Dark Reason or Ruined Modernity

I.

For better or worse, the millennium has led to a series of reflections and re-assessments of the past century (though nothing so serious or magisterial as a view of the past thousand years). Hailed and assailed as a century of unabashed progress, the range of publications has exposed its predictable range of connoisseurs, apologists, celebrants and hucksters. No doubt a millennium micro-industry, we will surely find more than the usual quota of preposterous events, ridiculous products, absurd predictions, techno-theologies, self-fulfilling prophesies. There’s already a growing shelf of books and journals on surviving the millennium. The web is already infected with millennial fever that proliferates, prognosticates and finds a ready-made spin for almost any pathos—from bemused reflections on the insufficiency of the numerical calendar to wild speculations about life on the other side of either the turning-point or the zero-point—however arbitrary or theological.

Baudrillard’s jaunty essay “The End of the Millennium or The Countdown” marks the transition thus:

“For this century – which can do nothing more than count the seconds separating it from its end without being able, or really wanting, to measure up to that end – the digital clock on the Beauborg Centre showing the countdown in millions of seconds is the perfect symbol. It illustrates the reversal of the whole of our modernity’s relation to time. Time is no longer counted progressively, by addition, starting from an origin, but by subtraction, starting from the end. This is what happens with rocket launches or time bombs. And that end is no longer the symbolic endpoint of a history, but the mark of a zero sum, of a potential exhaustion. This is a perspective of entropy–by the exhausting of all possibilities–the perspective of counting down to infinity…We are no longer in the fatalistic, historical or providential vision, which was the vision of a world of progress and production. The final illusion of history, the final utopia of time no longer exists, since it is already registered there as something potentially accounted for, in digital time, just as mankind’s finalities cease to exist at a point where they come to be registered in a genetic capital and solely in the biological perspective of the exploitation of the genome. When you count the seconds from the end, the fact is that everything is already at an end…”

This is countered by tastefully repackaged “Book of Revelation” under the title Apocalypse 2000 with an introduction by Andrei Codrescu in an edition interspersed with dozens of pithy millennialized citations from the likes of Timothy Leary and Fox Mulder, a kind of pomo-patchwork stitched together from beat generation delirium and conspiracy theory TV. “Revelation,” one writes, “is the most cinematic part of the Bible—it’s a little like a horror movie…it seemed terribly real to me.”—Apopalypse Now! 

And if the phantasmatic information economy has provided a silly shield against the crumbling material world, one was reminded by George Stein at Ars Electronica’s Infowar symposium that “information leads to dependency, dependency to vulnerability, vulnerability to defeat.” Not a rosy picture for the wired world with its pseudapocalyptic Y2K bug. Yet while the promises of international information integration provides the fuel for strategic corporate development, the shadow of materiality emerges to rupture the systemic illusions that our social software will stabilize crisis. Even Lewis Mumford predicted some of the outcome:

“With this new ‘megatechnics’ the dominant minority will create a uniform, all-enveloping, super-planetary structure. Instead of functioning actively as an autonomous personality, man will become a passive, purposeless, machine-conditioned animal whose proper functions, as technicians now interpret man’s role, will either be fed into a machine or strictly limited and controlled for the benefit of de-personalized, collective organizations.” 

Harshly diagnostic, Mumford’s pragmatic pessimism (written in 1966) comes without millennial meditations, but rather with historical acumen rooted in a modernity that remains unnamed in his texts. This modernity, root of so much bourgeois and socialist disillusion, is slowly coming to pertinence again, notably in the recent works by Bruno Latour (in science studies), T. J. Clark (in art history). We Have Never Been Modern goes Latour’s book, filled with assessments of the struggle to find coherence:

“…by multiplying the hybrids, half-object and half subject, that we call machines and facts, collectives have changed their topography. Since this enlistment of new beings had enormous scaling effects by causing relations to vary from local to global, but we continue to think about them in terms of the old opposite categories of universal and contingent, we tend to transform the lengthened networks of Westerners into systematic and global totalities. To dispel this mystery, it suffices to follow the unaccustomed paths that allow the variation in scale, and to look at networks of facts and laws rather as one looks at gas lines and sewage pipes.” (117)

For Latour modernity is either unfinished or unachievable. For T.J. Clark is to be in the trial of art and expression. In the just published Farewell to an Idea: Episodes from a History of Modernism he writes: “It is because the ‘modernity’ which modernism prophesized has finally arrived that the forms of representation it originally gave rise to are now unreadable (or readable only under some dismissive fantasy rubric—of ‘purism,’ ‘opticality,’ ‘formalism,’ ‘elitism,’ etc.)…Modernism is unintelligible now because it had truck with  modernity not yet fully in place. Post-modernism mistakes the ruins of those previous representations, or the fact that from where we stand they seem ruinous, for the ruin of modernity itself—not seeing that we are living through modernity’s triumph.” (3/4)

In some ways Latour and Clark sustain the retroactive debate about modernity and its discontents with extraordinary clarity (perhaps hindsight is better) but with too little regard for the present as more than a repository for its cumulative symptoms. Though easily encompassed in a “recognition of the social reality if the sign,” and equally “of turning the sign back to a bedrock of World/Nature/Sensation/Subjectivity,” (as thoughtfully suggests), the failure of modernity was in sustaining a decisive relationship with technologies and not merely subjectivities. 

Rather than the “rubrics” (tropes is more like it) of “opticality,” “purism,” etc., modernism was invested in centrality, the centrality of vision, the centrality of the body, the intellect, the institution, subject, authority, curatorship and the museum. Sustained in ideologies of distribution or dispersal, centralization maintained it connections enveloped by the technologies of representation linked it with broadcast, pointcast and now netcast media. Even a cursory look at the history of the telecommunications industry can serve to signify that the metaphor of mergers and consolidations—done under the twin disguises of necessity and efficiency—is a not so subtle cover for centralization. Indeed, the multinational, now they say planetary, corporation seems a suitable illusion for the reduction of difference in across-the-board homogenization and the marginalization of opposition. Even as the network has emerged, centralization comes to herd the artists into located ideologies manageable by predictable notions of legitimation.

II.

For the contemporary field of media art and history, the struggle to come to terms with the disruptive potential of electronic media is signified in many ways. The Fall 1998 line-up of media festivals was itself a dizzying display of crisis aesthetics. Ars Electronica’s Infowar, ISEA’s Revolution and Terror, Graz’s Art and Global Media, the DEAF98 festival “The Art of the Accident,” “in [between] the images” and an emerging environment in which the siege of representation is taking place amid stunning mergers in every field. Just in the last month’s the formation of the world’s biggest financial institution (Deutsche Bank and Banker’s Trust), the world’s biggest energy company (Exxon and Mobil), the world’s biggest phone company (Deutsche Telekom and Italian Telecom), the world’s biggest internet portal (as AOL buys Netscape). This while the world’s biggest software manufacturer is in the midst of significant anti-trust litigation in Washington, this while the Russian economy is propped up by the World Bank, this while paramilitary students in Denver plot, and partially execute, a plan for mass murder, while Serb paramilitary forces in Kosovo are engaged in ethnic purges and while NATO reveals that its cold war ideology of deterrence was really only a mask for the kind of offensive deemed “necessary” in the post-cold war era.  All these shocking reminders that the stability of our relationship with history, memory, politics, identity, and technology is itself under siege.

These notions emerge amid such persistently exaggerated claims or hollow assessments such as Marshall McLuhan's Global Village, Marvin Minsky’s Mentopolis, William Mitchell’s City of Bits, or M. Christine Boyer’s CyberCities. These efforts stand astride the attempts by Nicholas Negroponte (Being Digital), Rayond Kurzweil (The Age f Spiritual Machines), Sherry Turkle (Life on the Screen) or Hans Moravec (Robot: Mere Minds to Transcendent Machines) as an attempt to fabricate a stable relationship with frequently crumbling assumptions of the cultural effect of technology developing outside necessity and coerced into ‘agency’ by the compulsions of a lingering culture industry incapable of sustaining either critical reflection or historical continuity. Often as prismatic as they are patched together, these efforts strain to conceptualize a technical and/or media sphere in which the clash between stability and instability is not so easily accomplished. Hence the often wild speculations about a non-existent future predicated on extraordinarily inferences about technologies whose histories are enveloped in deeply troubling relationships with mass illusion, planetary identity, the eradication of difference and forms of power that thrive on the mystification of progress and its often rapacious consequences. 

Without steady states, the drive to implement conditional continuity pervades the field. In constant transformation, the fortress of authority itself comes under siege, threatened  (or better revealed) as a fragile network that can be easily dismantled and/or delegitimated. Indeed, the very provisional status of authority is hardly sustained in a networked sphere in which hierarchical formulations of sovereignty sustain themselves in precarious implementations and tenuous partnerships. 

In an international culture of evolving and virtualized relationships, distribution is not so much the common problem as the sustenance of ideology in the face of shattered totalities. Here it is not the Deleuzian rhizome that is pertinent but the event horizon in which colliding coincidence forms the basis for a social logic of the state as a reflection of mechanic influences: “It is not that the apparatus of the State has no meaning: it has itself a very special function, inasmuch as it overcodes all the segments, both those that it takes on itself at a given moment and those that it leaves outside itself. Or rather the apparatus of the state is a concrete assemblage which realizes the machine of overcoding of a society. This machine in its turn is thus not the State itself, it is the abstract machine which organizes the dominant utterances and the established order of a society, the dominant languages and knowledge, conformist actions and feelings, the segments which prevail over the others. (229).  Afterall, what absurd good would it be to live in the ‘city of bits’ without the ‘spiritual machines’ that facilitate ‘being digital’? Even the vigilant urbanist Paul Virilio reminds us that “in spite of the Internet and the information superhighway, we have not asked ourselves if  it is possible to urbanize real time, if the virtual city is a possibility.” (pg. 40: Politics of the Very Worst) 

In these environ-mental spaces, shifting events are the key to experience. Manual Castells, for example, has seized upon the theme in a monumentalized series, “The Information Age: Economy, Society and Culture.” The three volume study, The Rise of Network Society, The Power of Identity, The End of the Millennium, form a broad assessment of the links  between social transformation and the information economy. Though generalized and often only marginally informed about critical or historical issues in communication theory (Castells is an unrepentant McLuhanite), the books do yield a fair reading of the slow understanding of a wired culture still largely misunderstood by the academy or bureaucracy. A few remarks contextualize this: 

“The fact that new technologies are focused on information processing has far-reaching  consequences for the relationship between the sphere of socio-cultural symbols and the productive basis of society. Information is based upon culture, and information processing is, in fact, symbol manipulation on the basis of existing knowledge. If information processing becomes the key component of the new productive forces, the symbolic capacity of society itself, collectively as well as individually, is tightly linked to its developmental process.”

“…because of the diversity of media and the possibility of targeting the audience, we can say that in the new media system, the message is the medium.”

“we are not living in a global village, but in customized cottages  globally produced and locally distributed.”

“the multimedia world will be populated by two essentially distinct populations: the interacting and the interacted…”
Yet there are differentiations to be made. Henri Lefebvre’s exceptional study, The Production of Space, establishes a persuasive argument for a consideration of the link between physical and cognitive ideologies of spatialization. “Knowledge,” he writes, “falls into a trap when it makes representations of space the basis for the study of ‘life,’ for in doing so it reduces lived experience. The object of knowledge is, precisely, the fragmented and uncertain connection between elaborated representations of space on the one hand and representational spaces (along with their underpinnings) on the other; and thus ‘object’ implies (and explains) a subject – that subject in whom lived, perceived and conceived (known) come together with a spatial practice.” (230)

III.

"No more than there is any innocent medium can there be any painless transmission."  (Regis Debray)

Knowbotic Research’s interventions into the “urban process” extends the use of network technology away from the establishment of either a simple social interface or dynamic data navigation and retrieval system, and is more a confrontation than a legitimization of the network. Neither quotidian or archival, IO_DENCIES is an urgent work whose aim, in their words, “is not to develop advanced tools for architectural and urban design, but to create events through which it becomes possible to rethink urban planning and construction.” To this end they propose reconsiderations of the net, the interface, community and communication. In a recent talk in Linz, they speak of “tactical connectivity,” “operative clashes,” “tendential relations,” “transformative structures,” “zones of conflict.” 

This event-drive, rooted in the culture-temporalities of Deleuze and Guattari, and linked to a clear understanding of an international scene in which “nomadism” is not so much a category of stylish cyber-dandyism, but one of social dispersal, localized diasporas, internal displacements, and irrational digital economies more and more overshadowed by informational systems in which social empowerment is eclipsed. Nor does IO_DENCIES fall into the nostalgia so evident in the attempts to retrieve happy collective labor in cyber-culture. Paeans to the end of work (like Stanley Aronowitz) or to the “liberation” of well-meaning, but essentially sentimental, attempts to collect “biopower” to salvage the imperatives of value production seems so oddly out of place in the implications of a work whose strength lies in the inversion of the power pyramid, in the unapologetic confrontation with a present ‘potentialized’ by its refusal of the steady state. 

This project, which has implementations in San Paulo, Tokyo, and elsewhere, “positions itself,” as Andreas Broeckman writes, “at the precarious border between the local and the non-located, between a particular urban setting and the placeless of the virtual networked environment. …  It goes beyond the practical question of whether the “right to intervene” should be reserved for local inhabitants. And directs its experimental investigation at the force-field of translocal electronic communications which co-determines the development of the real sites of the Global City.”

The stakes involved in the accelerating infoconomy are overwhelming. Cities become a cross between “bunkers” and rallying points for the sustenance of identity and community against the background of the merging cartels of the electronic media. “In this zone,” writes Peter Weibel:

of electronic feudalism, media art would have the task of liberating itself from its slavish function towards the industry and to transform the media into an instrument of the citizens in this age of media, emancipating itself from a mechanical art and evolving to become free art. In the techno-industrial complex, what is involved is a new dynamics between art, culture, and technology, between society and technology, a mapping of this dynamic of the art work itself. In this age of global displacements, the role of the mass media is to create a network to strengthen historical forms of rule by restructuring them. In view of the fact that the big companies themselves are becoming the driving force of global displacements, art specifically media art – if it can recall its original function at all – will have the task of analyzing this displacement and its causes within the global network so as to create the conditions for a resistance to the new feudalisms and the new vertical structures of mediacracy.”
