Critical Digital Studies: An Introduction

Arthur and Marilouise Kroker

Critical Digital Studies represents a creative search for a new method of understanding
digitally mediated culture
From the spectacular emergence of new media movations such as blogging, pod-
casting, flashmobs, mashups, and RSS feeds to video-sharing websites (MySpace, You-
Tube), Wikipedia, and massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs), the
how and what we know of conterporary society, culture, and politics is continuously
being creatively transformed by strikingly original developments in technologies of digi-
tal communication.* To the challenge of understanding the implications of technologi-
cal innovations, Critical Digital Studies responds by developing a new method of critical
digital studies: its scope — full-spectrum knowledge of the dlglta.l future; irs method - media
archaeology: ifs practice — crossing boundares; and its goal ~ bending the digital future n
the direction of creative uncertainty.
. Conceived a5 a global forum for critical digital studies, this book represents a new style of
. thought ditectly emergent from Net culture itself. Inspired by the same digital spirit that
- gave tise to the Open Architecture Movernent, Shareware, and Web 2.0, Critical Digital [ Studlies
" tnay be visualized as a oeative mashup ~ a method of critical digital studies that creatively
riixes the very traditional human demand to understand the world in which we live with
& new ways of analysing, relating, communicating, and living that are digital reality today.
‘ Representing many of the leading digital theorists in the field of new media analy-
Critical Digital Studies links the digital future to the question of knowledge Here,
tal knowledge - knowledge of swxveillance strategies, knowledge of meta-media,
owledge of advanced cyber-warfare, knowledge of information technology, kmowi-
of gendered information, knowledge of peer production, knowledge of ‘cyborg
thets and ‘biophilosophies” — is placed in the service of a digital culture that is
ging to be born, survive, and flourish.

erstanding the Digital

'gafound the crowd, even during the liveliest numbers, there was an gerie silence.
‘the 2tmosphere was more like a high-Catholic service than 2 pop concert. In
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the velvety dark, 10,000 poinss of polychyome light glivumered 28 cellphone screens Were

Tir and turned reverently, towards the stage.
A sizabte part of the audience was photo-
sizable part of the audience was rransmiting

and soundrecording the event, and

another Coldplay’s performance to abgent
friends via mobile phones.

To get the best image with 2 mobile you keep
rigid ~ a if in prayer- No jurnping or ligging o the heat, At vatious peints
stage backsareen projected a reciprocal mobile image of the audience.
Aware of this new concert rechnology, (Coldplay” 5) Chris Martin routinely asks the

sheet-lightning

audience 0 take a simultaneous camera-phone snapshot, creating 3
truct them to fze off 2 barrage of mid-performance text

offect. Like Bono, he will ins

messages on ehalf of Fair Trade. .
The phone becormnes an arnbilical connector between setist, audience and outside warld.
Tohn utherland, ‘For those about to rock: We turm or out ceil phomes for you™

arms outsiretched and the whole body
in the set the

The explosive growth of the Internet i already commen xnowiedge. What 18 jess
noticed, however, i +hat the digital future is definitely not Yimited to the question of
the Internet, but hhas oW become a very complex aspect of life. Tn the 19608, parshall
McLuban could write with confidence of 2 moderm culture in which the different his-
torical phases of the orat versus the literate, the maechanical versus the electronic,

could not only be theoretically distinguished from one nother but with their clear
houndary divisions could be subject to styles of eritical mterpretation relative to the
cultural singularites of each. Consequently, McLuhan could speculate eloquently on
the emergence of the ‘global village, analyse ‘the medium as the massage,’ and con-
trast tribal cultures with their privileged oral sense with electomic crowds worked
over by technologies of visualization, What he did not do, and, in fct, at that epochal

moment of division had 1o need of doing, was 10 write equally eloquently of what

would succeed electronic culture, namely, the compiex multiphicity that is the digital
futire with s porous and blurred boundaries, clashing global villages, multiple
media, and often contradictory messages. 1o yetrospect, MeLuhan's lasting contdbu-
tion may well have been.to represent, in all its creative utopianismm, that great techno-
logical division i which for the Jast time it would be possible distinguish. clear
bordex lines arnong sltemnative media, t0 attest to the existence of firrn boundaries
among the humar, the mechanical, and the organic, or 10 speak wit

he necessity of media literacy rather than ¢he more ambitious, and certainly difficult,
task of the plurality of media literacies required
yile McLuban could distinguish with comsider

dense digital matrix. W
gnpact the difference betweer. a cudrure of the ear and a culture of the eye,

thought did not anticipate a uch more ambival
one in which technologies of the eax (iPods) and the eye (webcams) combine Wi

hidden technologies of the clothes we weat

h confidence of

to negotiate today’s increasingly
able intellectual
his
ent technological future, paznely,

(riFFs), the food we sat (genomics), the

¥
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secrets fi .
duce a Z;};ziegg;iﬁlg Ch-lves)’ the words we speal {podeasts, satellite radio) to pro-
meantngs. 1 McLub }at is as carflplex in its implications as it is ambivalent ii it
mechanical technolo ?: S ﬁlﬁc{mme cultuze succeeded the (industrial} world 0;
electricity bas been d? 5, then today the media world buit on the house of anal
When technologi S;ﬁlaced by the digital universe constructed of binary codewogllie
¢l society is no longer und ) oLk
lobalizi > ger understandable simply in
imbodiercllglziecgtaﬁe c;f electronic images but in the more invi.sigsl}:: p:revzzfvgf {h:i
st digital cikig: ? computer codes, then three immediate impi,ications fi ’llan
aigc;i s, When ih:iLﬂIY fﬁmzps, rewires, and recodes life itself using CODO.’IP?;IZ
' eorist Katherine Hayles noted i
er cent e - in a recent intervi
zaghme»to-;ifm?zzfi;imﬁs not humanly understandable b:{i:f:: iﬂ ?z
n, then there is ann u e
underst i ; rgent necessity, if
deciprheizewn}iaet s happening to us as we are being worked over I?;( :hiif ;o
e things ha a;lmg ;f codework, and, more precisely, to understand whatecs, .
R e mf}f n w' en codes are actually embodied, when codework b oros
o love. the imil;g;;l;c;):\;e ttjmx: the means by which we download thee 6:12?:
s atus that supports the icaf v
we live. communications within whi
ol ce}:r?:;i; the rr‘iovement _from the (electronic) current to the (digi}zi‘)ﬂfcj;h
o o b :31’ j;l}ous béurzmg of boundaries where clear distinctions amon;
» IDACHINE, ages become increasingly more diffi : .
j}cce:irz ugg the. S?eﬁfl of electronic culture, the new <:§igi?:aiC *f;;z;s:ztam- '?hmi'
1i§§t th E;Cﬁons Su@&m@m’ﬁly As codework, digitality moves at tl?ves - gw y
secie‘ty e g;le Sthfz ?glltal universe interacts with the putatively solid ee;?::t Oj;
rered mﬁecte({bgctﬁzcs, ecoz;iomy, gender, sexuality - its speed is sziddzn?y
o very real materiality of i
still all thy : aworld that is, for all its digitali
gressive. I; r:;c::rai?;?:ti' C-OI;CIeter stubborn, as regresstve Peﬁ‘cicaﬁy1 ass(igil: 2;1:5'
. ¢ infectious utopianism of jord ok X
electroni; pianism of the original vi .
huma; fzi ti%:,. fr_am Marshaﬂ_ McLuhan to Teilhard de glhardirfw;jn;: o
et 118 impiied by -the emergence of the digital world !:&ltho ;ESSEW
by program ely exert a massive, structural influence on human affan" i ﬂf? Co'de“
o gﬁm e:mir;gnieszgn the how, what, when, where, and why Wesiivme ;enlimg
pawer in thi; - ;nf\{e .room' rerfzains for contingency, chance, and sheert;;f
wpen future éeten;lmez;h?r mevat.abiy utopian nor dystopian, digital reality is ar;
fesires, and’power thai hi; th? final instance by the play of human interests
N L e 2
hl;_m'lan condition. always represented the elementary matter of the
As we find ourselve
" s thrust from the el i .
without guid ‘ ectronic media into digital reali
hﬁs—attncfzzl fﬁ; Z:;;;siﬂ ological future. After McLuhan, the questig; ?fetiedlj};{’
S e attenfl : i
with often very different voi ention of a large community of theozists who, speak-
ities; have sougit to ; voices and certainly from dramatically unique z;atio al
- f understand the real world of digital culture. They have souglht
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10 understand digital reality not only in texms of its local manifestations, but to compre-
hend from its very interior 2 fast-changing culture within which they themselves are
active participants in the larger giscourse-change that is represented by this movement
from the mechanical to the electronic, and thence ©© the digital. Themselves caught up
within a technocuiture that is lterally moving at light-speed, these theorists of the digi-
tal have had of necessity to develop a style of thought, 2 methed of nquiry. and a digital
vocabulary that would not only illuninate the darkest recesses of digital reality but also
express something of the power of the digital inflection.

It is certainly contrary to the {recombinant) spitit of digitality to assign genealogical
naming rights to the founding mothers, fathers, sons, and daughters of critical digital
studies. Nevertheless, there is one name that continues to haunt critical digital stud-
ies, that of the German philosopher Martin Heidegger. In his clagsic essay, ‘The Oues-
tion of Techmology, Heidegger posed the fateful question that ever since has
represented the hauntology of the di ital age. For Heidegger, sechnology was a para-
dox. Mot self-birthing and certainly not self-generating, the question of technology
could only be posed as part of a larger query, namely, to what should we ascribe the
dynamic, seductive pOwer of technology? For Heidegger, technology could not be
understood rechnologically for the simple reason that technology is not simply techai-

cal, but has everything to do with the more poweful currents out of which contern-
porary society Yae been fashioned ~ the planetaxy drive £ ‘ponguer’ RAGIE; the
poitics of subordinating human Dature; the will to expand our scciety; culture, 204, In
Jves' by means of technologies of cormmumication; the greater

the last instance, ‘ourse
historical project of remaking ourselves as technological beings. Heidegger sought bis

QWL philosephical resolution of this question by means of an mcreasingly complex

position on the question of the techpological that camne, in the end, to recogrize techr
nology as containing possibilities for intense human creativity {‘in—dweﬁing’) and atter

human devastation {‘completed nihilism’).
Critical Digital Studies is about ‘the question of technology.” Hew could it not be? The

sheer intensity, volume, and zccelerating effects of the question of technology in it
oy that

contemnporary manifestation s digital reality have ahout them an urgen

demands the most serious reflection. i we are not to Le gwept away as 30 much digi

tal debris in the techmological maelstromm, if thought itself is not 0 e terrorized Mo

passive submission by ubiquitous technologies of surveillance, if critical reflection ~

one of the enduring alkmarks of being human — is not to be blasted apart by a cultwe
of (teahnological) distraction, then thereis 2 desperate need to rise again to the chal-
jenge of the question of rechnology.

When thinkng refuses 10 accornmodate itself passively to the parrative line cre-

ated as part of the justificatory logic of technology itself, then critical digital stadies

rast itself absorb fully the quality of tectmological paradox. Curicusly faithful to the
spizit of technology, thought must simultaneously expose the as yet unrevealed npll-

cations of the historical project of technology, while at the same timne, represent, 0 all
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s lIiCOHlII}enSUKabﬂity ﬁle fﬁi[ dnxlellslazls Of E:]: € eater {eg h G ()g {iﬁS% !liy
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erations of thinkers who have rise i
. n to th .
don of technology have done ¢ Sisyphean challenge of answering the gues-

MeLuhan's Doubt: Pathways to the Digital

A . .
;;zr:;d;;sef dtznier{sit?ndmg the impact of technology upon society, pelitics, and cul
e a0 thes;nb i; a:;t:e;he cl;shing perspectives of technology as utopia 'or domi-
; but spectives on the question of i i ,
31_ perspe : of technology mis
real-time history of the digital inflection: a dramatic history that hgai eve;;;fnrjtyotzs

" with digi : )
with digital reality as a story of complexity. in the industrial age of mechanical tech

nology, and evern in the modem era of electronic i
};zftsh ;e;exllc ;aitutary) to seezk understanding of tfé:;nn:ifg :1t1 V::;E::g]fm:lgﬁf o
ot mg:(easﬂer?s {dc;f H!f?pla and domination, When technology exhibited clear dif:
Sin}; malysﬁd%n 1tse gmsgh.aﬁle from .the boundzries of the body, and could be deci-
e o e m;;s of its generamve relationship to questions of class, race, and
gend u;lbIOkEI; o :; t e'questicn of tef:imoiogy staked its claim to power ona v;rcrld
P GIrl ets, ;: was approp%'mte to inscribe technology within literary tra-
e ﬁamegd 1;11 a;llet:r ;;;chpitcr aﬁ;cal;{ripse_ Thus, understanding technol-
could ensity and implacable planet i i
Z};et ;zjlg;;ag ;E;Ctres of Mar.y Shelley’s Frankenstein or the esseidﬁyﬁﬁi;vistzfg
e uma? 'saiva#'cxon that was Teithard de Chardin’s Noosphere. i
e d Coma%:x sstmteihgen%: Hlxachines, the question of technology becomes a
puch J0ore non,gumm(};fy c}t;ncemn?g. the infiltration of seemingly every aspect of
human sad norhu e by the digital code. In a way never really anticipated b
e macmne}; hif a;:r, for_ that matte_r, utopian of techno-visionaries, boundariez
haps forever. For )exampies’ciljlfi:iai? tidf;?j:ji;m bmjuze h;"e e o
; e body in the digital age We have

© long b inki A
_ conime':;l :;;u:tclz@ed to‘ thinking of the human body as something that is self
elatively independent of its technological prostheses. In his mos‘;

utopian moments, M
, McLuhan could declaim tha
. t electronic technologi :
cation repre ) T ¢ technologies of com -
mif«avowié S:;:: ! zxten&]slox‘ls of the human nervous system, just bg;fore thatrzzug
e of Catholic melancholy forced him to lament wi’lat’ he sav:r az

umnan passivity i i
: passivity i the face of technologies performing violent “psychic surgery” on

the: human i
sensorium. Although McLuhan’s affinnation of technology as a helpful

‘extension of the b
Xt uman nervous system has continued to this day in increasingly tri

mphant anmoun; i

e Mﬂzmuhzfs ;f the coming o_f the age of ‘augmented media, it should

AP 5 eepiylfelt ambivalence regarding the fate of technolo

e oo, st extension or a cataclysmic implosion of the human boiy,
e ly ambivalent sense of coraplexity into the story of technology. No?r:;
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that we live after McLuhan, now that the media analysis so appropriate to the era of
electronic technologies of communication has been eclipsed by the codework 50 nec-
essary to digital reality, now that the supposedly externalized world of technological
prostheses have actually invaded the urnan body, what might be called McLuhan's
doubt - his prescient sense that technology contained paradoxical story of augraenta-

tior and diminution - has araplified in importance, becoming the basis of 2 new way

of understanding the real world of digital technology. Like a chain of thought that
eration of digital thinkers

rernains unbroken, McLuban's doubt has created a new gens
who have succeeded in transforming his initial doubt bout the ends of technology

into a compeliing story of digital comnplexity.

Digital Complexity
In computationally intense cultuze such s Canada, the USA, other western but also
Asian cultures like Japan, machine-te-machine commmurication has now progzessed to
the point where it’s about g% of all coded traffic. Most of that craffic takes place outside
hufnan awWareness. Consequently, humuan awareness is the tiny tip of the pyrarcid of 2
huge amount of data fow, most of which happens Letween machines. There i & very
nsettling aspect to this, revealed, for example, in the United States by President Bush's
surveiliance policy, However, that is only one souall part of what is happening. The factis
that nobody knows the contents of these machine-to-machine communications, ot
is gives one pause It mises profound questions

even the National Security Agency T
about the proper relation of hurnan commuiication to ail of these coded pansmissions.?

Complexity is the essence of digital technology. In 2 culture of coded tzansmissions,
dirminished humnan awareness, and the entanglement of machines, umans, and ani-
[als in larger data flows that are often, ousside the range of sraditional ways of under-
standing, the old (technological} world of automatic opposites has suddenly dissolved

those subtle, difficult to detect yet alone analyse, folds wherein
with our eyes wide open 10 the wonders and
arst century, complexiey is what i unique

into cornplex fractures:
we have terally become digital bodies,
dangers of wired culture. In the twenty-

about critical digital studies.
Firstapplied to the problem of understanding technology i the writings of Katherine

orary theorist of the ‘cegime of computation,’ the concept of complex-
ity has spread around the digital world at light-speed. That such 2 wide diversity of think-
ers interested in the future of rechnology - artificial intelligence {AT) reseaxchers, techno-
visionaries, communication experts, software programmers, Dew media artsts, digital
designers, web creators, and gaming INOOVALOLS - immediately recognized in complexity

theory something very fmitiar, indeed something reflective of their own experience

digital reality, implies that with the concept of complexity we ae in the presence of 2 par

adign shift in interpreting techmology:

Fayles, a conterap

of
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Thi . e
bmkl";;su H;;{ZS& :;z::ewm two quite different ways. First, as expressed by Hayles in her
e a:h a Camputer,‘How We Became Posthuntan, and Writing Machines —
complenty I ] : at the ‘regxfne (.Jf comaputation with its complex models of
s by WhiChpwe i of generating ‘reality’ itself, as well as providing powerful meta-
A hvea;;e' c.oan;e to understand the increasingly computational culture
N, e 1g1; technology ceases to be merely representational of the
ot b oo foir;tgi ;:V Znerglzlt re‘alitydprincipée in its own right, driving cul-
' oci -proliferating digital i i i
time, prowdmfg compelling new ways of &ll‘ik}?lg; ab;rtl:ic}:ha: cc)lli};itv:ihil:;h’at ﬂ: ;e
gﬁsgu;wh;t}; Hayles, MeLuhan's ‘global village’ actually comes insid::y:s atfrz:.
ch of us mto a naviga igi i : :
becausle the regime of computatiirf (13; bZi:?iZﬂlé;glfjn;;;m' find asgare e st
» ;Iﬁ:kmz E;e;ioastlfkllistoﬂcai eras in which we could with so'me authenticity maintain a
om the question of technelogy, we all now have a tec i i
ﬂieizz}mld;g ;non:;r.lt of our medically enabled births to our iiziiizﬁz: “;‘:;Et’:g T;‘;
e diggI 3;11 gez;m m{tienswe care units, from a lifetime of computer-assisted educa-
it myn o mece workplace experence, from the mass data archives that liter-
ot eron mor?; to the screens and spocls and keystrokes composing the
oty on tag;:;z C{; mzcglnsgxﬁizzpt:; questdon of i?dividual autobiography has
‘ on species’ of e i
;x;ina‘i ;2 rno]:s;i appe;;en’.c, of course, in the end progucts of tec;x%zi;g,y;}tfo:: :nnfif
Aebated tiaém zlpo‘ r.g issues that emerge directly from the planetary drive to the ﬁﬂg
ity released by t‘;lg;fﬂ;c’;fgd“’" jfl Zf;‘:; Zii?j . W‘%ﬁm o sy of te
/ : unication;* the ambi
is:ﬂ:g;c;i geml}mlcs; tl}e irnpact of digital technology in smdmgﬁsi;{cffjgt{iig
e mc{zz;g:g:}r;z?; c§ cr;;g;;rate ownilrship while providing multiple opportuni-
. of information flows, What is mo
rpelz,t;oozivg, is f'cha‘t we are also deeply entangled in the aigorzflf:rll?f :;;rlli: z;il‘i:;izi
. j.&més ; es; t;r gs ilo;nal human :%v-vaxeness, our consciousness, language, dreams, con-
e _,am s | e rzfzgst farmiliar ways we communicate with and refate to each
P, Whlgdf wierfully shaped and influenced by the ‘machine-to-machine’ data
e 1:ve cireulate, and on account of which our lives are often enhanced
o abled. )
Sy ‘i Iii got;hs eS}'%OCi{ of ﬂjle new, until now we have not had an adequate vocab-
e Weg;n lic; ameu'late th‘e full dimensions of the digital culture that
i a.nd e 0 know this. I sclence and the humanities and, by extension
i cno tsczlefnz:s, re,mm in isolation from one another, it is criticai
i oo e s:e that will be lost in the cracks of the digital. Quite explic-
A ; e ‘streamed’ by the new sciences of com ion, if indivi
F?gmphy is to be pushed and pulled S
o ' pulled by the strange loops, fast data flows, and
. ations of this epochal meeting of computation and flesh, then ;here
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is a desperate requirement to do something that s as apcient as it js fururst: to find
igital technol-

the ‘words’ by which to make familiar to our senSEs the new horme of d

ogy within wiich we have staked our identities, both individually and collectively.
rinding the ‘words,” creating a new imaginative vocabulary by which to attune

surselves to the question of the digital is what complexity theory is all about. Not par-

teularly romantic, comnplexity theory cefuses to have anything to do with the quast-

religious theories now in circulation that elevate cechnology to a singularity moment.

There is nothing ranscendental about the question of complexity. How could there

be? When boundaries dissolve, when crossing border lines is more natural than con-
tnuing to live iIn the sotitudes of science and the humanities, then being complex

requires us to consider precisely how the ‘regime of computation’ intermediates with

very traditional questions of class, gender, race, ethnicity, and sexuality.

Moreover, we 1aust consider anew the real material history of digital technology:
software as ideology, the ‘intermediation’ of print and digitality, the global media
apparatus as 2 'vision machine,’ and the reality studio as a ‘simulacrum.’ T¢ digital real-
ome alive in our techmologically enhanced bodies, our corpputer-

ity has lterally ¢
enabled economy, and our graphically inrensified high-definition screens, then we

might well want t© begin to probe the new rules of communication by which the to
date deeply divided ‘companion species’ of machines, humans, animals, imanimate
pature, and future Al replicants, clones, and zombies can finaily become acquainted
with a growing sense of dynamic harmony. When cyborgs become, a8 Donna Haxaway
Yo brifliantly argued, a ‘cormparion species’ to the wuman, being complex assumes
lazger importance a5 basic strategy of cultural survival: 'Cyborgs and companion $pe-

cies each bring together the human and the non-human, the orgaric and the techno-
he rich and the

logical, carbon and silicon, freedom and seracture, history and myth, t
poor, the state and the subject, diversity and depletion, modernity and postmodet-
pity, and nature and culture in unexpected Ways. Besides, neither a cyborg nor com-
panion species pleases the pure of heart who long for better protected species

boundaries and sterilization of category deviants.”
If the technology of fire lit up the darkness of the night, i electricity ilurminated
the sky, and the power of words finally provided the human imagination with the

means to communicate its imnermost visions, then being complex does something
ulture where tech-

different. Complexity allows us £ COMTIUNICAtE consciousty ina <
nology now inhabits the space-time Ghric tself. Complexity compels us to be sensi-

jected fact that aithough the seasons of life {with its air, fire,

tive to the much-neg
water, and earth) have not gone away, the material history of the planet is only now

beginning a new dialogue with the new realities of digital culture. We remain as yet

unaware of what the results of that dialogue rmight evencually be

certainty drives us forward: only by leaming how to be (d';gitaﬂy) complex will we

hominids be capable 0
be stopped and a nature that will not be long denied. Followin

However, this one -

f joining in this greater dialogue witha rechnology that will not
g Haraway, who ha

Intreduction ¢

argued | .

ofgsilf»bi?hgis; jﬂeéi{élffmﬂy for‘chgngmg the ‘narrative line’ of sdence from fantasies

ative “writing mac%ﬁnen'g?net{laﬂc}?’ and Hayles, who has made of us all potentially cre-

honous he question osf m hnf: midst of the digital maelstrom, should we not finally

the complexity of the d.te_cal aiogy by m?idng of it an opportunity for appreciating

dready even our unkn: igital reality that is our present and our future, and perhaps
own past? Should we not respond then to the question of tecll-')l—

nology with a search for a method by whi
o et somlacity y which to make of that question a guide to the

Approaches to Critical Digital Studies

g}r;z;l iéguf:l Cs;*;;l;es repre.sents a search for a new method of understanding the
o e oy Oc;r;i:l mctlh .the cha%iengﬁ of translating the concept of comples-
Ry bmg .Igztal r.eahty, critical digital studies does not begin with
e st :h " m, ui': with an innovative series of questions. Here, the :voﬁdng
B e e ;iStt unizlrltant aspect 9f a search for a new method of under-
e e re:- @ ;Jl eng.e_of posing the right question(s). Consequently,
B om ot {z[;git ;f)etec 1;:: ,0 cl::;;czz;l lf;tgx;al studies sets out to ask four questions’
Dfthe ques . . , how can we expand the scope o -
tli imep«;l‘fi;? im:z: tto 1zlnclude the full array of technological inmvatiois, i:;uii
the fmpact ot ¢ Sgtz mr_:c nology on culture, society, economy, and politics? Second’
how can we best | ;pre; "che fiuid world of media archeclogy, those innovativé
medi conve gt ne s that drive together traditional media (print, television radio)
with thete & tildies %un;;riarts fromn the Internet and the Web? Third, how c:;n criti-
interpze{aﬁon s © ;;H eyond the éi‘sciplinary boundaries of mraditional media
e nin hy €xoss boundaries ~ boundaries of knowledge, of sgcieties
ot spec réﬂecﬁve fe—human interfaces - in search of a form of media pracﬁce tha;
et T ;h ; Oi,, porous }‘Z)Duill‘ﬂa‘riES of the digital reality that it seeks to
e digit-;; ot , how can cnt%cal digital studies achieve its desired aim of bend-
re in the direction of creative uncertainty, that is, privileging the

~ intermediations, i i
- dig oo Ne,txzﬁecnorfs, .and paradoxes that are so deeply characteristic of the
. prescriptive agenda, critical digital studies rises to the task of

andwering the questi .
Tt st dgo thisqb:z:zn OEQEC}?nOngy with a series of complex questions of its own
fall-dimensions remaise ]kanat is most interesting about the digital future is that ité

slasting consequen c; Om its fate uncertain, its strategies unexplored, and
me serious, creative q;:s?ﬁmpaft:}f - Today more than ever, i s surely time {O ask
o » ons o i T .
£ technology, e enigmatic silence surrounding the question
This is preci

cisel stical Diai ;
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Code Breakers

What is truly critical about critical digital studies is the emphasis on not only understand-
ing the dominant codes of technology, politics, and culture in the digital era, but also on
digital studies that excel in breaking the codes and in introducing new visions of the dig-
ital future by disrupting the codes, disturbing boundaries, and adding uncertainty to
established pattemns of (code) behaviour. Bach contribution to Critical Digital Studies has
this double quality about it - namely, studying what Haraway bas described as the ‘infor-
mratics of domination’ only i order to write possible new codes for the ways in which
we clo politics and gender and bodies and communication in the future The creative act
of code breaking reaches is apogee, however, in the writings of N. Katherine Hayles,
Donna Haraway, Sara Diamond, and Lynn Hershman Leeson. Understood individually,
these four introductory chapters bring to the surface of critical thought the deeper
codes of mformation, gender, design, and bodies so characteristic of the supercharged
environment of technological society. Understood collectively, these contributions rep-
resent sornething very different, not so much critical studies of digital experience, but
profound, even foundational, efforts to make of the act of digital code breaking a new
way of understanding technology.

Hayles, in “Traumas of Code’ {chapter 1), explores the double-edged benefits (and dan-
gers) of code as the ‘unconscious of language.” For Hayles, we are living now in the dense
web of the ‘technological non-conscious.’ Both a powerful enabler and potential danger,
code as the technological non-conscious implies for Hayles ‘the dual promise and threat
that intelligent machines pose to the uniquely human capacity to create meaning
through language” But, of course, when code becomes language to the extent that we
can now speak about a ‘technological non-conscious,” this also means that questions of
(digital) trauma cannot be far behind. In transferring control of hutan communications
to intelligent machines, have we not also invested the age of intelligent machines with
our hopes and desires, our fears and anxietes, ow vulnerabilities and resentments?

If this is the case, then the other field-defining chapters in ‘Code Breakers, the first
part of this book, can be viewed as brilliant recommendations concerning how best to
work through the trauma of the technological unconscious. In ‘A Game of Cat’s Cradle:
Sign Studies, Ferninist Theory, Cultural Studies’ {chapter 2) Haraway argues that if we are
not to be sucked into the ‘gravity well of technoscience’ we had better leam quickly
how to reconfigure — ow to trope and how to knot together key discourses about
technoscience’ Setting up a game of cat’s cradle for the sodial sciences and humanities,
Haraway follows her own advice by literally Teconfiguring’ the Janguage of technosci-
ence with urgent questions focused on gender, sexuality, colonialism, and class, repre-
senting in all of their latent power and immediate vulperability the eritical consciousness of
science studies, ferninist theory, and cultural studies. Although written at different
moments and certainly with different intentions, it is almost as if Haraway's game of
cat’s cradle constitutes an immediate response to Hayles's plea for a form of eritical
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digital consciousniess that would finally take account of the fact that code s not simply
the operating language of intelligent machines but perhaps something more disturbing,
1 counter-unconscious — a ‘technological unconscious’ - parallelling i its mystery the
still umknown realm of the human unconscious.

Writing from a cross-cultural perspective, Sara Diamond surveys the brifliant con-
gibutions of Chinese, Japanese, African, Latin American, and {North American) indig-
enous new media artists to understanding the futures of digital complexity. Tn
“Reframing the Cathedral: Opening the Sources of Technologies and Cultural Assump-
tions’ {chapter 3) Diamond explores the question of the technological unconscious at
the level of digital design. Here, the traditional languages of new media authoring
tools, fror Hypertext and MIDI to gaming software, are supplemented with the cre-
ative visions of new media designers from the multiplicity of cultures and nations and
traditions and even continents normally ignored by the informatics of (design) domi-
nation. Refusing to believe that the world of new media design is flat, Diamond’s per-
spective resonates with images of difference: Japanese aesthetics with its bias towards
beauty including ‘incompletions and imperfections’; west coast indigencus art with
its (virtual) vistons of the sacred; and Chinese new media representations of ancient
traditions of anime and calligraphy. With this, Diamond does that which is most diffi-
cult, but ultimately most rewarding, namely, illuminating digital vision with those
creative expressions of the human mind that seemingly have become lost with the tri-
umph of the language of technoscience. Maintaining that the ‘visual aesthetics of
tools tend towards binary, linear, rectangular aesthetics,” she argues on behalf of 2 dif-
ferent design vision, one advanced by cultures that embrace ‘complexity, discontinu-
ity and asymumetry as organizing principles’: ‘This is 2 delicate negotiation - the
recognition of cultures that have maintained a continuity with a natural science that
speaks to dimensions beyond four, that sees time as a navigable object, that uses cir-
cular forms and narratives in which scientists close their eyes and imagine models
beyond our perception, of a space perhaps linked to ritual, prayer rugs, and mosaics,
This pace of invention, of imaginatien, is a space shared by a1t, non-Western mathe-
matics, and science. It is as science surrounded by our imaginings of Nature, West and
East, North and South’ (65).

Working independently, renowned California new media artist Lynn Hershman
Leeson intensifies Diamond’s evocative insights related to possible new languages of
digital design by actually reframing the cathedral of her own (digital) body. Hershrnan
Leeson’s new media creations {film, video, writing) have achieved such global acclaim
because she is 2 world Jeader in exploring the rematerialization of the body in cyber-
space. Understanding digital culture as a fiuid, liquid space of networked relations that
increasingly circulate around and through the bodies of its inhabitants, Hershman
Leeson asks unsettling questions not only about the fate of the electronic body, but
also about the once and future shape of human identity: ‘Identity is the first thing you
create when you log on te a computer service By defining yourself in some way,
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whether it is through your name, a personal profile, an icon, or mask, you also define
your audience, space, and territory, In the architecture of networks, geography shifts
as readily as time. Communities are defined by software and hardware access. Anat-
omy can be readily constituted” (71).

For Hershman Leeson, masking through computer-mediated communication has
immediate consequences:

Not only do you not need 2 body, but entering cyberspace encourages a disembodied
body language. Posing and emoting are some of the terms for phantom: gestures that can
be read through words, or seen in special video prograns through simple movements
such as waves. Codes of gestures can be read by attachments on the computer that artic-
wlates hidden meanings of voiceless and mute speect:.

Actions are constantly under surveillance, tracked, waced, digitized and stored. Icons
such as masks are of particular mportance because the disguises used today may deter-
mine an archetype of the present that will eventually reflect the ephemeral nature of 2
society geared towsrds itnages of manipulation and self recreation (7).

Not satisfied with exploring the real-time art by which we have actually masked our
(electronic) bodies as we communicate within and across the spaces of YouTube,
Google, and the Web, Hershman Leeson goes beyond the language of {cyber) bodies
and masks to an impressive exploration of all the non-bodies’ and ‘anti-bodies’ that
await the unfolding of the digital future. Less focused on muachine crashes than
crashes of the human body under the pressure of information flows, Hershman
Leeson investigates what it means to locate ourselves inl the found environments and
virtual spaces of digital culture Like an artistic avatar of massive online role-playing
games, her work explores the transformed landscape of identity at that point where
we willingly become an ‘objectified non-bodied alternative personality.” And her con-
cerns are not simply with the world of gaming. For Hershman Leeson, what happens
now in digital reality has long been prefigured by mass media with its violent image-
based transformation of the last remnants of real bodies into a strange new world of
‘phantom limbs, interactivity, and disappearances.’ About this, her perspective is
explicit: “These each articulate references to the mutation of the fernale body
through the seduction of media. Reproductive technological parts sprout from the
image of the female, creating a eyborgian reformation as parts of the real body disap-
pear’ (79}.

At stake in Hershman Leeson’s perspective is this basic code breaker of a thought,
namely, are we witnessing today the ‘birth of the anti-body,’ our Net identites as
increasingly fictional personas who ‘in yeaction to an unheaithy natural environment
... reject what exists, and in order to survive, form another environment”: “This Inter-
netted, plugged-in anti-body is a ransitory construction of time, circumstances, and
technology, a newly issued prescription of earlier impulses. $he has chosen to negate
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the selfhood in which she was born. Instead she shows a marked preference for the
artifice of technology’ (82)-

A futurist by practice but very much a student of more enduring patterns of cul-
ture by temperament, Hershman Leeson has a vision of bodies, non-bodies, and anti-
bodies that returns us to something we thought we had finally surpassed at the speed
of digital culture - the Faustian bargain involved in the question of technology. O, as
she concludes: ‘If humans have become the interface to the larger communicative
body, can soulful automatons be far behind?’ (34).

Technology, Identity, and Surveillance

The verdict is still out on the future of technology and culture While perhaps neither
a perfect utopia nor a fearful dystopia, one thing is certain. Contemporary society is
increasingly stressed out by accelerating rates of technological change. Confronted
with the blast of technology moving at light-speed, the human nervous system seems,
in the first instance, to have either gone numb for survival, adapted itself passively
and fatalistically to the digital juggernaut, or become lost in a culture of (digital} dis-
tractions. Today email is clogged with spam. Electzonic spyware is capable of tracking
our every move on the Intemet. Complex computer systems, whether in business or
government, can suddenly be disabled by always mutating viruses. No sooner have
individuals become accustomed to the wired world of personal cbmputers, CD play-
ers, and VCRs than digital technology itself suddenly evolves in the direction of the
wireless future of iPods, cell video phones, radio-frequency identification (RFID) track-
ing chips, and a dense, creative matrix of new forms of digital communications spear-
headed by blogs and podcasting.

When everyday life comes to mean digitaily mediated cxperience, serious conse-
quences follow for individuals and societies remaining unaware of the rate and direction
of technological change. Indeed, over and beyond the rapid digitel change that we can
see on the surface, what may now be occwring as a result of massive technological
transformations of the basic szuctures of culture, politics, and econorics is a gigantic
shift of the deepest fault Enes of society where the only constant is that the world as we
know it today is unlikely to persist, even into the near future, Understanding technolog-
ical cornplexity is 2 key survival strategy in the twenty-first century.

Focusing on key approaches to understanding real-time technelogy, the chapters in
the second part of this book, “fechnology, Identity, and Swrveiliance” explore the data
archive, showing in detail what happens to human vision, identity, consciousness,
power, and perception as society and culture are increasingly wrapped in the digital
.membrane Beginning with the tacit assumption that the new world of digital media,
images, and networking is no longer understandable in forms of media analysis relevant
to electronic rass media such as television and radio, the contributions about real-tirme
technology actually create 2 basic vocabulary for understanding new digital realities
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such as ‘tracking, “armed perception,’ ‘meta-tags,’ ‘precogs,” and ‘hyperviruses.” With
astonishing speed, events that until not long ago were the subject of science fiction now
have technologies of visualization, surveillance, gaming, and viral (computer) crashes. It
is as if a violent (digital) shudder has suddenly passed through the framework of reality
itself, instantly exposing us to a new digital reality with its space-time fabric moving at
the speed of light. We are accelerating at escape velocity in the light through space and
light through time of the digital biast anxiously seeking new concepts and visions by
which to make sense of the contemporary human predicament. To the complexity of
the digital reality that is their subject rnatter, the contributors to “Technology, Identity,
and Surveillance’ respond with intense, complex thought - boundary-erossing, fluid,
bifurcated, and often paradoxical.

Bringing together some of the leading international scholars in new media anal-
ysis — Jordan Crandall, Lev Manovich, Alexander R, Galloway, Nate Burgos, Eugene
Thacker, and Thierry Bardini ~ a fundamentally new approach to understanding new
media is articulated in all its internal coherence, intellectual diversity, and media rele-
vance. Here the emphasis is placed on a slow, patient, in-depth reading of the border-
land between digital media, identity, and perception.

Counterposing seeing (or visualizing) versus tracking (or calculating), Jordan Crandall
explores what happens to human vision and conscicusness when the media apparatus
becomes a vast tracking mechanisin, capable of very real precision in mapping bodies in
their (electronic) movernents, transactions, and (archived) memories, Refusing to
approach precision tracking technologies as something safely outside hurnan identity,
Crandall does something more intellectually risky, but ultimately amazingly rewarding,
He demonstrates how the digital body has now become complicit in precision tracking
technologies, sometimes as a voyeur of its own digital travels, at other points numbed
into submission by the ublquity of Precision + Guided + Seeing,’

In “Understanding Meta-media,’ Lev Manovich extends new media analysis to its
next Jugical step, exploring the meta-media paradigm that is at the centze of contempo-
rary computer culture (software mterfaces, hypertext, downloads). Taking seriously
Katherine Hayles's narrative of the ‘regime of computation, Manovich argues that
meta-media as a way of understanding real-time technology have become the dominant
sign of network culture, replacing the older, more conservative notion of media culture
proper, The argument has to do with the capacity of meta-media to extrude, extend,
link, and expand both the media they engage with as well as the environment in which
these engagements occur. I a edia scene where the borderlines among traditional
(mmass) media and new {digital) media have imploded, Manovich’s media analysis is like
an early warning systemn, alerting us to a profound paradigm shift in the deep frame-
work of contemporary media.

Focusing on Warcraft, the very popular massively multiplayer online role-playing game
{(MMORPG), Alexander R. Galloway's ‘Warcraft and Utopia’ examines the fateful conse-
quences that follow from. a reets-media culture of precision tracking techmolegies.
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Again, like Crandall and Manovich, Galloway refuses to think of the question of digital
wtopia/dystopia in conventional binary terms; he redefines the meaning of utopia in 2
petwark culture by discussing in detail the positive and negative aspects of considering
video games as formns of utopia. Here the mandate for imagining life before or after cap-
italisn becomes a challenge of imagining life within a networked capitalist world, with
its complex interplay of coding, decoding, and recoding.

That the digital futiwe can only be explored from within the parameters of a net-
worked capitalist world is the common thread linking the following three contributions:
“The Age of Blur and Technology’ by Nate Burgos, ‘Biophilosophy for the 215t Century’ by
Eugene Thacker, and ‘Hypervirus: A Clinical Report’ by Thierry Bardini. Written by
digital scholars who have thought deeply about issues related to digital complexity,
these chapters rub closely against the rmajor currents of power, language, and tech-
nology in the present epoch. If Burgos can articulate so well how the politics of ‘pre-
emptive deterrence’ has seemingly shifted in a nanosecend from the subject-matter
of Hollywood sci-fi blockbusters to ommipresent technologies of contemporary anti-
terrorist policing, it is probably due to his acute understanding of real-time technol-
ogy as equivalent to the ‘age of blur.’ From projection to prediction, eyes wide
open, scanming possibilities and making precogritive representations as a strategy
for dealing with the intensifying visual pace, being precog has become as “natural’ to
us as hernan vision itself. No time for understanding, fast forward, rewind, and
make your predictions before it is too late: the ‘age of blur’ is a mandate for a pre-
emptive humarn imagination.

ot only the creation of a pre-emptive human imagination as part of the cultural fall-
out of digital culture, but perhaps now even life itself is becoming rapidly destabilized
by that powerful conjuncture of high-speed computer sequencing and genomic biology
thiat we have come to know as the biotech century” Thacker's contribution is itself pre-
etnptive in drawing some hard conclusions from the seeming triureph of digital tech-
nology. For Thacker, the interface of computers and biology has transformed the con-
cept of life itself, bringing fe within the purview of bicengineering, performance,
representation, and stmulation. With this, dassical distinctions between flesh and
machines dissolve, and we find ourselves within a new borderless zone, a new body
future, desperately in need of 2 way of articulating issues related to multiplicity, contin-
gency, and dynamism that are the elementary matter of biopower today. If the language
of biclogy works in conjunction with software coding to produce the bicphilosophies
guiding the construction of the bodies of tomorzow, then this lends great urgency to
Thacker’s project of pre-emptively understanding the bicaccidents towards which we
are accelerating, without much in the way of public reflection.

Equally, the theme of the virus is central to the question of the digital future, as is
the communicabikity of the virus in growing social, cultural, and pelitical contagions,
Bardini explores the ‘virug’ as the master trope of contemporary society. Beginning
with the main thesis that understanding the viral contagions of culture and society
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does not exempt one from their impact, Bardini maintains that we think about the
virus today from an already virally infected {socially, culturally, and politically) posi-
tion. Historically situating his analysis in an exploration of the four medical tropes
symptomatic of the different phases of capitalism ~ plague, tuberculosis, cancer, and
virus ~ Bardini offers some creative insights concerning those viral contagions such as
terrorismm, AIDS, epidemics, and perhaps information itself that both infect and inflece
twenty-first century society. Is it possible that Bardini’s account of the virus as the
master trope of contemporary culture is the real ‘meta-media’ within which the digi-
tal future wili unfold?

Politics, Gender, and Religion

In the culture of real-time globalization will the digital future be open or closed?

We know for certain that an open digital future is surging everywhere on the Net.
Consider newly emergent technologies such as biogging, shareware, Wikipedia, mash-
ups, and Web 2.0, all of which have the potential to transform digital reality in the
ditection of greater human innovation, creativity, and individuality. To the question of
whether digital culture will be effectively captured and privatized by powerful mult-
national corporations whose agenda necessarily reflects only thelr own proprietary
interests, the answer can only be ambivalent. Politically, the issue is as yet undecided.
While blogging, with its multiplicity of self-confessions, on-line diaries, and deeply
courageous independent journalism giving witness to pelitical cruelties in many
countries of the warld, may seem to reflect the movement online of humanity in all
its varieties, it has also changed how the future is envisioned, communicated, and con-
tested. Although official power - governmental and corporate - may consider the
script of digital communication ta be running on automatic, blogging is like that
beautiful error in the software program, a technological innovation that potentially
makes of every digital citizen the creative interpreter of her own narrative construc-
tion. Precisely because it is a massive global phencmenon with an always open future
- variously democratic, polemical, reasoned, demagogic, critical, and conservative -
blogging represents a radical transformation in the actual relations of communication
surrounding the democratic future. Consequently, to the question Will the digital
future be open or closed? the answer is probably neither, the greater truth residingina
carefud study of the complexity that is the werld of politics, gender, and religion.

Indeed, digital politics cannot be adequately analysed outside its relation to the
dramatic issues surrounding the interplay of religion, terrorism, and ideology at pres-
ent. Fven the most cursory reading of daily newspapers ot the briefest exposures to
the 24/7 news cycle of mass media provides an instant snapshot of the turbulent
nature of digital politics. On a global scale, struggles over power have increasingly
migrated cnline: witness both the vast expenditures by governments in creating com-
plex surveillance ‘systems {data mining electronic archives, chat rooms, cell phones,
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bank records, Internet service providers), and the increasingly creative ways in which
the otherwise scattered forces arrayed against such governments have wutilized online
resources far communication, organization, and planning. Equally, the spectre of ter-
rorism haunts the media scene, with government-issued allegations of possible terror-
ist attacks competing with al-Qaeda’s own production of cinematic traflers in the
formn of regularly updated warnings of terrorist threats. Te the viral terrorism of politi-
cal forces resisting the Westemn agenda of globalization, the state today has responded
with its own strategies of media terrorism.

The unfolding complexity that is digital politics today is captured i all of its diversity
and violence by the contrbutors to part three of this book, ‘Politics, Gender, and Reli-
gion.” For example, James Tully's essay, ‘Communicadon and Imperialism’ {chapter 13)
sets the stage for the discussion of digital politics by arguing that 2 new form of insur-
gent imperialistn is the driving force behind the communicative teckmologies of net-
wotked culture For Tully, the language of imperialism frames the how, why, what,
when, and where of the politics of conmmunication -~ sometimes overtly in terms of
the staging of mediz spectacles, and at other points much more subtly by way of the
proprietary design of the communication apparatus itself. While very real stzategies of
imperialism may have interpolated the structure of communication, the media scene
is always seduced by the spectacle of terrorism. This is why Michael Darmeli, in
‘Grazymar of Terrorism: Captivity, Media, and the Critique of Biopolitics’ (chapter 15)
can argue so convineingly that ‘hostage narratives’ are now the essence of digital poli-
tics. Althowgh not particularly new - hostage narratives, for example, are a crucial
locus of American political history - the mediz figure of hostages is fundarnental to
the grammar of terrorism. Noting that all politics today is ‘biopolitics,’ Dartnedl
deploys the trope of hostage narratives as a way of deconstructing the media story of
power and captivity. It's quite the opposite with Stephen Pfohl’s ‘Technologies of the
Apocalypse: The Left Behind Novels and Flight from the Flesh’ (chapter 22), which
examines the massive popularity of the Left Behind series of novels (sixty-two million
copies sold to date) in the United States, Heze the focus is on ‘rapture’ not captivity,
with the Left Behind novels telling the dramatic story of an epochal struggle waged
between Christians and the dark forces of the anti-Christ in the twenty-first century.
For Pfohl, the popularity of the technologically astute Left Behind series provides a priv-
ileged glimpse of the forms of popular subjectivity supporting contemporary neocon-
servative politics, The seties also provides an opening for a series of critical gbservations
on the rise of religious rapture as the capstone of neoconservative pelitics, with its dark
eschatology and visions of {political} apocalypse Complementing Dartnell’s ‘captivity
nanatives’ and Pfohl’s analysis of technologies of rapture, three other chapters under-
take critical studies of the real world of digital politics: ‘The Passion of the Social,” by
Andrew Wernick explores the grisly reality of nihilistic violence in advanced techmolog-
ical societies; ‘Digital Cosmologies: Religion, Technology, and Ideclogy” by Arthur
Kroker develops an important political thesis, namely, one that predicts that the
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digital future will increasingly play itself out as a global crisis of clashing per.spectiv‘es -
born-again ideology and the informatics of {digital} hegemony; and Daniel White's
“Terri Schiavo: Bride of Compassionate Conservatism, inseribes in words the seduction
and perils of the politics of compassionate conservatism viewed from the Atlantic
coastline of Florida.

That we are living now in the detritus of digital pelitics with all of its unfinished
borders among religion, terrorista, and ideology is powerfully reinforced in ‘Politics,
Gender, and Religicn’ by other contributors, their choice of topics betraying a very
material sense of urgency. The subject-matter of these chapters serves as a haunting
talisman leading Critical Digital Studies into the raw materiality of conterporary politi-
cal struggles. With “Tell Us What's Going to Happen: Information Feeds to the War on
Terror,” by Sarauel Nunn, ‘Infornobility and Technics: Some Travel Notes,’ by Belinda
Barnet, ‘zist Century Graffiti; Detroit Tagging,’ by Jeff Rice, and ‘When Taste Politics
Meet Terror: The Critical Art Ensemble on Trial,” by Joan Hawkins, we are suddenly
thrust into the violent storm-centre of digital politics. Sensitive to the subtle modali-
ties of lived politics, refusing easy polemics, always capable of drawing the focal
insight from the web of intersecting political events, these chapters ride the cutting
edge of digital politics. Creating new analytical terms to describe 2 complex political
circumnstance that is still dynamically evolving, these contributions put the reader in
the vortex of the political storm: thus the reader is becoming an information-feed to
the war on terror, exposing the ‘policing [of] the convergence,’ experiencing anew the
bitter frustration of ‘taste politics’ meeting the dark angel of terror.

That the broken boundaries and disturbed borders so characteristic of digital cul-
ture have given rise to a new form of digital studies - one sensitive to the impact of
technology on gender and on the human body ~ is demonstrated by Jaimie Smith-
Windsor, in “The Cyborg Mother: A Breached Boundary' (chapter 17). In this techno-
logical autobiography, Smith-Windsor explores the ambivalent relationship between
machines and humans, asking explicitly i afrer sixey-nine days in an incubator her
baby daughter has become a cyborg - a being caught up in a deadly race between
bodily health and technological overdependency. Writing as a mother, a theorist, and
a feminist poet, $mith-Windsor pioneers another way of speaking about technology: a
form of writing not from. the outside of digital reality, but literally from within: the
complex mediation of ife-giving incubation and maternal life that is, with all its ambi-
guities, the balance on which her baby’s life is suspended. This reflection on techno-
logical complexity is taken one step further by Mary Bryson, Lot Maclntosh, Sharalyn
Jordan, and Hui-Ling Lin, in “Virtually Queer? Homing Devices, Mobility, and Un/
Belongings.’ On the surface this is a strikingly original, ground-breaking study of the
relationship of lesbian and gay sexuality to network culture; however, the essay no
sooner begins its exploration of being lesbian and being gay, which is to say begins to
queer digital cultiure, than it opens onto a more general reflection on the question of
technology, With a deft touch, ‘Virtually Queer?” asks in effect whether the real world
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of digital technology does not have about it a curious sense of mobility and un/
belongings, homing devices, and estrangement. Could the human condition of being
“virtually queer”’ represent something larger than its sexual register - being digital as
always living between the edges of obsolescence and transformation, networked con-
nectivity, and personal isolation? if this is the case, then is all digital politics necessarily
2 complex mixture of the personal and the public - a search not only for the ethical
ends of technology but also for an ethical account of oneself?

Culture, Communication, and Media

Critical Digital Studies approaches real-time culture with acute sensitivity to the impact
of digital technology on human subjectivity. Thinking digitally implies the creation of a
form of writing in which technology is interiorized with such intensity that thought
itself begins to lluminate the digital future from the inside. In the age of mechanical
technology, writing could still be from the outside, hovering around the edges of
industrial technology in order to assess its consequences for pattermns of social and cul-
tural development. Even in the era of electronic technologies of communication,
studies of technology permitted themselves the luxury of believing that thought itself
was representational, still at one critical remove from the (technological) cbject of its
investigation. No such illusions are possible in digital culture When digital technol-
ogy wraps itself around the human sensorium, when the human nervous system is
invaded by software codes, when the 'soft’ matter of perception, imagination, and
vision are worked over seductively and violently by the digital reality machine, then
writing itself must become digital approximating in its gestures, methods, and speed
the (digital} reality principle that it wishes to explore.

‘Thinking digitally is the essence of the contributions to the last part of this book, “Cul-
ture, Communication, and Media” In “The Rebirth of the Author,” Nicholas Rombes dis-
cusses information society in terms of its enhanced cultural possibilities, In a world of
political control and technological surveillance, the ruptures (“mistakes, errors, slippages,
ambiguities, reversals, contradictions, inationalities, and surprises’) in the system allow
for the resurgence of hwmanity, and enable an exciting future of proliferating authorship.
For Rombes, digital culture facilitates freedom to voice cne’s position in the increasingly
popular {and populist) world of {Pods, blogeasts, web design, and instant messaging.
EBqually important is the cultural Impact of digital technology in creating space for a new
‘anti-aesthetic’ possibility, as lustrated, for example, by the global success of Dogma
films and other mdie rough auts. However hard powerful network corporations try to
staooth out the world of digital disturbances, hyper-individualism, and other inflections
of digital space, ruptures - mistakes, slippages, surprises, errors, and contradictions - are,
and will continue to be, a contnuing part of digital Jogic. The age of passive media audi-
ences interacting on a one-way track with content producers has given way now to a cre-
ative proliferation of authorship - with unpredictable consequences.
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julian Jonker illustrates this in Plack Secret Technology (The Whitey on the Moon
Dub) {chapter 34). Through the autobiographical lens of a Black South African growing
up with science fiction, comics, hip-hop, and cyberpunk, the essay reinforces the ideo-
logical implications of technological living, both on the imagination itseif and on the
politics of race, class, and culture. Gravitating towards the ways in which living with
technology {and growing up technelogical) provokes new and altemative ways of engag-
ing with the world, jonker examines how politics and the imagination are shaped by
personal experiences with a digital world, and how ndividual intervention in standard-
ized patterns of technological use can be transformed into new spaces of resistance, new
ideological patterns, and new imaginative ‘homes,” Like Rombes's ‘Tuptures’ as a gate-
way to the proliferation of authorship, Jonker thinks digitally as a way of describing the
emerging contours of a ‘politics of the imagination.” Here, science fiction is retranslated
asa ‘paraliterature’ - an allegory for cultural difference - and the ‘street finds its own use
for things’ outside the original intentions of (corporate) digital designers.

It is not just “the street’ that finds its use for things, bue digital artists as well. Stelarc,
the internationally renowned performance artist, has taken the project of thinking digi-
tally to its next stage: being digital. Viewing the prosthetic head as a kind of prosthetic
consciousness - an ‘administrative double’ of sorts ~ Stelarc investigates how to under-
stand consciousness in order to better ‘communicate with computers.” If we are indeed
living in the ‘regime of computation,’ then Stelarc’s insights are not only visionary, but
practical survival habits for 2 culture where mtefligence itself s experienced now in the
doubled form of the ‘embodied’ and the ‘embedded.” Absorbing the reality of fast-paced
technological change directly into his consciousness, Stelarc makes the powerful meth-
odological point that, today, awareness is heightened by crises as intelligence moves from
the (physically) embodied to the (Al) embedded. If 'uncertainty generates possibilities,’
then we need new accounts of such strange technological paradoxes that are the new
normal, such as “disembodied embodiment, the ‘personalization’ of Al, and the creative
nuances of coded language. That Stelarc’s vision of the Prosthetic Head blurs boundaries
between machines and {human) flesk is illustrated by Julie Clarke’s eloguent response as
she takes the opposite view that machines are ‘not-hurman’ and that the Prosthetic Head
is embedded, but not embodied, and thus incapable of siipping away from its status as a
prosthesis. What we have in this debate between Stelarc and Clarke is less different view-
points on the consequences of an artist’s vision of the Prosthetic Head than 2 major clash
of perspectives on the nature of consciousness itself in the digital age. Has Stelarc’s Pros-
thetic Head actually gone inside each of s as our ‘administrative double’ for the future -
what software CEOs Jike to describe as ‘digital assistants’ — or is there still an anbroken
border between embodied consciousness and its technological prosthetics? I we dissent
from Stelarc’s viewpoint concerning the transformation of embodied intelligence into
‘extruded consciousness,” how can we be certain that this is not the form of digital think-
ing intended to make bearable the future of increasingly prosthetic minds?
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After all, as Williar Bogard argues in ‘Distraction and Digital Culture’ {chapter 28),
powerful forces are at work in digital technology that function to distract (human) intel-
ligence from the challenge laid down by Stelarc to received, comfortable interpretations
of embodied mind. Emphasizing the dynamic in which contemporary power {on both
the individual and social levels) not only deploys distraction for purposes of control, but
slso fears losing conmol to other distractions, this chapter situates the phenomenon of
distraction as central to specific negotiations of identity, art, the military, hyperreality,
and technology. The assertion is ultimately that awareness of the various trajectories of
distraction enables renewed insight into the polyphonic flows of contemporary living,
In relationship to critical digital studies, this chapter is of substantial importance
because it situates not only the question of the digital future on the ideoiogical level,
but also the negotiation of the cognitive consequences that follow from living in a dis-
tracted culture. Distraction is both 2 ‘gatne of power’ and a ‘condition of survival.’ If the
triumph of the ‘Tegime of compuzation’ means that we have been launched at escape
velocity into seif-regulating chaotic systems, then distraction with its Togic of ‘escape
and capture,” ‘clutching and elusion,” is now the real world of thinking digitally.
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