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TrickE-Business: Malcontents in the Matrix

Dr Paul A. Taylor, University of Salford, UK (p.a.taylor@salford.ac.uk). 

Introduction - All that is solid melts in to air…

Constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social relations, everlasting uncertainty and agitation, distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier times. All fixed, fast-frozen relationships, with their train of venerable ideas and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become obsolete before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned (Marx & Engels – The Manifesto of the Communist Party
)

The Robespierre of this revolution is finance capital … As the Jacobins learned during the French Revolution, it is the most zealous, principled advocates of new values who are ultimately most at risk in a revolutionary environment. (Greider 1997: 25 & 26)
The purpose of this chapter is to describe from a 'Devil's Advocate' stance the cultural context to the rise of various online activities that oppose the general values of E-business. In the new digital times, Marx’s above description of capitalism’s iconoclastic qualities has been enthusiastically re-appropriated by business gurus on the opposite side of the political spectrum. His criticism of disorientating change have been swamped by a tsunami of techno-enthusiasm. The perennial pertinence of Marx's poetically charged analysis of the socially transformative power of capitalism's increasingly immaterial form is illustrated in a spate of such recently evocative titles as: Living on Thin Air,' The Empty Raincoat,' Being Digital; and The Weightless World. Such New Economy tracts can even make Marx's florid language seem relatively understated - to the extent that it has been described as the 'deranged optimism' and 'corporate salivating' of 'business pornography' (Thomas Frank 2001). In this atmosphere of revolutionary rhetoric, however, Greider’s above quotation hints at the dangers that can await those at the vanguard of change. We will see later in this chapter that just as Marx argued that capitalism contained its own fatal internal contradictions, so various writers are beginning to argue that the technological infrastructure of E-commerce may provide the fertile grounds for oppositional forces.

The dot.com revolution has produced dot.communists, and in addition to the recent slowdown in the revolution’s own internal momentum the information superhighway now has speed-bumps in the form of online political activists known as hacktivists. Together, hacktivists and anti-corporate theorists are creating a groundswell of opinion that may mitigate against future growth in E-commerce and the dream of abstract friction-free capitalism.

The manifest destiny of friction-free capitalism 

Now capital has wings – (New York financier Robert A. Johnson)
.
For how many eons had insurmountable geography impeded man’s business? Now the new American race had burst those shackles. Now it could couple its energies in one overarching corporation, one integrated instrument of production whose bounty might grow beyond thwarting. (Powers 1998: 91)

According to Brown (1998) The phrase manifest destiny was coined by John L. O’Sullivan, the editor of the United States Magazine and Demographic Review (July-August 1845), when he said that opposition to the US take-over of Texas from Mexico interfered with ‘the fulfilment of our manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying millions’(Brown 1998: 2). It has subsequently been used for many years to encapsulate the expansive mentality of US foreign policy. In a post Cold War international environment where US economic dominance has increasingly supplanted overt military force as its primary source of global influence, manifest destiny is a freshly evocative concept that encapsulates the expansionary and evangelical nature of a global economic order driven by American values:
One memorable incident, at a meeting of economic policy-makers from the largest industrialized countries that was held in Denver in June 1997, signalled the new mood. President Clinton and Larry Summers, then deputy secretary of the treasury, seized the occasion to tell the world about the miraculous new American way. They handed out pairs of cowboy boots and proceeded to entertain the foreigners with what the Financial Times called a steady diet of “effusive self-praise” spiced with occasional “harsh words … for the rigidities of French and European markets.” Don your boots and down with France! (Frank 2001:7)
The above account neatly conflates the extent to which the Wild West acts as trope for US attitudes to globalisation and the accompanying distaste such a gung-ho frontier attitude implies for less expansive attitudes that are more protective of cultural factors. Implied in this outlook is a world economic order viewed as virgin territory to be pioneered with a minimum of regulatory brakes.  The key significance of the Wild West motif is the way in which the de-contextualised abstract space of the frontier replaces the messy contingencies of specific locales. The ‘friction-free’ capitalism that globalisation is predicated upon thus replaces local concerns with more general, immaterial imperatives in a manner remarkably unchanged since it was described so forcefully in the Manifesto of the Communist Party:

… the world-market  [has] given a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every country … it has drawn from under the feet of industry the national ground on which it stood. Industries … no longer work up indigenous raw material, but raw material drawn from the remotest zones; industries whose products are consumed, not only at home, but in every quarter of the globe … And as in material production, so also in intellectual production. The intellectual creations of individual nations become common property. National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness become more and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local literatures, there arises a world literature. (Marx & Engels in Tucker 1978: 476-477) 


The smooth, almost virus-like expansionary nature of globalised de-localised capitalism is perhaps best illustrated by the notion of the franchise. The homogenous urban geography across the globe is testament to the ease with which commodities transcend cultural contexts taking the golden arches of MacDonalds to Moscow in a “three-ring binder” process satirised in the cyberpunk novel Snowcrash:

The franchise and the virus work in the same principle; what thrives in one place will thrive in another. You just have to find a sufficiently virulent business plan, condense it into a three-ring binder – its DNA – xerox it, and embed it in the fertile lining of a well-travelled highway, preferably one with a left-turn lane. Then the growth will expand until it runs up against its property lines (Stephenson 1992: 178).

Concern at the virulence with which the commodity form spreads into other cultures stems from its inherently abstract, context-free logic. There is a deeply embedded, cultural alignment between laissez-faire ideology and its heavily technologically mediated consumer products such as computing, Hollywood films, and fast food franchises. The emblematic role of the latter has led to the adoption of the phrase ‘the McDonaldisation of …’ to describe the application of corporate values to areas of life, such as the education sector, previously based upon a public service rather than commodity ethos. Freed from a grounded basis in a particular cultural context, the spread of corporate values assumes its own amoral expansionary raison d’etre and a brutal end in itself, to the extent that Ray A Kroc, the founder of McDonald’s once said of his business rivals, “If they were drowning to death, I would put a hose in their mouth.” (Schlosser 2001: 41) Whilst this may be seen as an extreme, unrepresentative example of the corporate ethos, there is strong evidence to suggest that, at the very least, new technologies and expansionary business values have a tendency to align themselves to create a high degree of insensitivity to local context. Thus the McDonald’s Corporation has become one of the world’s leading purchasers of satellite imagery, using a software program called Quintillion to automate its site-selection process and the curator of the Holocaust museum at Dachau in southern Germany complained that the company distributed leaflets in the camp’s car park: ‘ “Welcome to Dachau,” said the leaflets, “and welcome to McDonalds.” ’(Schlosser 2001: 233).

The conjunction of a product’s essentially homogenous nature, allied with such aggressively expansionist marketing techniques, and a disregard for local sensitivities is perhaps best captured by the ‘clustering’ strategy employed by Starbucks. Naomi Klein describes it in the following terms: 

Starbucks’ policy is drop “clusters” of outlets already dotted with cafes and espresso bars …Instead of opening a few stores in every city in the world, or even in North America, Starbucks waits until it can blitz an entire area and spread, to quote Globe and Mail columnist John Barber, like head lice through a kindergarten”. (Klein 2000: 136)

This branding strategy is underpinned by a commitment to homogeneity that is succinctly captured in Theodore Levitt’s (1983) essay, The Globalisation of Markets, in which he advocated that: ‘The global corporation operates with resolute constancy – at low relative cost – as if the entire world (or major regions of it) were a single entity; it sells the same things in the same way everywhere …Ancient differences in national tastes or modes of doing business disappear’ (Levitt 1983, cited in Klein 2000: 116). Moreover, homogenisation extends beyond the heavily branded products of the global corporations. As franchises such as MacDonalds and Starbucks spread throughout the world’s cities, eliminating independent stores and smaller chains, there is an increased sense of ‘sameness’ about not only the content of the product but also the urban environment within which it is provided. In other words, friction-free capitalism, encourages not only the standardisation of product, but also the standardisation of the its surrounding environment, through the formation of what Deleuze (1989) refers to as espace quelconque or ‘any-space-whatever’.  

The departicularised, abstract spaces and flows upon which new information technologies and the E-boom are premised are particularly well suited to this homogenising quality of contemporary capitalism. Computer code utilises abstract, digital representations of information to create generic models of reality to the extent that the words of Ellen Ullman, a US computer programmer closely echo Deleuze’s: “I begin to wonder if there isn’t something in computer systems that is like a surburban development. Both take places - real, particular places - and turn them into anyplace.” (Ullman 1997: 80) This generic, anyplace quality of computer code’s binary digits is a specific technological manifestation of a more pervasively experienced and commercially-induced aesthetic within society at large. Ullman, complains of the lack of rootedness and materiality of contemporary businesses to the extent that she thinks of: “The postmodern company as PC - a shell, a plastic cabinet. Let the people come & go; plug them in, then pull them out. (Ullman, 1997: 129) The rise in the profile of E-business, has taken place in this wider cultural climate of a generalized desire to abandon the particularities of the local and community ties for the abstractions Ullman describes. Klein (2001) refers to this process as a race towards weightlessness and it is the social consequences of such a race that we now address.

E-commerce as Empire & New social movements

Along with the global market and global circuits of production has emerged a global order, a new logic and structure of rule – in short, a new form of sovereignty. Empire is the political subject that effectively regulates these global exchanges, the sovereign power that governs the world. (Hardt & Negri 2000: xi)

From a critical perspective, the transnational imperatives of global capitalism have spilled over from the world of business into the social realm. This has occurred in wide range of contexts. In the U.K., for example, Manchester United the World’s biggest football team has achieved that status by replacing its previous working class fan-base to become a global brand. Disengagement from historical social ties has culminated in the large recent “commerical tie-up” deal with the New York Yankees baseball team
. Meanwhile, in the field of politics, a similar loss of community-based activity is reflected in the Labour Party's Operation Turnout
 for the UK’s national election of 2001. This initiative takes the marketing ethos that created the soap-powder-sounding New Labour to its own logical branding conclusion by offering  constituents a thirty second doorstep chat with their MP thereby inadvertently creating a pre-election version of the Daz Doorstep Challenge
. More generally, corporate values are now insinuated in areas of society previously protectively ring-fenced (even within neo-classical economics) by the concept of the 'public good'. Schools, universities and hospitals, all now face centrally imposed matrices of business-plans and statistical interrogations of performance. 

In the eyes of capitalism’s critics, new information technologies threaten to further enframe culture with corporate values: ‘In the postmodernization of the global economy, the creation of wealth tends ever more toward what we call biopolitical production, the production of social life itself, in which the economic, the political, and the cultural increasingly, overlap and invest one another.’ (Hardt & Negri 2000: xiii) The perception is that a corporate social environment has merged with a facilitative technical infrastructure to produce a culturally and technologically aligned informational matrix with abstract imperatives but very real effects. From league-tables to modularized, 'customer-orientated' university courses, the contemporary pervasiveness of corporate values is inextricably linked to new information technologies in a Microsoft Office-mentality that privileges the computer-mediated logic of efficiently specified means over normative discussions about desirable ends.

In the face of such global biopolitical forces, Hardt and Negri describe how a new form of social activism has arisen from a “paradox of incommunicability” (ibid: 54) and is characterised by two main properties:

1) Each struggle starts at the local level but jumps vertically to global attention.

2) Struggles can increasingly be defined as “bio-political” because they blur the distinctions previously made between economics and politics and add the cultural to the new mix.

The paradox stems from the fact that despite living in a much heralded communication age, the local particularities of political struggles have become increasingly difficult to communicate between groups as the basis for any international chain of political action. Instead, such horizontal communication risks being supplanted by the increasing advent of “vertical events” such as the Tiananmen Square protests that jump into the global consciousness through the world’s media. 

Notwithstanding Hardt and Negri’s identification of the “vertical jump”, increasing theoretical attention is being given to the ways in which the breaking of traditional “chains” of political protest have has created new horizontal modes of communication that seek to re-appropriate the ease with which global capital circulates its commodities and their values. Thus Lash argues that: ‘With the dominance of communication there is a politics of struggle around not accumulation but circulation. Manufacturing capitalism privileges production and accumulation, the network society privileges communication and circulation.’ (Lash 2002: 112) Dyer-Witheford  sees new contested sites of circulation: ‘the cyberspatial realm … increasingly provides a medium both for capitalist control and for the “circulation of struggles” ’. (Dyer-Witheford 1999: 13) Interesting questions are thus raised by the advent of new social movements that utilise a sophisticated a priori sense of circulation’s importance.  Within Weberian analysis the terms Gesellschaft and Gemeinschaft are used to distinguish between feelings of belonging to an abstract society and a more intimate community respectively. New Web-based social movements have arguably produced a hybrid combination of both affinities. Their sense of belonging is abstract in the sense that it often refers to a sense of solidarity stretched by global distances yet group solidarity is also nurtured by those same global communications that serve to reinforce awareness of the particularities of local struggles.

Social movements have become exactly that – movements - but often of socially relevant information rather than actual physical bodies of people (although the two categories may be combined in Web-facilitated protest events such as World Trade Organisation demonstrations). Such new groups may be usefully understood as the affective groups Maffesoli (1996) describes as neo-tribes. In contrast to capitalism’s “iron cage of rationality” new affective relationships are built upon a non-logical emotional basis, and in a more proactive version of Baudrillard’s inertly fatal masses of postmodernity. For Maffesoli, such neo-tribes have a certain “underground puissance”: ‘The rational era is built on the principle of individuation and of separation, whereas the empathetic period is marked by the lack of differentiation, the “loss” in a collective subject: in other words, what I shall call neo-tribalism.’ (Maffesoli 1996: 11) The new neo-tribes do not fit easily into the classificatory categories of the system that would absorb them: ‘Their outlines are ill-defined: sex, appearance, lifestyles – even ideology – are increasingly qualified in terms (“trans”, “meta”) that go beyond the logic of identity and/or binary logic.’ (ibid: 11) These new social movements ironically use the binary-based circulation systems of capitalism for their own non-binary purposes which in another semantic irony can perhaps be understood best in terms of a web.

Semiological guerilla warfare 

In times of constant effervescence, certain stimulating impertinences are required. (Maffesoli 1996: 7)

In technological forms of life, not just resistance but also power is non-linear. Power itself is no longer primarily pedagogical or narrative but instead, itself performative. ‘Nation’ now works less through ‘narrative’ or ‘pedagogy’ but through the performativity of information and communication. Power works less through the linearity and the reflective argument of discourse or ideology than through the immediacy of information, of communications. (Lash 2002: 25)

According to Lash, the performativity of information is the dominant factor in the spread of global communication systems. Put in simpler terms, Lash’s argument can be seen as a variation upon McLuhan’s aphorism: the medium is the message. The ubiquitous immanence of information and communication technologies means that all social meaning becomes disproportionately mediated through the prism of immediate, functional data rather than the nuanced and less time-obsessed nature of more reflective and analytical thought. In a much earlier analysis of mass communication systems, Eco (1967) reinforces this analysis by arguing that there is little room for an optimistic reinterpretation of the innately deterministic implication of McLuhan’s famous phrase. Eco recognises that the meanings derived from communicated messages are filtered through the social codes we bring to them, but then argues such room for reinterpretation of the dominant code behind mass communication systems is extremely limited:

There exists an extremely powerful instrument that none of us will ever manage to regulate; there exist means of communication that, unlike means of production, are not controllable either by private will or by the community. In confronting them, all of us from the head of CBS to the president of the United States, from Martin Heidegger to the poorest fellah of the Nile delta, all of us are the proletariat. (Eco 1967: 141)

Confronted by this situation, Eco distinguishes between a strategic and tactical approach. The former, aims to fill the existing channels of communication with radically like-minded people who can seek to fill those channels with liberating opinions and information. As the above quotation illustrates, however, the likelihood of success is limited because as Eco puts it, the “means of communication … are not controllable by private will or by the community”. He suggests that such an approach may achieve good short term political or economic results: ‘but I begin to fear it produces very skimpy results for anyone hoping to restore to human beings a certain freedom in the face of the total phenomenon of Communication.’ (Eco 1967: 142)

New online activist groups have taken Eco at his word and developed various tactical semiological performances and events designed to shock people from the passivity of total communication’s regime in ways that belatedly promise to fulfill his call for a new form of “semiological guerilla warfare”.

Illustration is provided by the way in which traditional forms of civil disobedience such as peaceful sit-ins have been transformed, in cyberspace, into new forms of electronic civil disobedience. In 1998, for example, the hacktivist group the Electronic Disturbance Theatre (EDT) coordinated a series of Web sit-ins in support of the Mexican anti-government group, the Zapatistas. This incident was perhaps most noticeable for its use of an automated piece of software revealingly called Flood Net. Once downloaded on to an individual’s computer automatically, this piece of software connects the surfer to a pre-selected Web site, and every seven seconds the selected site’s reload button is automatically activated. If thousands of people use Flood Net on the same day, the combined effect of such a large number of activists will disrupt the operations of a particular site. Similar techniques were used by another group, ®TMark, in the etoy campaign of 1999. This was a hacktivist response to a commercial company’s attempt to use the courts to remove an art collective’s Web site domain name because they felt it was too similar to their own
. In what was described as the “Brent Spar of e-commerce”
, a combination of internet and media public relations stunts were used to force an eventual volte face by the company, greatly aided by the 70% decline in the companies NASDAQ stock value that coincided with these actions. 

®TMark and the reverse engineering of the corporate model

… a future communications guerilla warfare – a manifestation complementary to the manifestations of Technological Communication, the constant correction of perspectives, the checking of codes, the ever renewed interpretations of mass messages. The universe of Technological Communication would then be patrolled by groups of communications guerillas, who would restore a critical dimension to passive reception. The threat that the “the medium is the message” could then become, for both medium and message, the return to individual responsibility. To the anonymous divinity of Technological Communication our answer could be: “Not Thy, but our will be done.” (Eco 1967: 144)

To oppose “the total phenomenon of Communication”, and because of capitalism’s ability to co-opt and submerge oppositional forces premised upon more strategic approaches. Eco proposes the above general outline of a tactical approach which as proved to be an extremely prescient description of what we shall now see are the actual tactics adopted by such new radical online groups as ®TMark. This is an on-line activist group that provides some of the best examples of such a political cause being translated into practical action in the form of ®TMark projects. These are based upon the four “keys” of worker, sponsor, product, and idea: ‘®TMark is a system of workers, ideas, and money whose function is to encourage the intelligent sabotage of mass-produced items …®TMark is essentially a matchmaker and bank, helping groups or individuals fund sabotage projects’ (“A System for Change” ®TMark Undated Website paper) 

The Group’s web-site provides numerous examples of past and present projects which it has supported in a form deliberately modelled upon that of the financial mutual fund system. Notable examples include the setting up of a Web-site entitled Voteauction.com which aimed and succeeded in attracting press attention for the way in which it purported to buy votes from people. The project successfully provoked a series of media reports that felt obliged to comment upon the widespread perception that democracy had already been more substantially compromised by the way in which large corporations already effectively “buy” votes through their lobbying power. Other projects involved the setting up of a fake W.T.O. site in order to satirise the organisation and its G.A.T.T. agreements. A final example is provided by the Barbie Liberation Organisation who, as a mixed group of activists, military veterans switched the voice boxes in 300 Talking Barbie dolls and Talking G.I. Joe dolls during the 1989 Christmas period with the goal of highlighting and correcting the problem of gender-based stereotyping in children's toys. 
Their imitative modus operandi mimics the capitalist investment process in order to better subvert it. They act as a perverse form of commercial clearing and investment house for projects they think will provide a “good return” in terms of human capital. Their close satirical imitation of capitalist structures and practices fits well with Eco’s desire to see “a manifestation complementary to the manifestations of Technological Communication whilst their rationale is expressed in terms resonant of Eco’s previously cited call “to restore to human beings a certain freedom in the face of the total phenomenon of Communication”: ‘®TMark  … is an ark for our humanness through the deluge of ® and TM … an attempt to make our environment more palatable, more reflective of us, and generally more human.’ (ibid: 1997) 

To help conceptualise this pursuit of more humane aims, the group borrows the term “curation” from the world of art. Artists are seen as an important cultural reservoir of non-commodified values and the aim is to spread such values out into the broader society.  “Curates” is used as a synonym for “influences” and describes, in a fashion very much in keeping with Hardt and Negri’s (2000) notion of biopolitics, the way in which daily life becomes inseparable from the formative influence of advertisements, consumer brands etc.. Thus in ®TMark’s view, citizens are only valued as “input mechanisms” for consumer values and all the objects one confronts in social life have been “curated” to facilitate this input: ‘Even those curated objects which seem to encourage creation only encourage such creation as leads without delay to consumption, either one's own (games, art technologies, etc.) or that of others (work).’ (®TMark Curation Website paper 1998) In keeping with hacktivism’s general philosophy of reverse-engineering (originally inherited from hacking [see Taylor  in Wall 2001]), ®TMark sets itself up in direct opposition to this tendency to define people solely as consumerist input mechanisms: it appeals to citizens as creative output mechanisms. It is here that the performance element of hacktivist activities come to the fore. ®TMark recognize the combined narcotic effects of both the media and the pervasive social environment of consumption that it reinforces. The group thus seeks to use various media performances targeted at citizens-as-consumers in order to jolt them out of their uncritical contentment based upon the unthinking consumption of commodities:

It was once the case that advertising appealed to our insecurities and miseries, and tried to exacerbate existential troubles in order to offer costly solutions … But these methods have been swallowed by the very fear they generated.  Just as repression has wisely given way to choicelessness, so has exacerbation given way to anaesthetic. Contentment, though more expensive than terror, is in the long run cheaper, since the price for contentment can be set: as consumption. Ultimately, contentment pays for itself. (®TMark Globalisation and Global resistance Website paper)

®TMark sees a well-spring of potential subversion within growing levels of social discontent. Their projects seek to build upon rising levels of disaffection where people are becoming much more irrational, unpredictable and creative. ®TMark reappropriates the immanent communicational and informational performativity previously identified by Lash (2002) and translates it into a superficially similar but fundamentally subversive format. The Electronic Disturbance Theatre (EDT) to which we now turn adopts the tactic of performance in an even more radical and semiologically upsetting politics of magic realism.

The Electronic Disturbance Theatre
The Zapatistas use the politics of a magical realism that allows them to create these spaces of invention, intervention, and to allow the world wide networks to witness the struggle they face on daily. It was the acceptance of digital space by the Zapatistas in 12 days that created the very heart of this magical realism as information war. It was this extraordinary understanding of electronic culture which allowed the Zapatistas on 1 January, 1994, one minute after midnight just as (NAFTA) a Free Trade Agreement between Canada, U.S.A, and Mexico went into effect - to jump into the electronic fabric, so to speak, faster than the speed of light. Within minutes people around the world had received emails from the first declaration from the Lacandona Jungle. The next day the autonomous Zapatistas zones appeared all over the Internet. It was considered by the New York Times as the first post-modern revolution. The American intelligence community called it the first act of social net war. Remember, that this social net war was based on the simple use of e-mail and nothing more … gestures can be very simple and yet create deep changes in the structures of the command and control societies 
that neo-liberalism agenda, like NAFTA, represent. (Ricardo Dominguez of the EDT in Fusco 1999)

The Electronic Disturbance Theatre has been at the forefront of developing both specific semiological guerilla tactics and an over-arching tactical ethos. The specific tactics have so far taken the form of mass online actions reinforced by the use of symbolic/performative semantics to create the groundswell of online empathy required to maintain the neo-tribe. In the particular example of FloodNet, the web-site of Mexico’s President Zedillo was overwhelmed by the coordinated efforts of physically disparate activists. The failure of his site due to such collected action begins to hint at the immaterial forms public space in cyberspace can assume. The FloodNet action vividly illustrates the effectiveness of mass political participation in the virtual realm. The lack of physical space in which to meet is compensated for by the binding empathy created by the positive fall-out from the disturbance effects of online actions: ‘The FloodNet gesture allows the social flow of command and control to be seen directly – the communities themselves can see the flow of power in a highly transparent manner.’ (Dominguez in Fusco 1999) The questioning of this flow of power to provide greater transparency is complemented by actions designed to make an additional political point through such artistic expressions as the creative use of 404 files. These files are the standard Web-page replies that a user receives when information they have sought is not available from the server: 

We ask President Zedillo's server or the Pentagon's web server 'Where is human rights in your server?" The server then responds "Human rights not found on this server" … This use of the "not found" system … is a well known gesture among the net art communities. EDT just re-focused the 404 function towards a political gesture. (Dominguez in Fusco 1999)

404 file art and the above description by Dominguez of digtial zapatismo vividly illustrates how Maffesoli’s (1996) “empathetic” and affectual neo-tribes are manifested in practice. Despite the essentially immaterial nature of the affectual environment, the “extraordinary understanding of electronic culture” facilitated the emergence of a global neo-tribe of like-minded radicals. This empathy is both a cause and a consequence of specific mass online actions. It also somewhat complicates Hardt and Negri’s (2000) assertion that horizontal chains of political action have been supplanted in the era of global communication by “vertical media events”. The experience of Digital Zapatismo implies that global awareness of site-specific struggles results from the pre-existence of horizontally nurtured links that then spring vertically upwards into the gaze of the global media. The circulation of struggle thus occurs: 

via a strange chaos moving horizontally, non-linearly, and over many sub-networks. Rather than operating through a central command structure in which information filters down from the top in a vertical and linear manner … information about Zapatistas on the Internet has moved laterally from node to node. (Dominguez in Fusco 1999)

It is perhaps inevitable that the media tends to privilege the technical vehicles of the protests over their political and social content, but for Dominguez the actual form the protests take is the least important aspect of a larger and more significant three-act performance. The first act involves stating what is going to happen and its political purpose, the second is the act itself, and the third is the subsequent dialogue and discussion that creates what Dominguez calls a “social drama”: ‘A virtual plaza, a digital situation, is thus generated in which we all gather and have an encounter, or an Encuentro, as the Zapatistas would say – about the nature of neo-liberalism in the real world and in cyberspace.’ (Dominguez in Fusco 1999) Digital Zapatismo has added an additional element to such social drama by using periods of tactical silence where, literally in Mexico and metaphorically elsewhere, the activists retreat back into the jungle for a period of calm reflection - the effect of which is heightened by its contrast with the media’s need for the constant noise of news.

A Dot.communist manifesto - reclaiming the Agora

In this chapter’s discussion of hacktivism I have concentrated predominantly upon the “ism” part of the phrase that refers to the political activism that motivates the various acts and events. It should be remembered, however, that the “hack” part of the term relates to the earlier practice of hacking. In my previous detailed exploration of this phenomenon (Taylor 1999) a fundamental aspect of the true “hack” was seen to be its innate desire to re-engineer or reverse the original and primary purpose of an artefact or system. Hacktivism has kept faith with this quality and I quote at length below Dominguez’s over-arching rationale for not only the performance element of hacktivism, but also its tactic of re-appropriating and re-colonising the space that E-commerce has hitherto claimed as its own:

The idea of a virtual republic in Western Civilization can be traced 
back to Plato, and is connected to the functions of public space. The 
Republic incorporated the central concept of the Agora. The Agora was the 
area for those who were entitled to engage in rational discourse of Logos, 
and to articulate social policy as the Law, and thus contribute to the 
evolution of Athenian democracy. Of course those who did speak were, for the 
most part, male, slave-owning and ship-owning merchants, those that represented the base of Athenian power. We can call them Dromos: those that belong to the societies of speed. Speed and the Virtual Republic are the primary nodes of Athenian democracy – not much different than today. The Agora was constantly being disturbed by Demos, what we would call those who demonstrate or who move into the Agora and make gestures. Later on, with the rise of Catholicism – Demos would be transposed into Demons, those representatives of the lower depths. Demos did not necessarily use the rational speech of the Agora, they did not have access to it; instead, they used symbolic speech or a somatic poesis - Nomos. In the Agora, rational speech is known as Logos. The Demos gesture is Nomos, the metaphorical language that points to invisibility, that points to the gaps in the Agora. The Agora is thus disturbed; the rational processes of its codes are disrupted, the power of speed was blocked. EDT alludes to this history of Demos as it intervenes with Nomos. The Zapatista FloodNet injects bodies as Nomos into digital space, a critical mass of gestures as blockage. What we also add to the equation is the power of speed is now leveraged by Demos via the networks. Thus Demos_qua_Dromos create the space for a new type of social drama to take place. Remember in Ancient Greece, those who were in power and who had slaves and commerce, were the ones who had the fastest ships. EDT utilizes these elements to create drama and movement by empowering contemporary 
groups of Demos with the speed of Dromos – without asking societies of 
command and control for the right to do so. We enter the Agora with the 
metaphorical gestures of Nomos and squat on high speed lanes of the new 
Virtual Republic – this creates a digital platform or situation for a techno-political drama that reflects the real condition of the world beyond code. This disturbs the Virtual Republic that is accustomed to the properties of Logos, the ownership of property, copyright, and all the different strategies in which they are attempting enclosure of the Internet. (Dominguez in Fusco 1999)

 Dominguez’s imaginative reinterpretation of the demos is empowered by the

speed of the system that hacktivist groups seek to redirect. The new social dramas that result are thus given additional bite because they achieve their effects from within the system rather than from a “pure” intellectual distance. The danger of replicating through online actions the abstract rationalism that is being protested against is avoided because hacktivists remain mindful of “the real condition of the world beyond code”. In keeping with the central role of performance and social dramas to the anti-globalisation tactics of indigenous groups such as the Zapatistas, hacktivists have reinvented Nomos for the agora of the twenty-first century. Through their hands-on activism they have reclaimed the spirit of magic realism from its imprisonment in university literature departments and they confront head-on Logos in its new guise of the logo.

Conclusion

She drives past Clare’s Agricultural Division headquarters at least three times a week. The town cannot hold a corn boil without its corporate sponsor. The company cuts every other check, writes the headlines, sings the school fight song. It plays the organ at every wedding and packs the rice that rains down on the departing honeymooners. It staffs the hospital and funds the ultrasound sweep of uterine seas where Lacewood’s next of kin lie grey and ghostly, asleep in the deep. (Power 1998: 6)

We should be done once and for all with the search for an outside, a standpoint that imagines a purity for our politics. It is better both theoretically and practically to enter the terrain of Empire and confront its homogenizing and heterogenizing flows in all their complexity, grounding our analysis in the power of the global multitude. (Hardt & Negri 2000: 46)

Gain (1998) is a novel about the history of a multinational, Clare Soap and Chemical Company. In the above excerpt, the protagonist is suffering from a cancer caused by the ubiquitous firm’s pollution in her local community. Her individual predicament is used by the author to represent the wider social impact of the increased blurring that has taken place between commerce and society. A blurring that is likely to increase even more in the age of E-commerce. Thus the key significance of the easily-reinsertable, decontextualised quality of E-commerce previously described by Ullman (1997) is the resultant ease with which commodity values have both pervasive and invasively destructive effects upon the cultural fabric: in Hardt and Negri’s (2000) terms, they exert a biopolitical power. Their subsequent call to “enter the terrain of Empire” has been met by online groups who, whilst maintaining their groundedness in physical social reality, have nevertheless, enthusiastically sought to build new immaterial social spaces square in the middle of the Empire’s territory.

To oppose the Empire, the EDT reverse-engineer the functional performativity of the binary-based global communication regime. It does this by refocusing its instrumental emphasis upon immediacy with spontaneous Web-based actions, and also by problematising it through the explicit contrast created by the satirical, magic realist quality of those actions. The events it creates resonate beyond their immediate disturbance to provoke the viewer/reader into deeper reflection about their significance. They throw into sharp relief the dominant logic that, as we have seen throughout this chapter, relies upon the immanent immediacy of rapidly circulating communication. I have previously pointed out that this reflective process is reinforced by the creative silences that Digital Zapatismo in particular has utilised immediately after several high profile events. In the reflective moment afforded by a conclusion, perhaps the issue to contemplate is the extent to which, after the widely-perceived failure of International Socialism, there may be a new force ready and willing to confront the smooth advance of friction-free, E-capital. Towards the beginning of this chapter, I quoted Marx’s claim that as a by-product of capitalism’s global reach, “there arises a world literature”. Magic realism may yet prove to be that literature, to paraphrase Marx: ‘A spectre is haunting the globe – the spectre of hacktivism’.
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Web-based sources (checked June 2002)

RTMark papers
“A System for Change”

“Curation”

“Globalisation and global resistance”

All the above RTMark papers can be found at their Web-site available at: http://www.rtmark.com

� The historical and perennial significance of this analysis by Marx is explored in detail in Marshall Berman’s All That is Solid Melts Into Air (1983).





� Cited in Greider 1997: 24


� Guardian Feb 7th 2001


� The Guardian 8.2.2001.


� The Daz-Doorstep challenge refers to a soap-powder advert on British TV whereby a celebrity challenges a series of housewives, on their doorsteps, to use the Daz product.


� For a full account see Grether (2000) 


� See Rtmark press release available at: http://www.rtmark.com/etoyprtriumph.html





