “ac-
tion,” especially regarding the word of God.

Because the stories, theories, and pedagogies
of oral societies exist only in people’s minds, they
are stabilized and canonized far differently than in
literate societies. Memory is necessary for knowl-
edge preservation, and mnemonic skills like rep-
etition, metrical speech, and rhyme become key
to knowledge transmission. Expression relies on
formulas and epithets to guide memory: not the
“princess” but the “beautiful princess”; not the
“oak” but the “sturdy oak.” These mnemonics are
not only practical, but an integral part of making
performance pleasurable and engaging.

As classicist Eric Havelock has described in
Preface to Plato (1963), poet-performers in ancient
Greece relied on such devices to remember and
transmit long, winding tales like The Iliad, comple-
menting them with foot stamping, swaying, and
music to make them richly communicative events.
This suite of mnemonic devices and formalized
bodily movements stabilized epics as rhythmic,
visceral performance, while limiting the ways one
telling might vary from another. These were the
original technologies for outsourcing memory.

Gifs rely on similar mnemonics and limita-
tions. As the Greek poet used repetition so the
audience could follow along, the gif shows the
same information over and over again to allow
for maximum retention. Just as the poet main-
tained a palette of meticulous bodily movements
and rhythmic phrases to hold an audience and
communicate something memorable, we too
might now load a gif keyboard with eye-roll gifs
so that we may swiftly express a full range of “can’t
even.” Gifs’ tiny file size can make them as suc-
cinct as proverbs, another key mode of didactic
knowledge transmission in oral culture—easy to
remember and repeat. Like proverbs, gifs unload
their message quickly and can be applied in many
different situations. And like epics, gifs often vary
through slight moderations that recontextualize
them while remaining faithful to older versions
already lodged in memory or tradition. Hence
the popularity of gif macros like Javert looking
through a window, Robert Redford nodding, and
Side Eye Chloe.



TO BE SURE, A sad Javert gif and the mythopoetic
tradition in Greece differ greatly. They cater to
different cultural imperatives: The oral tradition
serves memory in a culture where writing is un-
common or nonexistent, whereas gifs are often

a conversational tactic that helps us navigate the
experience of omnipresent text.

Ong argued, from an admittedly Western-
centric perspective, that all cultures could fit on
a spectrum spanning from oral to literate. This
dichotomy seems to suggest that texts are linear,
dead documents, and oral communication is alive.
But the presence of textual elements need not be
seen as the determining factor in what is “alive.”
That depends more on how people in a particular
culture engage with and interact through media.
The societal implications of the written word have
more to do with how text is distributed and blend-
ed with other media forms than with any intrinsic
qualities of typographic communication. Fur-
thermore, what gets defined as “text” has changed
rapidly with the advent of electronic and digital
media. Today, media scholars refer to everything
from television shows and films to blog posts and
selfies as “texts,” and the contemporary experience
of media objects relative to the days of print media
supports this redefinition.

The gif, along with a great deal of mediated
communication, does not fit comfortably on
Ong’s oral-literate continuum. If the written word
exists in space and the spoken word in time, then
gifs synthesize these, fleeting yet durable and ever
redeployable. Gifs are both text and speech, and
neither. Though concretized as digital files, they

Gifs’ tiny file size can
make them as
succinct as proverbs

are not quite “dead” the way the written word can
seem to be. Gifs not only move before the eye,
echoing the poet’s gesticulations, but they also
retain the magical quality of orality to change a
conversation in real time, to perform an action
rather than afford “introspection,” as Malinowski
put it. All of this, despite the fact that the gifis a
silent medium. It is oral but not aural.

In the earliest days of real-time digital text
communication, it quickly became clear that
letters and punctuation alone were not sufficient
for the kinds of communication afforded by
instantaneous, conversational connection. Emot-
icons, acronyms, and a variety of “text speak”
tactics quickly emerged, and these have evolved
into emojis, shruggies, stickers, and gifs. The
right gif in the right context can be more effec-
tive at evoking emotions and acting on subjects
than the gestures and intonations of face-to-face
conversation. While a heated discussion about
veganism in a café might end with “if you saw the
videos, you'd understand,” a Facebook disagree-
ment can include the visual element missing
from spoken words. A friend on your couch may
cheer you up with a condolence or a warm hug,
but online they can send you a cute puppy carry-
ing a stick that is far too large, or a happy bounc-
ing Pusheen the Cat exuding hearts. Who’s to say
which is more cheering?

It may be that our world is becoming less
a culture of literacy, in Ong’s sense, than one of
textuality, characterized not by the mere pres-
ence of reading and print language but by the
massive proliferation of media texts and their
centrality to the human experience. Digital prac-
tices—message boards, comments sections, and
SMS as well as gifs—are textual without pro-
ducing the decontextualization, distanciation,
and abstraction that Ong associated with the
culture of literacy. “Writing fosters abstractions
that disengage knowledge from the arena where
human beings struggle with one another,” Ong
writes. “It separates the knower from the known.
By keeping knowledge embedded in the human
lifeworld, orality situates knowledge within a
context of struggle.” But much of what Ong
attributed to oral culture also applies to textual-
ity. Implemented in real-time networks, text can



shrink distance across time and space rather than
emphasize it as the written word did. It destroys
abstraction through immediacy.

Gifs are less abstract than writing and thus
also closer to the human lifeworld. They are more
agonistic, as Ong thought oral culture was (see:
gif battles or snarky reaction gifs). They are also
experiential. Even when representing an abstract
concept such as despair, gifs are firmly embedded
in concrete human experience: the person break-
ing down into tears, throwing up their hands, eat-
ing ice cream directly from the quart container.

They also convey lessons less abstractly: The
recipe gifs popularized by BuzzFeed and other
content creators are categorically different from
written instructions, or even instructional videos
on television or online. They offer an abbreviat-
ed recipe more akin to an apprenticeship than a
training manual and are inarguably more enjoy-
able to watch. You don’t have to peer over a list
of directions wondering how finely to grate the
cheese or what exactly a julienned carrot looks
like. When the abbreviated gif recipe is paired
with a list of ingredients, the oral-literate binary
is altogether collapsed. Recipe gifs epitomize
information transmission in an era that relies
less on lessons passed down through generations
or through traditional cookbooks, and more
through online forums laden with reviews and
comments. Such comment sections, like oral cul-
ture as Ong describes it, are additive rather than
subordinative: Items are merely added on—"and
this, and this™—rather than integrated hierarchi-
cally (“then this, but that”).

Since it lacks the efficient linearity of written
language, oral communication is redundant and
copious; things must be repeated again and again
to ensure that speaker and hearer are keeping
up with each other. This is not a flaw. Oral com-
munication is often improved by this repetition,
becoming mesmerizing. Havelock claimed that
during poetic performances, both the poet and
the audience would enter a sort of hypnotic state,
completely immersed in the experience. For Plato,
this hypnotic state gave the poet immense power.
By enrapturing auditors with music, dance, and
rhythmic wordplay, the poet wielded undue sway
over the polis. Anyone who's ever been hypno-

tized by a gif can probably understand.

Repetition draws the audience’s attention
to the most substantive parts of the perfor-
mance. Gifs work at a smaller scale, and through
their ceaseless motion draw the eye, making an
element of conversation stand apart from the
surrounding text. Newer social media add-ons
like bouncing stickers serve a similar purpose;
they bring a liveliness that characterizes orality
to the surrounding text’s uniformity and “dead-
ness.” Though not ephemeral, their short length
mimics the dynamics of fleeting oral communi-
cation. The gif captures the power of the spoken
word’s ephemerality through brevity and repeti-
tion, replicating the aesthetic pleasure of orality
through visual affordances that typographic
language cannot accomplish on its own.

These visual, moving modes of communica-
tion in digital environments offer a vital response
to Havelock’s complaint that people in the mod-
ern Western world have lost the pleasure and
relish for life that he believed the ancient Greeks
had: “They seem to enjoy themselves. They seem
to take natural pleasure in fine shape and sound
which we too sometimes recognize as beautiful
but only after we have first pulled ourselves up
by our own boot straps to an educated level of
perception.” Gifs help us reclaim some of this
everyday pleasure without the bootstrapping.
Because they synthesize the oral and the literate
cultures, they have the potential to resolve what
Havelock saw as “the warfare between body and
spirit” that arose with literacy’s abstractions.
Speech was never a more “natural” form of hu-
man consciousness and communication that has
been spoiled by inauthentic printed and digi-
tal texts. In fact, orality never disappeared, but
rather is always continuing to emerge, in broader,
more all encompassing forms. «

Britney Summit-Gil is a Ph.D. candidate in the
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Society Pages’ blog Cyborgology. Her research focuses
on new media, communication, and gender politics.

Originally published on Sept. 7, 2016
reallifemag.com/gif-horse



i

“Against the Clock,” by Maya Binyam
“Time Capsules,” by Fuck Theory
“Watch Again,” by Lydia Kiesling
“Instant Replay,” by Monica Torres

REPETITION HAS A WAY OF METING OUT TIME; in recollection I have a way of meeting myself
again, and giving me as I do the time of day. Restatements of a theme hold immense sway in
figuring out why things, happening as they did, ever induced rapture or heartbreak, turning a
lifelong project into a more digestible course. Histories demand, with tools or states altered,
indulgence in reprisal, recasting, remembrance and riff. Music wouldn’t be without memory; a
record later reviewed can overtake olfaction in its talent for association; looped images can live
somewhere between fact and déja vu. In setting oneself on repeat it’s intensity we're after; years
click by, and housework seems more real that is never adequately put to rest. “No one ever told us
we had to study our lives, make of our lives a study, as if learning natural history or music, that we
should begin with the simple exercises first,” writes Adrienne Rich in “Transcendental Etude.” A
more seasoned tail-devourer than I might attest that segments are always found changed under skin
already consumed, split or shed. —Sorava KinG
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Real-time depictions of September 11 and its aftermath
serve the myth of white sovereignty by MAYA BINVAM

command center, the NORAD exercise is

about to commence. Here is how it goes:
Russian Bears are piercing the airspace up off
Alaska. The Tupolev Tu-95, known colloquially
as Bear, has propellers that move faster than the
speed of sound, making it the loudest plane in
the world. The bomber—booming, blade tips
spinning—slips through Alaska’s airspace like a

O VER AT THE Northeast Air Defense Sector’s

pin, or a needle: the thing that does the pricking.

But the nick is just a simulation. Here is
how the real thing goes: a plane, departing from
Boston, blips green on an air traffic control

screen. It blips away—blinking over Boston,
Worcester, Pittsfield—and then goes dead just
outside Albany. The air traffic controller who's
been monitoring the winks—their frequency,
the speed—Iloses his shit. He calls the situation
into his boss, who calls it into the Northeast Air
Defense command center. An official takes the
call, hears the news, then motions, anxiously, to
his coworker, a woman, who is busy preparing
for the Bears and their impending penetration. “I
got a hijack on the phone,” says the official. “This
is sim?” she asks. “No,” the man corrects. “This

is real world. This is a no-shit hijack. It’s Boston.”
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The woman goes to talk to her boss: “Sir, we have
a real-world situation here.”

The simulation, the situation, the Bears, and
the boss are from a movie. United 93, which pre-
miered in 2006, depicts United Airlines Flight
93, one of the four flights hijacked on September
11,2001. This is the flight on which passengers
launched a counterattack. They improvised
weapons—blunt knives made for cutting break-
fast omelettes, boiling water meant for tea—and
pushed the hot food cart into one hijacker, two
hijackers, and finally into the cockpit, where they
tried to gain control of the yoke. The airliner,
intercepted, veered away from its intended tar-
get—the Capitol or White House, no one knows
which—and nosedived into a field in Shanks-
ville, Pennsylvania, killing everyone on board.

This is a real-world situation, and so the
drama is portrayed in real time, a filmic conven-
tion in which plot progression mimics linear
time exactly. In this case, the movie begins in
the hijackers’ motel room—precisely at Fajr, the
morning call to prayer—and ends 110 minutes
later, the hijacker-pilot yelling “Allahu Akbar,”
the passenger-pilot grasping for control, and the
plane, full of people, spiralling into green, the
field, its death.

September 11 demands to be experienced
live, which is why real time has become such a
popular convention in American portrayals of the
War on Terror. The TV show 24, for example—
which premiered in November 2001, ran for
eight seasons, and is scheduled for a reprisal this
winter—opens every hour-long episode with a
single refrain: “Events occur in real time.” Each
episode corresponds with a single hour in the day
(5:00 a.m. to 6:00 a.m., 6:00 a.m. to 7:00 a.m.,
etc.), with each 24-episode season comprising a
single day in the life of Jack Bauer, an agent em-
ployed by the fictional Counter Terrorist Unit.
Seasons one through eight track a terrorist plot
underway (nuclear bomb, suitcase bomb, dirty
bomb) and Jack’s attempts to thwart it before the
clock, quite literally, runs out. Time is denoted by
a stopwatch, which ticks onward at the beginning
and end of every commercial break.

Kathryn Bigelow’s Zero Dark Thirty, which
tells “the story of history’s greatest manhunt for

the world’s most dangerous man,” has a ticking
clock, too, though it isn’t introduced until the
final 20 minutes of the hunt, when the man, Osa-
ma bin Laden, is almost dead. In the final mo-
ments of the film, the Special Activities Division
(SAD) flies a group of U.S. Naval special agents
to Bin Laden’s hideout in Abbottabad, Pakistan.
They land; unseal the doors of the compound
with tiny, hand-held bombs; kill three men and
one woman; shoot Bin Laden twice in the fore-
head; gather up the survivors, mostly children;
bind their hands with zip ties; and then depart
the way they came, Bin Laden sealed into a bag
and stored safely in the body of a chopper. All

in all, the filmed assault takes 15 minutes, cor-
responding, exactly, with Bin Laden’s real-life
capture, his quick and unexpected demise.

IF THESE MOVING IMAGES share a perspective,
it’s that of the forecaster: the person who con-
trols the broadcast. Each employs the conven-
tion of realism to distend the myopia of real life.
“September 11, 2001 was a day of unprecedent-
ed shock,” states the Executive Summary of the
9/11 Commission report. “The attacks of 9/11
were the biggest surprise in American history,”
echoes George Packer. No one, in other words,
saw the violence coming.

United 93, however, attempts to prove oth-
erwise. “The big difference between this flight
and the other three, of course,” writes Brendan
O’Neill in a review for Spiked, “is that the pas-
sengers sensed what was going to happen.” The
hijackers tasked with flying 93 were the only
ones who missed their target that day, a mal-
function lauded as victory and attributed to the
victims of the crash, who, in death, became he-
roes. They saw what most Americans couldn’t, an
impending attack, and prompted its arrest. If the
assumption is that this foresight was unique—
the thing that differentiated this flight from the
rest, these passengers from normal civilians—it
follows that anticipation, the sensibility in which
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possible futures are felt as real in the present, can
be manipulated as a tool of national security.

In their discussion of the temporal poli-
tics of emergency, Professors Vincanne Adams,
Michelle Murphy and Adele E. Clarke write that
anticipation “gives speculation the authority to
act in the present.” Anticipatory regimes—politi-
cal systems in which the actual is displaced by the
speculative—"offer a future that may or may not
arrive, but is always uncertain and yet is neces-
sarily coming and so therefore always demanding
aresponse.” The looming attack “sets the con-
ditions of possibility for action in the present.”
Civilians gather blunt knives, like a militia. They
act as if the emergency has already arrived.

Most Americans, so it goes, didn’t feel a
sense of emergency, and that’s why they suffered.
In the Executive Summary of the 9/11 Com-
mission compiled by the National Commission
on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States,
officials lament this miscalculation: “We did not
grasp the magnitude of a threat that had been
gathering over time... this was a failure of poli-
cy, management, capability, and—above all—a
failure of imagination.” Considering what was
not predicted, they continue, “suggests possible
ways to institutionalize imagination,” a project
whose immediate aim is to instruct Americans to
foresee their own death. But the 9/11 Commis-
sion is charged with providing tools for national
security, not masochism, and so it follows that
this prescribed reimagining is meant to be recu-
perative: It makes the possibility of attack feel
real, yes, but only to galvanize defense. The antic-
ipatory mode being institutionalized, then, isn’t
one that predicts the perfect attack, but one that
cements the possibility of perfect intelligence.

Real time offers a corrective; it encourag-
es viewers to more responsibly make-believe.
When applied to nationalist portrayals of attack,
real time enacts a politics of presumption whose
affective qualities are twofold. Viewers are en-
couraged, on one hand, to suspend disbelief:
to indulge, if only momentarily, in the fantasy
of an attack thwarted, a nation kept secure. On
the other, they’re encouraged to believe fully in
the powers of speculation: to understand future
attacks as necessarily real, and looming, in order

to justify precautionary violence in the present.

When a civilian goes to the movies, she is
presumed to relinquish subjectivity. But when
the movie she chooses tells the story of a ter-
rorist attack unfolding in real time, her panoptic
vision, or ability to see danger as it approaches
without fear of being harmed, mimics a super-
power: surveillance. Like most networks of po-
licing and imprisonment, surveillance is predic-
tive: The state justifies its reach by codifying the
anticipation of a possible catch. When asked why
Guantanamo prisoners were being held without
trial, for example, Secretary Rumsfeld answered
that if they were not restrained, they were sure
to kill again. The War on Terror, writes Judith
Butler, “justifies itself endlessly in relation to the
spectral infinity of its enemy.”

Like most filmic devices, real time postures
as truth. And like most versions of the truth, it
demands to be experienced live. But when the
live experience is September 11 and the coun-
terattacks launched in its name, bearing witness
feels alot like propaganda, or being made party
to a regime that insists, despite all evidence, on
the resilience of its sovereignty. The violence, put
simply, gets to be a fiction. And if fiction is a kind
of myth, something that can be manipulated to
shine with a veneer of truth, then the promise
of this particular fiction is what the real event,
September 11, disproved: the triumph of a white
nationalist agenda.

WHAT IS SO FRUSTRATING about these mov-
ies is being made spectator to white people’s
delusions, the fantasy that they’re in control.
They’re not in control. They do not have their
shit together. Jack Bauer of 24, for example,
loses his wife, contracts a deadly virus, gets
fired. Maya, the CIA analyst charged with gath-
ering intelligence on Bin Laden, yells repeatedly
at her coworkers, whom she believes are not
doing enough to ensure Bin Laden’s capture;
she takes a Sharpie to her boss’s window when
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he doesn’t do as he’s promised, keeping track of
each day that passes without action. In United
93, the chief of air traffic control hears screams
coming from the cockpit. We have no control,

he announces. This is a national emergency. The
passengers, meanwhile, are trying to take con-
trol. You've gotta get ahold of the controls. Get him
off the controls.

White people operate under the illusion
that they’re in control, which is why they get
defensive when individuals who are supposedly
under that illusory control recognize the delu-
sion for what it is: racism. If real time obscures
lines of power—normalizing both the anticipa-
tion of attack and the imperative to keep white
nationalism secure—live streaming elucidates
power’s perforations, the ways in which white
sovereignty is always already unreal.

Before police officers shot and killed
23-year-old Korryn Gaines, they filed—and
were granted—an emergency request with Face-
book and Instagram to deactivate her accounts,
taking her live-stream video of the confrontation
offline. Her followers were encouraging her to
resist arrest. They were trying, in other words,
to control the situation. According to Baltimore
County Police Chief James Johnson, the specta-
tors were getting in the way. They were ruining
“the integrity of the negotiation process” by
eliciting a future in which the police failed to ex-
ercise power. The anticipatory mode being acted
upon, in other words, was one that predicted
the preservation of black life. Police huffed the
stream and took control of the situation, the ne-
gotiation, Korryn’s body. They killed the woman
whom black viewers were assembling to protect.

When live-streams of black pain can be
used to invigorate the power of the police, the
state likes to tune in. On July 12, when the black
victim of a shooting uploaded footage of his
black aggressor on Facebook Live, U.S. Marshals
watched the video, issued seven felony warrants,
and then tracked down and apprehended the
suspect while he rode his hoverboard. Although
the investigation is ongoing, authorities have not
asked Facebook to remove the video.

Live videos of black suffering choked the
internet this summer. Korryn Gaines filmed

the events that preceded her murder; Diamond
Lavish Reynolds live-streamed footage of her
boyfriend’s unconscious body after police shot
him four times; bystanders filmed the po-
lice-shooting of Alton Sterling and uploaded

it to Facebook and Instagram, where it played
automatically, on feeds, for weeks. This is not a
simulation: Black and brown people suffer daily.
Our pain is played live and on loop.

Real time simulates the immediacy of black
suffering to make white hurt—and its compulso-
ry complement, white healing—feel live. Black
people are hurting, but because our pain is made
into spectacle, we rarely get the healing we need.
The state codifies the anticipation of black death;
of white suffering, it demands remedial care.

White people like to think that their pain
is exceptional, which is why they call it tragedy.
September 11 was a tragedy, but it is not synon-
ymous with white suffering. According to the
Center for Disease Control, 215 black people
and 445 non-black people of color died on 9/11.
Undocumented migrants cleaned up these dead
bodies, among others; they washed bones and
ground them into powder. But because Septem-
ber 11 is rhetoricized as an attack on American
sovereignty, and because American sovereignty
is mythologized as white exceptionalism, the
tragedy of that day is presumed to justify the en-
suing panic, or, as White America likes to call it,
precaution. “Sovereignty,” writes Butler, “extends
its own power precisely through the tactical and
permanent deferral of the law itself.”

The events of September 11—aggregated
and replayed, as if to appear live—amalgamate
to form the single lens through which American
grief is named and visualized. But the stream is
just an imitation. Here is how the real thing goes.
White suffering replays itself in our image, and
uses this mimicry to justify the thing that hurts
us: the state, its reach, a terror called resilience. ©

Maya Binyam is a writer and editor based in
Brooklyn. Her writing has appeared in the New
Inquiry, the Awl, the Hairpin, and elsewhere.
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Speed is of the essence,
but the essence of value
isn’t speed by FUCK THEORY

Fabulous, Patsy Stone, the fashion editor and

professional drug user played by the inimitable
Joanna Lumley, comes to work in the morning
and goes to a light box to look at contact sheets.
She grabs a loupe, but instead of putting it to her
eye and carefully examining the images she puts
it up to her nose, runs it across the top row of the
contact sheet, and sniffs loudly.

I N ONE OF my favorite scenes from Absolutely

REPETTION

It’s a sight gag first and an in-joke about
the fashion world second, but it’s also, maybe, a
metaphor for the complex, ridiculous relation-
ship between labor and drug use. A metonym? A
parable. It's complicated.

With drugs, as with sex, we’ve spent much
of the 2000s publicly unraveling a set of natu-
ralized correspondences with drugs. Just as “sex
ed” taught us that promiscuity was a hell-bound
domain of the STI-riddled outcast, so DARE
taught us that the kind of people who “do” drugs
are not the kind of people who go to college and
have careers. With the advent of AIDS, espe-
cially, pleasure became regimented by an Old
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Testament fear of pollution in which drug use
and promiscuous sex were two faces of the same
moral decay. Drug use, like promiscuity, was
prominently antithetical to family, wealth, and
all the other social hallmarks of success. Except
it turns out that plenty of housewives love anal,
and cocaine is ubiquitous among doctors com-
pleting their residency. Allegedly. The old oppo-
sitions just won’t do anymore.

“Drugs,” as a category, is
inadequate and dissatisfying.
The same substance can be
perfectly legal in some plac-
es and times and criminal

acceptable they were often purchased from the
pharmacist as “tinctures.” Perhaps the idea of a
liquid is more socially palatable than the idea of a
compressed powder. But I digress.

“Clearly,” wrote Gilles Deleuze in his 1978
essay “Two Questions On Drugs,” “no one
knows what to do with drugs, not even the users.
But no-one knows how to talk about them, ei-

in others (ketamine). Some
substances are “scheduled”

The prescription drugs that
are most socially acceptable

completely out of proportion
to their effects and dangers,

are also those that maximize

like marijuana, which remains

formally a “Schedule I” drug

despite being legal in much

of the U.S. Others, like alco-

hol, are completely legal and

absurdly widespread despite

their socially awkward and

often fatal effects. There’s no

meaningful correspondence between “drug” and
“medication,” either. Ginger, available at many
bodegas and most supermarkets, is better for
clearing your sinuses than any number of pills
you need a government-issued photo ID to buy
at Walgreens. Is coca a drug if you just chew the
leaves without processing them?

The questions get even sloppier if we de-
fine “productivity drugs” as substances that in
some way enhance our capacity to act or ability
to accomplish a task or tasks. By that measure,
the banana you have before you go to the gym
is a productivity-enhancing drug. That’s silly,
right? Okay, but what if the potassium from 12
bananas were extracted and put into pill form?
Would that be a performance-enhancing drug?
It’s tempting to compose a theory of drug forms
instead of drug use. Pills and needles call to mind
“drugs” immediately but the two most wide-
spread and acceptable drugs in our society are
both usually drinks—caffeine and alcohol. Back
when opium and cocaine were widespread and

our ability to live on time

ther” Neither of these statements turn out to be
quite true. With drugs, as with sex, what people
do and what people say rarely seem to corre-
spond. This is perhaps because no issue or idea
other than sex is situated at the intersection of so
many overlapping and often competing systems
of regimentation, classification, and prohibi-
tion. A “scientific” or “medical” categorization
of drugs does not have the same agenda as a
juridical or penal one; and by the same measure,
the drugs that encourage and facilitate social
well-being may not always be the drugs that
encourage and facilitate your own well-being. All
this is complicated by the fact that what we think
of as distinct fields are often clouded by each
other’s clout. Faulty research can lead to wide-
spread modifications of legal and investigative
procedures, as the recent invalidation of FBI hair
“tests” showed; political pressures can have great
impact on “scientific knowledge.”

If drugs parallel sex in the complexity and
self-contradiction of their conception, use, and
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prohibition, perhaps that’s because, like sex and
sexuality, “drugs” span an enormous range of ef-
fects and activities, some immensely beneficial to
the social order and others considerably less so.
Like few other forces or concepts in our social
existence, “sex” and “drugs” exemplify activity as
alocus of will and agency. Simply put, it is im-
possible—as of now—for our society to con-
tinue to exist without both sex and drugs. And
the forces that organize our lives have not—as
of now—figured out how to give us access to sex
and drugs to the degree necessary without also
giving us access in ways that can and often do
destroy us and extinguish our social utility. As of
now, you remain, with few exceptions, the final
adjudicator of moderation in your relationship
to sex and to drugs. Situated at the intersection
of subjective agency and systemic power, both
concepts open onto the entire range of questions
of what it means to be individual thinking enti-
ties in a social field. And in late capitalism, what
it means to be an individual thinking entity is
first and foremost existence as a laboring body
exploited for its productive capacities.

D1SCUSSING THE ADVENT OF Taylorism—or
“scientific” labor management—the Italian
Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci wrote in
the 1930s that “the American phenomenon [is]
the biggest collective effort to date to create, with
unprecendented speed, and with a conscious-
ness of purpose unmatched in history, a new
type of worker and of man ... Taylor is in fact
expressing with brutal cynicism the purpose of
American society—developing in the worker to
the highest degree the automatic and mechanical
attitudes, breaking up the old psycho-physical
nexus of qualified professional work.” Tech-
nologies we might summarize as “drugs” have
played a fundamental role in the 20th- and now
21st-century process of reshaping the human
into a productive machine. Modern capitalism

is unthinkable without the production, distribu-

tion, and consumption of caffeine, which enables
millions of people to arrive at work at roughly
the same time and have their brains switched on
by the time they have to start “producing,” not

to mention offering a crucial legal bump later in
the day when the body’s internal cycle of waking
and rest is often subordinate to the contractual
obligations of employment.

The progress of capitalism for at least a
hundred years now has corresponded with an
increasingly successful and inventive system for
regimenting the time, labor, expenditure, and
corporeality of the worker. This regimentation
includes modifying when people wake up, when
they sleep, when they relax, and when they eat,
not to mention when they fuck and shit. The
social value and function of all drugs, including
those we sometimes call “productivity drugs,”
are closely linked with temporality and produc-
tive labor: Time is always a factor. The inability
of the addict to “function in society” isn’t a
feature of an innate moral failure so much as a
symptom of the divergent relation to tempo-
rality that the drug user experiences. You're up
late, or you're nodding off, or you need a fix, or
you have to leave work to score, or your dealing
doesn’t come on time, or you sleep in because
you're hung over, or you see pink elephants on
the ceiling for 14 hours straight. With drugs as
with sexual deviation, acceptability is linked with
an ability to continue fulfilling your social obli-
gations, to not damage yourself too visibly, and
to avoid embarrassing yourself or anyone else
too much. That includes, in many professions,
letting your boss or your co-workers see just how
much effort you're putting into effortless success.
On reflection, it’s astounding what proportion
of those three imperatives has to do with doing
things and being places at the right time. Be at
work on time and get your work done on time
and finish at the gym fast enough so you get to
the concert on time and get to bed on time so
you can be in the shower on time in the morning
and get that lump checked in time before it turns
into something and get your teeth cleaned reg-
ularly and respond neither too fast nor too slow
to things people say and above all know when to
stop, know how much is enough.



Morality, it turns out, is primarily a relation-
ship between time and the body. It’s this rela-
tionship with time which is affected by virtually
every substance we might think of as a “drug.”
The government’s “scheduling” process is less
concerned with lethality, health, or risk than
with the relationship of controlled substances to
value-production, a half-scientific, half-ideologi-
cal effort that is aided and abetted by the ad-buy-
ing and lobbying power of various drug-makers.
The prescription drugs that are most socially
acceptable are also those that maximize our
ability to live on time in every sense of the word,
whether that means coffee to get to the office on
time or a laxative to get your bowels moving on
time or a little bit of powder to keep you going
for another hour until your friends are done
having a good time. At the average social event,
the fascinating sole exception to this generaliza-
tion is alcohol, which deserves a separate essay
regarding its relation to time and labor.

As the Human Machine Project progress-
es, the old correspondences of morality bend
from necessity to avoid breaking. If you hang out
around pill-takers of any stripe, really, you will
eventually hear “Ambien stories.” These stories
vary wildly in content but uniformly involve
various acts of sleep-activity, from walking to
the convenience store for cigarettes even though
you don’t smoke to cooking a Thanksgiving meal
in the middle of the night in July. These stories
aren’t remarkable for the “wildness” of their
content, which tends to be weird rather than
spectacular. There are plenty of other drugs that
make you act equally odd—PCP straight-up

Drugs, as were
prescribed them,
are for things we're
supposed to be
doing anyway

makes certain people psychotic—but you don’t
randomly hear “LSD stories” at dinner parties;
nor do you often hear stories about other sleep-
ing pills. What makes Ambien odd is that its ef-
fects are surprisingly varied for a legally prescribed
medication. Its effects can run counter to a phar-
maceutical definition of productivity: Drugs,
as we're prescribed them, are for things we're
supposed to be doing anyway, whether that’s
sleeping or working or exercising. Ambien is not
illicit, and it rarely makes you do illicit things. It
does, however, lead you to do things when you're
not supposed to be doing them, which making
it highly unusual for a socially-acceptable and
widely prescribed drug.

When I was a graduate student, I felt incred-
ibly “productive” if I sat up all night reading a
book by one of my advisors. I felt considerably
less productive if I sat up all night reading graph-
ic novels. It is absolutely not a question of “pro-
duction” in the sense of making things: You're
supposed to take an Adderall to finish your
homework, not to make 7,000 origami frogs in
different color combinations. Which isn’t to say
that you couldn’t drop out of school and start
an Etsy shop for origami frogs; but that would
be to translate what you do while on drugs back
into the sign system of social exchange value,
effectively eliminating any qualitative trace of the
drug. The difference between regular frogs and
frogs you made on Adderall is purely a difference
of quantity: a fundamental social requirement
of a “productivity drug” is that it leave no trace
of its product, neither in the bloodstream of an
Olympian nor in the addled syntax of a 4 a.m.
sophomore essay. What we demand of “produc-
tivity drugs” over and above other legal drugs
like alcohol and (basically) weed is a transpar-
ency of quality. What a productivity drug is
supposed to produce is an abstract and purely
qualitative “more.” It isn’t supposed to alter our
behavior; it’s supposed to increase our capacities.

We are, alas, finite beings. We are finite in
body, limited in extension. We are finite in per-
ception, limited in mind. We are finite in life
expectancy, limited in time. We can be awake
for only a finite number of hours before sleep
becomes necessary; we can only burn so many
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calories before food becomes necessary. So fun-
damental is finitude to the human existence that
the greatest philosopher who ever lived, Baruch
Spinoza, made human finitude a cornerstone

of his flawless metaphysical system, the Ethics,
setting the finitude of humanity in glorious
counterpoint to the flawless infinity of substance
itself, Deus sive Natura. Finitude is the funda-
mental nature of the human condition. And

god damn are there a lot of emails to respond to
within the framework of that finitude.

How do we make more people do more
things in less time? This is the problem with
which the forces we can most easily designate as
“Taylorist” have struggled for centuries, always
in the shadow of the human body’s limitations,
and which can be divided into two linked parts.
One part was confronted in the first wave of the
Industrial Revolution with the rise of automa-
tion and machine labor: How do we reduce the
time-cost of the productive action? That is, how do
we get X amount of labor in Y amount of time
instead of Z amount of time, which it used to
take? The other part was confronted in the late
19th and early 20th centuries by the Taylorists
and Fordists whose primary question was not
only reducing the time-cost of productive action
but reducing the amount of time lost to unproduc-
tive action.

We like to think of perpetual distracted-
ness as a fundamentally modern condition, but
a certain degree of “lost time” is the inherent
nature not only of labor but of life. A certain part
of every day will be lost to pausing, to blinking,
to pissing, to eating, to walking between the
bedroom and the kitchen. As the basic ratio
between the amount to do and the time to do it
in continues to skew, modernity has invented for
us a battery of techniques to address these two
basic dimensions of the problem. And directly at
the intersection of these two imperatives, doing
things faster and wasting less time, are so-called
“productivity drugs.” Behind the widespread use
of these substances is the fantasy of the pure,
undefinable, but ultimately quantifiable more, the
pure capacity.

But this dream belies the necessary chain of
cause and effect. A banana before the gym might

boost your performance, but it won't boost any-
thing if you don’t then go to the gym. The same
is true of taking Ritalin if you don’t then do your
homework. We are once again left with the basic
problem of the limited individual mind, forced
by the exigencies of reality to make decisions
incessantly.

“ALL DRUGS,” sAYS DELEUZE, “involve speeds,
modifications of speed, thresholds of perception,
forms and movements.” We’ve already consid-
ered form and movement, however ironically.
The fundamental questions here seem to be less
of categorization or legality than of speed and
perception. We can narrow our object to those
technologies of speed and perception which are con-
sumed by the body in their use (I call a technology
anything that we know to increase the capacities
of the bodyj; it is, in its broadest sense, a means
of doing things). A car is a technology of speed,
but you put yourself in the car and not the car

in yourself. Oculus Rift is a technology of per-
ception, but it isn’t consumed in use nor does it
enter the body.

We do many things with drugs, on drugs,
and to drugs. But one of the things drugs do to
us is show us the ways in which consciousness—
and by extension subjectivity—complicates
the process of quantification that stabilizes and
organizes our shared social reality. This is where
the question of speed comes in.

The quantifying logic of contemporary
capitalism assumes a fundamental commensu-
rability between the things we use to measure
value. Time, money, and even the measurements
by which objects—Ilike energy, mass, volume,
and speed—are quantified are symbols that help
us compare unlike things with a nominal degree
of consistency. You can only pay someone by the
hour if you have some way to measure hours;
you can only measure hours if there’s some rec-
ognized standard for their duration.

These networks of overlapping convention



not only help us measure and make sense of the
world around us, they are the world around us,
insofar as without them, we cannot conceive of
the system of flows and exchanges that is global
late capitalism.

We live in a world of relentless correspon-
dences, constantly translating between measures
of value to give coherence to our experiences and
perceptions. But those fixed relations of value do
not determine the world, they
merely struggle to describe it,
and our consciousness always
strains to grasp the world more
precisely than standardized

overriding the social sense of time. The problem,
of course, is that it is often the very same sub-
stance which can erode the usual triangulation
in both directions. Popping that Adderall might
help you get work done during that last Friday
hour in the office, but it might also lead you to
compulsively rearrange the icons on your desk-
top for 5SS minutes of that hour.

There was a brief time when email was an

What used to be specific events

units of measurement can
allow. An hour is always the

or activities, like answering

same length, yet an hour in
the park on a Sunday seems
to breeze by while an hour at
work on a Monday ticks past

emails, have gradually

so slowly that you could swear
the clock was frozen. That
feeling of sheer impossibility at
the stubbornness of measure-
ment is the sensation of the
difference between time and
duration: time being the division of events into
discrete units of identical length, and duration
being the condition of perception. Continuity is
pure temporality; duration is behind time, it is
infinity itself. To perceive a strain on continuity
is to feel time overcoding and compressing dura-
tion, even as it resists. That last hour of work on
a Friday crawls with painful slowness, but it’s not
over until the clock tells you it is, even if you're
absolutely convinced it’s been 90 minutes.

Your relationship to the clock on your desk
has essentially three parts: your own sense of
temporality; your own actions; and a social sense
of temporality. What drugs do, to put it simply,
is chop off one corner of that triangle. A “pro-
ductive” drug is supposed to remove from the
equation your own perception of temporality: It
is supposed to make your body’s action accord
with a social construction of temporality. An
“unproductive” drug, on the other hand, reaf-
firms the link between your body’s activities and
your own perception of temporality, ignoring or

become OllgOng_Pl‘OCQSSCS

activity, singular, like writing a letter or knitting a
sweater or going to the gym. For me that window
was roughly from 1996 to 2001 or 2002. That was
the period during which email was something I
sat down to do once or twice a day, sometimes
once every three days. It was, with virtually no
exception, a voluntary thing: nothing crucial or
professional or legal or official happened over
email back then. More importantly, email was

a fundamentally limited thing. Some days there
might be a few more messages than normal; some
days a particularly heartfelt or exciting moment
might prompt a longer-than-usual missive. But by
and large, email was something you sat down to
do and could finish in one sitting. That is no lon-
ger the case. Most of us check our email multiple
times a day; many of us receive continuous, auto-
matic notifications as new emails arrive. “Inbox
zero” has long since ceased to be a daily reality
and has become an aspirational goal. Email is one
of the easiest examples of a widespread general
phenomenon: With the assistance of portable
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digital technology (okay, just say “smartphone”)
what used to be specific events or activity have
gradually become ongoing processes.

The thing with processes is that they don’t
correspond to specific moments. When does a
process happen? All the time. And as more and
more of what used to be time-and-place-spe-
cific activities become all-the-time processes,
it becomes increasingly impossible to alleviate
the tension in your relationship to the clock, the
feeling that things don’t quite line up right. In
other words, as the affordances of modern sci-
ence “disrupt” existing limitations on exchange
by breaking it down into processes, it also makes
increasingly untenable the ideological conven-
tions that help convince us we're in the right
place at the right time. We're not medicating to
get more shit done; we’re medicating to get rid
of that increasingly convincing sense that we're
really not supposed to be here doing this at all.
What does it mean to “speed up” something that
is a continuous process rather than an individual
action taking a fixed amount of time? It means
nothing but to overclock, to intensify; it can’t
ever mean to end or conclude.

WE DO NOT YET know what the body can do.
There’s no way to be sure what the upper and
lower limits of its possible accomplishments are;
there’s no way to prove that a feat would have

been impossible without chemical enhancement.

The thing with the abstract “more” promised by
the fantasy of productivity drugs is that “more” is
always potential until expressed in an action. Ac-
tions, however, occur within certain thresholds
of identity and difference. It can be a little differ-
ent every time, but it has to be similar enough

to be the same action. So while the quantified
“more” of productivity drugs is never a definite
amount until after the fact, there is a finitude to
the range of intensity an action can encompass
before becoming another action. A pen can

only cross the paper so fast without tearing it. A

baseball bat can only hit the chest so hard before
breaking the ribs. Drug use is experienced as a
modification of capacity within certain param-
eters; the basic consistency of these parameters
is what makes it “the same” experience even
though the intensity of the experience can be di-
vergent in relation to itself. This is the variability
of the experience.

We need to introduce a third axis of anal-
ysis along with speed and perception: variability.
Consider the aforementioned psychoactives,
acid and shrooms, whose effects are a little less
predictable than weed, coke, or even ecstasy. You
might trip quietly in a corner, making you weird
but bearable. Or you might freak the fuck out,
making you socially dysfunctional. The rigor of
normalized social behavior in a particular group
and the variability of an acceptable substance’s
effects tend to be inversely proportionate.

What “productivity drugs” do, in short, is al-
ter the perceived relationship between subjective
time and universal time. Of the three axes, per-
ception, speed, and variability, they are substances
that have limited variability and largely alter
the perception of a single relationship, that of
consciousness to time. “Productivity drugs” are
those drugs whose effects are largely on the axis
of speed: They make you do things faster. But
because they are designed to make you do what
you were already going to do, they can’t ensure in
any meaningful way that the “productivity” that
results from them is consistent with monetary
forms of value-production. That’s because the
relationship between productive labor and social
value is complicated by the niggling insistence of
something we tend to call consciousness: the set
of drives and impulses that you understand as
your own, as, well, “you.”

The use of drugs in human society is as
old as our society itself, but it has always corre-
sponded to the logic of the ritual, of the event.
The extreme drunkenness on New Year’s Eve;
the three-day ayahuasca retreat; the one time
a year you do acid in the middle of the desert:
these all correspond with ceremonial or at least
socially acknowledged opportunities to disrupt
the rhythm of daily life and its accompanying
mores. Alcohol and ayahuasca and LSD can be
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qualitatively disruptive (they can alter percep-
tion radically) to the precise degree to which
the person who consumes them can afford to
detach from the qualitative system of continuous
value-production for the duration of the disrup-
tion. That’s why more and more rich people are
crowding Burning Man; who else can afford the
time off and the cost of travel? The ubiquity of
productivity drugs, on the other hand, is deter-
mined by their capacity to affect quantities and
presumably leave qualities untouched. To fulfill
that function, they must be as predictable in
their effects as possible; they must affect speed,
but leave variability and perception largely un-
touched.

What we want from drugs, from a social per-
spective, is certainty: We want to know we’ll be
able to get all this work done; we want to know
our roll will peak at the same time as our friends
when we go out. The logic of temporal social
organization is much the same. What drugs
give us, instead, is capacity: an extension of our
abilities and our range, whether that means the
range of motor actions our body can perform or
the range of social settings we are comfortable
experiencing ourselves in. What drugs do to and
for us has almost entirely to do with the material
world, with its relative speeds and perceptions,
but what we want from drugs has almost entirely
to do with the mind. We want drugs to alleviate
our anxiety. Instead they increase our capacity to
do what we're anxious about.

Meanwhile, for all the immense labyrinth
of quantification that surrounds drugs, certainty
and precision in their use remain under the pur-
view of consciousness. You have to remember to
take your birth control for it to work; you have
to decide how much Adderall you need that day
to get shit done and how much will leave you
tapping your feet and looking at your nails for
an hour and a half; and you have to remember to
take the fucking Molly when everyone else does
and not be the greedy bitch doing a line alone
in the bathroom at the pregame and finding out
4S minutes later everyone took theirs while you
were in there. Drugs are meted out to use in what
are probably the most precise units of measure-
ment we encounter in daily life. What other sub-

stances do you need exactly 25 milligrams of ?
The massive discursive and industrial apparatus
that brings us this precision is unable for all its
efforts and threats and promises to uncouple the
effects of its measurements from the vicissitudes
and needs of human nature.

Even when some of those vicissitudes and
needs are met or matched by activity, we have
another problem: We still don’t have a way to
fully uncouple the activities undertaken by a
body with enhanced capacities from the deliber-
ate determination of individual consciousness.
Someone’s individual consciousness. You could
be made into a pure flesh automaton, but some-
one or something would still have to tell you
what to do, and you would still have to be able to
do it. What we are experiencing as a “lack of pro-
ductivity” is not an inability to perform labor so
much as an inability to determine which form of
productive action we’re even supposed to be per-
forming in the first place. The pharmakon we are
prescribed enhances the capacities of the body;
the problem we seek to address is the weight of
encroaching anxiety on the mind. Which is why,
with all our productivity drugs, we still manage
to be less productive than ever: because buying
bigger speakers doesn’t improve the sound if all
that’s playing is static.

ONCE, IN THE VAGUE long-ago between pre-
history and modernity, time was secondary to
activity and event. Before winter was the months
between December and March, it was the cold,
dead part of the year. Before there were 24 hours
in a day there were alternating phases of light
and dark. It is not the fact of quantified time that
gives rise to seasons, cycles, and events: It is the
recurrence of events at what we perceive to be
fixed intervals that gives rise to the idea of blank,
empty, divisible time. The fact that different cul-
tures have different numbers of days in a month
and in a year—the fact that some calendars are
lunar and some are solar—is plentiful indication

REAL LK

34



of the fact that quantified time is nothing but our
imprecise effort to precisely divide and mea-
sure the intervals at which we experience cyclic
events, and not a fixed fact of existence. Before
the advent of quantified time, “work” was some-
thing you did when appropriate to the activity,
not when the clock said so. A fisherman went

to work at the hour best suited to catching fish;

a baker timed his baking to match when people
would show up in the morning expecting bread;
a person with a seasonal job had nothing to do in
between seasons. But as the web of translatable
quantification spreads across the world, activi-
ties come to align not with our perception of the
world’s time but our idea of social time.

Productivity drugs don't take a “normal” or
“average” person and “boost” their productivity.
That is not their nature. Their true nature, mis-
nomer notwithstanding, is to struggle to patch
up the gap between our body’s capacities and the
social idea of those capacities. Productivity drugs
may incidentally help us make things; but they
are prescribed to help us resolve the cognitive
tension between what we’re doing and what we
think we should be doing. Productivity drugs, in
short, are better ethics through chemistry.

The question whether one should take
productivity drugs is an asinine one, to be hon-
est. Should we be driving cars? No, we should
be preserving the planet. But that is a scope of
ethical speculation considerably beyond our
current purposes. Instead we can conclude by
returning one last time to the question of cost.

As with most cures demanded by anxiety rath-
er than by the body’s need, productivity drugs
incur costs that are often hidden. That’s the cost
of doing business with an entity that was stupid
enough to evolve the capacity for surviving de-
spite continuous anxiety: It might be so worried
about getting a solid day’s work done that it will
spend two or three days tracking down the drugs
to do it. The time you spend worrying someone
will find out you're taking something and the
time you may or may not spend worrying wheth-
er you're taking too much are also examples of
labor time lost to anxiety, potentially defeating
the purpose of the drug in the first place. People
are pretty ridiculous that way. And meanwhile

all that capacity, all that abstract “more,” is sitting
there, waiting to be used while you worry some-
one will notice.

Take “productivity drugs” if you want. Just
keep an eye on two basic things: How happy are
you with the “product” you're producing, and
what is the sum cost of the drug? That doesn’t just
mean what you pay out of pocket when you pick
up your prescription; it also means: How much
time do you spend trying to track it down? How
many days are you hung over and incapacitated
after you go crazy with it? If Ritalin lets you do
five hours of work in three hours, but you spend
four hours the next morning rehydrating in the
dark because your head hurts, that pill has actual-
ly cost you an hour. At that point, the only thing
that still counts is the specificity of the actions
accomplished in those three hours of peak speed
craze. Was the work too urgent to wait? Was the
payment higher if it was finished sooner? Were
you really really excited and really wanted to
get it done and email a picture of it finished to
someone? Did you find the conversation at that
party absolutely fascinating and work a half-day
of jaw pain from all the teeth grinding the next
morning? These are the subjective dimension of
value that are not only impossibly and absolutely
subjective but also irreducibly contextual.

The question of drug use will never be
separate from the questions of agency and of
the ability of the mind to rationally adjudicate
its own best interest; the anxiety induced in
us by these questions can be alleviated but not
answered by using drugs. In short, my answer
to the question “Should I take Adderall and do
X7 rarely differs from my answer to the ques-
tion “Should I do X.” If you shouldn’t do it, you
shouldn’t do it faster or longer, either. And if
you do do it, whether you should be doing it or
not, make sure to stay hydrated, get plenty of
rest, and eat a banana. ¢

Fuck Theory is a New York-based scholar and critical
thinker. Not critical like critique, but critical like don’t
leave home without it. For more, there’s Tumblr.

Originally published on Sept. 29, 2016
reallifemag.com/time-capsules



REPETTION

When going through your binge-viewing history feels like
replaying your own serial domestic drama by LYDIAKIESLING

ty” page in 2013, when My Little Pony kept

showing up under “Recently Watched.” After
confirming that some unknown person was
doing unauthorized viewing of My Little Pony, 1
changed the password and closed the log, finding
it sinister that all my viewing history was con-
tained in one irrefutable record. My attitude to-
ward my own metrics was, roughly speaking, that
anything there was to really know about myself

I FIRST USED THE Netflix “Viewing Activi-

was something I didn’t really want to know.
Several life events have taken place in the
intervening years. The most significant is that I
had a baby, an experience which involved an un-
expected amount of data analysis. First I wanted
to become pregnant, so I spent time scrutinizing
a calendar, trying to draw conclusions about
my body from inscrutable signs. Once I was
pregnant, there was data everywhere. My blood
was run through an algorithm that spat out the
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odds of calamity. Glucose was measured, and the
beats of the fetal heart. Data brought order to the
chaos of the baby’s early weeks, when you are
supposed to keep track of how much it is eating
and for how long, how many diapers, how many
scoops of formula or which breast.

The baby also caused me to quit my job,
not to spend more time with it, but because I
found my particular arrangement of working in
an office and caring for a baby and writing on the
internet untenable. So
I started working from
home as an editor and
a freelance writer, and
my baby goes to day-
care, but for slightly less
time than she once did.

god forbid, your old emails. It’s a map marked
with pins: Here’s where we bought a discount
projector from Costco to watch movies on the
wall (The Outlaw Josey Wales). Here’s where
made our wedding invitations (Lost). Here’s
where our baby was six days old (Black Mirror,
episode one). This last is especially poignant.

I want nothing more than to remember those
early days, and I will take any road that leads me
to them. The Netflix log does it; I see the three of

Now that I don’t go to
an office I'm convinced

I was surprised to see the Netflix
log as a sentimental object,

my acquaintances don’t
really believe I'm work-

wrought from years of my own life.

ing; sometimes I don’t
believe it myself. My
work calendar and my
home calendar are the
same, I notice: I record
a doctor’s appointment,
a deadline, an infor-
mational interview, an
X where I might have
ovulated. I've become cautiously curious about
some of the trails I leave behind. As I consider the
new topography of my mostly homebound days,
I decide to return to the Netflix Viewing Activity.
Since I've been home it feels like I've been
watching more TV. It’s not actually a TV, but my
laptop, which is also where I work; the corpore-
ality behind our everyday phrases changes at a
slower pace than the technology we use (“I don’t
own a TV” is an absurdly threadbare humble-
brag in 2016). Our mementos signify differently
too, in the 21st century. I was surprised first
to see the Netflix log as a sentimental object,
wrought from years of my own life. Pleasingly,
the page scrolls all the way down—no clicking
through—to the account’s creation in 2007,
when my now-husband and I moved in together.
It is kind, as archives go—much gentler than,

Itis kind, as archives g0 go

us on the couch in the dark, the projection flick-
ering on the wall. The baby lies on me; I drink
wine; I feel everything very keenly. I have a little
lock of her hair in a box, but memory doesn’t
adhere to it exactly the same way.

How many of our future mementos, I won-
der, will be digital, and how will we interpret and
store them? The terse iPhone Notes retained in
my laptop grant access to surprisingly vivid mem-
ories I'm desperate to keep. A list of names we
thought about. The timing of contractions. The
night my milk came in. Her first fever and what
we did about it. I switched phones recently and
I can’t bring myself to get rid of the old device
because it has the stupid Baby Tracker app on it,
with which I dutifully noted her first weeks of
eating, sleeping, excreting. People of our parents’
generation never tire of telling us that today’s par-
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ents are distracted, overstimulated, overburdened
with information. And yes, I dislike the idea of
tracking my movements toward future improve-
ment. But I love these random access memo-
ries—these maps of days otherwise lost to time.

Less dreamy, from Netflix I also learned that
in the last five months, which is how long I have
been working from home, I have watched 196
episodes of The Office. I have watched 28 episodes
of Mad Men and 34 episodes of Arrested Devel-
opment. These add up to about 106 hours of TV,
not including those things I watched at night with
my husband using other means (Amazon Prime
or someone’s HBO Go). In the six months prior,
when I worked in an office, I logged just 61 hours
on a variation of the same shows, with some
Parks and Recreation thrown in.

Certainly when you work from home there
are more opportunities for dicking around. But
my truly wasted time is accounted for: Like most
freelancers, the way I dick around during work
time is to go on Twitter and feel jealous, whereas
if I'm watching Netflix, I'm simultaneously doing
housework. Specifically, I am folding laundry,
cooking food, doing dishes, changing the cat lit-
ter, vacuuming, spot-cleaning the carpet, looking
at random pieces of paper and deciding where
they should go. I am organizing the closet. I am
putting puzzle pieces back inside the puzzle box-
es and stacking the puzzle boxes against the wall.
The only way I can do these things, it seems, is
with the soothing tones of The Office droning in
the back—71 hours’ worth of it.

The amount of time doesn’t seem depraved,
but I feel depraved, primarily because I have

I'm accustomed to
thinking about tasks
as things you
complete and forget
about, like films

seen every single one of these episodes before—
many, many times. I can anticipate too many
lines, with parts of my brain I could have used for
so many other things. I like to reread books, and
that doesn’t feel wrong. But The Office is dumb,

I think. Why do I watch it so much? While the
age of streaming video has ushered in the age of
seemingly limitless new shows to watch, it has
also guaranteed me an infinite viewing loop, an
entire series now behaving as an extended Vine.
The smorgasbord that Netflix et al. make avail-
able has paradoxically caused me to watch more
of less programming,.

Just as I refer to “watching Netflix” as
“watching T'V;” so, evidently, do old metaphors
and patterns assert themselves in content.
When I think about women watching TV and
doing housework, I think of soap operas, wom-
en standing in front of the ironing board while
some drama plays out on a screen. In 1979, USC
professor Tania Modleski faulted her peers for
ignoring soap operas as a rich site of informa-
tion both about narrative practices and women’s
lives in her essay “The Search for Tomorrow in
Today’s Soap Operas.” She found something
essentially feminine in the form, “a unique nar-
rative pleasure” that accords “closely with the
rhythms of women’s lives in the home.” Critics,
feminist and otherwise, had decried the thrall
of women to the “progress without progression”
represented by soaps, but Modleski found some-
thing to admire about the formal possibilities of
neverendingness: Housewives were accustomed
to a constant hum of activity that was constantly
being interrupted, a constraint that soap operas
had to work around and which they replicated
in plot developments. “Like the (ideal) mother
in the home,” she wrote, “we are kept interested
in a number of events at once and are denied the
luxury of a total and prolonged absorption.”

Modleski’s essay is almost 40 years old, and
the contours of my life—my particular com-
bination of privilege and constraint—are very
different than those of the women she describes.
Nonetheless, I found curious resonance in the
essay. The worst thing about housework, I always
think, is that it doesn’t end. No sooner have you
made everything tidy then you dirty a dish, or
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drop your laundry in the corner, leave a glass on
a table. I'm accustomed to thinking about tasks
as things you complete and forget about, like
films. But the season of “finished” housework is
vanishingly short, like the life of a gnat. You have
to find a way to enjoy the process, or you are
doomed to disappointment as you seek to enjoy
its fleeting effects. It’s a serial mini-drama, com-
pletely predictable, often maddening.

I was surprised to see the origins of the
shows I watch in soap operas as Modleski de-
scribes them. She claimed in 1979 that “soap
operas may be in the vanguard not just of TV
art but of all popular
narrative art,” and this
seems borne out in our
century. Matt Zoller
Seitz recently wrote

alcoholic woman” (Meredith). And what is
Arrested Development if not a comic version of
Modleski’s charge that the soap opera presents
“the viewer with a picture of a family which,
though it is always in the process of breaking
down, stays together no matter how intolerable
its situation may get.”

Seitz argued that the neverending drama
“is being supplanted by stories that have more
shape, more obvious beginnings and endpoints.”
This gestures, he posits, toward our need for
finiteness in a chaotic world. I still cling to the
endless shows, but it’s in their repetition that

that “all serialized dra-
mas ultimately owe
their existence to the

Soap operas are a form suited to
the rhythms of domestic labor, but

daytime soap opera,
an open-ended form.”

I still feel guilty. As it happens, that

Modleski quotes anoth-

er scholar, Horace New-
comb, who observes
that serial soaps “offer us
depictions of people in
situations which grow
and change over time,
allowing for a greater ‘audience involvement, a
sense of becoming a part of the lives and actions
of the characters they see.” Certainly the Netflix
log indicates an overall household drift away
from movies to shows. (It’s a long time since that
first screening of The Outlaw Josey Wales.)

If today’s seriality is a legacy of the soap
opera, even the content seems to have recycled
and repeated in curious ways. Modleski in 1979
listed some of the “most frequent themes” of
daytime TV, which are spread around all over
my go-to shows: “the great sacrifice” (Pam, also
Jim); “the winning back of an estranged lover/
spouse” (Pete and Trudy); “marrying her for
her money, respectability” (Ken); “the unwed
mother” (Angela, also Joan); “deceptions about
the paternity of children” (Angela, Joan); “ca-
reer vs. housewife” (Betty and Francine); “the

is also a legacy of soap operas

they bring me the most comfort. The care I feel
for characters is amplified by the open-ended
form; but perhaps speaking to Seitz’s point, the
not-caring, too, is amplified by the reassurance
of foreknowledge, the relegation to background
that repetition allows. It’s the comfort of one
kind of neverendingness combined with the
comfort of another, one that I've imposed.

I know now, thanks to Modleski, that it is a
form defined by and suited to the rhythms of do-
mestic labor, but I still feel guilty about my par-
ticular method of consuming it. As it happens,
the feeling of guilt is also a legacy of the soap
opera days; it may, in fact, be integral to wom-
en’s television consumption. Marsha Cassidy,
in writes of a deliberate move by the television
industry to reduce the distracted state that the
soap opera format encouraged. Studios and ad-
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vertisers worried that women’s habit of watching
television while doing light housework, as they
once did with radio, reduced the opportunities
to sell them things during commercial breaks.
Studios found themselves “trapped between
marketing the medium as a work companion for
women during the day—and alarming adver-
tisers—or furthering viewing habits that could
be censured for promoting sloth and idleness

in homemakers—by luring more women to the
couch.” Ultimately, money talked, and the couch,
and its attendant sloth and idleness, was present-
ed as a deserved indulgence: “All right, ladies,
out of the kitchen, into the living room. Turn the
TV set on now!” went one radio promo. But it
was always laced with guilt: One NBC executive
suspected “the major deterrent” to watching day-
time shows was “the feeling of guilt it arouses.”

Couch shame inflected the daytime viewing
experience. Louise Spence, in Watching Daytime
Soap Operas, paints a pictures of researchers who
invoke “images of the socially inept, the rejected,
those with low self-worth or an incomplete iden-
tity: the psychologically needy. It is assumed that
their lives are otherwise uneventful, unrewarding,
or insufficient.” The viewer is “captured by the
evils of banality” represented by her soap opera
“addiction.” The women Spence interviewed for
her book invariably spoke of their viewing habits
as though they were taboo. The television was
“trash,” they told her, maybe because it was some-
thing they were doing when they could have been
doing something else. I understand how they feel.
On Reddit I find people like me: “Does anyone
else just watch The Office on continuous loop?”
(Yes.) “When binge-watching The Office, what
episodes do you skip over?” (“Scott’s Tots,” “The
Mafia,” “Grief Counseling,” “The Banker,” “Chi-
na.”) I worry that the habit is the mark of a weak
and ever-weakening character, or, most worrying-
ly, of a sick one. From the “Depression” subreddit:
“Does anyone else watch the same shows over and
over again to find comfort in them?” (Yes.)

The Atlantic tells me that we re-watch for
reasons of nostalgia, or self-discovery: “Reengag-
ing with the same object, even just once, allows a
reworking of experiences as consumers consider
their own particular enjoyments and understand-

ings of choices they have made.” When I think
about the choices I've made, the TV themes I
return to again and again seem somewhat on the
nose, psychologically speaking. They highlight
certain voids left by abdication from office life. I
find myself drawn to Don Draper’s forceful, un-
just expressions of masculine professional power.
“There’s not one thing you've done here that I
couldn’t live without,” I declaim to the cats while
I fold laundry or send an editing email. I cringe
when Betty’s dad tells her, “You're a housecat.
You're very important, and you have little to do.”
The Office, meanwhile, gives me an office, a highly
problematic one like many offices of my experi-
ence. (Who will answer for Jan’s character arc, a
great crime against feminism? Why doesn’t Pam
finish that goddamn art program? Why does love,
for Pam and Jim, mean the alternating sacrifice of
their professional interests?)

I rearranged my day-to-day life because I
wanted to be an “art monster,” a basically self-ex-
planatory term coined by Jenny Offill, but also
because I wanted a serene home, reasonably
clean, put to rights during the afternoon and
enjoyed at night. I wanted a pediatrician ap-
pointment to not be a logistical clusterfuck. All
cultural narratives point to the incompatibility of
art monsters and domesticity, but I didn't care.
So, like soap operas, like most women who would
be art monsters, I am working within a particular
set of circumstances, embellishing on patterns,
trying to make the narrative most out of the
format of my day. My digital trail, what I choose
to investigate, anyway, tells its own story: that I'm
highly sentimental, a little obsessive, a little basic.
It tells me I need the soothing repetition of Mi-
chael Scott’s buffoonery, Don Draper’s reinven-
tions, Jim and Pam’s love. It seems I'm in good, or
at least broad company. It seems, for the moment,
I'm happy here. «

Lydia Kiesling is the editor of The Millions. Her
writing has appeared in the New York Times
Magazine, the Guardian, the New Yorker's Page-
Turner, and elsewhere. She is working on a novel.

Originally published on Nov. 7, 2016
reallifemag.com/watch-again
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The most powerful gifs are
more than the sum of their
repeated parts by MONICA TORRES

nalist’s crusade, immense public pressure,

and a court order, Chicago police finally re-
leased video of an officer fatally shooting 17-year-
old Laquan McDonald. Hours before its release,
the officer was charged with first-degree murder.
As soon as the video was made public, it was
being published, downloaded, screengrabbed,
and reblogged across news sites and social-media
platforms. But if you were on Twitter that night

ﬂ YEAR AGO, FOLLOWING an independent jour-

and you follow the Daily Beast, you would have
been exposed to McDonald’s death not as a story,
avideo, or a still, but rather as a tweeted gif.

The default for gifs on Twitter is to autoplay,
and many users do not opt out. I was among
them. There was no warning that I was about to
see something graphic and disturbing, as there
was on the cable networks that were also show-
ing the video. The gif of McDonald’s death was
instead indiscriminately injected in between
my banal tweets about Thanksgiving prep. Un-
moored from even minimal context, the gif felt
cheap and tawdry, with each loop replay increas-
ing some engagement metric, while righteously
confronting nothing.
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The Daily Beast’s action sparked immediate
outcry among Twitter users and sites like the
Root and Colorlines. For one thing, McDonald’s
mother didn’t want video released. Her private
grief was made public. But the gif took it even
further, creating a grotesque play in which a
young black man was always living his last mo-
ments, over and over again.

By collapsing time, creating a world with no
beginning or end, gifs can reproduce trauma’s
symptoms—feelings of isolation, repetition
compulsion, and a state of bodily helplessness
as your mind moves beyond your control. After
trauma occurs, memories from the event can
loop back and intrude on one’s consciousness
days or years later, at the most inconvenient
times, at the most innocuous suggestion. As Lori
Daub describes in Testimony: Crises of Witnessing
in Literature, Psychoanalysis and History, “Trauma
survivors live not with memories of the past, but
with an event that could not and did not pro-
ceed through to its completion, has no ending,
attained no closure, and therefore, as far as its
survivors are concerned, continues into the pres-
ent and is current in every respect.” This is why
years after being falsely accused of burglary, my
mother still gets anxious at the sight of a police
car, forced to relive the worst day of her life. It’s
why for veterans with post-traumatic stress syn-
drome, war never ends. It’s why a gif that isolates
Laquan McDonald’s fatal shooting into repeating
frames is a decision that reproduces the emo-
tionally isolating, never-ending trauma of black
lives not mattering.

Shortly after the outcry about the McDon-
ald gif, the site took the tweet down, with editor
at large Goldie Taylor making this explanation,
also in a tweet: “By tweeting a gif, we uninten-
tionally trivialized a death. We are deleting.”
(Her apology has since been deleted.)

The incident raises the question of whether
gifs, simply by virtue of their formal qualities, are
inherently trivializing. What effects does looping
video of a news event have on what it represents
and how it is consumed? Can a gif be serious?

Thanks to their engaging movement and in-
ternet-native feel, gifs have become ubiquitous
across news sites and social media alike. Twitter

and even old mainstays like Microsoft Outlook
have added gif extensions, recognizing users’
need to communicate “facepalm” with a loop.
In personal contexts, gifs are widely accepted
as fun shorthand for such reactions: My friend
texts me about her job; I answer with gifs of
Kim Kardashian cry-faces. But there are limits.
Even the editorial director of Giphy, a popular
online gif repository, said, when asked what re-
action gif he might send to someone who found
out their sibling had died, that he'd rather give
the person a call.

Similar limits seem to apply in news con-
texts. Gifs have become mainstays in sports and
politics coverage because they can distill the
essence of these competitions into a few arrest-
inglooped frames, as in this breakdown of the
minutiae of how Olympic gymnast McKayla
Maroney lost her gold. The 2016 presidential
debates yielded a flood of gifs examining the
minutiae of Donald Trump’s mouth breathing
and Hillary Clinton’s blinking, on the idea that
looping the slightest of gestures can reveal some-
thing surprising within the manicured machine
of an election campaign.

Given the broad appeal of gifs, startups have
sought ways to further distribute and monetize
them. But the same liveliness, immediacy, and
novelty that make gifs so attractive to startups
and news organizations also make their use in
more sober contexts jarring. When gifs delve
into breaking-news tragedies—police shootings,
natural disasters, terrorism—they tend to cross
the fine line between confronting horror and
exploiting it. Without the cushion of context, a
gif can land like a punch. When Gawker posted
a gif of a Spanish train derailing in 2013, readers
said they felt unprepared for their visceral reac-
tion. “I think gifs are for cats, not seeing the last
moments of nearly a hundred lives,” one wrote.

Sometimes a visceral reaction is the point:
Activists and journalists have long attempted to
force people to visually confront the horrors of
oppression and white supremacy. When Mamie
Till-Mobley’s son Emmett was brutally mur-
dered, she allowed his mutilated body to be pho-
tographed and published in Jet magazine, hoping

to shock people out of their complacency. It was
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an intrusion into people’s daily lives to remind

them to stay woke. In this same tradition, an-

tique collector James Allen collected photos and

postcards of lynchings across America, 145 of

which were published in 2000 as Without Sanc-

tuary: Lynching Photography in America. These

revealed how racist spectacle was packaged and

sold as keepsakes: “Lust propelled their commer-

cial reproduction and distribution, facilitating

the endless replay of anguish,” Allen notes. “Even

dead, the victims were without sanctuary.”
But the images circulated of Laquan Mc-

Donald’s death are hard

to assimilate to this

tradition, and not only

because his mother

did not authorize their

ly impose—already marks you as other. Ngai
analyzed how Harriet Beecher Stowe’s characters
in Uncle Tom'’s Cabin were purposefully writ-

ten with animated vernacular to racialize their
speech and provoke white readers’ empathy. But
it’s a hollow caring, because these bodies have
been marked for others to use. On an infinite
loop in gifs, this hyperanimation re-enacts the
spectacle for our consumption, puppets made
to rise and fall, victims without sanctuary. They
mimic Allen’s lynching postcards, but without
the critical context his curation and commen-

By collapsing time, gifs can

distribution. In its gif
form, the disturbing

video of his death had

become a puppet show,

reproduce trauma’s symptoms:

and McDonald a mari-
onette, made to rise and

isolation, repetition compulsion,

fall, ridden with bullets
16 times, then 32, then
48, and on and on. Un-
like a video clip, which
is buffered by a lead-up
and at least has an end

point, a gifisolates the most traumatic moments
and continues replaying them indefinitely, with-
out warning and without your permission.

To be marked in this way in American cul-
ture—to be looped in a gif, to be put on display
as “animated” at the behest of audiences—is,
as Laur Jackson has argued (following Sianne
Ngai), to be racialized, othered:

On one hand, one’s humanity is conditional

on the capacity to be animated—for bodies to
whom humanity is not a given. On the other
literal hand, a body animated looks utterly unnat-
ural, puppet-like, revealing the desperation and
labor underlying the humanizing project as well
as turning “the racial body ... into comic specta-
cle,” to quote again from Ngai.

For black bodies, being “animated”—a condition
that gifs, by nature of their form, automatical-

and a state of bodily helplessness

tary provides. In looping, the larger context is
cropped out and we are left with only the most
inflammatory, most affecting moment. This dis-
tillation, by definition, exploits and subtracts the
context to extract an event’s viral essence.

These looping spectacles seem to deny that
the bodies on display have minds, that they have
subjective integrity. Similarly, Ngai, in comment-
ing on Sasha Torres’s 1990s-era discussion about
how people of color were depicted on live TV,
points out how the affect of “liveness” in the
medium depends on appropriating black experi-
ence and offering it as a commodified object. As
we speed toward new technologies that promise
even more immediacy, gifs like the one depicting
McDonald’s death serve as case studies on what
not to do. Perpetually suspended between two
states, gifs of black death are both alive and not
alive. They should remain in purgatory, unseen.
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GIFS HAVE A FAR different effect than mere
single-play video. It’s the looping that gives gifs
their life. But given the troubling ramifications of
how gifs Pinocchio subjects and intensify their
objectification, can they be used to bear witness?
Is, say, looping cute images of cats really the only
ethically acceptable use for cultural gifs?

As Tumblr fan communities have long under-
stood, there are political uses for gifs that rely on
remixing rather than merely reiterating. Bringing
together multiple images from different sources
into a gif set can create a new vision that is as ef-
fective as any isolated news gif could ever be.

The most powerful gifs use the power of rep-
etition and timing and spacing to persuade you to
believe in something more than the sum of its re-
peated parts. In this, they work like comic books,
whose panels, as Scott McCloud wrote in Under-
standing Comics, “fracture both time and space,
offering a jagged, staccato rhythm of unconnect-
ed moments” in order to achieve the rhythm of a
story. By animating images and words in side-by-
side boxes, gif sets similarly invite us to bridge the
gaps between the real and the imagined, present-
ing utopian possibilities and creating alternatives
to the dominant modes of seeing the world.

A good gif maker understands that there are
many truths and use all the tools gifs put at their
disposal—moving images, spacing, overlaid text,
timing—to give their version convincing context.

Where photos hold memories frozen ric-
tus-still and videos put directors at the mercy of
B-roll footage, gifs cut straight to the heart of the
action. The spaces between gifs in gif sets invite
not confusion at the lack of continuity but view-
er participation in sewing the story together. The
frames are both moving and held in place; they
capture attention with their dynamism and like
a comic book, each frame builds upon the mo-
mentum of the previous one.

Yes, you could write a long essay about why
Beyoncé’s self-titled album was a game changer
for the music industry—but you can also sum up
your feels succinctly in a gif. You can sum up rage

too. Katy Perry’s racist performance at the 2013
American Music Awards can get remixed by a gif
maker who edits out her lyrics and overlays gifs
of her Orientalist performance with text reading
“racist mumbling” and “racist belting.”

Potentially more patient and more open
than media products with end points, looping
gifs, given the right non-sensationalized con-
text, can teach us to dwell and pay attention to
the emotional reality within moving bodies that
inhabit the frames. Watching an entire TV season
compressed into the most meaningful frames of
contact between characters, it becomes clear that
the written and spoken word is not always need-
ed—bodies betray desires. If you don’t notice
how characters’ hands brush against each other, a
gif forgives you and rewinds the story once more.

Before Tumblr, before LiveJournal, before
I could AIM chat fan theories to my friends, I
would lay down in the back of Mami’s van on
long road trips, close the end of a book, and
dream up better alternatives to what the canon
provided me. Once you dare to accept, as Hilton
Als has said, that reality itself is a form of fiction,
you are no longer just a participant in a story.
You are free to be your own creator, and you can
begin to reshape dominant narratives. Now, in gif
sets, these sorts of alternatives proliferate. There
are black Tony Starks, female Doctor Whos, and
Harry Potter worlds set in 1920s Harlem.

These are examples of racebending, a clap-
back to whitewashing, that responds to all-white
casting by imagining people of color into the
stories that they were written out of. It embodies
media theorist Henry Jenkins’s claim that fan
fiction can repair “the damage done in a system
where contemporary myths are owned by cor-
porations instead of owned by the folk.” Expos-
ing the structured absence of people of color
in media by fixing it yourself becomes a visual
indictment on behalf of every person the original
creators failed to include.

Unlike a video clip, a gif invites you to sit,
watch the world respool, and let your mind won-
der: What if? What if Aldis Hodge portrayed
Tony Stark? Or as the tags to this gif set on Tum-
blr framed it, #because like imagine being a little
black boy growing up so so so smart and so so so
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alone. Or in the words of another user’s reblog-
ging endorsement: #GOD#YES #you just never
see a POC in that kind of archetype #tony stark
is a power fantasy reserved for white men.

A good racebent gif set visualizes a world for
fans to build upon and makes it more immediate
than text-only fan fiction. As an online-native
media form, gifs are born ready to be circulated,
and on a platform like Tumblr, the story they
convey gets chewed, reblogged, and remade bet-
ter in collaboration.

#Memehistory, an idea started by
@TylerIAm in March, uses gifs to make res-
onances between past actions and potential
echoes in the present. Pairing a gif of the super-
hero Black Panther running with a caption about
Jesse Owens outrunning his white competition
at the 1936 Olympics brilliantly re-imagines a
world that should have been, in which Owens is
acknowledged as the superhero President Roos-
evelt never admitted he was.

Gif makers can also be post-production
editors that make arguments about who gets
centered in the frame. On Tumblr, theladybadass
created gifs of the 1963 March on Washington,
amazingly condensing the 15-hour event into
nine loops, each of which holds women as central:
women splashing their feet, women fixing their
caps, women singing together, always present.

“Women, particularly women of color, are so
often ignored that I wanted to create a space spe-
cifically for them,” Tabitha Bianca Brown, the cre-
ator of theladybadass, explained. By distilling her
argument into its sharpest frames, her gif set be-
comes an intervention into the too-often ignored
presence of women in the Civil Rights Movement.
Each looping replay anchors you deeper in the
past, bringing it closer to our present.

We already know that words are untrust-
worthy, that there are gulfs between what we
mean and say. It can seem to take a man shooting
aboy who's already on the ground to give himself
away. A police dashboard camera video that’s
missing audio and time logs shows that videos are
no more pure representations of truth than gifs
and are subject to just as much manipulation—
more dangerous, given that it is not as obvious.

A powerful gif masters the fraught spaces in

our subconscious, manipulating the eye to see be-
yond our boxed imagination. With each loop, the
heartbeat gets louder and we get closer to believ-
ing the gif is alive. It puts your hand on the pulse.
You see visions of better futures. You see ghosts.

In the case of traumatizing gifs like that of
the killing of Laquan McDonald, they are like
Frankenstein’s monster: a poor decision made by
human hands that does not reinvent the future
or inform the present but rather, crudely reduces
a boy’s humanity into jerkily moving parts.

But in skilled hands, a gif can be magic. Rec-
ognizing this, Giphy CEO Alex Chung and Paul
Pfeiffer presented Giphnosis in 2013 at Rhizome’s
Seven on Seven conference in New York to call at-
tention to how minds are reprogrammed through
gifs. “Giphnosis is happening. It’s called news me-
dia,” Pfeiffer said. Using the looping image that the
New York Times posted of the Boston Marathon
bombers on its website as an example, Chung
explained that watching that image over and over
“has a pronounced effect on the way you think
about the world, [the way] you think about peo-
ple in backpacks ... We’re being constantly pro-
grammed by media, by everything on the internet,
because everything now is looped.”

To counterbalance this looping horror, the
pair offered Giphnosis, a (now defunct) website
for users to download screensaver gifs designed
to condition you toward and away from particular
emotions. Pfeiffer said he was inspired by how he
thinks dreams prepare oneself against danger.

When the idea of gifs was presented as self-
help therapy, the audience laughed. But that’s
because the full power and danger within a loop
has yet to be fully appreciated. The powerful
magic or potential curse of a gif is in what it dares
you to imagine, and what it can convince you to
believe. Now you see me, now you don’t. We're
just getting started. e

Monica Torres is a journalist living in New York.
Her writing has appeared in Fusion, the Hairpin
and the Feminist Wire. She emotes through gifs
on Twitter.

Originally published on Nov. 22, 2016
reallifemag.com/instant-replay



“Auto Format,” by Navneet Alang
“Worlds Apart,” by Sarah Beller
“Nervous? We Should B

by Jane Frances

“Quick Fix,” by Naomi Skw

Nervousness, Jane Frances Dunlop writes, “marks the work of entanglement™—it’s the experience of
static. Unlike social anxiety, which seals us inside ourselves, “nervousness is like a glitch... it makes

it possible for us to perceive the systems that we work through,” those which online networks reify.
Getting together is a need—to withhold it from others is a form of deprivation or torture; to refuse it
can be a form of self-harm, or evil—and there is no having gotten together, only a never-satisfied effort
whose requirements change by the moment, detectable by its failures, identified as longing, longing
alongside. Empathy is insufficient. But it makes life livable. There is no triumph over evil, but evil does
not touch the good; the good, like the evil, is in others. —ALEXANDRA MOLOTKOW



I carry my followers with me
everywhere, and I don’t mean
on my phone by NANEET ALANG

WITTER, BY ITS own hand or some sudden
Tshift in trends, will one day die. What will I

do then? The engine of my thought is always
directed toward Twitter. As I walk the city, [ am
attuned to that little empty box insistently asking
“What’s happening?” My experience of the mate-
rial world is shadowed by a kind of holographic
plane, a translucent layer over everything, stud-
ded with tweet buttons. Conversations, happen-
ings in public spaces, street art, or a celebrity

sighting—these are all fodder for a reality that I
have come to perceive in tweet-size fragments.
Twitter has colonized my mind. Almost

every day for just under a decade, I have checked
the site, have tweeted, retweeted, been subtweet-
ed. My mental map is the frontier surrendered,
and Twitter is the empire. To become occupied
by a social network is to internalize its gaze. It is
to forever carry a doubled view of both your own
mind and the platform’s. What beckons initially
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is what feels like a blank canvas—some empty
space onto which one can splash one’s desires.
So, like millions of others, I conjured a persona
for Twitter, at first modulating myself for the
tech- and pop-culture-savvy early users, then later
techno-skeptics and lefty cultural critics, and now
for the many like me who are just exhausted by
the whole thing and make aimless or bitter jokes.
That we perform for others isn’t exactly new;
it is, rather, a fundamental part of who we are.
The field of psychology is littered with concepts
like the looking-glass self—in which we form
our self-conception based on others’ perception
of us—or David Elkind’s imaginary audience,
a term describing how an envisioned, general
audience affects our behavior.
Writing out our identities as an
act of self-creation is perhaps
the most obvious way in which
we respond to this phantom

don’t know, or the bots and spam accounts who
don’t quite exist but appear to. Each numerical
addition to one’s follower list amounts to a little
increase in our sense that people have chosen to
watch because there is something about us—a
wry smirk in a profile pic, an ofthandedly funny
or heartfelt tweet—that drew them in. One’s
audience is like a darkened theater punctuated
by hundreds of eyes, anticipating that self-image
tucked into the corner of one’s mind, carried
about as one moves through the world. If in spe-
cifics we distinguish between bots, brands, and
our friends, in practical terms they all form part
of the same expectant crowd.

Thus, the imagined audience is often just

To become occupied by a social

viewing public, positioning

and shaping our words to suit
who we imagine to be reading
them. In Politics and Aesthetics

network is to internalize its gaze,
to carry a doubled view of your

in the Diary of Virginia Woolf,
author Joanne Tidwell sug-

own mind and the platform’s

gests that Woolf—an author
who otherwise demanded
much of her audience—wrote
for an older self, imagining

an ideally sympathetic reader, as if in her diaries
Woolf wrote to the person she hoped to become.
Social media is another kind of public diarizing,
and its trajectory aims at a similarly ideal avatar—
it externalizes thought, but also the interpersonal,
the communicative. We use it to seek out an em-
pathic witness for our scribblings, projecting into
the murk of online space an audience who sees us
as we hope to be seen.

TWITTER, WHICH IS PUBLIC in both its default
settings and its culture, concentrates this effect.
You are almost always followed by those you

that: an imagining; a conveniently blank, con-
jured thing, a sort of perfect Other, all id and
ego but no wagging finger of the superego—a
blurry, smeared collection of people we want
to like us, be attracted to us, be jealous of us.
We aren’t so much writing to people or acting
ourselves out but invoking what we imagine our
ideal audience to be. A Twitter joke isn’t just
an attempt to get laughs or acquire likes; it’s an
attempt to extract from the faceless dark of the
limitless web an exact body of people who find
what we find funny, funny.

But the imagined Other is not just some
conveniently homogeneous mass. It is always
split, fissures of the Real forming in our fantasiz-
ing. It is a horizon of general possibility punc-
tuated by pillars of aspiration and threatening
figures of repression, sharp pinpricks interrupt-

REALLIFE 48



ing the easy reverie of perfect sympathy. Among
the unindividuated mass are those we desperate-
ly want to please, those whose money we want,
those we want to fuck, those who are out of

our orbit and to whom we are grateful for just a
shred of attention. There are, too, the predators,
the haters, the naysayers, the racists and the sex-
ists, the homophobes, the chaotic monsters who
gather around the word “troll.” We push down
the thought of one so that we might bathe in the
affirmation of the other.

The idealized audience is a thing you forever
create and that creates you at the same time. To
have an audience at all is to be
relentlessly concerned with
how you will be read. At times
Twitter provides the perfect-

ous powers. Thomas Babington Macaulay, the
British bureaucrat deeply invested in instituting
British schooling in 19th-century India, wrote
in his now infamous “Minute on Education”
that the point of any new education system in
the country was to reform educated Indians
into an Anglicized middle class bureaucracy
who, indoctrinated in English supremacy, would
remake India in Britain’s image. The point wasn’t
to repress; it was to have the colonial subject
come to express the values of the colonizer
“through their own volition.”

The tension between the imagined audi-

We aren’t so much writing to

ly sympathetic audience we
don’t have elsewhere: a warm

people or acting ourselves out

embrace to soothe our vulnera-
bilities, fears, and desires, made

but invoking what we imagine

more welcoming by the fact that
our audience isn’t quite a real
person but rather something
just close enough to the outline
of a person to function like one
in our psychology. But the very
blankness of that Other imbues it with the threat
of disapproval, wildly vacillating in our imagina-
tions from a nagging “no” to the glare of white
supremacy or patriarchy. Watch your tone, we tell
ourselves, and even when we are actively defiant,
that is exactly what we are doing. Each tweet has
to be read with the same doubled view of its pro-
duction: a string of words meant to mean some-
thing to someone, and an expression aimed at no
one in particular; an object made to expel some

desire, not meant to really communicate anything.

MAYBE COLONIZATION IS THE right term for
Twitter. The internalization of another struc-
ture is, after all, just the model of colonialism
deployed by the most successful and insidi-

our ideal audience to be

ence who sees you perfectly and the one who
you contort yourself to please is precisely the
nature of modern control. When in response to
the ubiquity of surveillance we namedrop Fou-
cault—speaking of the way sous-veillance has
chilling effects—we often forget that the French
philosopher suggested that power doesn’t sim-
ply say “no” like a police officer brandishing a
truncheon; it beckons us to say yes, asking us to
remake ourselves in its image, happily and con-
tentedly producing the right sort of content. To
internalize the structure of a social network is a
way of both connecting with other humans and
becoming subservient to our imagined visions
of what they want. To use Twitter is to become
its consumer but also its bureaucrat. We tweet
and read, expressing and absorbing what we wish
as we propagate and internalize the logic of the
platform, hundreds of millions of us performing
these new behaviors in lockstep, beckoning each
other to join in. It is a kind of auto-colonization:
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adopting the notion that a public digital self is a
way to temporarily exceed the body, and embrac-
ing the personal brand as a mode of existence.
We perform, as we always have, but perhaps
more consciously, more acutely and persistently
attuned to being watched. As we offload more of
our identity and day-to-day life to the platform,
we bend to the imagined Other like plants cran-
ing to maximize their exposure to sunlight.
I'worry that this is what Twitter has done to
me—or perhaps, what I have let it do to me. I have
watched my tweets change over the years: first,
in response to more followers, then to the inces-
sant awareness that I need to make a living, then
to callout culture, the politics of representation,
and sheer exhaustion. But a decade on, I still find
myself thinking in the terms of Twitter: how each
absurd, mundane happening in my life might be
framed so as to be alluring to my audience, a po-
tential employer, a date, or new friend. I still always
carry my followers with me. In fact, I can’t get rid
of them. They are like a ghostly companion, ever at
my side. It isn’t just my tweets that have changed,
but the way in which I relate to reality.

IT 1S NOT, AS so many state too breezily, too
unthinkingly, that I am simply lost in the frip-
pery of the everyday; rather, each platform offers
broad structural and economic incentives for

me to perform in a particular way. Twitter asks
for the quip, the incisive takedown, or the viral.
Instagram beckons the beautiful or the con-
spicuously consumed. Facebook demands the
emotional or the inflammatory, the easily liked
or the easily shared. Like a digitized medieval
morality play, we have outsourced virtues and
vices—]Joy, Envy, Lust, Fear—to the dynamics
of each platform. It is this, contrary to the cease-
less debates over narcissism or distraction, that
forms the crux of our bargain with social media.
Those other issues are just the side effects of the
main medication. We are always being reconfig-
ured from the outside in. Just as the book shaped
thought in a particular way, so too do the many
facets of digital, each in their own way.

When my perfect Other disappears, what
then? The bind of colonization is that the vacuum
left by the colonizer’s absence is so often filled by
something similar. There is no going back from
that global shift. And when Twitter fades I will
seek out another holographic companion that
offers the same release, and relentless pressure.
Some other structure will occupy me—and it too
will implore me to consider what it means when
it incessantly asks: What’s happening? e

Navneet Alang is a technology and culture

writer based in Toronto. His writing has most
recently appeared in the Atlantic, New Republic,
BuzzFeed, and the Globe and Mail.

Originally published on Oct. 17, 2016
reallifemag.com/auto-format
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Video-only “visitation”
shrouds the reality of life in
Custody by SARAH BELLER

AURA’'S YOUNGER BROTHER whom I'll call
Ljohn, age 26, had been addicted to heroin

for a while. In December he was arrested for
burglary. He had been arrested before, spending
a night or two in jail, but this was the first time
he couldn’t get out. His bond was set at $10,000
cash only.

That’s how Laura learned about “My Tech

Friends,” a company that sells technology to
jails and prisons for use in commissaries, phone
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calls, and remote video visitation—the only way
she can communicate with her brother while he

waits in Clark County Jail, Indiana. While the jail

doesn’t technically disallow in-person visits to
all inmates, John says he’s never heard of anyone
having one. Like most people in jail, he’s only
stuck there because his family can’t afford the
bail while he waits for his trial. In John’s case,
that could take quite a while. He does have a law-
yer—a public defender, whom he hopes is good.
But it’s not like he’s ever met him, or even talked
to him on the phone. His lawyer has communi-
cated with him by letter a few times in the nine
months he’s been in the jail so far.

Laura and John’s parents, who live 40 min-
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utes away, visit weekly. But they’re only allowed
to see him over video chat from a separate room
at the facility. At Clark County, video visitation
is free if you go to the jail; you can chat remote-
ly, from home or wherever you have an internet
connection, but you're charged $5 per 15 min-
utes. According to the Prison Policy Initiative, a
research and advocacy organization challenging
over-criminalization and mass incarceration, jails
that provide free video visiting onsite often limit
those visits to brief periods during the weekday,
when people are at work and school, to encour-
age the costlier remote chats. Some other jails
charge for use of the technology even if you do
come to the facility. Video visits make the most
sense in state and federal prisons, which can
often be far away and difficult and/or expensive
for families to get to—the technology could save
families travel costs and prevent them from hav-
ing to miss work and school. But it’s been local
jails that have most embraced the technology

Even in jails, video visiting could be a help-
ful supplement to traditional in-person visits. It
could save children the traumatic experience of
entering a jail and seeing a parent trapped inside;
it could save visitors and prisons the emotional,
temporal, and financial costs of intense pro-
cessing and search procedures. It could increase
flexibility in visiting hours and expand visiting
opportunities, say from home-bound family
members, clergy, and other members of a com-
munity. It could be used in reentry planning, to
connect prisoners with reentry programs prior
to release. In-person visits are highly mediated,
too: Even before video visiting was implemented
in the 1990s, most counties had eliminated “con-
tact” visits where visitors and prisoners could
touch. Following this logic, the industry claims
that video visiting can provide easy, convenient
communication with loved ones.

But while much of the technology’s poten-
tial lies in its use as a supplement to in-person
visits, jail facilities throughout the country are
increasingly adopting the costly technology in
place of in-person interactions. More than 13
percent of local jails in the United States now
use video visitation, and most of them (74 per-
cent), banned in-person visits after adding the

new technology, according to research by the
Prison Policy Initiative (PPI). Securus, one of
the most powerful companies in the phone and
video visit industry, has in the past required the
termination of in-person visits in their contracts,
although thanks to advocacy they have recently
announced they will no longer do so. Just last
month, Governor Jerry Brown of California
vetoed a bill that would have forced jails who ad-
opted the video-visit technology to keep in-per-
son visitation available. At least 11 counties in
California have so far eliminated, plan to elimi-
nate, or severely restrict in-person visitation in
favor of video visiting technology, which families
and activists say is a poor substitute.

As the Department of Justice stated in a
2014 report, in-person visiting helps maintain
family stability, reduces disciplinary infractions
and violence, and reduces recidivism. We don’t
know if video visiting in its place would have
the same effects, but it seems unlikely. Not least
because video visitation technology frequently
fails to work effectively—or, more accurately, it
succeeds at working poorly.

“PEOPLE COMPARE VIDEO VISITING to Skype
or FaceTime,” says Bernadette Rabuy, Senior
Policy Analyst of PPI, “because that’s an easy
way to explain what’s going on. But it’s not like
those services.” Skype and FaceTime are de-
signed to allow us to feel together when we’re
apart: long-distance couples use them to keep
in touch; some therapists and doctors now
conduct clinical sessions over video. The video
visiting technology used in the carceral setting
can do the opposite: make people feel worlds
apart, when they might really just be on oppo-
site ends of a jail. The technology seems de-
signed to prevent intimacy and create a sense of
disconnection. If Skype can simulate the feeling
of being in a room with someone, carceral video
technology can simulate something like being
in a room filled with a dense fog and loud static;
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if you stretch out your hand in front of you, it’s
not clear what you’ll touch, or whether you’ll
touch anything at all.

When Laura tried to video visit John from
where she lives, in another state, “it wasn’t worth
it,” she says. “My brother answered the call, and I
could tell he just thought it was gonna be a waste
of time because he'd seen other inmates doing
it. I was trying to show him, with my computer
screen, the outside of the house I was in, just so
he could see some outdoors, because he hasn’t
been outside in a year. But every time you move
your face away from the screen’s camera it goes
black. I thought that was a
technical glitch, but based on
an email I received, that’s an in-
tentional technology they have
on it to try to prevent flashing
of gang signs, or someone

the inmate says. “Cold.”

“Right,” says the visitor. “Well, this video
calling stuff’s pretty cool”

“Yeah, I guess so, if you want to see people
on the outside. Makes you homesick—"

“You've got a lot of people who want to see
you in jail,” the visitor interrupts. “We could
probably sell this video.”

The audio is horrible, the buzzing incessant.
When the visitor moves out of the frame, the
visuals on his screen go black.

The skit seems like an ineffective advertise-
ment, until you remember that Tech Friends isn’t

Certain flaws in carceral

showing pornography.”
In the ad copy on its web-

video technology, like blackouts
when a visitor’s head leaves the

site, Tech Friends reveals the
cause: “What’s the biggest fear

€« . »
screen, are “security features

with remote video visitation?
Lewd or inappropriate con-
tent coming into your facility.
While other vendors offer you
the ability to monitor video
using your personnel, the Eclipse technology
eliminates it. See for yourself.”

The link takes you to a YouTube video. A
stock-photo pops up, one that can only have
resulted from the search term “naughty cop™ a
woman lying on her back, legs in the air, with a
black police hat hanging jauntily off one foot. A
black screen swipes across her body, leaving only
a small square of her head visible. Above her
head, words appear: “It’s all about CONTROL.”

The image fades, and loud buzzing feedback
plays. We then watch a role-play of a simulated
video visit between an “inmate” and an older,
father figure. The simulation has the feel of an
’80s PSA, with the kind of acting that’s so fake
you wonder why they bothered to stage it. Both
the “inmate” and the “visitor” appear uncomfort-
able; they speak over each other, and generally
seem to have trouble connecting, technologically
and emotionally. “[It] looks like a dungeon here,”

marketed to people in prison, or their families on
the outside. It’s marketed to corrections depart-
ments. According to Prison Policy Initiative,
which has been working to get the Federal Com-
munications Commission (FCC) to address
this issue since 2014, many of the problems with
video visiting “are the inevitable result of the
failed market structure: the companies consider
the facilities—not the families paying the bills—
as their customers.” Tech Friends is betting that a
sheriff’s main goal isn’t enabling good communi-
cation between prisoners and their families.
Certain flaws in the technology, like black-
outs when a visitor’s head leaves the screen, are
“security features” rather than bugs. And others,
like time delays, glitchiness, cutting in and out,
sudden hangups, and lack of user support, may
be key sources of revenue. As in the telephone
industry, which PPI and families have been
calling on the FCC to intervene in for over a de-

REALLIFE 53



cade, companies “find it economically advanta-
geous to use poorly calibrated security systems
to drop phone calls and trigger additional con-
nection charges,” PPI reports. And it’s profitable
for the prison and jails too, who sometimes get
a portion of revenue kicked back to them, in the
form of “commissions” from each visit. Before
advocates stepped in, some children had to pay
up to $1 per minute to talk to an incarcerated
parent. Now the fees are lower, but there is also
along list of fees for other “services,” like setting
up an account, closing an account, and even
processing a payment.

“This is a vulnerable population that they
are working with—the companies can get away
with a bad product,” says Bernadette Rabuy. “If
you had a problem [in the outside world] you
might call the company, or online chat with
them. With these families, if the family members
are having an issue they might not even be able
to have a phone number to call.”

A then-representative from a Missouri
county purchasing department told a reporter, “I
guess it depends what viewpoint you're coming
from. The way I look at it, we’ve got a captive au-
dience. If they don't like (the rates), I guess they
should not have got in trouble to begin with.”

VIDEO VISITING MAKES IT more difficult for
families to know how someone’s really doing.
At one point in the Tech Friends demonstration
video, the “inmate” asks if the “visitor” would
send money for commissary. “I don’t think so,”
the visitor says. “We’ve been through this be-
fore ... it'll just get spent on someone else.”

“Oh, you think I'm getting pushed around in
here?”

“I know you're getting pushed around
there””

The inmate brings his head close to the
screen, which moves in a lunging, time-delayed
manner. “Look,” he says, “no bruises.” His face is
blurry.

During video visits, families struggle to
clearly see the incarcerated person, and instead
face a pixelated or sometimes frozen image. Vid-
eo chat confuses your senses: It’s a jerky, indis-
tinct, distorted version of an interaction. “You
can’t really assess their health, their skin tone,”
Laura says. “You can't really assess whether or
not the jail is doing something really wrong”

For her, “It’s very dehumanizing to be told you
can’t be in the same room, even for a short time,
as the person you love.” The effects are worst,
Laura says, for people who have young children.
“[Kids] don’t know what’s happening. They can’t
communicate over the computer. It keeps chil-
dren away from their parents.”

Another big problem with video chats,
especially bad ones: “You can’t make eye con-
tact.” In her book Alone Together: Why We
Expect More From Technology and Less From
Each Other, MIT professor Sherry Turkle
writes that robots who can make eye contact
are key to human acceptance of artificial intel-
ligence—without eye contact, machines can
fall into the “uncanny valley,” and a person can
seem not quite human. With video visitation,
there’s a sense that you can’t experience the full
reality of the person on the other end of the
camera; nor can they experience yours. On top
of that is the paranoia of knowing you’re under
surveillance, or, even worse, that you may be.
At the bottom of the screen runs the text: “This
call may be monitored or recorded.” In-per-
son visitation is heavily monitored, too, but
in person you can whisper, murmur, mutter,
imply, suggest and shrug, gestures and intona-
tions that are lost with the video technology
used in jails, which can reduce interaction to
its crudest features. The lack of intimacy, and
ability to communicate subtly in video visits
can completely change the dynamic between
loved ones.

“You can’t speak freely,” Laura says. “That
would be another part of seeing him in person—
being able to speak more candidly. Not to say
anything bad, but just to ask, like ... how are you
really feeling?” On John’s end of the video visit,
“he’s in a room with dozens of men. It’s incred-
ibly loud, and he doesn’t want to talk in-depth
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about his feelings in front of all these men he
has to maintain a pecking order with every day.”
The necessity of having to articulate something
loudly and clearly over video might make it not
worth the risk.

When you're already in an emotionally
fragile place, the unpredictability of these vid-
eo interactions can be further frustrating and
traumatizing. When you're using Tech Friends,
Laura says, “you're really scared they’re gonna
cut it off at any minute for something you did.”
Even if “they” don’t cut the feed, internet con-
nections or the technology itself can cause the
video to disconnect.

THERE'S NO SHORTAGE OF much more ad-
vanced video technology in jails, though it’s
not being installed to help families. 60 Days In,
a reality television show that just concluded its
second season on A&E, is set in the very jail
where John is locked up, and was filmed during
his incarceration. According to Clark County
Sheriff Jamey Noel, the show was conceived as
a means of exposing criminal behavior within
the facility, which was “known for being a vio-
lent, sort of terrible place,” in the words of ABC
News’ Dan Abrams. Rather than install under-
cover cops, Noel decided, in collaboration with
a production company, to enlist civilians willing

While Clark County
jail limits families’
access to prisoners,
it welcomes

TV producers

to spend 60 days in the jail as plants.

“They came in and installed some pret-
ty high-tech cameras that we’ve never had in
our facility before,” Noel told Entertainment
Weekly—reportedly more than 300 round-
the-clock surveillance cameras, worth over
$200,000, which A&E allowed them to keep.
First Timers Holdings LLC, the production
company, also paid the jail $500 a day to film,
which Noel says added up to $51,000 over the
two seasons, on top of paying for undercover
inmates” meals and reimbursing officers’ sala-
ries over the course of filming. Noel, who told
reporters that the jail has increased services
for inmates since the series began, said that the
show resulted in seven officers resigning and
five getting fired for unacceptable behavior. He
also said the surveillance equipment helped
the administration charge inmates with an esti-
mated 3$ criminal charges.

Prison authorities were legally obligated to
tell the prisoners that they would be filming a
TV show, and give them the option of wheth-
er or not to appear on camera. They told them
the show was a documentary about “first-time
inmates.” What they didn’t tell the prisoners, or
the guards, was that the seven “first-time pris-
oners” featured were not real prisoners—rather,
they were reality show contestants acting as
undercover spies. The show’s producer says they
employed a team of lawyers to make sure they
were getting away with as much as they could
without technically violating any of the prison-
ers’ rights. “We’re not coming out and deceiving
anyone,” executive producer Greg Henry told
BuzzFeed. “We're just telling them the doc is
about first-timers and that’s the place we landed
where everyone felt comfortable.”

“All the inmates were excited to watch it on
the jail’s TVs when it premiered,” Laura says.
“But they weren’t allowed to.” People who were
incarcerated at the time of filming, but have since
been released, have said the show was edited
for drama. “They did alter a few things to give it
a whole different meaning,” DiAundré Newby
told News and Tribune, “so I'm quite sure that
alot of that had to do with them trying to get
ratings and kind of Hollywood it up a little bit.”
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A&E declined to comment to the publication. A
video’s distorted version of reality is quite famil-
iar to most of the men and women locked up in
Clark County jail, only allowed to see glimpses
of the outside in stuttering video snippets, edited
and “eclipsed” by Tech Friends. While the jail
limits families’ access to prisoners, it welcomes
TV producers.

In some ways, the success of 60 Days In can
trace its origin to the 1970s, when a boom in
prison construction was accompanied by a series
of laws designed to fill the structures—mandato-
ry minimum sentences, “three strikes” laws, and
the “war on drugs.” At the same time, most states
also enacted laws making it illegal for convict-
ed authors to receive money for their writing;
prison writing programs were defunded, and
press access was restricted. The exploding prison
population combined with the blackout of infor-
mation created fodder for collective fantasizing
about life in prison.

Neither video visitation nor 60 Days In bring
outsiders any closer to understanding life inside
of Clark County Jail. Video visitation software
blurs and blacks out the camera and 60 Days In
uses dramatic music, quick cuts, and familiar real-
ity-T'V tropes like the “confessional” that obscure
the chronology of events. These distortions can
be painful for both prisoners and their loved ones
and shroud the reality of life inside.

“Even superficially realistic representations,
such as the Oz TV serial, end up masking or
normalizing America’s vast complex of institu-
tionalized torture,” writes historian Bruce Frank-
lin. “Perhaps the dominant image, promulgated
by the very forces that have instituted the pris-
on-building frenzy, envisions prison as a kind
of summer camp for vicious criminals, where
convicts comfortably loll around watching TV
and lifting weights.”

In the penultimate episode of season two,
the sheriff, his captain and a criminology profes-
sor debrief with one of the undercover contes-
tants, Ashleigh. They ask her if, as a new mom,
she was able to maintain relationships with her
family while in jail using the technology avail-
able. “I know that the policy is no face-to-face
visitation here,” she says, “but I feel like that

would ease so much stress and tension. I feel like
the benefit of someone being able to see their
family and know that someone actually is out
there and cares, that would really help reduce
someone being locked up again.”

At first Laura couldn’t bring herself to watch
60 Days In, because she knew it was filmed while
her brother was going through withdrawal from
heroin, without access to replacement medica-
tion like Suboxone, which the jail didn’t allow. It
also showed the prisoners corralled in a holding
room for days, sleeping on the floor, without
adequate water and shower facilities after a sewer
pipe burst in the jail.

IN TERMS OF REGULATING the video visiting
industry on a federal level, Rabuy of PPI is wor-
ried that the FCC will not be able to do anything
anytime soon. The FCC is still dealing with legal
battles resulting from its attempts to regulate the
phone industry, which similarly charges families
exorbitant rates to stay in touch with incarcerat-
ed family members. Since premiering last March,
60 Days In has become, according to BuzzFeed,
“TV’s No. 1 new unscripted cable series and the
network’s No. 1 program.”

The roleplay ad for Tech Friends ends with
the “inmate” trying to say something: “Hey, if
you see—"

The “father” character speaks over him.
“Okay I'm gonna hang up,” he says calmly, with a
slight smile. “Enjoy your stay at the ‘hotel.”

“Yeah, yeah, the roach motel,” the inmate
responds. “Thanks.”

As he begins to stand up, both screens
freeze. The two men’s faces float; it’s impossible
to tell what they’re looking at. All you can hear is
loud buzzing. «

Sarah Beller is a social worker and writer.

Originally published on Nov. 14, 2016
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Glitchiness proves how hard
it is to communicate in real time,
but also how hard we try by JANE FRANCES DUNLOP

ERTRUDE STEIN, IN an essay on the theater

from the 1930s, wrote that “nervousness

consists in needing to go faster or go slower
so as to get together. It is that that makes any-
body nervous.” Nervousness, that is, is not an
individualized experience but a social relation.
To be nervous is to be trying — and failing — to
get to a point of emotional cohesion, or at least
understanding, with another in the midst of a
performance.

I think we live in nervousness these days.

What Stein writes about the spectator-per-
former relationship resonates with the contem-

porary experience of social media. In the theater,

we watch action unfold in real time without
necessarily being in time with it. The players on
stage and the audience each have a rhythm of
emotional responsiveness that is not in sync as

the action unfolds. Social media make out of our

everyday performances the same nervousness
that Stein found in the theater.

Performance relies on a sense of presence. It
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occurs in a shared location and creates a proxim-
ity that is disguised as togetherness. But the per-
formers and the audience are still separated into
their delineated spaces. They are close but not
together. For Stein, this means that the actors’
and the audience’s emotions are “syncopated”:
The actions conveyed by the actors and observed
by the audience provoke an out-of-time empa-
thy.

Stein’s nervousness is, I want to argue, the
sensation of empathy alongside its impossibil-
ity, its incompleteness. Fellow feeling, feeling
alongside, is an exercise in imagining our expe-
riences as correlative, but togetherness alone
does not guarantee such correlativity. Together
is not at once, but rather in proximity. This, here,
is the point and value of nervousness: It marks
how empathy, how feeling together, inevitably
includes a distance — in time, if not in space —
that we wish we could overcome.

To be nervous is to be aware of time as mul-
tiple, as disjunctive. Nervousness is always an
aspect of mediation, and so has been on the rise
since modernity. With social media, we are accu-
mulating encounters that suppose a shared space
and yet are inevitably executed from different
places. We enact our relationships as a series of
encounters in which we become aware of occu-
pying different emotional times.

Each of our engagements with social media
stages a small theater, and a proximity disguised
as togetherness. Platform as stage — a device
touched becomes proscenium, and we are made
performer and audience. As both simultaneous-
ly, we are increasingly attuned to our syncopated
interactions with one another. The particularities
of our positions, all the ways that we are expe-
riencing the world differently, are confirmed by
the differences in our emotional time. Presents
proliferate. We can’t avoid recognizing that we
are all out of sync — in different emotional
times in the same conceptual space.

This means much of our emotional labor is
spent caring for relationships in a together that
is also very much an apart. Though social me-
dia platforms tend to posit a kind of isolation,
an ability to operate autonomously in a time of
one’s one, they intensify our emotional invest-

ment in one another. Nervousness stems from
this experience of living, feeling, and building
emotional lives in digital ubiquity.

If social media promise a kind of unilateral
access to sociality, nervousness belies that prom-
ise. Social media propose an ideal of sociality as
something to be achieved, an end goal that can
be completed. Nervousness reminds us that the
work of being social is never complete. But at the
same time, that nervousness is also the means by
which we actually begin to do the work of be-
ing together across and through these media. It
marks the work of entanglement.

To be tangled is to be close enough to
become enmeshed with one another while still
being different, discrete things. Nervousness is
the affect of that weaving. It is the possibility of
being together and not just in mere proximity of
each other that makes us feel nervous. In being
made nervous, we learn how to live in the feel-
ing of being in different emotional times, to be
together while apart.

Nervousness articulates the emotional labor
of keeping time with a system that is out of time
with you. It makes us realize that we are doing
this work, and it is important, because this work
is worth doing. Naming our emotional labor is
essential, so that we do not erase the effort we
make to care.

Nervousness is like a glitch. Like other kinds
of glitching and friction, it makes it possible for
us to perceive the systems that we work through.
It makes the work of sustaining a syncopated
relation with another legible as a kind of disso-
nance. In the context of relationships mediated
online, what Stein calls “nervousness” is emo-
tional noise, the affective friction in our interac-
tions. This failure to communicate with perfect
transparency — this noise in the signal — also
confirms that there is in fact something being
communicated.

In The Interface Effect, Alexander Galloway
describes how interfaces tend toward becom-
ing so intuitive that they become indiscernible
and thus inoperable. When we no longer notice
them, we can’t consciously determine how to
use them. He quotes this passage from Michel
Serres:



Systems work because they don’t work.
Non-functionality remains essential for func-
tionality. This can be formalized: pretend there
are two stations exchanging messages through a
channel. If the exchange succeeds — if it is per-
fect, optimal, immediate — then the relation
erases itself. But if the relation remains there,

if it exists, it’s because the exchange has failed.
It is nothing but mediation. The relation is a
non-relation.

Noise, glitching, nervousness are instances of
system imperfection, essential non-functionality.
They let us situate ourselves in relation to one an-
other and the systems that mediate us. To the ex-
tent that social media interfaces generate glitches,
they deepen rather than extinguish nervousness
and thus deepen emotional connection.

Nervousness, like noise, indicates that we
are not trapped as isolated nodes in a networked
totality. Instead, it confirms the space between
us. The failure to reach empathetic together-
ness that it signals nevertheless confirms there
is someone else (or many others) present and
makes unmistakable their different standpoints.

Having to think of our relationships in terms
of the discomfort of not getting it right, of hav-
ing to pay further attention, our mediated inter-
actions gain rather than lose value. We usually
think of people who are in the room with us as
being present and capable of being connected
with, but this is merely a bias. The people in the
room with us can be inaccessible or as out of
sync with us as those online. We may be totally
indifferent to them in a way we can’t in the social
media space, where their presence becomes a no-
tification, a demand for reciprocity.

We talk about how we are unwittingly used
in experiments by social media platforms, how
we know we are always being watched. And we
also know that in our efforts to feel together,
contemporary life requires we participate in
platforms that make emotional demands of us,
regardless of our ambivalence about the data we
generate. Alongside our suspicions of how social
media frame our exchanges, it is important to
pay attention to how and why they stick or catch.
The nervousness about digital communication
technologies may simply be part of how being
alive always already makes us nervous.

THINKING ABOUT THE EMOTIONAL labor of
connectivity can too easily fall into end-of-world
anxiety about our perpetual performances on
social media.

I want to interrupt that anxiety with ner-
vousness.

Though both affects begin in a sense of
apprehension, in awareness of the emotional
labor required to reach the future, nervousness is
different from anxiety. Anxiety is a clinical con-
dition. It suspends possibility: Anxiety attacks,
and it becomes impossible to be anything except
oneself. Anxiety, in the collapse of a panic attack,
moves inward. It forces a self-absorption for
survival.

Nervousness, as an attempt to go faster or
slower so as to get together, holds onto the pres-
ence of others as that which is overwhelming,
unsettling. This disturbs the smooth sociality
promised by social media companies and pre-
serves the inescapable friction of difference that
is sociality.

I would rather be nervous than anxious.
Anxiety is panic. When we insist that, because
of technology, we are living in anxious times, we
bring ourselves into our own catastrophe and
paralysis. I do not want to name my social me-
dia condition — the contemporary condition
— as something pervasively and unavoidably
damaging to me. I do not want to participate in
world building that totalizes technology’s harm.
The times cannot be unlivable, because they are
where we live.

When we regard nervousness as emotional
glitching, it confirms that a clear signal is never
a possibility: We cannot understand each other
perfectly. We cannot feel together. We are liv-
ing in muddles and tangles of our emotions as
we strive to feel together. We live in the mess of
misunderstanding. The unease that comes from
being out of time with one another is necessary
and not going away. And this is a good thing.

Nervousness is ultimately produced through
the facts of our incommunicable differences that
exist online and off. Utopian visions of social co-
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hesion too often forget these real ways in which
our experiences of the same world are different.
As writer and futurist Madeline Ashby reminds
us, one person’s utopia is another’s dystopia.

But to palpably experience nervousness,
as social media force us to do, is to be able to
track these differences and trace their patterns.

It is crucial to be nervous — it confirms that

we are not solipsistic, not ignorant of disparate
experiences of the world and past and present
inequities. The nervousness that technology now
foregrounds stems not merely from mediation
but from an old nervousness that is tied to those
social inequities and the sense that popular imag-
inaries of feeling exclude or only conditionally
acknowledge the experiences of so many people.
The ability to feel one’s nervousness come and
go is a sign of privilege. Most people are already
nervous, already operating outside the friction-
less experience that signals privilege.

The purveyors of today’s networked culture
often try to efface nervousness with convenience
and solipsism, preventing the understanding that
eases exclusion. Social media platforms prom-
ise that difference can be erased, can be made
irrelevant to an isolated user who does whatever
whenever. But belief in that false promise simply
reinforces selfishness and disconnection, and
ultimately incites the anxiety and sense of doom
of the despairing tech critic.

Culture and emotion are, as theorist Sara
Ahmed writes, “sticky” with the accumulation of
histories and practices. Sticky is what happens
when our relations turn into affects that cling
to objects, to people. This is how culture con-
structs emotions, how values and practices are
built from our relations. To illustrate stickiness,
Ahmed gives the example of the feminist kill-
joy who loudly disagrees with the conditions of
inequity she sees. Her disagreement, her relation
to the conditions she challenges, turn into a
quality that sticks: She is disagreeable, disrup-
tive. The reality of the conditions is dismissed, is
made to stick to someone else.

This is how we build systems of inequity
and re-enact them for each other: Nervousness
shows us they are here. We do not like to be made
nervous because nervousness is a desire to get to

a different speed, to correct the discrepancies we
feel between our experiences of the world. It re-
minds us that we are functioning in difference. It
maintains relation despite discomfort and forces
an acknowledgement that we are out of sync, op-
erating in inequity. Nervousness tells us that there
is always difference and always work necessary to
address that difference, but it never erases it.

Writing about the difficulty of diversity
work, Ahmed argues that what is hard to some
does not exist for others. She forces us to ask
why anyone would think they could escape the
hard, the difficult. In nervousness, what is hard
becomes also something that can be worked
with and through. It is hard to know what to do
in the world, hard to be aware of the impacts and
implications of the systemic inequities manifest
in all our relations. Ashby refers to this when
she talks about the distribution of utopias and
dystopias. Nervousness is not only recognizing
emotional times out of sync but also that one
person’s emotional time may be easier, is better,
than another’s.

This is why we should be nervous: nervous
about the difference we are living in and appre-
hensive about the futures that it anticipates. Ner-
vousness reminds us of the affective costs and
conditions of our relations as well as inequities in
who performs emotional labor and who experi-
ences affective distress. It makes us aware of the
work required by relationships and the work we
must undertake to acknowledge and accommo-
date differences (of location, of time, of gender,
sexuality, race, ability, poverty, literacy) that
inhere in all our relations, all our performances
of self and of belonging.

Ideally, this awareness stops short of over-
whelming us. We can then nervously prepare for
different futures, contradictory and inconsistent
ones. We can nervously try to bring ourselves to-
gether without ever assuming we've got there. ¢

Jane Frances Dunlop is an artist and writer whose
work addresses emotion and performances of relation
on the internet. She lives and works in London.

Originally published on July 19, 2016
reallifemag.com/nervous-we-should-be



WikiHow is an ever-evolving

collection of coping mechanisms
by NAOMI SKWARNA

one, an article with a passage worth sav-

ing, the other, a Microsoft Word document
where you've been assembling passages worth
saving. You highlight the text in question, copy
and paste it into the other document. A small
clipboard materializes, offering a trio of “paste

TWO DOCUMENTS ARE open on your laptop:

STATIC

options,” the second of which invites you to
“match destination formatting.” Upon clicking,
the imported text trembles microscopically
before presenting in the style of the native docu-
ment. It’s a small, good feeling.

I was an unpopular child. More than un-
popular, I was loathed. Emotional, feckless,
obsessed with birds. I did everything I could
to make friends, and of course that only caused
me to be further reviled. Something changed
when I turned 16, and it had to do with my first
taxable job at a popular clothing store. In this
new destination, there was a woman named
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Lindy who seemed well liked and normal, and

I did whatever I could to copy her. Not copy—
match. It was an adjustment of my entire for-
mat, rather than a replication of her style. I told
jokes in her casual tone, suppressing my own
laughter as she did. Her compliments were fine-
ly observed: I learned to watch and listen more
closely so I could also
offer true praise. If she
wore a burgundy hood-
ie, I wore a cobalt hood-
ie. Versions, alpha and

Hubris and economy combined. Why did I stop
seeing someone I love? A variation of the same.
We all cope in different ways at different times
with common events. Fights, break-ups, crush-
ing solitude. But after living through so many
versions of the same thing, I wanted to manage
this separation differently, without turning to an

If you needed an explicit reason

beta. It helped that she
was kind and (perhaps

unconsciously) encour-
aged me to follow her

to believe that humanity is

example, gifting hand-
me-downs; sharing her
Fig Newtons. I began
eating Fig Newtons.

Everywhere I went
after that, I matched
destination formatting
to the best of my ability, and it worked. Imme-
diately, people seemed more willing to talk to
me. I examined everyone who seemed to be
nicely ordered, at school and beyond, cobbling
together an identity based on the data. I didn’t
think about what it meant that my presentation
was founded on an unstable calculation.

Destinations are subtler now, eluding the
often observable categories that children and
teenagers carry with them. Matching a pre-exist-
ing format has become intimately complex. I do
it by accident, meaning that I have to be careful
not to start speaking in someone else’s accent
after talking to them for five minutes. Matching
is a way of inducing sympathy between myself
and another; of contriving a connection when
aloneness is the default. It also means that being
alone, freshly alone, takes me back to zero. The
dissolution of a relationship, for example, feels
like a deletion.

In late July, I stopped seeing someone
whom I loved, but couldn’t be with. Just before
that, I stopped attending therapy, which over
the years had brought my awareness to this
matching tactic of mine. Why did I stop going?

embarrassing, wikiHow formalizes
itina judgment—free Zone

outside human source for instruction.

Anything, especially what ails you, can be
framed as a do-it-yourself project. DIY gives a
sense of agency over one’s needs; hand-stitching
your split jeans its own grim reward. Adjacent
to the DIY outlook is autodidacticism, learn-
ing that lends itself to notions of the self-made
genius as well as the deluded fool. On the far
side of DIY is self-help, the most remedial and
voracious of the three. Where DIY suggests a
barrel-chested confidence in one’s own ability
to complete a task usually left for a paid expert,
self-help instills in us not just the desire to fix all
that’s wrong, but also a fear of what will happen
if we don’t. I couldn’t afford therapy anymore,
but I didn’t want to rot out from the inside like
an old honeycrisp. I thought about what I did
have: a terrible mood, wifi, and an uncontested
impulse to do it myself.

I Googled in succession, How to stop think-
ing about someone, and How to stop missing some-
one, and How to be so lonely you could eat your
own arm. No matter what combination of glum
post-break-up sentiments I typed in, the top hit
was almost always wikihow.com.
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WikiHow Dot COM LAUNCHED on January
15,2005 in homage to Wikipedia: a potentially
infinite platform tracked and edited by an im-
passioned, volunteer community. The site was
created by web entrepreneur Jack Herrick, who
had previously bought and sold eHow.com, and
is, according to his own Wikipedia profile, a wiki
enthusiast. The word wiki (which means “quick”
in Hawaiian) refers to a
collaborative mode of
website production and
maintenance that uses

I'd also enjoyed, with Lindy and the countless
others who helped me form an identity? I had
imagined a process of folding myself into the
prevailing document. WikiHow offered an alter-
native paradigm, along with the realization that
there is no prevailing document: only a platform
and the common language we use to mark it up.

Arriving at wikiHow’s homepage, you are
greeted with a banner assertion: “We're trying
to help everyone on the planet learn how to do
anything. Join us.” Like Wikipedia, wikiHow is
a place where you’re never alone—each page

relatively simple mark-
up language. Anyone
with a desire to contrib-
ute, amend, or correct

Step one advises “Being Oneselt”
and step three proposes

can do just that. Every
adjustment is explicitly

“Talking Like a Normal Person,’
both of which sunk me into a

traceable, making each
wiki a kind of slow-mov-

morass of tautological thinking

ing asteroid of informa-

tion, always on its way

from somewhere, trail-

ing stardust. A wiki only

stops changing when it is deleted.

WikiHow took the philosophy of many
minds augmenting distinct but related knowl-
edge sets, applying it to the active parts of hu-
man, animal, and mineral behavior. “I think that
building a universal how-to manual would be a
tremendous gift for the world,” Herrick said in a
2009 interview with Wikinews (“the free news
source you can write!”). “Knowledge is power
and wikiHow has the potential to make all of us
a bit more powerful.” Accounting for the site’s
popularity, he explains, “we had some articles
of mixed quality, and editors joined to improve
those articles, which in turn attracted more
readers. We continue to depend on this same
virtuous cycle.”

What Herrick means is that wikiHow’s
badness is part of its appeal; part of what makes
it a place where people, “mixed quality” as we
are, want to be. A virtuous cycle—isn’t that what

includes its editing history, with a record of who
did what. WikiHow adopts that as a gestalt,
spotlighting editors’ names and avatars; giving
them front-end identities. This offers the illu-
sion of being around others from the comfort of
your bedroom, missing someone in spite of your
desire not to. Besides the articles, I liked reading
the messages that users leave for one another, the
jovial pedantry automatically logged to individu-
al Talk Pages. Join us.

If Wikipedia is about infinite knowing and
wikiHow is about infinite doing, it’s hard to dis-
cern which order is tallest. The guides can be as
practical and specific as how to do a tuck jump
or how to clean the mold out of your water bot-
tle lid, low-stake DIYs in the scheme of things.
But, sitting on my bedroom floor with two
glasses of wine, the most fascinating articles are
the ones offering instruction on how to relate
to other people. Somewhere in my deep-dive, I
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came across a guide to Being a Normal and Well
Liked Girl, a premise so controversial I couldn’t
bear to leave it unread. Step one advises “Being
Oneself” and step three proposes “Talking Like
a Normal Person,” both of which sunk me into

a morass of tautological thinking. Being myself
was not an option, and I didn’t know what a
normal person talked like. In my years of getting
close enough to match formatting, I'd learned
that no one is as Normal or Well Liked as they
seem—Lindy was a recovering addict who stole
clothes from the store that employed us, as a
way of blowing off steam.

How to be a Normal and Well Liked Girl is
tagged as a stub, which means “It’s off to a good
start, but still has room to grow into a more
helpful resource. Until the article reaches its full
potential, it will be hidden from search results.
Can you help it flourish?” This is why it doesn’t
come up when you Google how to be a normal
well liked girl. You can only access the page from
inside the site.

Absorbing information and marking facts
is what every human being does in some form
or another, but tracking the incremental chang-
es is not easy. Where relational matching uses
assimilation, the wiki model both records and
points to its own flaws, a public bid for help, lest
it remain a stub. “Match destination formatting”
assumes the destination format is secure. Wiki-
How imagines no such thing, and works accord-
ingly. What a relief that so many of us want to
know how to be normal—even if the answer
itself is dubious as fuck.

In certain moments,
I really thought I was
making progress

WHEN I LOSE SOMEONE, my first impulse is to
go through the receipts—reading every email,
every text on record, trying to remember the
first moment that signified some piece of it
coming apart. Emails can be read over and over
again for answers that never reveal themselves,
nor relieve the present discomfort. So I read
something else. Young Adult novels, cereal
boxes, anything that will keep my reading eyes
engaged. WikiHow, with its artless multi-step
process to dealing with both existential woe
and horse maintenance, was absurd enough to
be exactly what I needed, even when the wis-
dom it provided was either common sense or
notably odd. For instance, a note deep in the
edit history of How to Fix the Crotch Hole in
Your Jeans suggests sewing with floss instead
of thread, “cuz floss is stronger.” That might be
true, but is it right?

Many of us have holes in our jeans, and we
have even more opinions on exactly how to fix
them. If you needed a really explicit reason to
believe that humanity is embarrassing, wikiHow
formalizes it in a judgment-free zone, enabling
us to both ask and answer in relative anonymity.
Additionally, it understands that for every per-
son who needs to know how, there is at least one
who needs to tell you. Coping mechanisms are
reciprocal. They find partners among themselves,
new ones emerging to feed off of/fulfill gaps
created by those previous. WikiHow is a per-
fect ecology of diametric coping, and it has the
receipts to prove it.

For most of August, I kept myself from
doing things I would regret by reading hun-
dreds of wikiHows, and using an odd dozen
or so. The constant movement within Wiki-
How’s pages became a source of distraction
and comfort, as did the tweets, complete
with famously uncanny artwork—tableaux of
people thinking about objects and symbols
with an expression of puckish intent. During a
hike with my brother, I found a feather on the
ground, which I learned came from the tail of
a Northern Yellow-Shafted Flicker. I washed
my hands, thinking about whatever avian dis-
ease lay within its glistening yellow barbules.
Then I opened one of the many wikiHow tabs
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at the top of my browser and typed in How do
I clean a feather.

After neutralizing the feather and several
household plastics, I learned how to stop think-
ing about someone through an extremely useful
three-pronged methodology that could basically
become your entire life’s work, if you wanted.
Part one, “Engage in thought stopping,” includes
the suggestion to scream STOP at yourself after
three minutes of unwanted thought immersion.

I love screaming, so this was fine. But the various
steps involved in part two (keeping busy) and
part three (using your brain) reminded me of my
abysmal focusing skills. WikiHows tips, includ-
ing turning off the internet for 30 minutes and
setting a timer for everything I decided to do,
worked better than Ritalin. Now that I had focus,
I needed more time in which to do it. I learned
how to wake up earlier, which again promoted

a technique of incremental awareness of time.
After a week I was getting up at 6 a.m., and by 10,
having the kind of despair that I typically appre-
hend with lunch. I wondered if I could cry less,
and it turned out that yes, I can.

Links are opened in new tabs until each tab
is the width of a pinkie nail. They’re nice to refer
to when I need something to refer to, but they’re
even nicer to close. Despite oft-psychotically
phrased insights—Having toned shoulders can
be very attractive and really well toned shoulders
can even be seen through clothing. Impress your
crush with some rocking shoulders—the guides
were helpful in the way that advice from a friend
somehow isn’t. WikiHow writers can’t see you
at your worst, and their tools are as impersonal
as hammers. They seem like promises rather
than platitudes, the extension of each URL
scanning as an imperative: “clean-a-feather,”
“elevate-your-self-esteem,” “fix-the-crotch-hole-
in-your-jeans.” Still, thanks to the view count at
the top of each page, I know that nearly a mil-
lion people have wanted to stop thinking about
someone, enough that they would punch it into
a search bar.

For every article I used, I briefly felt like
I was fixing something. In certain moments, I
really thought I was making progress, nodding
along to the patrol stream that users like Galactic

Radiance and Hope0279 populated. But it was
seeing that they’'d been there less than a minute
ago that made me feel better. I didn’t even care to
see what they’d done.

DoEs wikiHOW JUST GIVE the illusion of do-
ing something, a series of processes to no end?
That isn’t a bad thing if it exercises our ability
to care about the state of our tangible/intan-
gible lives. The problem is that I got tired of
caring as an exercise and wanted again to look
in someone’s face. I called my therapist and
asked if I could come back, which she gener-
ously agreed to. As much as I would like to be
a self-sufficient, autonomous user, solitude is
less hard when I pay someone to soften it every
two weeks.

I don't feel as achingly bad as I did a month
ago, but it’s the passage of time that put what
hurt at a distance. Like “match destination for-
matting,” wikiHow’s content is incidental. As
coping mechanisms, both drew me close enough
to other people to see that they were struggling
too. In the end, wikiHow’s virtuous, virtual cycle
wasn’t enough. I needed a real person who I
could talk to without timestamps. There are no
perfect solutions; just sweaty stardust from the
labor of our efforts.

Match Destination Formatting. Join Us. Both
of these commands require the individual to step
into a community and in doing so, admit that
alone is a sensation more than a reality. I turn on
airplane mode and read until my phone emits
an arpeggio of gentle harp notes, which even
though untrue, I feel I did myself. «

Naomi Skwarna is s a writer and actor. Her work
has appeared in the Believer, the Globe and Mail,
the Hairpin, Hazlitt, the National Post, Toronto

Life, and elsewhere. She lives in Toronto, where she
takes pictures with her phone.

Originally published on Sept. 21, 2016
reallifemag.com/quick-fix
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“Apocalypse Whatever,” by Tara Isabella Burton
“Chaos of Facts,” by Nathan Jurgenson
“What Was the Nerd,” by Willie Osterweil
“Broken Windows, Broken Code,”

by R. Joshua Scannell

WITH THE RISE OF FASCIST LEADERS IN THE U.S. AND ELSEWHERE, it’s natural to want to investigate
the degree to which new communication technologies have facilitated it. Much as Horkheimer and
Adorno indicted the incipient mass media and the “culture industry” for mid—20th century fascism, we
might look at 21st century social media in the same light. Online platforms have become instruments for
meting out brutality, suppressing freedom of thought, reinforcing marginalization and social exclusion,
and enforcing orthodoxy. But it makes sense also to think of fascism itself as a political technology,

an approach to social control that relies on negating the truth, sowing confusion, destabilizing

shared values, and setting unmoored bureaucracies against the population and one another. We face

an unprecedented combination of seemingly opposed ideologies that have come to reinforce each
other: Big Data positivism generates an endless stream of uninterpretable information that post-truth
demagoguery can triumphantly push aside. —RoB HORNING



The making of a racist,

sexist religion of nihilism
on 4Chan by TARA ISABELLA BURTON

“politically incorrect,” or /pol/ board and on

“alt-right” Twitter—or anywhere you might
run into a picture of Pepe the Frog—there is a
cryptic but popular saying: “Praise Kek.” Kek
is how World of Warcraft translates “lol” when
it’s revealed to members of opposing alliances,
but it is also, conveniently, a name for a serpent-
headed Egyptian chaos god.

Among shitposters, these two identities
have been conflated to make Kek a kind of
ironicized divinity invoked to account for “meme

ﬂ MONG THE WHITE nationalists on 4chan’s

FASCISH

magic’—when something espoused and af-
firmed in the digital realm also becomes true be-
yond it. Memes about Hillary Clinton being sick,
for example, “came true” when she collapsed of
pneumonia this past September 11. And Fidel
Castro’s death—occurring on the capitalist
holiday of Black Friday—has been making the
Twitter rounds with the same “praise Kek” tag.
Most of the people posting about Kek don’t
actually believe that Pepe the Frog is an avatar
of an ancient Egyptian chaos god, or that the
numerology of 4chan “gets”—when posts are
assigned a fortuitous ID number—somehow
predicted Donald Trump’s presidential victory.
(Theoder K. Ferrol goes into more detail about
that claim here.) It’s a joke, of course—but also
not a joke. As one self-identified active member
of the alt-right told me, “I don’t believe in God.
But I say ‘Praise Kek” more than I've ever said
anything about God”
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If've learned anything as a historian of
religion, it’s that belief is flexible. The actual prop-
ositional content of doctrines has little to do with
how religion works socially. Far more than the con-
tent of faith as such, what makes religion religion
are the images and rhetoric loaded with atavistic
and esoteric archetypes (chaos; order; Kek; frogs;
a “God Emperor,” to use a common 4chan appella-
tion for Donald Trump) that tend to propagate vi-
rally, independent of a centralized source, because
they tie into the cultural zeitgeist or answer some
cultural need. They allow for a collective affirma-
tion of identity that puts self-creation in dialogue
with metaphysical questions about the universe.
Religion often functions in this sense as a kind of
dictionary: a compendium of symbols and their
meaning that also allows for shared communal dis-
course: a “language” of stories we tell one another
about our selves and our world.

From this perspective, it doesn’t matter
whether Kek is “really” a chaos god. Sociolog-
ically speaking, he might as well be. Likewise,
meme magic, to the extent that that it serves as a
record of cultural engagement, is real too. So too
the “reality” of ubiquitous fake news sites, which,
while being wildly inaccurate propositionally,
nevertheless govern events—just look at the
controversy over “Pizzagate”—to an extent that
renders them functionally significant: narratives,
no less than an account of the Fall or salvation,
that govern who we are.

Given the ideological anarchy inherent in
shitposting, it tends to defy analysis. Shitposters,
who are bound by nothing, set a rhetorical trap for
their enemies, who tend to be bound by having an
actual point. Attempts to analyze what shitposters
are doing, or what their posts really mean, does
nothing to defuse them; instead it reinforces their
project by amplifying their signal. Shitposting
can’t be refuted; it can only be repeated.

IN THEIR APPARENT INDIFFERENCE to content
and their commitment to aestheticized irony,
shitposters resemble the disengaged ironists the
19th-century philosopher Seren Kierkegaard dis-

cussed in texts like The Concept of Irony and Either/
Or. According to Kierkegaard, the ironist “poetical-
ly composes himself and his environment with the
greatest possible poetic license” and lives “in this
totally hypothetical and subjunctive way.” Every
act is an act of self-creation: Stories that are told are
not descriptive of “true” facts out there but rather
ways in which the ironist can prove his power, his
philosophical strength, his verbal dexterity. He
says things just to be the sort of person who says
them. The ironist maintains his power by taking no
position, starting every argument anew. “There is
something seductive about every beginning, be-
cause the subject is again free, and it is this pleasure
the ironist longs for,” Kierkegaard writes in The Con-
cept of Irony. “In such moments, actuality loses its
validity for him; he is free, above it.” For that free-
dom, the ironist is willing to say anything, make any
argument, undeterred by any fear of being called to
account. That is, the ironist is the proto-troll.
Kierkegaard’s ironist came of age in the an
era of increasing technological production, urban-
ization, secularization, and—ultimately—alien-
ation. Shitposters have come of age in an era no
less turbulent. They too live in a time of economic
uncertainty and spiritual apathy in which foun-
dational myths about the self and its role in the
cosmos seem to have been rendered obsolete. To
fill the void, the ironist and the shitposter both
create a self-image characterized by the freedom to
say and do anything, beholden to nothing and to
nobody—a freedom that finds expression through
transgression, saying things (racist, sexist, etc.)
“nobody else” will say—except, of course, for the
shitposters. This is how the stories the “alt-right”
tells about itself take on a religious quality. They
are predicated on a desire for a meaningful narra-
tive of the world that allows for participation.
Here, too, the narrative of individuality and
freedom is illusory. The “anarchy” of the alt-right
depends on that dictionary of symbols—and thus
a shared discourse. The shitposter can say whatev-
er he wants, but the second he says “praise Kek,”
he’s tempering his individuality with solidarity.
He’s not a Lone Ranger but rather part of a group
whose stated fascination with cowboy individu-
alism is at odds with the intense collectivism of
internet culture—a culture where likes, reposts,
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up-votes, hearts, and other expressions of commu-
nal acceptance take on outsize importance. There
is something intensely collectivist about even the
most outrageously social-contract-breaking den-
izens of the internet. Just look at the way Reddit
closed ranks around its ur-troll violentacrez.

The alt-righter defines himself, as he does his
god of chaos, against the limitations of civilization,
the restrictions placed upon him by the social
contract. Yet he is “civilized,” to the extent that his
discourse is dialogue. Every time a meme is repli-
cated or a symbol is reused, it only strengthens the
socially determined bond of meaning. The con-
structed narrative of uniqueness and freedom that
an alt-righter adopts in fact depends on the collec-
tive meanings ascribed by his group to his actions.
To put it simply: Shitposting only matters insofar
as it lets you feel in on the joke, and being in on the
joke demands an in-group agreement of what the
joke actually is. No one shitposts alone. But shit-
posting nonetheless imbues a powerful sense of
individual significance.

The anthropologist Clifford Geertz, in his

account of religion, famously defines it as a

system of symbols which acts to establish pow-
erful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods in men
by formulating conceptions of a general order
of existence and clothing those conceptions
with such an aura of factuality that the moods
and motivations seem uniquely realistic.

In other words, religion isn’t simply or simplis-
tically an order of existence (which is to say, a
metaphysical grand narrative), nor is it just the
“collective effervescence” or affirmation of group
identity as an older sociologist of religion like
Emile Durkheim might have it. Rather it’s the
space in between: the symbols (and memes) that
a group creates and reinforces through commu-
nal discourse, and the individual conception
of self (one’s “story,” even) that comes from the
role the self plays with respect to these those
symbols. If Pepe is a god, it’s not just because the
alt-right has a need for religion (although, insofar
as any contemporary group cries out for a mean-
ingful narrative of self, I would argue that they
do). It’s also because gods are made of memes.
Doing things for the lulz—spreading

joke-memes, reinforcing ideas and symbols within
a community, promulgating them more widely—
is, by Geertz’s definition, a supremely religious act.

That is not to say that white supremacy and
white nationalism are not major parts of the alt-
right movement; they are, and it absolutely is.

To do something for the lulz and care nothing for
the embodied consequences is the product and
promulgation of a malignant structural racism.
Only someone who has always had enough
privilege to never have to reckon with the conse-
quences of one’s words could participate in such
a movement and keep up with the profound
disengagement it demands. Kierkegaard’s ironist,
in other words, has to be a straight white man.

But the average 4chan alt-righter does not
see himself as a “real” racist, nor is racism nec-
essarily what he would regard as his primary
motivating factor. His racism is secondary to his
understanding of himself as free, an Alamo-style
resister (including against outside and/or non-
white cultural forces), a masculine agent not sub-
ject to such feminized niceties as politeness and
compassion. The way he sees it, he’s throwing
rocks through the Overton window—regardless
of what else gets smashed in the process.

The alt-righter doesn’t need a nation to be a
white nationalist. When they praise Kek or joke
about participation in the “meme wars of 2016,
they are taking part in a collective narrative that
is no less powerful than, say, the primal patrio-
tism of populist celebrity-statesman Gabriele
D’Annunzio’s irredentist march to take the city
of Fiume from Allied forces in 1919, or the no
less heady Wagnerian nationalism of the German
volkische Bewegung that helped spawn the Na-
zis. The alt-righter’s “nation” is a hero-narrative
about how the freedom of the individual (mas-
culine) self can be secured, in part by adopting
the toxic rhetoric of overt white supremacy.

THERE’'S A THEORY—the “lipstick effect”™ —that
claims that spending on minor luxuries increases
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during economic downturns. Being able to tell sto-
ries about ourselves rates high on the modern list
of necessities. We may be broke, but we can at least
like what we see in the mirror. It speaks to the cen-
trality of identity as a human need, to feel like we
matter even in the apocalypse. Praising Kek, in such
aworld, is more than a shibboleth, or even a battle
cry. It’s an affirmation of the self. If meme magicis
real, it means the self is a little bit magic too.

To promulgate meme magic is to claim for
oneself a higher code, a deeper freedom that
derives from seeing the world as constructed,
and constructable, rather than given. From this
perspective, the “real” world—with its rules, its
restrictions on what you can and cannot say, what
you can and cannot do in public—is secular, in
the sense that it lacks meaning. It is an un-sacred
space, and thus nothing there can or should be
treated with respect. In the world of Kek, affecting
the world with racist lies and memes—all with
an ironic smirk—returns the possibility of free,
meaningful action to believers, and makes them
heroes. The freedom to not really mean anything
you say becomes the only way to have meaning in
life. Irony is the greatest freedom of all.

In “The Work of Art in the Age of Me-
chanical Reproduction” (1936), Walter Ben-
jamin characterized Europe as a society whose
“self-alienation has reached such a degree that it
can experience its own destruction as an aesthet-
ic pleasure of the first order.” But he also warned
that “all efforts to render politics aesthetic cul-
minate in one thing: war” As an example of this
aestheticization, he cited the Italian futurist ET.
Marinetti, who wrote in a 1912 manifesto:

War is beautiful because it establishes man’s
dominion over the subjugated machinery by
means of gas masks, terrifying megaphones,
flame throwers, and small tanks. War is beau-
tiful because it initiates the dreamed-of metal-
ization of the human body. War is beautiful be-
cause it enriches a flowering meadow with the
fiery orchids of machine guns. War is beautiful
because it combines the gunfire, the cannon-
ades, the cease-fire, the scents, and the stench of
putrefaction into a symphony.

We could take this language and apply it, with
some modifications, to the rhetorical world of the

alt-right and the atavistic language surrounding
Kek and meme magic. The cult of Kek fuses a pre-
tense of freedom with the rhetoric of unbridled
masculinity to try to make ironic disengagement
seem sexy and heroic. It’s an aestheticization of a
religious need: a mock-heroic packaging of the de-
sire of white men to be men. Meme magic allows
them to see themselves as exercising an intoxicat-
ingly masculine vision of ironic freedom while
doing that requires little in the way of courage,
physical strength, or personal sacrifice.

This is, of course, where the alt-righters and
the arditi of Gabriele D’Annunzio or even the
Nazis, part ways. Their principles were appalling;
they nonetheless died for them. The glorification
of war and bloodshed, the aesthetics of flowering
roses and explosive tanks, had a real effect (the
“moods and motivations” of Geertz’s definition).
That narrative of self demanded self-sacrificing.

The narrative of the alt-right, however, dis-
places the battlefield into the realm of the incorpo-
real (and so, the safe). A battle over the Overton
window is not a bloody one. This uncomfortable
truth sits at the heart of the contemporary ul-
tra-ironist’s disengagement and disembodiment:
the suspicion that “real” masculinity, like the
Wagnerian heroism of the past, demands that you
actually die when your avatar does. Without that
risk, the performance of masculine heroism may
never cease to feel like a performance.

The narrative of the Lone Ranger, conducted
like a drone strike from behind a keyboard, thus
becomes both cause and effect of the alt-right’s
mythos. They participate in the “meme wars” in
search of a narrative of self-determination that
the incorporeality of their chosen battlefield will
always deny them. But in the meantime, their
mythologized war on conventionality inflicts
concrete collateral damage. The battlefield of the
meme wars may be largely incorporeal. But the
Trump presidency is no less real. «

Tara Isabella Burton has written on religion and
culture for National Geographic, the Wall Street
Journal, the Atlantic, and more.

Originally published on Dec. 13, 2016
reallifemag.com/apocalypse-whatever
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In 2016, we got the campaign
we wanted: enough news to
confuse us all by NATHAN JURGENSON

MERICAN PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGNS, we

have rediscovered, are not in good faith.

They are more performance than policy.
They manipulate the media rather than articu-
late a philosophy of governance. The candidates
are brands, and the debates have almost no
discussion of ideas or positions, let alone much
bearing on what being president actually re-
quires. Instead, debates signify “politics” while
allowing for depoliticized analysis: They are
about assessing the candidate’s performance,
style, tone, rhythm, posture, facial control,

FASCISH

positioning with respect to cameras, and so on.
What they say matters only with respect to how
they said it: Did they convey conviction? Did
they smile enough?

The candidates and those who fund them are
as invested in these same campaign-ritual fictions
about the electoral system’s underlying dignity as
the reporters are. And there is nothing profound
anymore in demystifying this. Astonished dismay
at the lack of substance in presidential politics,
driven in part by some inherently cheapening
new media technology, has become as ritualized

REALLIFE T1

COURTESY OF CHERRY AND




as the rest of the process, a point that pundits
have been making at least since historian Daniel
Boorstin published The Immage, two years after
telegenic Kennedy’s election over pale, beady
Nixon. Joe McGinniss’s The Selling of the President
1968 described Nixon’s sudden interest in mar-
keting through his next presidential run. Then,
after nearly a decade of a president who was a
movie actor, Joan Didion’s dispatch from the
1988 campaign trail, “Insider Baseball,” described
presidential campaigns as merely media events,
made to be covered by specialists “reporting that
which occurs only in order to be reported™—a
reiteration of Boorstin’s concept of the “pseu-
do-event.” Remember, too, George W. Bush’s
MissION ACCOMPLISHED stunt—essentially a
campaign stop even though it wasn't an election
year—and more recently, the furor over the Ro-
man columns erected for Obama’s 2008 conven-
tion speech.

So it has been clear for decades that presi-
dential politics have turned toward the perfor-
mance of an image. But away from what reality?
Boorstin admits that he doesn’t have a solid idea:
“I do not know what ‘reality’ is. But somehow I
do know an illusion when I see one.” Boorstin
takes refuge in the assumption that the average
American voter is dumb and uninterested in
anything more than the surface impression and
incapable of reasoning about the substance of any
political position. Marshall McLuhan echoed this
view in his widely quoted claim that “policies and
issues are useless for election purposes, since they
are too sophisticated.”

Theories like Boorstin's may be strong in
describing how we construct an artificial world,
but they are often compromised by their nostal-
gic undertow. We might believe a preceding era
was more “real,” only to find that that generation,
too, complained in its own time about the same
sorts of unreality, the same accelerated, entertain-
ment-driven reporting and bad-faith politics. This
analysis has been rote ever since, complemented
by the notion that the media dutifully supplies
these highly distractible audiences the ever in-
creasing amounts of spectacle they demand.

As media outlets have multiplied and news
cycles have accelerated, the condition has wors-

ened: Our immoderate expectation that we can
consume “big” news whenever we want means
that journalists will work to give it to us, to make
the reality we demand. The television, and now
the social media “trending” chart, gets what it
wants. All this coverage, ever expanding into
more shows, more data, more commentary, and
more advertisements, come together to form the
thing we've accepted as “the election.”

In this process, image-based pseudo-politics
don’t come to replace real politics; the real comes
to look like an inadequate image. Boorstin argued
that, for example, the image of John Wayne made
actual cowboys looked like poor imitations. ('This
is what Jean Baudrillard, writing after Boorstin,
meant by “simulation.”) Similarly, the heightened
media coverage of campaigns has made ordinary
politics—eating pie, kissing babies, and repeating
patriotic bromides—seem insufficient, under-
whelming. It’s no accident that in the 2016 elec-
tion, we got a candidate that gave us more and
more outrageous news, a constant catastrophe
perfectly tuned to our obsessive demand for hor-
rifically fascinating entertainment. We might have
hated every moment, but we kept watching and
clicking, reproducing the conditions for the same
thing to continue in the future.

If a politician’s ability to get covered be-
comes their most important qualification, it flips
the logic of campaigning: The presidency is mere-
ly the means to the end of harnessing attention.
The distinction between a campaign and how
it is covered is unintelligible and unimportant.
Hence, a lot of the media coverage of the 2016
election was coverage of how the campaigns tried
to get themselves covered. For instance, much
of the news about Donald Trump and Hillary
Clinton was about the image they created, and
how Trump specifically marketed and branded
himself differently than those who came before,
what conventions he happened to be violating.
For much of the past two years, commentators
would more often giggle at the way Trump’s affect
violated campaign norms of image maintenance
than discuss his bigotry and the white national-
ism that preceded and fueled his rise.

Playing to the circularity of this, Trump
campaigned by discussing his campaign process.
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Like a news-channel talking head, he spent many
minutes at his rallies on poll numbers. He provid-
ed a similar running commentary on the debate
stages, remarking about the venue, the crowd,
and the performance of the moderators. He
remarked on who was having a good or bad night,
whose lines had or hadn’t landed, and analyzed
his own performance as it was happening. He was
even quick to point out to Hillary Clinton, in real
time, that she shouldn’t have reused a convention
zinger again in a debate.

With his steady supply of metacommentary,
Trump embodied the pundit-candidate. While
his repugnant politics have had material conse-
quences, he campaigned more explicitly at the
level of the symbolic, of branding, of the image.
His representation of himself as the candidate
who rejects political correctness epitomized this:
How he talked about issues was trumpeted by
the candidate and many of his supporters as the
essential point, more important than any policy
positions he could be irreverently talking about.

Much of the coverage of Trump followed
suit: It wasn't punditry about a politician, but
punditry about punditry, for its own sake.
Trump’s viability as a candidate demonstrates
how far the familiar logic of the image has come,
where a fluency in image-making is accepted to
an even greater degree as a political qualification
in its own right, independent of any mastery of
policy or issues. Campaigning according to the
image is not just using polls to pick popular stanc-
es but to relegate stances into fodder for talking
about polls.

When politicians are concerned mainly with
producing an “image”—not with what world
conditions are actually there, which are heavy and
can only change slowly and with great coordinat-
ed effort, but with what you see, what they want
you to see, what you want to see—they are deal-
ing with something that is light, something easily
changed, manipulated, improved, something that
flows from moment to moment. Trump appeared
to understand intuitively the logic of lightness,
that a candidate need only provide an image of a
campaign.

Accordingly, he resisted building up much
of the standard campaign infrastructure, from

the provision of a detailed platform on up to the
development of an adequate ground-game oper-
ation to get out the vote on Election Day. These
too are heavy, like a locomotive tied to its tracks.
Trump’s campaign floated above this, going
wherever media expectations suggested it should
go. Because there was so little depth anchoring
the candidate and so little campaign machinery
to weigh him down, Trump’s white nationalism
nimbly flowed across various stances and issues,
much like a fictional president being written and
rewritten in a writers’ room. He could center his
campaign on scapegoating Mexico and promising
a border wall but then shift toward scapegoating
Islam and preventing Muslims from entering the
country in the wake of terrorist attacks, and then
became the “law and order” candidate after police
violence and anti-police protests dominated the
news. It was no accident that Trump, at many of
his rallies, used the theme from Air Force One, a
movie about a president.

If the contest is between images, candidates
only need an improvised script; everything else
leads to inefhiciency. The role of a campaign appa-
ratus, from this perspective, is not to conceal how
its candidate is “manipulating an image” but to
emphasize the degree to which everything is im-
age, including, supposedly, the election’s stakes.
By being so transparent in playing a part, by
making the theatrics of it all so obvious, Trump
offered catharsis for viewers so long served such
obvious fictions as “my candidacy is about real
issues” and “political coverage cares about the
truth.” Accompanying any oft-repeated lie is a
build-up in tension, of energy that gets tied up in
sustaining it. Part of the Trump phenomenon was
what happens when such energy is released.

It’s easy to see how Trump’s rise was the
culmination of image-based politics rather than
some unprecedented and aberrant manifesta-
tion of them. Yet much of the political appara-
tus—conventional politicians and the traditional
media outlets accustomed to a monopoly in
covering them—still rarely admits this out loud.
Instead, it tried to use Trump’s obvious performa-
tivity as an opportunity to pass off the rest of the
conventional politics it has been practicing—the
image-based, entertainment-driven politics we've
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been complaining about since Boorstin and be-
fore—as real. Perhaps it was more real than ever,
given how strenuously many outlets touted the
number of fact-checkers working a debate, and
how they pleaded that democracy depends on
their gatekeeping.

Before the campaign began, comedian Seth
Meyers quipped that Trump would not be run-
ning as a Republican but as a joke. Commenta-
tors said he had no chance to become the Repub
lican nominee—or about a two percent chance,
according to statistician Nate Silver. The Huffing-
ton Post decided to single out Trump’s campaign
and label it “entertainment” instead of “politics,”
as if the rest of the candidates were something
other than entertainment. Many pundits put for-
ward the idea that Trump was trolling, as if candi-
dates like Ben Carson and Ted Cruz were actually
preoccupied with pertinent political topics, and
the press coverage of them was fully in earnest.

Trump was hardly a troll: He didn’t derail a
conversation that was in good faith; he gave the
media exactly what it demanded. He adhered
to the unspoken rules of horse-race presiden-
tial-election coverage with a kind of hypercor-
rectness born of his respect for the reality-show
format. The race was long made to be a bigger re-
ality show, demanding more outsize personalities
and outrageous provocations and confrontations.
Trump may not have been a good candidate, but
he made for an entertaining contestant.

The fact that Trump was a performer ma-
nipulating audiences without any real conviction
in anything other than his own popularity made
him more like other candidates, not less. Trump
wasn't uniquely performative, just uniquely suc-
cessful at it. If the performance was bombastic, so
much the better for its effectiveness. After all, the
image is the substance.

In contrast, Obama’s performance as a sym-
bol of hope and change was more coy and less
overtly pandering. It more closely mimics what
McGinniss, citing Boorstin, described in The
Selling of the President 1968

Television demands gentle wit, irony, and un-
derstatement: the qualities of Eugene McCar-
thy. The TV politician cannot make a speech;
he must engage in intimate conversation. He

must never press. He should suggest, not state;
request, not demand. Nonchalance is the key
word. Carefully studied nonchalance.

McGinniss says selling the president is like build-
ing an Astrodome in which the weather can be
controlled and the ball never bounces erratically.
But Trump took a very different approach; he
wasn't nonchalant, and he rarely hinted or sug-
gested. He was consistently boisterous. In 1968,
to build a television image was to make someone
seem effortlessly perfect. Trump was instead
risk-prone, erratic, imperfect, and unpredictable.
Playing to an audience more savvy about im-
age-making, Trump knew his erratic spontaneity
played like honesty. In appearing to make it up as
he went along, his calculations and fabrications
seemed authentic, even when they consisted of
easily debunked lies. It feels less like a lie when
you're in on it.

Some of the most successful advertisements
make self-aware reference to their own contriv-
ances. In this way Trump was like PT. Barnum:
He not only knew how to trick people but how
much they like to be tricked. Deception doesn’t
need to be total or convincing,. Strategically re-
vealing the trick can be a far more effective mode
of persuasion.

We shouldn’t underestimate how much
we like to see behind the curtain. There’s some
fascination, morbid or not, in how things are
faked, how scams are perpetrated, how tricks are
played. The 2016 campaign gave us exactly what
we wanted.

ANY NATIONAL ELECTION IS necessarily cha-
otic and complex. The fairy tale is that media
coverage can make some sense of it, make the
workings of governance more clear, and thus
make those in power truly accountable. Instead,
the coverage produces and benefits from addi-
tional chaos. It jumps on the Russian email hacks
for poorly sourced but click-worthy campaign
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tidbits, even as, according to a cybersecurity
researcher quoted in a BuzzFeed report, they
are likely driven by Russian “information opera-
tions to sow disinformation and discord, and to
confuse the situation in a way that could benefit
them.” Or as Adrian Chen wrote in his investiga-
tion of the Russian propaganda operation, Inter-
net Research Agency:

The real effect, the Russian activists told me,
was not to brainwash readers but to overwhelm
social media with a flood of fake content,
seeding doubt and paranoia, and destroying the
possibility of using the Internet as a democratic
space ... The aim is to promote an atmosphere
of uncertainty and paranoia, heightening divi-
sions among its adversaries.

If that is so, the U.S. news media has been be-
having like Russian hackers for years. From 24-
hour television to the online posts being cycled
through algorithms optimized for virality, the
constant churn of news seems to make every-
thing both too important and of no matter. Every
event is explained around the clock and none

of these explanations suffice. Everything can be
simultaneously believable and unbelievable.

It’s been repeated that the theme of the
2016 campaign is that we’re now living in a
“post-truth” world. People seem to live in entire-
ly different realities, where facts and fact-check-
ing don’t seem to matter, where disagreement
about even the most basic shape of things seems
beyond debate. There is a broad erosion of cred-
ibility for truth gatekeepers. On the right, main-
stream “credibility” is often regarded as code for
“liberal,” and on the left, “credibility” is reduced
to a kind of taste, a gesture toward performed ex-
pertism. This decline of experts is part of an even
longer-term decline in the trust and legitimacy of
nearly all social institutions. Ours is a moment of
epistemic chaos.

But “truth” still played a strong role in the
2016 campaign. The disagreement is how, and
even if, facts add up to truth. While journalists
and other experts maintain that truth is basically
facts added up, the reality is that all of us, to very
different degrees, uncover our own facts and
assimilate them to our pre-existing beliefs about

what’s true and false, right and wrong. Some-
times conspiracy theories are effective not be-
cause they can be proved but because they can't
be. The theory that Obama was not born in the
United States didn’t galvanize Trump’s political
career because of any proven facts but because it
posed questions that seemed to sanction a larg-
er racist “truth” about the inherent unfitness of
black people in a white supremacist culture.

Under these conditions, fact-checking the
presidential campaigns could only have been
coherent and relevant if it included a conversa-
tion about why it ultimately didn’t matter. Many
of us wanted a kind of Edward R. Murrow-like
moment where some journalist would effectively
stand up to Trump, as Murrow did on his news
program with Joseph McCarthy, and have the
condemnation stick. But our yearning has pre-
cluded thinking about why that moment can’t
happen today. It isn’t just a matter of “filter bub-
bles” showing people different news, but epistem-
ic closure. Even when people see the same infor-
mation, it means radically different things to them.

The epistemic chaos isn’t entirely the me-
dia’s fault. Sure, CNN makes a countdown clock
before a debate, and FiveThirtyEight treated the
entire campaign like a sports event, but there
was a proliferation of substantive journalism and
fact-checking as well. Some blamed Trump him-
self. Reporter Ned Resnikoff argues this about
Trump and his advisers:

They have no interest in creating a new reality;
instead, they’re calling into question the ex-
istence of any reality. By telling so many con-
founding and mutually exclusive falsehoods,
the Trump campaign has creative a pervasive
sense of unreality in which truth is little more
than an arbitrary personal decision.

But as much as Trump thrived within a sys-
tem sowing chaos and confusion, he didn’t create
it. He has just made longstanding dog-whistle
bigotry more explicit and audible.

The post-truth, chaos-of-facts environment
we have today has as much to do with how in-
formation is sorted and made visible as with the
nature of the content itself. For example, in the
name of being nonpolitical, Facebook has in fact
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embraced a politics of viral misinformation, in
which it passively promotes as news whatever its
algorithms have determined to be popular. The
fact of a piece of information’s wide circulation
becomes sufficient in itself to consider it as news,
independent of its accuracy. Or to put it another
way, the only fact worth checking about a piece
of information is how popular it is.

Trump exploited this nonpolitical politics
by taking what in earlier times would have been
regarded by the political-insider class as risks.
He would read the room and say what would get
attention, and these “missteps” would get report-
ed on, and then it would all get thrown into the
churning attention machinery, which blurred
them in the chaos of feeds that amalgamate items
with little regard to their relative importance and
makes them all scroll off the screen with equal
alacrity. The result of having so much knowledge
is the sense of a general mess. More and more
reporting doesn’t open eyes but makes them roll.

The proliferation of knowledge and facts
and data and commentary doesn’t produce more
understanding or get us closer to the truth. Phi-
losopher Georges Bataille wrote that knowledge
always comes with nonknowledge: Any new
information brings along new mysteries and un-
certainties. Building on this, Baudrillard argued
in Fatal Strategies that the world was drowning in
information:

We record everything, but we don’t believe it,
because we have become screens ourselves,
and who can ask of a screen to believe what it
records? To simulation we reply by simulation;
we have ourselves become systems of simula-
tion. There are people today (the polls tell us
so!) that don’t believe in the space shuttle. Here
it is no longer a matter of philosophical doubt
as to being and appearance, but a profound
indifference to the reality principle as an effect
of the loss of all illusion.

Media produce not truth but spectacle.
What is most watchable often has little to do
with accuracy, which conforms to and derives
from spectacle and remains inconclusive. The
media produce the need for more media: The in-
formation they supply yields uncertainty rather
than clarity; the more information media pro-

vide, the more disorientation results.

Trump helped these streams scroll even
faster. He did not have to be right but instead
absorbed the energy sparked by being wrong. He
wasn’t the TV candidate or the Twitter candidate
but a fusion of media channels, each burning at
their core to accelerate. For example, cable news
networks put members of the Trump campaign
on TV ostensibly to tell “the other side,” yet their
uniform strategy was to yell over the conver-
sation with statements that often contradicted
what the candidate himself was saying. They
would be invited back the next day.

The 2016 election showed once again
that journalism’s role is not to clarify the cha-
os around politics. Rather, an election and its
coverage lurch along in a frothing, vertigo-in-
ducing symbiosis. Every news event is at once
catastrophic and inconsequential. War and terror
seems everywhere and nowhere. Sociologist
Zygmunt Bauman calls this a “liquid fear,” nihil-
istic in its perpetual uncertainty. Such fear fosters
demand for a simple leader with simple slogans
and catastrophically simple answers.

Perhaps we've come too close to the sun.
The first rule of virality, after all, is that which
burns bright burns fast. And the news cycle
spins so rapidly we can’t even see it anymore. In
this campaign, virality had nothing left to infect.
Our host bodies were depleted, exhausted. The
election ended too soon, well before Election
Day. Amid this attention hyperinflation, can the
currency of news be revalued?

If you push something too far along a con-
tinuum in one direction, it inevitably becomes its
opposite. Perhaps the next election can’t produce
anything as outrageous as Trump. We'll return to
politics as usual, to the performance of “issues”
and “debates” that will seem more fully in good
faith than before, in comparison to the embar-
rassment of this cycle. The election process will
be as contrived and image-centric as ever, but
we’ll be desperate to make it great again. «

Nathan Jurgenson is the editor-in-chief of Real Life.

Originally published on Oct. 19, 2016
reallifemag.com/chaos-of-facts
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The myth of the bullied white

outcast loner is helping fuel a
fascist resurgence by WILLIE OSTERWEIL

ing on college campuses and in city centers, a
Mussolini-quoting paramilitary group briefly
formed to “protect” Trump rallies, the KKK is

FASCISM 1S BACK. Nazi propaganda is appear-

reforming, and all the while, the media glibly
participates in a fascist rebrand, popularizing
figures like Milo Yiannoupolis and the “alt-right.”
With the appointment of Stephen Bannon to the

Trump administration, this rebranded alt-right
now sits with the head of state.

Of course, the fascists never really left:
They’ve just tended to wear blue instead of
brown the past 40 odd years. But an openly
agitating and theorizing hard-right movement,
growing slowly over the past few years, has blos-
somed in 2016 into a recognizable phenomenon
in the U.S. Today’s American fascist youth is
neither the strapping Aryan jock-patriot nor the
skinheaded, jackbooted punk: The fascist millen-
nial is a pasty nerd watching shitty meme videos
on YouTube, listening to EDM, and harassing
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black women on Twitter. Self-styled “nerds”

are the core youth vanguard of crypto-populist
fascist movements. And they are the ones most
likely to seize the opportunities presented by the
Trump presidency.

Before their emergence as goose-stepping
shit-posting scum, however, nerds—those
“losers” into video games and comics and cod-
ing—had already been increasingly attached to
a stereotypical set of political and philosophical
beliefs. The nerd probably read Ayn Rand or, at
the very least, bought into pseudo-meritocracy
and libertarianist “freedom.” From his vantage,
social problems are technical ones, merely
one “disruption” away from being solved. The
sea-steading, millennial-blood-drinking, corpo-
rate-sovereignty-advocating tech magnates are
their heroes—the quintessential nerd overlords.

When it was reported in September that
Oculus Rift founder Palmer Luckey was spend-
ing some of his fortune on racist, misogynist
“meme magic” and shit-posting in support of
Donald Trump, it sent nervous ripples through
the video-game community. Many developers, to
their credit, distanced themselves from the Ocu-
lus, pulling games and ceasing development. But
many in the games-journalism world were more
cowardly, either not covering the story at all or
focusing their condemnation on the fact that
Luckey made denials and seemed to have lied to
try to cover his ass, rather than the spreading of
racism and misogyny.

These were the same sorts of gaming jour-
nalists who rolled over in the face of Gamergate,
the first online fascist movement to achieve
mainstream attention in 21st century America.
The Gamergate movement, which pretended
it was concerned about “ethics in games jour-
nalism,” saw self-identifying gamers engage in
widespread coordinated harassment of women
and queer people in the gaming world in a direct
attempt to purge non-white-male and non-right-
wing voices, all the while claiming they were the
actual victims of corruption. The majority of
professional games journalists, themselves most-
ly white men, in effect feebly mumbled “you
gotta hear both sides” while internet trolls drove
some of the most interesting voices in game writ-

ing and creation out of the field. The movement
was a success for the fuckboys of 4Chan and the
Reddit fascists, exhausting minority and femi-
nist gaming communities while reinforcing the
idea that the prototypical gamer is an aggrieved
white-boy nerd. It has meant that—despite the
queer, female, and nonwhite contingent that
makes up the majority of gamers—gaming’s
most vocal segment is fashoid white boys who
look and think a lot like Luckey.

Surely, those communities of marginalized
gamers have just as much claim to the subject
position of the “nerd,” as do queer shippers and
comic-book geeks, to say nothing of people who
identify as a nerd to indicate their enthusiasm
for an esoteric subject (e.g. “policy nerds”). But
the reason a tech-enabled swarm of fascists have
emerged in the nerd’s image today and claimed
it as territory necessary to defend is because of
the archetype’s specific cultural origin in the late
20th century, and the political purpose for which
it was consolidated.

The nerd appeared in pop culture in the
form of a smart but awkward, always well-mean-
ing white boy irrationally persecuted by his
implacable jock antagonists in order to sub-
sume and mystify true social conflict—the ones
around race, gender, class, and sexuality that
shook the country in the 1960s and *70s—into
a spectacle of white male suffering. This was an
effective strategy to sell tickets to white-flight
middle-class suburbanites, as it described and
mirrored their mostly white communities. With
the hollowing out of urban centers, and the
drastic poverty in nonwhite communities of the
’80s and "90s, these suburban whites were virtu-
ally the only consumers with enough consistent
spending money to garner Hollywood attention.

In the 1980s and '90s, an obsession with
comics, games, and anime might have made this
suburban “nerd” a bit of a weirdo. But today, with
comic-book franchises keeping Hollywood afloat
and video games a $100 billion global industry
whose major launches are cultural events, nerd
culture is culture. But the nerd myth—outcast,
bullied, oppressed and lonely—persists, nowhere
more insistently than in the embittered hearts of
the little Mussolinis defending nerd-dom.
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Of course, there are outcasts who really are
intimidated, silenced, and oppressed. They tend
to be nonwhite, queer, fat, or disabled—the four
groups that are the most consistently and widely
bullied in American schools. In other words, the
“nerds” who are bullied are being bullied for other
things than being a nerd. Straight, able-bodied
white boys may also have been bullied for their
perceived nerdiness—although the epithets
thrown often reveal a perceived lack of mascu-
linity or heterosexuality—Dbut the statistics on
bullying do not report “nerdiness” as a common
factor in bullying incidents. Nevertheless, the
myth of nerd oppression and its associated jock/
nerd dichotomy let every slightly socially awk-
ward white boy who likes sci-fi explain away his
privilege and lay his ressentiment at the feet of the
nearest women and people of color.

THE MYTH OF THE bullied nerd begins, perhaps,
with college fraternities. Fraternities began in
America in the mid-19th century, as exclusive
social clubs designed to profter status and pro-
vide activity to certain members of the student
body. In practice these clubs worked primarily

to reproduce masculinity and rape culture and

to keep the ruling class tight and friendly. But by
the "60s, fraternities were dying: membership
and interest were collapsing nationwide. Campus
agitation for peace, Black Power, and feminism
had radicalized student populations and dimin-
ished the popularity and image of these rich
boys’ clubs. Frats sometimes even did battle with
campus strikers and protesters, and by 1970,
though absolute numbers were up, per capita frat
participation was at an all-time low.

Across the *70s, right-wing graduates and
former brothers began a concerted campaign to
fund and strengthen fraternities at their alma ma-
ters to push back against campus radicalism and
growing sexual and racial liberation. Decrepit
frat houses were rebuilt, their images rebranded,
and frat membership began growing again. As

the wave of social upheaval receded in the late
"70s, these well-funded frats were left as a domi-
nant social force on campus, and the hard-party-
ing frat boy became a central object of culture.

This manifested in movies like the 1978
mega-hit National Lampoon’s Animal House, where
scrappy, slightly less attractive white freshmen
aren’t let into their college’s most prestigious frat,
and so join the rowdy, less rich one. Steering clear
of frats altogether is not presented as plausible,
and the movie stages campus conflict not as a
question of social movements or broader societal
tensions but as a battle between uptight social
climbers and cool pranksters. The massive success
of Animal House immediately inspired a number
of network sitcoms and a dozen or so b-movie and
Hollywood rip-offs.

The threatened, slightly less attractive white
male oppressed and opposed by a more main-
stream, uptight, wealthy white man became a
constant theme in the canonical youth films of
’80s Hollywood. This quickly evolved into the
nerd-jock dichotomy, which is central to all of
John Hughes’s films, from Sixteen Candles’ geeky
uncool Ted who gets in trouble with the jocks
at the senior party to The Breakfast Club’s rapey
“rebel” John and gun-toting “nerd” Brian, to Weird
Science, whose nerd protagonists use their com-
puter skills to build a female sex slave. Both Six-
teen Candles and Weird Science are also shockingly
racist, with the former’s horrifically stereotyped
exchange student Long Duk Dong and the latter’s
protagonist winning over the black denizens of a
blues club by talking in pseudo-ebonic patois—a
blackface accent he keeps up for an unbearable
length of screen time. In these films the sympa-
thetic nerd is simultaneously aligned with these
racialized subjects while performing a comic
racism that reproduces the real social exclusions
structuring American society. This move attempts
to racialize the nerd, by introducing his position
as a new point on the racial hierarchy, one below
confident white masculinity but still well above
nonwhite people.

The picked-on nerds are central in films
across the decade, from Meatballs to The Goonies
to Stand by Me to the perennially bullied Marty
McHly in the Back to the Future series. The outcast
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bullied white boy is The Karate Kid and his is The
Christmas Story. This uncool kid, whose putative
uncoolness never puts into question the audi-
ence’s sympathy, is the diegetic object of derision
and disgust until, of course, he proves himself

to be smarter/funnier/kinder/scrappier etc., at
which point he gets the girl—to whom, of course,
he was always entitled.

New HoLLywooD, the “American new wave”
movement of the ’60s and 1970s, remains to
many film historians the last golden age of se-
rious Hollywood filmmaking. Though often
reactionary and appropriative, the films of the
period were frequently dealing with real social
problems: race, class, gender violence. Though
our memories tend to collapse all of the social
unrest and revolutionary fervor of “the '60s”
into the actual decade ending in 1969, the films
of the "70s remained exciting and socially con-
scious partly because social movements were still
tearing shit up well into the *70s. The Stonewall
riots kicked off the gay rights movement in the
last months of 1969, Kent State and the associat-
ed massive student strike was in 1970, while the
Weather Underground, Black Liberation Army,
George Jackson Brigade and other assorted
guerrilla groups were at their height of activity
in the first half of the "70s. At the same time, the
financial crises of 1972-73 led to deep recession
and poverty across the country: The future was
uncertain, mired in conflict and internal strife.
This turmoil, as much as anything else, pro-
duced the innovative Hollywood cinema of the
period, and films like A Woman Under the Influ-
ence, Serpico, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest and
Network attempted to address that social conflict.
People often lament how these sorts of films gave
way to the miserable schlock output of the 1980s.
This transformation tends to be traced in film-his-
tory, not unreasonably, to the rise of the block-
buster—the historic profitability of Jaws (1975)
and Star Wars (1977) pivoted studio attention

toward big-budget spectacles with lowest-com-
mon-denominator subject matter.

Now, of course, these films are subjects
of much high-profile nostalgia. Netflix’s retro
miniseries Stranger Ihings, for instance, looks
back wistfully to the "80s, re-enchanting the
image of nerds as winning underdogs (rather
than tyrannical bigots). Stranger Things does so
in the face of reinvigorated political movements
that advocate for actually oppressed people,
including Black Lives Matter, the migrant jus-
tice movement, and growing trans and queer
advocacy communities. So in Stranger Things,
the nerdy interests of the protagonists prove
crucial to their ability to recognize the sinister
happenings of their world. Their openness to
magic and their gee-whiz attitude toward sci-
entific possibility allow them to understand
the monster from another dimension and the
psychic supergirl more readily than the adults
around them. The boys play Dungeons & Drag-
ons in the series’s opening scene and get crucial
advice from a beloved A/V club adviser. They
are mercilessly bullied for their nerdiness, but
the bullies are barely even discussed: They are
so naturalized that they are merely a minor plot
point among others. What comes across more
directly is that the nerds are heroes. This is then
mirrored by the faux nerdiness of viewers, who
can relate to these boys by tallying up all the
nostalgic references.

The films celebrated in Stranger Things as
fun 1980s camp at the time were functioning
as reactionary cultural retrenchment: They
reflected Hollywood’s collusion in the Reagan-
ite project of rationalizing and justifying a host
of initiatives: privatization, deregulation, the
offloading risk to individuals by cutting safety
nets and smashing labor unions. These were
explained as “decreasing the tax burden,” and
“increasing individual responsibility,” while the
nuclear family and “culture” were re-centered as
the solution to and/or cause of all social prob-
lems. As Hollywood attention swung toward the
white suburbs, its ideology followed in lockstep.

Reagan’s main political move was to sweep
social conflict under the rug and “unify” the
population in a new “Morning in America”
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through an appeal to a coalition of whites
concerned about “crime” and taxation. This
was matched by a cultural move to replace
Hollywood representation of social struggle (as
idiosyncratic, individualistic, and bourgeois as
these filmic depictions were) with narratives of
intra-race, intra-gender interpersonal oppres-
sion. Hollywood in the 1980s worked hard to
render social tensions invisible and project a
safe and stable white suburban America (as op-
posed to urban hellscapes) whose travails were
largely due to bureaucratic in-
terference, whether through
meddling high school prin-
cipals like in Ferris Bueller’s
Day Off or the tyrannical EPA
agents in Ghostbusters.

Meanwhile, social move-
ments had largely lost their
fight against state repression
and internal exhaustion, with
most militant activists in pris-
on, in graves, or in hiding. Lo-
cal and federal governments
rolled back the victories made
over decades of struggle, the Cold War was
stoked to enforce ideological allegiance, AIDS
decimated the queer movement and black com-
munities faced intensified police persecution
tied to drugs, which were suddenly flowing at
greater and greater rates into the ghetto.

Central to this program of making social
conflict disappear, oddly enough, is the nerd.
And no film shows this as clearly as the frater-
nity comedy which inaugurated the nerd as
hero: Revenge of the Nerds. The plot of this 1984
film follows two computer-science freshman at
fictional Adams College. After they are kicked
out of their dorms and forced to live in the gym
by a group of displaced frat boys, they assem-
ble a gang of assorted oddballs and rent a big
house oft-campus, living in a happy imitation
of campus frat life. The frat guys hate this, so
they prank and bully the nerds relentlessly. The
nerds discover that the only way they can have

the frat boys disciplined by an official university

body is to be in a frat themselves and appeal to
a fraternal council.

Looking around for a national frat that
doesn’t yet have a chapter at Adams, they find
Lamda Lamda Lamda, an all-black fraternity.
When they visit the president of the fraternity,
he refuses to give them accreditation. Survey-
ing the room of (mostly) white boys, he says,
“I must tell you gentlemen, you have very
little chance of becoming Tri-Lambs. I'm in a
difficult situation here. I mean after all, you're
nerds.” The joke is that he didn’t say “white.”

In the imaginary of the film, being a nerd

The jock is forever
cool, the nerd

perennially oppressed.

replaces race as the key deciding factor for
social inclusion, while black fraternities are sit-
uated as the purveyors of exclusion and bias—
despite the fact that black fraternities (though
often participating in the same patriarchal
gender politics as white frats) have historically
been a force of solidarity and safety at other-
wise hostile universities.

Nonetheless, one of the nerds looks over
the bylaws and sees that Lamda Lamda Lamda
has to accept all new chapters on a trial basis. So
the nerds now have a frat. On Adams’s campus,
this sparks a prank war between the nerd frat
and the prestigious frat that includes a panty
raid on a sorority, the distribution of nude pho-
tos of a woman (made fair game by her associ-
ation with one of the jock frat brothers), and
a straight-up rape (played as comic), in which
one of the nerds uses a costume to impersonate
a sorority sister’s boyfriend and sleeps with her
while wearing it. All these horrific acts toward
women are “justified” by the bullying the nerds
have ostensibly received for being nerds, and
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by the fact that the women aren’t interested in
them—or at least, at first. Eventually the nerds’
rapey insouciance and smarts win their hearts,
and they steal the jocks’ girlfriends.

In the film’s final climactic scene, at a
college-wide pep rally, the main nerd tries
to speak about the bullying he faces but gets
beaten down by the jocks. Just as all looks
lost, black Tri-Lamb brothers from other col-
leges march in and line up in formation, arms
crossed in front of the speaker platform in a
clear echo of images of Black Panther rallies.
The white college jocks thus held back, the
national president of Lamda Lamda Lamda
hands the nerd back the microphone, who
in what amounts to an awful parody of Black
Power speeches, announces, “I just wanted to
say that I'm a nerd. And I'm here tonight to
stand up for the rights of other nerds. All our
lives we've been laughed at and made to feel in-
ferior ... Why? Because we're smart? Because
we look different. Well, we’re not. I'm a nerd,
and I'm pretty proud of it.”

Then, with the black fraternity president
over his shoulder and the militant black frat
brothers bordering the frame, the other nerd
protagonist declares, “We have news for the
beautiful people: There’s a lot more of us than
there are of you.” It is the film’s emotional
climax. And thus these rapists appropriate the
accouterments of black power in the name of
nerd liberation.

This epitomizes the key ideological gesture
in all the films named here: the replacement of
actual categories of social struggle and oppres-
sion with the concept of the jock-nerd struggle.
The jock is forever cool, the nerd perennially
oppressed. And revenge is always on the table
and always justified. In the nerd’s very DNA is a
mystification of black, queer, and feminist strug-
gle: As a social character, the nerd exists to deny
the significance (if not the existence) of race,
class, and gender oppression.

The rise of the internet economy and the
rise of nerdy cultural obsessiveness, collecting,
and comics—not to mention the rise to power
of the kids raised on Revenge of the Nerds and
its 1980s ilk—means that the nerd is now ful-

ly ascendant. But perpetually aggrieved, these
“nerds” believe other oppressed people should
shut the fuck up and stop complaining, because
they themselves didn’t complain! They got jobs!
They got engineering degrees! They earned
what they have and deserve what they take.

As liberals sneer at the “ignorant” middle
American white Trump voters, Trump’s most
vocal young advocates—and the youthful
base of American fascist movements going
forward—are not the anti-intellectual culture
warriors or megachurch moralists of the fly-
over states. Though the old cultural right still
makes up much of Trump’s voting base, the
intelligence-fetishizing “rationalists” of the new
far right, keyboard warriors who love pedantic
argument and rhetorical fallacies are the shock
troops of the new fascism. These disgruntled
nerds feel victimized by a thwarted meritocracy
that has supposedly been torn down by SJWs
and affirmative action. Rather than shoot-from-
the-hip Christians oppressed by book-loving
coastal elites, these nerds see themselves si-
lenced by anti-intellectual politically correct
censors, cool kids, and hipsters who fear true
rational debate.

Though sports culture continues to be a
domain of intense patriarchal production and
violence—rape jokes are just locker room talk,
after all—these days jocks in the news are just
as likely to be taking a knee against American
racism in the image of Colin Kaepernick. The
nerds, on the other hand, are shit-posting for a
new American Reich. The nerd/jock distinc-
tion has always been a myth designed to hide
social conflict and culturally re-center white
male subjectivity. Now that the nerds have
tully arrived, their revenge looks uglier than
anything the jocks ever dreamed.

Willie Osterweil is a writer, editor and agitator
based in Brooklyn. He is an editor at the

New Inquiry, and is the author of In Defense

of Looting, coming out from Verso Press in
Spring 2017.
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FASCISH

The problem with predictive policing algorithms is not
that they can “become” racist, but that theyre imitating a
racist system by R. JOSHUA SCANNELL

nounced it will phase out its use of all private-

THIS YEAR, THE federal government an-

ly operated prisons. Many progressives have

heralded this as a victory. It is not.

Although for-profit prisons are transparently

evil, they house a very small percentage of peo-
ple ensnared by American mass incarceration.
The problem with for-profit prisons is prison,
not profit. Without an accompanying effort to
draw down the reach, power, and discretion of
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criminal-justice institutions, the injuries these
institutions inflict will be redistributed rather
than redressed. When, for instance, federal courts
have ordered states to reduce prison inmate pop-
ulations, the effect has mainly been to increase
the strain on already overburdened state and
local courts, while inmates are merely reassigned
from state to local jails or “resentenced” (as when
judges retroactively change sentences after legal
statutes change). In large states like California
and Michigan, this has forced courts to “do more
with less” in expediting
the criminal-justice
process. That means
that judges have had to

industrialize how they

assessment and case management” or “compre-
hensive database structuring, and user-friendly
software development.” You might not even infer
that Northpointe’s business is to build out the
digital policing infrastructure, were it not for
small deviations the software-company-website
norm, including a scrubber bar of logos from
sherifts’ departments and other criminal-justice
institutions, drop-down menu items like “Jail
Workshops,” and, most bizarrely, a picture of the
soot-covered hands of a cuffed inmate. (Why

Silicon Valley caters to the fantasy

sentence people.
Government, and

especially the overbur-
dened criminal justice

that the incompatible goals of
efliciency and ethical justice can be

system, is supposed to
do two things at once:

met through commitment to data.

to be more economi-
cally efficient and more
ethically just. That is
where the U.S’s most
spectacularly capitalized industry sector steps in:
Silicon Valley caters to the fantasy that those two
incompatible goals can be met through a com-
mitment to data and a faith in the self-evident
veracity of numbers.

This spirit animates a software company
called Northpointe, based in the small, predom-
inantly white town of Traverse City, in northern
Michigan. Among other services, Northpointe
provides U.S. courts with what it calls “automated
decision support,” a euphemism for algorithms
designed to predict convicts’ likely recidivism
and, more generally, assess the risk they pose to
“the community.” Northpointe’s stated goal is to
“improve criminal justice decision-making,” and
they argue that their “nationally recognized in-
struments are validated, court tested and reliable.”

Northpointe is trying to sell itself as in the
best tradition of Silicon Valley startup fantasies.
The aesthetic of its website is largely indistin-
guishable from every other software company
pushing services like “integrated web-based

are those hands so dirty? Is the prisoner recently
returned from fire camp? Is it in the interest of
Northpointe to advertise the fact that convict
labor fights California’s wildfires?)

Moreover, in the Silicon Valley startup tradi-
tion, Northpointe has developed what it views as
an objective, non-ideological data-driven model
to deliver measurable benefits to a corner of the
public sector in need of disruption. If only the
police, the courts, and corrections departments
had better data or a stronger grasp of the num-
bers—if only they did their jobs rationally and
apolitically—we could finally have a fair criminal
justice system. This is essentially the neoliberal
logic of “smaller, smarter government,” spear-
headed in the U.S. by Bill Clinton and Al Gore,
who ran a “reinventing government” task force as
vice president, and it has defined what is regarded
as politically permissible policy ever since.

But Northpointe’s post-ideological fantasies
have proved to be anything but in practice. At
the end of May 2016, ProPublica published a
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thorough and devastating report that found that
Northpointe’s algorithms are inaccurate—in that
they have assigned high risk values to people who
are not recidivist—as well as racist, consigning
alot of brown, black, and poor white bodies to
big houses under the cover of the company’s
faux-progressive rhetoric about “embracing com-
munity” and “advancing justice.”

The ProPublica report confirmed the suspi-
cions of many activists and critics that emerging
technological approaches designed to streamline
the U.S’s criminal justice system and make it fair-
er might in fact do the opposite. Northpointe, of
course, disputes ProPublica’s analysis. In a letter
to the publisher, they wrote that “Northpointe
does not agree that the results of your analysis, or
the claims being made based upon that analysis,
are correct or that they accurately reflect the out-
comes from the application of the model.”

Of course, their model is proprietary, so
it is impossible to know exactly how it works.
ProPublica did manage to find that it is based
on 137 Likert-scale questions that are broken
down into 14 categories. Some of these have
obvious relevance, like criminal history and
gang membership. Others are specious and
confusing, like leisure/recreation (“Thinking
of your leisure time in the past few months ...
how often did you feel bored?”), social isolation
(“I have never felt sad about things in my life”),
and “criminal attitudes” (“I have felt very angry
at someone or something”).

Northpointe makes for an easy target for
critics of predictive analytics in contemporary
criminal justice. It’s a for-profit company, with an
inherent interest in expanding the state’s carceral
reach. Its business model depends on a crimi-
nal-justice system oriented toward perpetually
churning people through its courts and being
overburdened. The more overtaxed a court, the
more attractive a program that can tell a judge
how they ought to rule. But to blame mass incar-
ceration on companies like Northpointe would
be akin to blaming private prisons (which house
about 11 percent of prisoners) for mass incarcera-
tion. The public sector may work with the private
sector to outlay some costs and provide some
services, but the government makes the market.

A common critique of algorithmic systems
like Northpointe’s is that they replicate existing
bias. Because people program algorithms, their
biases or motives get built in. It seems to follow,
then, that were we to open up the algorithms, we
could train them out of their prejudicial ignorance
and thereby solve the problems of racism, sexism,
queerphobia, and so on that are otherwise written
invisibly into the source codes of everyday life.
We may not to be able to reprogram humans to be
unbiased, but we can rewrite algorithms.

But the problem with predictive policing
goes beyond Northpointe or biased algorithms.
Focusing on the algorithms relies on a delimited
analysis of how power works: If only we could
have woke programmers, then we would have
woke systems. Swap out “programmers” for
“cops” and you have a version of the “few bad
apples” theory of policing, which ignores the way
in which violence and repression are inherent and
structural within law enforcement. The problem
with predictive policing algorithms, and the fan-
tasy of smart government it animates, is not that
they can “become” racist, but that they were built
on a law-enforcement strategy that was racist all
along.

NORTHPOINTE IS EMBLEMATIC OF the sort of
predictive and data-driven approaches that have
become accepted commonsense policing prac-
tices, techniques such as hot-spot policing and
situational awareness modeling. And while these
methods are often presented as social or polit-
ically “neutral,” there is an enormous body of
research that has demonstrated repeatedly that
they are not. But what made data-driven predic-
tive policing seem like common sense?

To begin to answer that question, one
must trace the disparate histories of predictive
policing’s component parts through a series of
crises and conjunctions. Actuarial techniques
like Northpointe’s (or the older Level of Service
Inventory-Revised, another recidivism-risk-as-
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sessment battery) emerge out of insurance
companies’ demand for risk management during
the late 19th and early 20th centuries’ chronic
economic crises.

Two more pieces of the puzzle, biometrics
and organized surveillance, emerge in the 18th
and 19th centuries out of the shifting tactics for
maintaining white supremacy in both southern
slave plantations and northern cities. Simone
Browne, for example, has shown that New York’s
colonial “lantern laws,” which forbade unaccom-
panied black people from walking the streets at
night without carrying a lit lantern, were origi-
nally instituted because of white fear of antislav-
ery insurrection.

And lastly, statistical techniques of crime
prediction come down to us through the ear-
ly-20th century Chicago School of sociology,
which swapped cruder theories of physically
inherent racial difference for more refined spa-
tio-cultural theories of industrial capitalist “social
disorganization.” These shored up sexuality and
the color line as the key arbiters of cultural deg-
radation, as in studies positing a “culture of pov-
erty” that generates criminality. This is Roderick
Ferguson’s point in Aberrations in Black when he
argues that “the Chicago School’s construction
of African American neighborhoods as outside
heteropatriarchal normalization underwrote
municipal government’s regulation of the South
Side, making African American neighborhoods
the point at which both a will to knowledge and
a will to exclude intersected.”

All these histories are individually crucial.
But there is a particular point when they all con-
verged: at the 1993 election of Rudy Giuliani as
mayor of New York City. A combination of white
resentment against David Dinkins, the city’s first
black mayor; a referendum on Staten Island’s
secession from New York City; and incessant dog
whistling about “improving the quality of life”
in the city allowed Giuliani to win the mayoral
race. The “quality of life” issue stemmed from the
unprecedented spike in homelessness and pover-
ty in the wake of the city’s 1970s fiscal crisis. The
racist political economy of New York City ensured
that poverty and homelessness—coded as “disor-
der”—fell disproportionately to people of color.

None of this was accidental. Robert Moses
was a key player in a power elite that famously
engineered New York as an apartheid city in the
1950s and 1960s, just as many people of color
were immigrating there, particularly from Puerto
Rico and the American South. They were large-
ly renters, living rent-gouged in the subdivided
former homes of white families who had taken
advantage of the GI Bill and home-loan pro-
grams to move to the suburbs. When New York
City’s industrial core collapsed in the 1960s, it
devastated working class neighborhoods, where
poverty skyrocketed and landlords systemati-
cally abandoned property. Aside from industry,
black and Latinx workers had won the greatest
labor victories and made the deepest inroads in
the public sector. After the federal government
induced the fiscal crisis of the *70s and crippled
the municipal government, the city cut one-third
of its workforce, further decimating the black
and Latinx working and middle classes.

As the city sought to lure major corporate
headquarters, financial houses, and wealthy real
estate investors back from the suburbs in the
1980s, controlling this racially coded “disorder”
became the city government’s paramount con-
cern. The police did this by combining a gener-
alized ratcheting up of displays of spectacular
violence meant to “retake” places like Tompkins
Square Park from the queer and homeless com-
munities that had set up there, with a “commu-
nity policing” strategy that focused on outreach
to “community leaders” to make the department
more responsive. Dinkins’ administration also
made harassing black “squeegee men” a center-
piece of its crime fighting effort, a tactic that
Giuliani, while campaigning, would point to as a
matter of “restoring the quality of life.” That was
thinly veiled code for aggressively targeting the
poor, people of color, queer people, sex workers,
and teenagers as part of a general campaign to, as
Police Strategy No. S put it, “reclaim the public
spaces of New York.”

This policing strategy “worked” in that, by
the early 1990s, crime rates had begun to fall,
real estate values skyrocketed, and “undesirable”
populations had been pushed further to the mar-
gins. It also fomented the toxic electoral mood
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that got Giuliani elected. He appointed William
Bratton as police commissioner (the first of his
two tours of duty in the position), and Bratton
would implement the infamous policing strategy
known as “Broken Windows.”

Broken Windows is usually explained as the
idea that police should rigorously enforce viola-
tions of small crimes with maximum penalties to
both deter people from committing larger crimes
and incapacitate people who cannot be deterred.
But while that is an accurate
depiction of how Bratton and
other backers have described
the approach to the press, the
actual Broken Windows theory,

subjective judgment to decide who will be on the
receiving end of this order maintenance, rather
than defer to any legal regime (???). They should
do all this without worrying about whether what
they do would stand up in a court of law, because
the interests of the community far outweigh the
individualized injustice that police may mete out
(2222). That, plus a chilling nostalgia for Jim Crow
and the befuddling decision to rest the entire
scientific basis for their case on a study organized

Anybody can look at a map

developed in the early 1980s
and revised through the mid-

and see if there are more or

1990s, is never so coherent.

fewer dots than before. More

Critics (who have often been
cops) have repeatedly point-
ed this out from the moment

dots mean the cops are failing

the Atlantic first published the
article by James Q. Wilson and
George L. Kelling that gave the
approach its name in 1982. 1
am partial to Rachel Herzing’s recent description
of Broken Windows in Policing the Planet, where
she describes the theory as “not much of a theo-
ry at all,” but rather “an incantation, a spell used
by law enforcement, advocates, and social scien-
tists alike to do everything from designing social
service programs to training cops.”

To the extent that Wilson and Kelling’s case
can be condensed into a logical argument, it is
this: Reforms designed to address corruption and
racism in American police departments have in-
capacitated their ability to fulfill the order-main-
tenance component of their mission. This crip-
pled American cities in the 1970s by instilling
a culture of disorder in the streets and a fatalist
sense of impotency in police departments. To fix
this, these reforms must be abolished. In their
stead, police should walk around more than they
drive, because it is hard to be scared of someone
when they are in a car (?). They should “kick
ass” more than they issue summonses or arrests,
because it is more efficient and the criminal jus-
tice system is broken (??). They should use their

by Philip Zimbardo, who also ran the Stanford
Prison Experiment (among the most unethical
social science studies ever performed), gives the
gist of the thing.

Even Bratton’s second-in-command during
his first stint as NYPD commissioner in the Gi-
uliani years, Jack Maple, thought that the Broken
Windows theory was bogus. He called it the
“Busting Balls” theory of policing and said that
it was the oldest and laziest one in the history of
the profession. He thought that only academics
who had never actually worked on the street
could ever think it would eftectively drive down
crime. In practice, he argued, non-systematically
attacking people and issuing threats would dis-
place unwanted people to other neighborhoods,
where they could continue to “victimize” inno-
cents. Because Broken Windows did not advo-
cate mass incapacitation through mass incarcera-
tion, Maple thought it ineffective.

So the strategy that Bratton implemented
was not the Broken Windows detailed in the
Atlantic essay. Nor was it, as it is sometimes de-
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scribed, a hardline interpretation of Wilson and
Kelling’s ideas. But Broken Windows theory did
offer Bratton and Maple an intellectual scaffold
for reversing what had been considered the best
practices in policing for decades. Over more offi-
cers and equipment, Bratton and Maple wanted
more intelligence. Broken Windows provided

a reason to replace six-month or annual target
benchmarks for reduction of “index crimes”
(crimes reported in Part I of the FBI’s Uniform
Crime Reports: aggravated assault, forcible rape,
murder, robbery, arson, burglary, larceny-theft,
and motor-vehicle theft) with the monitoring

of granular crime data on a geographic informa-
tion system in near real time, to meet day-to-day
targets for reductions in the full range of crimes,
and not just the most serious.

What Bratton and Maple wanted was to
build a digital carceral infrastructure, an integrat-
ed set of databases that linked across the various
criminal-justice institutions of the city, from the
police, to the court system, to the jails, to the
parole office. They wanted comprehensive and
real-time data on the dispositions and intentions
of their “enemies,” a term that Maple uses more
than once to describe “victimizers” who “prey”
on “good people” at their “watering holes.” They
envisioned a surveillance apparatus of such pow-
er and speed that it could be used to selectively
target the people, places, and times that would re-
sult in the most good collars. They wanted to stay
one step ahead, to know where “knuckleheads”
and “predators” would be before they did, and
in so doing, best look to the police department’s
bottom line. And they wanted it to be legal.

For this corporate restructuring of policing
to be successful, they had to populate the city’s
databases with as many names as possible. But
these institutions were reluctant to adopt new
tech—for reasons of expediency (people hate
learning new systems, especially when they are
untested) as well as for moral reservations about
automating criminal justice.

If Bratton and Maple could expand the
number of arrests the system was handling, they
could force the issue. By their own admission,
they created a deliberate crisis in the accounting
capacities of New York City’s criminal justice

institutions to necessitate the implementation of
digital technologies. For instance, they ordered
enormous sweeps aimed at catching subway
fare-beaters, in which the police charged every-
one with misdemeanors instead of issuing warn-
ings or tickets. This flooded the courts with more
cases than they could handle and overwhelmed
public defenders. To cope, the courts automated
their paperwork and warrant-notifications sys-
tem, and public defenders turned increasingly

to plea deals. This piled up convictions, inflating
the number of people with criminal records and
populating interoperable databases.

Case information was then fed to the NYPD’s
warrant-enforcement squad, which could then
organize their operations by density (where the
most warrants were concentrated) rather than se-
verity of the crime. Most warrants were served for
jumping bail, a felony that many don't realize they
are even committing. Faced with the prospect
of abetting a felon, many people that the police
questioned in the targeted enforcement areas
were willing to give up their friends and acquain-
tances to stay out of trouble. The surveillance net
expanded, and the data became more granular.
Officers in areas with high concentrations of
incidents, newly empowered to determine how to
police an area based on their idea of how risky it
was, would step up their aggression in poor, black,
Asian, and Latino neighborhoods, in queer spac-
es, and in places where they believed sex workers
did their jobs. It was, and is, Jim Crow all over
again, but this time backed by numbers and driven
by officers’ whims.

BY PROVIDING THE FRAMEWORK for a massive
increase in aggressive police behavior, Broken
Windows made this possible. It gave a rationale
for why officers should be permitted to determine
criminal risk based on their own subjective inter-
pretations of a scene in the moment rather than
abiding strictly established protocols governing
what was and was not within their jurisdiction.
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This helped support the related notion that police
officers should operate as proactive enforcers of
order rather than reactive fighters of crime. That
is, rather than strictly focus on responding to re-
quests for help, or catching criminals after a crime
occurred, Broken Windows empowered cops to
use their own judgment to determine whether
someone was doing something disorderly (say,
selling loose cigarettes) and to remove them
using whatever force they deemed appropriate.
Broken Windows plus Zero Tolerance would
equal an automated carceral state.

A carceral state is not a penal system, but a
network of institutions that work to expand the
state’s punitive capacities and produce popula-
tions for management, surveillance, and control.
This is distinct from the liberal imagination of
law and order as the state redressing communal
grievances against individual offenders who act
outside the law. The target of the carceral state is
not individuated but instead group-differentiat-
ed, which is to say organized by social structures
like race, class, gender, sexuality, ability, and so
on. As Katherine Beckett and Naomi Murakawa
put it in “Mapping the Shadow Carceral State,”
the carceral “expansion of punitive power occurs
through the blending of civil, administrative, and
criminal legal authority. In institutional terms,
the shadow carceral state includes institutional
annexation of sites and actors beyond what is
legally recognized as part of the criminal justice
system: immigration and family courts, civil de-
tention facilities, and even county clerks’ offices.”

In a liberal law-and-order paradigm, indi-
viduals violate norms and criminal codes; in the
carceral state, racism, which Ruth Wilson Gilm-
ore defines “specifically, is the state-sanctioned
or extralegal production and exploitation of
group-differentiated vulnerability to premature
death” is the condition of possibility for “crim-
inality.” The political economic structures of a
carceral state deliberately organize groups of
people with stratified levels of precarity through
mechanisms like red-lining, asset-stripping,
predatory lending, market-driven housing poli-
cies, property-value funded schools, and so on.

The consequence of these state-driven po-
litical decisions is premature death: Poor peo-

ple, who in American cities are often also black,
Latinx, Asian, and First Nation, are exposed to
deadly environmental, political, sexual, and eco-
nomic violence. Efforts to survive in deliberately
cultivated debilitating landscapes are determined
to be “criminal” threats to good order, and the
people who live there are treated accordingly.
Lisa Marie Cacho argues that the effect is social
death: The “processes of criminalization regulate
and regularize targeted populations, not only dis-
ciplining and dehumanizing those ineligible for
personhood, but also presented them as ineligi-
ble for sympathy and compassion.” This is how
technically nonpunitive institutions become
punitive in fact, as in immigration detention,
civil diversion programs that subject bodies to
unwanted surveillance and legal precarity, ed-
ucational institutions that funnel children into
a pipeline to prison, and civil-injunction zones
that render traversing space a criminal act.

The carceral state’s institutions and cad-
res are both public and private. For example, a
company like Northpointe that develops tools
designed to rationalize and expedite the process
of imprisoning people, is not technically a part of
any criminal justice institution, but it automates
the mechanics of the carceral state. Securitas
(née “Pinkerton”) might not be a state agency,
but it does the labor of securing the circulation
of capital to the benefit of both corporations and
governments.

FOR ANY BUILDUP IN surveillance to be effective
in sustaining a carceral state, the police must
figure out how to operationalize it as a manage-
ment strategy. The theoretical and legal super-
structures may be in place for an expanded con-
ception of policing, but without a rationalized
command-and-control process to direct resourc-
es and measure effectiveness, there is little way
to make use of the new data or assess whether
the programs are accomplishing their mission of
“driving down crime.” In 1994, the NYPD came
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up with CompStat to solve this problem, and we
are living in its world.

Depending on who is recounting Comp-
Stat’s origin story, it stands for “Compare Statis-
tics,” “Computerized Statistics,” or “Computer
Statistics.” This spread is interesting, since all
three names imply different ideas about what
computers do (as well as a total misunderstand-
ing of what “statistics” are). Let’s take these
from least to most magical. “Compare Statis-
tics” designates computers as
capable merely of the episte-
mological function of rapidly
comparing information curat-
ed and interpreted by people.
“Computerized Statistics”
implies an act of ontological
transformation: The informa-

Microsoft, IBM, Cisco Systems, and Siemens, as
well as smaller, though no less heavy, hitters like
Palantir, HunchLab, PredPol, and Enigma are
heavily invested in making government “smart-
er.” Microsoft and New York City have a prof-
it-sharing agreement for New York City’s digital
surveillance system, called AWARE (the Auto-
mated Workspace for the Analysis of Real-Time
Events), which has recently been sold to cities
like Sao Paolo and Oakland.

How do police determine

which bodies must be

tion curated and interpreted
by humans is turned into “Big
Data” that only computers have
the capability of interpreting.
“Computer Statistics” instanti-
ates, prima facie, an ontological
breach, so that the information
is collected, curated, and analyzed by computers
for its own purposes rather than those of hu-
mans, placing the logic of data squarely outside
human agency.

These questions aren’t just academic. The
Rand Corporation, in its 2013 report on pre-
dictive policing, devotes an entire section to
dispelling “myths” that have taken hold in de-
partments around the country in the wake of
widespread digitization of statistical collection
and analysis. Myths include: “The computer ac-
tually knows the future,” “The computer will do
everything for you,” and “You need a high-pow-
ered (and expensive) model.” On the spectrum
of Compare Statistics to Computer Statistics,
Rand’s view is closest to Compare, but compa-
nies like Northpointe are at the other end. That
industry believes itself to be in the business of
building crystal balls.

And were one to embark on a project of
separating out industry goals from the ideologies
and practices of smart government, one would
find it impossible. Massive tech companies like

policed? They do it based on

what “feels” right to them

CompStat sits at the fountainhead of an
increasingly powerful movement advocating
“responsive,” “smart” government. It has become
ubiquitous in large police departments around
the world, and in the U.S,, federal incentives and
enormous institutional pressures have transferred
the burden of proof from those departments that
would adopt it to those departments that don’t.

Major think tanks driving the use of big data
to solve urban problems, like New York Univer-
sity’s Center for Urban Science and Progress,
are partially funded by IBM and the NYPD. Tim
O’Reilly explicitly invokes Uber as an ideal mod-
el for government. McKinsey and Co. analysts
advocate, in a Code for America book blurbed by
Boris Johnson, that city government should col-
lect and standardize data, and make it available
for third parties, who can then use this to drive
“significant increases in economic performance
for companies and consumers, even if this data
doesn’t directly benefit the public sector agency.”

In the context of a carceral state, harassing and
arresting poor people based on CompStat maps
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delivers shareholder value for Microsoft, specula-
tive material for some company whose name we
don’t know yet, and VC interest in some engi-
neers who will promise that they can build “bet-
ter” risk analytics algorithms than Northpointe.

A hybrid labor management system and data
visualization platform, CompStat is patterned
on post-Fordist management styles that became
popular during the 1980s and early 1990s. Al-
though it draws liberally from business method-
ologies like Six Sigma and Total Quality Manage-
ment, it is most explicitly indebted to Michael
Hammer and James Champy’s Re-engineering the
Corporation, which calls for implementing high-
end computer systems to “obliterate” existing
lines of command and control and bureaucratic
organization of responsibility. Instead of bench-
marks and targets set atop corporate hierarchies
in advance of production, Hammer and Champy
advocate a flexible management style that re-
sponds, in real time, to market demands. Under
their cybernetic model, the CEO (police com-
missioner) would watch franchisees’ (precincts)
performance in real time (CompStat meetings),
in order to gauge their market value (public
approval of police performance) and productivity
(crime rates, arrest numbers).

Under CompStat, responsibility for perfor-
mance and, in theory, strategy, devolves from
central command to the middle managers (a.k.a.
precinct commanders), who must keep their
maps and numbers up to date and are promoted
or ousted based on their ability to repeatedly hit
target numbers (in their case, crime rates and ar-
rests). Because the responsibility for constantly
improving the bottom line has been transferred
to the precinct commanders, they lean on their
sergeants when the numbers are bad, and the

Numbers are treated
as more real than
social structures

sergeants in turn lean on their patrol officers.

CompStat also gives police managers a
simple, built-in way of easily telling whether or
not their cops are doing their jobs. They can look
at maps to see if they’ve changed. This simplicity
has the added bonus for governments of pro-
viding easy “transparency,” in that anybody can
look at a map and see if there are more or fewer
dots on it than there were a week ago. More
dots mean the cops are failing. Fewer dots mean
they’re doing their job.

This appeals to the supposed technocratic
center of American politics, which regards num-
bers as neutral and post-political. It lends appar-
ent numerical legitimacy to suspicions among
the privileged classes about where police ought
to crack heads hardest. It also, in theory, saves
money. You don’t have to deploy cops where
there aren’t incidents.

CompStat is rooted in a sort of folk wisdom
about what statistics are: uncomplicated facts
from empirical reality that can be transformed
automatically and uncontroversially into visual
data. The crimes, the logic goes, are simply hap-
pening and the information, in the form of inci-
dent reports, is already being collected; it merely
should be tracked better. Presumably, CompStat
merely performs this straightforward operation
in as close to real time as possible. Departments
can then use these “statistics” to make decisions
about deployment, which can be targeted at spac-
es that are already “known” to have a lot of crime.

But this overlooks the methodological prob-
lems about how data is to be interpreted as well
as the ways in which the system feeds back into
itself. Statistics are not raw data. Proper statis-
tics are deliberately curated samples designed to
reflect broad populational trends as accurately
as possible so that, when subjected to rigorous
mathematical scrutiny, they might reveal descrip-
tive insights about the composition of a given
group or inferential insights about the relation-
ships between different social variables. Even
in the best of cases, statistics are so thoroughly
socially constructed that much of social science
literature is devoted to debating their utility.

When CompStat logs arrest information in a
server and overlays it on a map, that is not statis-



tics; it is a work summary report. The “data” col-
lected reflects existing police protocol and strate-
gies and are reflective of police officers’ intuitive
sense of what places needs to be policed, and
what bodies need to be targeted, and not much
else. New York City cops don’t arrest investment
bankers for snorting their weight in cocaine be-
cause they are not doing vertical patrols in Mur-
ray Hill high rises. They are not doing vertical pa-
trols in Murray Hill high rises not simply because
the police exist to protect rather than persecute
the wealthy, but because they have labored for 20
years under a theory of policing that effectively
excludes affluent areas from routine scrutiny. It
so much as says so in the name: These high-rises
don’t have broken windows.

Similarly, the National Center for Women
and Policing has cited two studies that show that
“at least 40 percent of police officer families ex-
perience domestic violence,” contrasted with 10
percent among the general population. Those in-
cidents tend not to show up on CompStat reports.

The reverence with which CompStat’s data
is treated is indicative of a wider fetishization of
numbers, in which numbers are treated as more
real than social structures or political economy.
Indeed, it often seems as though metrics are all
that there is.

THE TRANSPARENT/RESPONSIVE/SMART govern-
ment movement argues for reconstituting gover-
nance as a platform, transforming the state into

a service- delivery app. Its thought leaders, like
Michael Flowers and former Maryland governor
Martin O’Malley, routinely point to CompStat as
the fountainhead of postpolitical governance, as if
such a thing were possible. But as feminist critics
of technology like Donna Haraway and Patricia
Ticineto Clough have long pointed out, technol-
ogy is political because it is always, everywhere,
geared toward the constitution, organization,

and distribution of differentiated bodies across
time and space. And bodies are politics congealed

in flesh. CompStat is designed to maximize the
efficiency and force with which the state can put
police officers’ bodies into contact with the bodies
of people that must be policed.

And how do police determine which bod-
ies must be policed? They do it based on what
“feels” right to them, the digital inheritance of
Broken Windows. Even cops that are not racist
will inevitably reproduce racialized structures
of incarceration because that is what policing
is. In a city like New York, in a country like the
U.S.,, that level of police discretion always points
directly at the histories of unfreedom for black,
brown, and queer people that are the constitu-
tive infrastructures of our state.

Northpointe’s algorithms will always be
racist, not because their engineers may be bad but
because these systems accurately reflect the logic
and mechanics of the carceral state—mechanics
that have been digitized and sped up by the wide-
spread implementation of systems like CompStat.
Policing is a filter, a violent sorting of bodies into
categorically different levels of risk to the com-
monweal. That filter cannot be squared with the
liberal ideas of law, order, and justice that a lot of
people still think the United States is based on.
Programs like CompStat are palliative. They seem
to work in data, in numbers, in actual events that
happened outside of the context of structural
inequalities, like racism or patriarchy, or heter-
onormativity. But CompStat links the interlocked
systems of oppression that durably reproduce the
violence of the carceral state to a fantasy of da-
ta-driven solutionism that reifies and reproduces
our structural evils. Whether or not a human is
remanded to a cage because of their race and sex,
or because of a number on a dashboard, means
very little once the door slams shut.” «

R. Joshua Scannell is a Ph.D. Candidate in
sociology at the CUNY Graduate Center. He is an
adjunct instructor in Sociology and Women and
Gender Studies at Hunter College, and the author of
Cities: Uncertain Sovereignty and Unauthorised
Resistance in the Urban World.
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THERE IS AN OLD JOKE THAT TECHNOLOGY IS EVERYTHING INVENTED AFTER YOU WERE BORN.
Everything else we take for granted, forgetting how it had been developed, implemented, naturalized. It’s
easy to fixate on the novelty of screens and overlook how the rest of our environment already consists of
technologies that are so familar as to seem immutable. Cities, buildings, clothing, transportation systems
may not seem technological in the same way as digital devices, but they all are means by which social
relations are sustained and given a graspable order. They all shape what kinds of thought are possible,

what collective and individual aspirations can be conceived, what sorts of failure we may face. That is to
say, they structure, and the innumerable iterative choices that have gone into them afford and preclude
experience, extending new freedoms—and risks. The affordances of digital technology are so new as

to seem somehow apart, a supplement to what’s always been integral and “real” about our lives. But
recognizing how the entire built environment is both structured and structuring makes it plain that what
happens on screens is as real as the room you're standing in. —NATHAN JURGENSON




Rust Belt cities are turning
years of neglect and decay
into a soundstage for social
media by DAVID A, BANKS

Erie Canal sits Troy, New York. It was once a

thriving city, positioned favorably for com-
merce in a time when one of the most efficient
ways to transport freight was with mule-dragged
barges. But changes in transportation technology
eroded its economic foundations: Containerized
shipping and interstates moved freight further
away, and prosperity went with it. With a popu-

A T THE CRUX of the Hudson River and the

STRUCTURE

lation of just under 50,000, Troy is now roughly
back to the size it was just after the Civil War.

One modest city institution that survived
for a while was Trojan Hardware, which for 94
years held on by selling hammers and snowblow-
ers to a community that had become an eco-
nomic backwater. Its retail space snaked through
the ground floors of several connected Victorian
buildings, and when it finally folded, felled by
the 2008 recession, those buildings stayed vacant
for five years.

Then something happened that was both
strange and strangely predictable: Trojan Hard-
ware went from being a moribund seller of
commodities to a fetishized commodity itself, a
design motif for the new businesses that opened
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in its former storefronts: a microbrewery, an ex-
otic-plants retailer, and a hardware-store-themed
cocktail bar called The Shop, with chair rails
made of salvaged Trojan Hardware yardsticks
and many other Trojan Hardware relics adorning
the walls. Each of these new businesses trades on
the air of rootedness that Trojan Hardware still
supplies, the aura of organic street life that the
ghost of a longstanding neighborhood establish-
ment affords.

If you go half a block south of the former
Trojan Hardware, you’ll come to a coffee shop
that sells buttons proclaiming: “You keep Brook-
lyn, I have Troy” An art store sells T-shirts, mugs,
coasters, and entire coffee tables that declare
proudly in a typewriter-style font: “Enjoy Troy.”
The Troy of the 19th century was an industrial
hub that exported its steel and other manufac-
tures to the rest of the country. In today’s Troy, a
consumer would have no problem sating oneself
with beers, coffees, and bagels that have been
substantially prepared, brewed, roasted, and
baked within city limits. One can enjoy Brooklyn
bohemian quirkiness at an upstate discount price
in the inarguably real environment of Victorian
dilapidation. Troy has turned half a century of
neglect into a competitive advantage, recombin-
ing rust and rot into quaintness and authenticity.
Its genuine outdatedness is an opportunity to
roll out state-of-the-art “place-making” renewal
strategies.

But Troy is not the only moribund U.S. city
that has fallen in love with itself. Entirely unique
and one-of-a-kind midsize cities are a dime a
dozen now. Troy is one pearl in a necklace of
small towns in the Hudson River valley that are
trading grit for service-economy glory: Albany,
Hudson, Cohoes, Rensselaer, Schenectady, and
Poughkeepsie and on through the Rust Belt of
upstate New York, fanning out to Pennsylvania,
Ohio, Michigan, and the outskirts of the mid-
west metropolises. They have all doubled down
on Jane Jacobs’s insistence that the best places
to live are the ones that best preserve, manage,
and then celebrate the heterogeneous aspects
of urban environments: How a sidewalk is com-
fortably buffered from or introduced to the road,
the way buildings and foliage enclose a space

without making it feel crowded, the arrangement
of street furniture such as benches and street
lamps—all these go toward a well-made, livable
urban environment. But even all of that doesn’t
quite capture it. A long-loved park or street cor-
ner is more than the sum of its parts.

Any given place has thousands of forces
influencing it: A pocket park is shaped by every-
thing from the frequency of blizzards (what can
grow there) to the gerrymandering of congres-
sional districts (how well it is cared for). Jacobs’s
prescription was to not try and control all these
things, because in trying to control everything,
bureaucracies end up curtailing some of those
forces that make a place unique and alluring.

She instead suggested that planners provide and
maintain the bounds wherein private and pub-
lic actors interact. A good municipal-planning
department will be able to recognize existing
good urbanism and preserve it, restore what is
dilapidated but still salvageable, and have the
requisite foresight to know what zoning laws will
leave room for construction that plays nicely
with the existing streetscape. Good Jacobsonian
urban planning involves a lot of observation of
cherished neighborhoods or streetscapes and
using those observations to inform future devel-
opment. It is a future of cities rooted in the past.

In large, world-class cities like San Francisco
and New York, the balancing act of preserving
what works and carefully building or restoring
new components has been going on for years.
Williamsburg and Nob Hill have ascended
beyond being merely iconic neighborhoods to
become widely recognized brands carefully craft-
ed to appeal to a particular demographic. Buying
in to such a neighborhood is selling out: To rent
aroom in certain parts of Brooklyn is to pay cash
for the cultural capital you would otherwise have
to earn through “discovering” something not yet
congealed into a recognizable commodity.

This link between “discovery” and the
relative cultural value of a neighborhood gives
smaller cities a kind of arbitrage opportunity in
authenticity. By drawing attention to the com-
modification of neighborhoods in larger cities,
smaller ones can position themselves as offering
undiscovered, unmanipulated treasures. Some-
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times this is as obvious as calling a neighbor-
hood “the Greenwich Village of Albany,” as the
signs, stickers, and TripAdvisor reviewsaround
Lark Street do, but sometimes the comparison is
more inferential, a matter of a city’s being contin-
ually discoverable as “undiscovered.”

Urban development in the age of authen-
ticity is a matter of walking the line between
economic success and obscurity. In the 1990s
and early aughts, a popular recipe for staving oft
economic decline involved overtly pandering to
the “creative class” with quirkiness and diversity.
Once the creatives live in your region, the theory
went, a benevolent spiral of economic growth
would inevitably take flight. This approach was
so ungrounded in reality that its main booster,
Richard Florida, retracted most of his thesis for
itin 2013. He conceded in the Atlantic that “tal-
ent clustering provides little in the way of trick-
le-down benefits.”

Many columnists and think-tank contribu-
tors have sought to fill the vacuum left by Flori-
da’s debunked creative class theory. Joel Kotkin,
reacting to Florida in the Daily Beast, suggested
that cities should modify their strategy and
“cultivate their essentially Rust Belt authenticity
rather than chase standard-issue coolness.” But
this is less a substantive shift than a semiotic
one. A “cool” lifestyle is still the bait, only its
terms have shifted toward more regional flavors.
Cities that no longer produce physical goods
can instead produce their own image as a kind
of marketed product. If once they smelted steel
or manufactured textiles, now they trade on the
unique cultural history that is the legacy of those
lost industries. The relatively cheap standard of
living in places like Buffalo or Pittsburgh offer a
more “authentic” urban experience in terms of
sampling gritty make-do entrepreneurial creativ-
ity, while also letting new residents dismiss those
in more expensive cities as unimaginative dupes
taken in by luxury branding.

The sense of “authentic urban life” is two-
fold, according to sociologist Sharon Zukin’s
Naked City (2010): There is “the subjectivity
that comes from really living in a neighborhood,
walking its streets, shopping in local stores, and
sending children to local schools,” and there is

the kind of authenticity that “allows us to see an
inhabited space in aesthetic terms.... Is it inter-
esting? Is it gritty? Is it real ?”

It is in this latter register of “authentic urban
experience” that one can browse online for new
places to live. To attract new residents, cities
must understand how their character can be con-
veyed through a smartphone. Can your city sup-
port its own geofilter? Does it photograph well?
Are there dramatic locales for selfies? What are
your Airbnb listings, and how are the reviews?

Is your transit viewable on Google Maps? The
tourist map from the old visitors’ center must
become digitally augmented terrain.

And to play into the dynamics of attention
metrics and online circulation, cities can encour-
age traditions that are also digitally embedded
(“take a selfie with the mayor during the Satur-
day Farmers’ Market!”; #summerconcert). Such
ploys enact as sharable content the lifestyle that
neighborhood boosters are trying to sell.

If places have become commodities, social
media are platforms on which cities like Troy
might dream of competing. For such cities,
photogenicity represents opportunity. Friends
sharing Sunday brunch on a terrace, a dog be-
ing walked in a well-appointed dog park—such
moments create a reproducible online brand
built on an air of exclusivity. This rationalized
quirkiness makes a local flavor known, sellable in
the broader market of “those nice places to live.”
Once a city’s obscure and unique qualities are
made machine-readable and comparable across
networks, the city’s brand solidifies and can sit
nicely on a social-media shelf.

Thanks to these homogenizing forces, the
“authentic urbanness” that cities like Troy offer
at a discount has become broadly recognizable.
These cities are all banking on rebuilding their
downtowns in the style of approachable authen-
ticity. They all hope to be delightfully different
while remaining nonthreateningly the same.
They have become interchangeable in their
uniqueness.



How pID WE GET here? How did Jane Jacobs,
the apparent champion of eclectic, organic
urbanism, become the source for a new kind of
homogenization? Urban preservation, which you
would think would be an exercise in organizing
the maintenance of city resources, has become
instead a way of instilling an organized ignorance
about how markets and commodification are at
work.

In the last chapter of The Death and Life of
Great American Cities, Jacobs traces how city
planning sought to adopt methods from other
sciences. City-planning movements in the 19th
century saw the city in terms of ratios, akin to
physics equations. Much as one could calculate
the pressure and volume of gasses, one could
solve cities’ problems by working out jobs-to-
housing ratios or by diagramming the balance of
open space to population density.

The technique of seeing human habitats as
diagrams was used across the political spectrum.
The leftist Ebenezer Howard depicted his Gar-
den City as a happy medium between the libera-
tory potential of urban and country living, while
Georges-Eugéne Haussmann, who reshaped
Paris in the mid-19th century under the direc-
tion of Emperor Napoleon III, correlated wide
boulevards and self-similar architecture with
state-imposed civil order.

In the 20th century, as scientists tried to
rationalize the behavior of billions of atoms into
statistical probabilities, city planners aimed to
do the same with cities. Urban planning evolved
from an artisanal craft into a credentialed pro-
fession. Cities came to be understood as a con-
fluence of technical and bureaucratic systems
administered by experts in specific fields like
“housing” or “highway transportation.” The
world was naturally disorganized, and it was
the job of the planner to impose calm order by
demolishing huge swaths of the city that were
deemed unsalvageable and replacing them with
simple, machine-like buildings and roadways
that were easy to administer from atop a hierar-
chy. As Jacobs notes:

It was possible not only to conceive of people,
their incomes, their spending money and their

housing as fundamentally problems in disorga-
nized complexity, susceptible to conversion into
problems of simplicity once ranges and averages
were worked out, but also to conceive of city
traffic, industry, parks, and even cultural facili-
ties as components of disorganized complexity,
convertible into problems of simplicity.

The newly professionalized discipline of urban
planning had become what historian Peter Hall
describes as “an apparently scientific activity, in
which vast amounts of precise information were
garnered and processed in such a way that the
planner could devise very sensitive systems of
guidance and control.” This approach gave the
world the high modernist architectural style of
Le Corbusier and the ruthlessly technocratic
urban redevelopment of Robert Moses, men
whose sweeping highways and monolithic build-
ings all meant to bring a clean, straightforward
rationality to dirty, chaotic cities. Their influ-
ence is still felt today in cookie-cutter suburbs
serviced by highways and office parks accessible
only by car or (as is increasingly the case for Sili-
con Valley companies) chartered buses.
Rationalization, as turn-of-the-century
sociologist Max Weber defined it, is a matter of
building bureaucracies to order everyday life
with machine-like rules that can override the
irrational traditionalism, sentimentality, and
favoritism of humans. Formal rationality, despite
its cold logic, could be deeply comforting: It
promised nothing less than the end of poverty,
if you could build enough super structures. But
Moses’s and Le Corbusier’s modernist approach
to urbanism is rationalization run amok. Not
only did these projects require the destruction of
many existing neighborhoods; they overestimat-
ed humans’ ability to manage and ignored much
of what makes for a pleasant human habitat.
Jacobs countered the command-and-con-
trol hierarchies of modernism with an argument
in favor of small, self-organizing systems. She
argued that human communities flourish best
in places that are built out of a million layers of
local history and complex social relations. This is
so important to her theory of urbanism that she
claims that “the most important question” about
city planning is this: “How can cities generate
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enough mixture among uses—enough diversi-
ty—throughout enough of their territories to
sustain their own civilization?”

By “diversity,” Jacobs means a mix of build-
ings, not necessarily people. A mixture of land
uses, she argues, keeps social momentum going,
allowing different components of the streetscape
to be seen as supporting one another. Offices
mingle with restaurants and apartments and
bars, symbiotically sharing time and space to
make a place feel full of life—a teeming human
habitat in natural balance. This stands in contrast
to rationalized, modernist landscapes, which
evoke the single-mindedness of alienating bu-
reaucracies and the profit-driven efficiencies of
corporate capitalism. Whether it is office parks
or residential towers, suburban ranch homes
or strip malls, these buildings convey a limited
sense of possibilities that often comes across as
inauthentic—they are independent of and in-
different to their surrounding environment and
thus could be replicated anywhere.

To counter rationalization and simplifica-
tion, Jacobs and her countercultural followers
embraced an ecological view of city systems and
argued for their self-correcting nature. She railed
against planners because she believed they were
undermining the way we have governed each
other (for better or worse) in cities for centuries.
In a chapter on the uses of sidewalks, she writes:

The public peace—the sidewalk and the street
peace—of cities is not kept primarily by police
... Itis kept primarily by an intricate, almost
unconscious, network of voluntary controls and
standards among the people themselves, and
enforced by the people themselves.

Like E.F. Schumacher, whose Small Is Beautiful
(1973) has become a Silicon Valley touchstone,
Jacobs advocates for the familiarity of seemingly
self-managing systems, which she likens to “or-
ganisms that are replete with unexamined, but
obviously intricately interconnected, and surely
understandable, relationships.” Designers should
work within these supposedly organic systems
and expand their reach rather than impose rules
and systems from without, no matter how logi-
cally consistent the imposed rules may be in the

abstract. In one of her last interviews—tellingly,
with the libertarian magazine Reason—Jacobs
said she was “disappointed” with the work of
New Urbanists, an early 21st century movement
that took her own work as gospel. Jacobs com-
plained that they tried to plan out what could
only organically grow over time.

But the very existence of New Urbanism
shows how Jacobs’s prescriptions are themselves
subject to rationalization. Implemented at scale
and under the logic of capital, they become as
systematic and regimented as any modernist
fantasy. Efforts to preserve and understand what
makes organic neighborhoods so desirable also
provides a template for making them more valu-
able, producing an irresistible model for capital-
ist redevelopment.

The views of Jacobs and Schumacher end up
finding their apotheosis in things like social-me-
dia data science, which attempts to anticipate
people’s desires by unobtrusively parsing infor-
mation collected about them, and transect-based
coding, which urban planners and real estate
developers use to identify and commodify a
neighborhood’s appeal.

In decades past, a suburb might have adver-
tised itself as offering “authentic c