
Evil media studies is not a discipline, nor is it the description of a category
of particularly unpleasant media objects. It is a manner of working with a set
of informal practices and bodies of knowledge, characterized as stratagems,
which pervade contemporary networked media and which straddle the dis-
tinction between the work of theory and of practice.

Evil media studies deliberately courts the accusation of anachronism so
as to both counter and to enhance the often tacit deception and trickery
within the precincts of both theory and practice.

STRATAGEM 1:
BYPASS REPRESENTATION

The basic strategy is not to denounce, nor to advocate but rather to create a
problem of a different order to that of representation and then follow
through practically what it entails. Although it is quite plausible to analyze
the developments in digital media in terms of a problematic of representa-
tion, with its associated postulates about meaning, truth, falsity, and so on, a
problematic of the accomplishment of representation is badly adapted to an
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understanding of the increasingly infrastructural nature of communications
in a world of digital media. Although networked media may well be shaped
by cultural forces, they have a materiality that is refractory to meaning and
to symbolism. At the same time, digital media work largely through the for-
mal logic of programmed hardware and software, that is, as something that
more closely approximates the order of language. Language here becomes
object, in a number of senses: objectified by a range of practices that submit
communication processes to the quantificational procedures of program-
ming; invested as a crucial factor in the economy; and an element in the
purely objective order of things in themselves, escaping from the comple-
mentarity of subject and object and the range of processes we normally
think of as mediating between the two.

STRATAGEM 2:
EXPLOIT ANACHRONISMS

We use the word evil here to help us get a grip on contemporary media prac-
tices of trickery, deception, and manipulation. The shift to this register must
be understood in the context of a desire to escape the order of critique and
the postulates of representation so obviously at work in the way thinking is
made available about the media more generally. To speak of an evil media
studies is to draw attention to a range and style of practices that are badly
understood when explicitly or implicitly measured against the yardstick of
autonomous rationality and the ideal of knowledge. Indeed, an evil media
studies has immense capacity for productive use. As Jonathan Crary argued:

that human subjects have determinate psycho-physiological capacities
and functions that might be susceptible to technological management,
has been the underpinning of institutional strategies and practices
(regardless of the relative effectiveness of such strategies) for over a hun-
dred years, even as it must be disavowed by critics of those same insti-
tutions.462

The fact of the matter is, as Crary points out, a vast amount of time and
effort is spent on studies devoted to looking at the ways in which the expe-
rience of media subjects can be operated on. The point here is not whether
such studies—frequently behaviorist in inspiration, frequently located in the
field of psychology—are scientific or not. The point is that like the famous
study by Stanley Milgram,463 they point very directly toward techniques,
practices that are efficacious even if they don’t lead to, or ultimately derive
from, scientific knowledge.
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This given, it is important to talk about whether things work, not about
whether or not they are right. Isabelle Stengers and Phillippe Pignarre have
recently spoke of the sorcery of capitalism, a sorcery that implies that prac-
tices maligned by the ascendancy of critical rationality, such as hypnosis, be
treated far more seriously. In the therapeutic use of hypnosis, what is signif-
icant is not the ways in which the powers of suggestion can encourage
patients to imagine events that didn’t happen (although this might be an out-
come), but the way in which patients are initiated into a specific form of real-
ity—which may or may not help to cure them. What occurs is a “‘production
of reality’ which the hypnotist conjures up, in a precarious and ambiguous
manner, without being able to explain or justify his or her “power” in the
matter.”464 Unlike the outmoded model of media spectacle, which simply
proffered an image of a “hidden” or occulted reality, hypnotic suggestion—
a fact long known to the inventors of public relations is one of a number of
means that are directly productive of a reality. Taking advantage of such
mechanisms calls for the delicate negotiation of a different position to that
commonly adopted in media studies. For those professionally or even inci-
dentally embedded in media, to say that we are manipulated, that trickery
and deception are effectively exercised on a regular basis, is not to deny that
people cannot or do not think, but it would be to further deceive and manip-
ulate ourselves to think that rational subjects are not outstripped by events.

STRATAGEM 3:
STIMULATE MALIGNANCY

To talk of evil is also to insist on an ontological dimension of the reality to
which the order of communication belongs: the non-sense of something that
cannot be exchanged for meaning, which is infinitely tangential to represen-
tation (but is not necessarily “repressed”). It is in this sense that Jean
Baudrillard talks about a “principle” of evil and argued that “in every
process of domination and conflict is forged a secret complicity, and in every
process of consensus and balance, a secret antagonism.”465 If there is thus an
agonism inherent in every form, this is in the sense that the form fights
against the transpiring of its secret alterity. An example often repeated by
Baudrillard is the cruel irony that the more media represent events, the more
certain that, following an inexorable spiral of semantic inflation, they are to
disappear, only to curve back in on themselves and replace reality. More sim-
ply, one can admire the way in which the hyper-sophisticated technology of
the war machine of a global superpower reverts, on contact with any form of
friction into a terroristic, technological primitivism. And these are perhaps
only the most obvious manifestations of this “principle.” To put it another
way, evil is a good name for the strategies of the object, for what things do in
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themselves without bothering to pass through the subjective demand for
meaning. If secrecy is inherent to this agonism, this is perhaps because it is a
process without subject, a machination, a process that depends on its imper-
ceptibility and which must for that very reason surprise us, fox us or outwit
us.466 As such, this strategy secretly reverts from malignancy to innocence.467

STRATAGEM 4:
MACHINE THE COMMONPLACE

For a number of recent commentators, language and communication are
now absolutely central components of the economy.468 Long considered a
vehicle for the communication of ideas—and thus an element of the super-
structure separate from the economic base—language and communication
more generally should, these writers contended, be considered part of the
infrastructure. This shift in the place assigned to communication in the econ-
omy opens up a new range of issues to consider and casts new light on the
changing nature of work in the contemporary economy. From the restrict-
ed practical analysis being sketched out here, the general claim, if not the
specific details, suggests some unlikely antecedents for contemporary prac-
tices in digital media.

Recent attempts to rethink the changing shape of work in the contem-
porary economy—and the shifts in political subjectivity such changes imply
have taken a curious inspiration from Aristotelian rhetoric and the principle
of performativity that this embodies. For the Italian theorist Paolo Virno,
contemporary political subjectivity involves a sort of principle of virtuosity.
“Each one of us,” Virno contends, “is, and has always been, a virtuoso, a
performing artist, at times mediocre or awkward, but, in any event, a virtu-
oso. In fact, the fundamental model of virtuosity, the experience which is the
base of the concept, is the activity of the speaker.”469 If Virno’s analysis pro-
vides an interesting way to refigure the understanding of the link between
labor and language, it is perhaps also true to say that it only goes so far in
exploring the paradigmatic ways in which media and communication prac-
tices exemplify the changing nature of modern production. For Virno, to be
a producer today, to be a virtuoso, involves working on and with common-
places, the finite, fluctuating stock of points around which language as per-
formance coheres and the skeletal forms of intelligence that these embody.
If media then become paradigmatic of the mutations that have occurred in
the labor–capital relationship, this is because they too work on common-
places. In digital media, the rudimentary set of operators utilized in SQL,
the relational database query language, to analyze data might be described as
a series of machinic commonplaces (=, !=, <, >, <=, >=, etc.). A general intel-
lect characterized by a set of “generic logical-linguistic forms” in this way
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becomes central to contemporary production, provided that we accord no
automatic privilege to natural language and provided also that we recognize
that the instantiating of languages within media technology necessarily
marks a zone in which language becomes inseparable from the senselessness
of an object without a subject.

Virno’s approach, like that of Maurizio Lazzarato and Christian
Marazzi, has enormous merits, not the least of which is to pinpoint some of
the rudimentary forms of intelligence (i.e., those relational terms such as
equal to, not equal to, more and less, and so on, we characterize in terms of
commonplaces) that inform machine processes. However, as a way of under-
standing media, this approach is insufficient. The first indicator of why this
is the case results from the fact that in Aristotle’s work, a point not lost on
Hannah Arendt, 470 much of the argument about language is dictated by the
need to rout the sophists, the consummate yet paradoxical masters of the
secret antagonism of communicative form. Indeed, the machination of the
consensus thought to be tacitly presupposed in all communicative action (by
the likes of Habermas), is accomplished by Aristotle precisely by excluding
a range of communicative techniques previously the stock in trade of
sophistry. Whether we think of communicative action as definitely separated
from instrumental activity (as Habermas does) or as inseparable, as Virno
does, is immaterial from the moment we understand that consensual commu-
nication and cooperation has the function of excluding and thus of distort-
ing our understanding of practices that are not necessarily rational in form.
So, starting with sophistry is a way to open up the study of media forms as
a response to the rationalist disavowal of manipulation and mind control that
need to be surpassed by a truly useful, and hence evil, media studies.

STRATAGEM 5:
MAKE THE ACCIDENTAL THE ESSENTIAL

In Ancient Greece, the sophists were consummate exploiters of the faults,
disturbances, and idiosyncrasies of language, its non-sense. Installing them-
selves within the cracks of language, the fissures that open up where one
word could mean many things, two different words could sound exactly
alike, where sense and reference was confused, sophistry sometimes humor-
ously and playfully, sometimes with apparently more sinister demagogical
intent, exploited the “semiurgical” quality of language and the seething caul-
dron of affective charge it contained to make and remake our relations to the
world. For this, history shows, they were vilified, slandered, and excluded
from the community of normal human users of language. Philosophy and
the right (thinking) use of reason was the prime agent in this historical
expulsion. By the genial invention of principles such as that of noncontra-
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diction and entities such as rhetoric to absorb the excesses of language, phi-
losophy not only created strong normative principles for communication
arguably operating on a transcendental basis (recently rehabilitated by
Habermas and Karl-Otto Apel), it also created a perception of language and
of logic in which faults, glitches, and bugs started to be seen simply as acci-
dents, trivial anomalies easily removed by means of the better internal polic-
ing of language. Short of being a two-headed monster or a plant of some
sort, you could not possibly say one thing and mean two. The norms of rea-
son precluded this: Transparency should be the elimination of agonism, not
its secret accumulation. But as the sophists knew and practiced, double-
speak was something that politicians did all the time, more or less knowing-
ly, more or less well. Twenty-five centuries later, with the advent of decon-
struction and other approaches, we discover that in fact double-speak is the
“repressed,” disavowed norm of reason.471

STRATAGEM 6:
RECURSE STRATAGEMS

A study of media that does not shy away from possibilities such as mind
control should be elaborated as a series of stratagems. Why? Because agree-
ment and cooperation, the rational assent of the reader, are outcomes not
presuppositions. A consequential study of mind control should therefore be
recursive and apply to itself. In any case, the stratagematic approach gives us
something to do: The autonomy of code, its independence from human
interference, is not incompatible with the existence of the strategically mar-
shalled multitude of agents who bring it into being. A stratagematic
approach to arguments was proposed in the mid- to late-19th century by the
pessimistic German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer in his short text The
Art of Always Being Right. Schopenhauer’s text is a practical manual in the
tradition of Machiavelli’s The Prince and Baltasar Gracian’s The Art of
Worldly Wisdom. All three of these texts are non-naturalistic, practical
guides to the operations of power and the manipulation, deceit, and other
forms of linguistic enhancement required to exercise it effectively.
Schopenhauer’s text is a distant inheritor of the opportunist charlatanism of
the sophists and exercises a similar effect: suspension of the right–wrong,
true–false, good–evil oppositions as a priori guidelines for winning argu-
ments. Consequently, it focuses on the strategies of persuasion that emerge
out of the fissures of argumentative performance.

But, if such a study borrows Schopenhauer’s stratagematic approach, it
does not share his exclusive focus on the dialectical situation of dialogical
interaction or the exclusive focus on natural language. The vast majority of
communications processes that take place in contemporary media are not of
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this type. Indeed, the vast majority of agents in a digitally networked world
are not even humans and do not operate using natural language. But the
processes of message exchange are still a part of the proper operations of
power, and that is what we are interested in.

STRATAGEM 7:
THE RAPTURE OF CAPTURE

A useful term for trying to understand what is going on in the world of dig-
ital communications is capture. We live in a “world of captures,” a world
wherein power—as Foucault and others before him showed—operates not
primarily by repressing, suppressing, or oppressing (although sometimes it
involves the active celebration of all of these qualities), but by inciting,
seducing, producing, and even creating. Capture operates most commonly,
and indeed most economically, by imposing slight deviations of force, by
scarcely perceptible inflections of agency. Language is both more than and
less than language. The suggestions of the hypnotist redirect unconscious
affect, a word (“education, education, education”) or a slogan (“the axis of
evil”) acts as an attractor. Being captured makes sense for us of the feeling
we have that the social today is a more or less clumsily designed open prison,
that we don’t need to be locked away to feel trapped, that we don’t need to
have committed a crime in order to sense ourselves permanently judged,
submitted, even through the knowledge we understood might make us free,
to an abominable, stultifying stupefying faculty for the routinization of life.
Capture equally provides a way of characterizing what happens in the rela-
tionship between humans and machines, formal and natural languages, affect
and technology. Stratagems are event handlers: They trap agency.

STRATAGEM 8:
SOPHISTICATING MACHINERY

From a somewhat different point of view, media theorist Friedrich Kittler
hypothesized an adventurous analogy between the Lacanian unconscious
and the computer that might help us start to understand how these tech-
niques of capture work across platforms (those based on natural language
and those based on machine language). Applying the Lacanian dictum that
for there to be a world of the symbolic (i.e., culture), something must func-
tion in the real independently of any subjectivity (there would be no way of
symbolizing it otherwise), Kittler argued that the operations of computer
hardware on the basis of the oscillations of silicon crystal chips demon-
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strates that the famous notion of the unconscious as the discourse of the
other is equivalently a discourse of the circuit. In the world of the symbolic
“information circulates as the presence/absence of absence/presence.” In the
real, in the hardware of the computer, this is the flip-flopping of gates
according to simple voltage differences. The exploitation of the potentials of
silicon quartz allows Lacan/Kittler to draw together the discourse of the
unconscious and the operations of the circuit and so better to develop a lit-
eral understanding of technologies of power. Let’s not get too bogged down
in this. The point to be made here is a simple one. The presence/absence of
absence/presence that is at work in the basic operations of computer hard-
ware points toward the systematization of a regime of signs that, according
to structural psychoanalysis, figure desire or affect as an elementarily coded
phenomenon. Lacan for one felt that all the figures of speech codified as
rhetoric provided an excellent means for understanding the operations of the
unconscious. In practical terms, this implies that our machines speak
(through) us, rather than the other way around, a point Kittler/Lacan made
very succinctly: We are today “to a greater extent than [we] could ever imag-
ine, the subjects of all types of gadgets, from the microscope to “radio-tele-
vision.”472 When people find it surprising to be addressed by a machine, we
should note that this is perhaps correct: The machines are usually busy
enough communicating with each other.

These comparisons point us toward a “technicity” of sophistry and its
operations on the quasi-autonomous workings of affect in both natural and
formal language. Regrettably, Kittler’s approach to the “technics” of dis-
course, in its determinedly inflexible parsing of the instruction stack of his-
tory, offers no way out: The unconscious workings of the hardware circuit
are always already overcoded, captured by the binary logic of the digital sig-
nifier, a signifier that gains its effect of power by the way in which Kittler
absolutizes a particular set of scientific discourses and profits from their ten-
dency to drift into the power game of exclusion and dismissal.
Unsurprisingly perhaps, in a repetition of the classic gesture of reduction-
ism, for Kittler software—and with it programming—becomes an illusion, a
simulation concealing the truth that is the desire of, or for, the machine.

If we are automatically subjects of the machines that speak us, there
would be little point in trying to elaborate an analysis of the stratagems
operative within digital communications. In fact, it would be difficult to
understand why such strategies exist. This problem can be avoided by sub-
stituting the aleatory chaos of discursive and material concrescence for the
necessities discovered in technoscience: The latter, paradoxically, are made to
emerge from an ensemble of practices as realities in their own right. This par-
adox has been explored in science studies by the likes of Bruno Latour and
Isabelle Stengers, for whom it is precisely the construction of reality through
contingent networks of actors, human and nonhuman, which endows reali-
ty with its autonomy. As Stengers puts it (speaking of the neutrino), “it
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becomes all the more ‘in itself’ the actor of innumerable events in which we
seek the principles of matter, as it starts to exist ‘for us,’ the ingredient of
practices, of apparatuses and of ever more innumerable possibilities.”473

STRATAGEM 9: WHAT IS GOOD
FOR NATURAL LANGUAGE IS GOOD

FOR FORMAL LANGUAGE

The problem we are dealing with here is not simply an abstract philosophi-
cal issue. It has immediate purchase in fields of knowledge that tie-in direct-
ly to our communicational infrastructure and the many kinds of work that
sustain it. For computer scientist Marvin Minsky, commonsense reasoning,
in comparison with that of formal logic, was unavoidably buggy. Bugs,
which he glossed as “ineffective or destructive thought processes” were
those faults that had to be avoided precisely because they were so unproduc-
tive and “unreliable for practical purposes.”474 Minsky’s work is suggestive
of the extent to which the need to police language, a process inaugurated
more than 25 centuries ago in the long march of critical rationality to world
domination, has migrated into the fields of software development, comput-
ing technology, and cognitive science. Today, however, rather than philoso-
phy, it is formal logic (and for Minsky, artificial intelligence, a certain image
of thought) that somewhat problematically defines the parameters of what
constitutes healthy “productive” reasoning and suppresses or represses the
affective bugs that make no contribution to the economy of rational com-
munication. But Minsky’s application of Plato needs a sophistic plug-in. If
glitches, bugs, faults, and fissures are unavoidable (because even formal sys-
tems are incomplete), then technological norms, the constant injunction to
optimize and the unreasonable exactness of the formal logic necessary to the
programming of software, are themselves generative of aberrant movements,
movements that exploit the idiosyncrasies of language both formal and nat-
ural. Incipit the viral.

STRATAGEM 10:
KNOW YOUR DATA

Not all forms of capture work in quite a blatant fashion (not that such tech-
niques necessarily lose any applicabilty for being equally blatantly dumb)
nor are they quite so apparently anomalous. In terms of the production of
communication, the policing of language that has historically been accom-
plished by specific norms of rationality and the institutions in which they
are staged and advanced, is today accomplished more frequently by specific

Toward an Evil Media Studies 149



technological apparati. This is to say, by algorithms, and, a matter of equal
importance, by the way that these can only operate on the basis of their links
with commonplace data structures. Algorithms without data structures are
useless. This goes as much for relations between software governed by
abstract programming interfaces (typically a library of classes allowing a
programmer to write one piece of software that interacts with another) as it
does between software and those components figured as users. The possibil-
ity of abstracting useful knowledge from the end user of a Web site, for
example, is dependent on the extent to which data is structured. Effective
demagoguery depends on knowing one’s audience. For the sophisticated
machine, the virtuoso performance depends on knowing one’s data.

We might think of the consequent processes of imposing structure on
data as one of recoding. The simple fact of designing a web page using fields
linked by an appropriate form of technology (PHP, Perl, ASP.Net) to a data-
base is an incredibly simple way to accomplish this process. Simply by
entering information in separate fields, the user facilitates the tractability of
that information to data classification mining and other beneficial processes.
Outside of the visible regime of which forms generate, imposing data vali-
dation on user input accomplishes slight, micrological shifts within the
semiotic order of language, the transformation of a quirk, a momentary stut-
terance, into an error, the state of a referent to be verified. In the ergonomic
rationale of the studies of experts in human–computer Interaction, such
blips are generally to be smoothed away and the fissure that opens up, the
distinction between one linguistic regime and another papered over. This can
work in a number of ways. The user completes a form on a Web site. The
developer of the site has written a bit of JavaScript that, sitting on the client
machine, is executed before the data in the form is sent back to the server for
processing. That bit of JavaScript would probably do something quite
innocuous like capitalize initials or the first letters of proper names (tough
luck, bell hooks, ee cummings). A “web service” might be invoked to return
a risk assessment on your post code (you’re being judged). When the data
from the form is returned to the server, a whole range of “business rules”
might be applied to your data. From being the putative “subject” of enunci-
ation who input the information in the first place, the user is now situated in
relation to a number of machine (encoded) statements.

The inattention that frequently assails the individual end user is equally
applicable at a trans-individual level. You could call it forgetfulness, you
could call it habituation, it doesn’t really matter: Specific techniques of cap-
ture benefit from a sort of pseudo-continuity with the techniques and prac-
tices they replace or displace, which makes it easier to miss the yawning gaps
that separate them. The shift from IPv4 to IPv6 illustrates this well:
Increasing the size of IP addresses from 32 to 64 bits creates a qualitative dis-
continuity in the way in which TCP/IP networks can operate. The extra
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address space available makes it possible to discriminate between different
types of traffic at the transport layer of a network and relativize the “end-
to- end” principle hitherto characteristic of the way in which the TCP/IP
protocol operates.475

STRATAGEM 11:
LIBERATE DETERMINISM

A useful and highly generic stratagem has long been known to computer
programmers working with the core tools of software development—
parsers, compilers, and so on. Computer programmers and formal logicians
have long recognized the existence of two kinds of abstract machines—
deterministic finite automatons (DFA) and nondeterministic finite automa-
tons (NFA). These logical machines are transition diagrams—abstract
expressions for all the different possible moves that can be made from a
given initial state to some set of terminal states. These machines function as
recognizers in the sense that they define the range of acceptable inputs or
valid expressions for any given system or language by testing whether those
inputs give rise to an acceptable final state.476

More specifically, a DFA is a logical, or abstract, machine that, with a
given set of instructions and a particular input, will always react in the same
way by going through a fixed set of states. An NFA by contrast, is one that,
faced with the same input, may respond differently, may go through more
than one next state. The problem faced is how to convert NFAs into DFAs.
How, that is, to have an NFA stop repressing its inner DFA. An elementary
exercise in computing science, this can be done by including a range of non-
determined points of choice within the states of a determined algorithm.

Users emerge as individuated clusters of specimen characteristics with-
in a complex network of social relations and computational supplements
offering them tools and augmentation networks. Through systems such as
blogs, social display sites, or groupware they are able to make their thoughts
readily available, sharable, and codified as favorites, groups, users, networks
and extended networks, blurbs, metatags, forms, fields, resource description
framework entries, lists, search algorithms, ranking systems, user names,
and systems for managing images, background tracks, media files, feeds,
aggregators, links, friends, clip art libraries, and other entities. Aggregating
more choice layers into deterministic paths makes such complexity manage-
able and friendly. Civilization advances by extending the number of impor-
tant operations that we can perform without thinking about them.

The most significant fraction of blogs, wikis, or guestbooks that are
opened in what is described as a newly participatory web, cease new entries
after a short period. Of these, a majority leave the facility of commenting
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open. It is a simple matter to write a program that automatically adds com-
ments, including URL links, to these sites. These comments help in two
ways. First, they generate linkage to a site that is registered by search engines,
allowing it to move up in a ranking system. Second, they allow users the
chance to find new and valuable services as they freely roam, participating in
the infosphere with alacrity.

Social networking services assist such processes because they allow
users to describe and determine themselves by factors such as demographic
categories that they can share with other users. On such sites, temporary
accounts generated to match specific demographic indicators or combina-
tions of them can be used to send repressed information to those that may
find it interesting.

Repetition of such messages makes them untimely, allowing the user the
possibility of stepping outside of the frames allotted to them. Thousands of
pointers to a casino, pharmacy, or adult entertainment site appended to a
blog that was never more than a temporary whim are ways too of keeping
the Internet alive. This is not only because links are inherently meaningful.
As Warhol knew, repetition, taking something forward in time is the
strongest means of changing it, and in doing so affirming the capacity for
change in users. That labor-saving commentary on such sites also points
people toward their means of change is part of their pleasure.

It would not be amiss then to suggest that the various tools of textual
analysis, word frequency, co-occurrence, predictive input that have become
so much a part of the vocabulary of today’s “switched on” culture might
usefully couple with the ease of automatic generation of personality within
social networks to enable bots to carry out most of the work. DFA could
also mean designed fraternity algorithm.

STRATAGEM 12:
INATTENTION ECONOMY

The end user has only finite resources for attention. The end user will slip
up sooner or later. Maybe he or she has repetitive strain injury (RSI) or his
or her keyboard has been badly designed. A keen interest in the many points
at which fatigue, overwork, stress make the user inattentive is invaluable. In
an attention economy, where the premium is placed on capturing the eye,
the ear, the imagination, the time of individuals, it is in the lapses of vigilant,
conscious, rationality that the real gains are to be made. The sheer prolifer-
ation of Web sites coupled with the propensity for discipline to generate its
own indiscipline generates the possibility of capitalizing on inattentiveness.

As the Internet started its first phase of massification in the 1990s,
domain squatters took the strategy of buying thousands of domain names,
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especially those likely to be wanted by well-known companies. These were
then sold at a steep mark-up, or later, as the trade became partially regulat-
ed, legally force-purchased. Visiting the URL would result simply in an
“under construction” notice. No use was made of the actual visit. The finan-
cial gain was in the warehousing of tracts of lexical space. Buy domain names
and hold onto them until someone wants to pay more, possibly much more,
than what you paid for it. Contemporarily, domain squatting does not sim-
ply mean occupying a space defined solely by registered ownership of a
sequence of alphanumeric characters, it also means putting these sites to
work.

In his project DNvorscher the artist Peter Luining has made a useful ini-
tial map of the use of domain names. Amassing World Wide Web domain
names has over time become a more technically, economically, and cultural-
ly sophisticated operation in which fake search engines, spyware, search
engine spamming and manipulation are deployed both at their crudest and
most refined levels. Visitors to a site maintained by a domain name investor
might arrive there because they typed in a “typo” name of a popular site,
misspelling it by a letter or two. Equally, the name of a popular site, but with
the final top level domain part of the name, (.org, .com, co.uk, .info, .int)
changed for another. In the lexicon of the World Wide Web, such typos are
the homonyms and synonyms, the words that allow a user to pass over into
another dimension of reference. The mistyping of site names, phrases that
would otherwise be consigned to oblivion, are rescued for special function-
ality. All errors remain valuable and deictics recuperates the propensity to
paraglossia inherent in the twitching of hands and crude sensors that is
called typing.

An alternate stratagem is to exploit the transience of Web sites: The
name of a site whose original registration has lapsed and subsequently been
bought up by a domain name trader might now be assigned to a site that
aggregates requests for thousands of such names. Such a site simply prints
the name of the requested URL as its title or headline accompanied by a
generic image or slogan. Underneath, the happy user will usually find links
to thousands of sites divided by category. The best that the Internet has to
offer is there, casinos, pornography, online retailing, and search engines. As
well as directories, other genres of sites are used such as dating services.
These sites use IP address data to determine user location in order to funnel
“local” information, such as photos and memberdata for eager dates in the
user’s home town. Handily, from anywhere in the world, only the given
location changes and a user is able to receive the same pictures of the same
wet and ready partners at any point in the grid. When clicked, such sites link
to providers of other services, largely providers of visual and video materi-
al. What the sites linked to all have in common is that they all pay the own-
ers of these generic link aggregator sites a fixed amount for any click-
through that is generated.
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STRATAGEM 13:
BRAINS BEYOND LANGUAGE

Stratagem 12 illustrated the rather obvious point about proliferating net-
work culture: the massive predominance of capital in the repurposing of dig-
ital technologies. In a sophisticated world, this self-evidence can itself
occlude the real stakes of network practices. Although Lyotard the Cynic
suggested that, “all phrase universes and their linkages are or can be subor-
dinated to the sole finality of capital,”477 a far more realistic approach is
offered in the most developed theory of contemporary advertising. Affect is
one parameter of the matrix by which it can be known, domination, running
the gamut from awe to shock, another.

Recent interest in media theory in the domain of affect has worked well
to reduce an ability to engage with technicity, its relation to language, and
their mutual interlacing with politics.478 In order to reinstate the materiality
of the body it has proceeded to make such workings invisible and even to
directly efface them in favor of the unmanageable shock of dissonance or
novelty parsed directly into the nervous system. Such work senses the
speech of violence, not as speech operating by multiple registers and com-
positional dynamics of phrasing but as a discomfiting assault or a feeling or
sparkliness in a refreshed cerebellum. Whether it runs away in horror or
gushes sublime, what is important is the willing constraint of the registers it
opens up to, it homogenises. Such work, quite welcomely, were it to achieve
any kind of hegemony, leaves an evil media theory far less to do.

Although with general broadcast or print advertising it is never clear if
there is a direct effect, a crucial innovation of online advertising was its abil-
ity to apply sharpened metrics to users. Under such a regime, advertisers
only paid for actual clicks linking from the acquiring site to their own, for
the completion of forms or other inherently quantifiable sequences of
actions. Increasingly advertisers are also being billed for less tangible but still
numerically knowable results such as ambient exposure of users to advertis-
ers’ symbology, data, and content. As with display advertising in traditional
media, simply having users know you are there is a valuable occupation of
territory and one that must be maintained. But the emphasis on affect raises
the stakes. If we are to require relentless investment in the form of love and
respect, the brain must also be used, cogitational hooks sink deepest into its
abundantly soft tissue.

Affect promises a “secret” route into the user at a low level. It is how-
ever, not yet fully diagrammed and worked out as a probabilistically deter-
mined aspect of a media spend. What is required is a means for coupling the
new primacy of affect with the rigour of analysis and the diagrammatic
reproducability of technology. Capital as such, in Lyotard’s sense, simply

154 Fuller & Goffey



becomes a stopping point, merely a temporary device of mediation before
the opportunity presented by a more substantial means of integration.

STRATAGEM 14: KEEP YOUR STRATAGEM SECRET
AS LONG AS POSSIBLE

Viral marketing is symptomatic of a shift in this regard. Part of the appeal of
viral marketing in the perpetually downsizing, perpetually rationalizing cor-
porate world is that it shifts the burden of marketing labor onto the con-
sumer. As one industry white paper has it, the low-intensity, informal net-
works of relationships between people, incarnated for example in an e-mail
address book, do all the work of promoting an application, ideally without
anybody realizing that there is a corporate strategy at work, or at the very
least not caring. The user is simply a node for the passing on of a segment of
experience. However, much as viral marketing points toward the efficacy of
the circulation of anonymous affect, the possibilities that this practice opens
up are compromised by the end game of appropriation. In this respect, viral
marketing is an imperfect crime, because the identity of the criminal needs
to be circulated along with the act itself. By pushing marketing into the
realm of experiential communication, by attempting thereby to become part
of the flow of material affect, virals move ever further away from strictly
coded messages into the uncertain realm of pervasive communication. Yet to
overcome the reasoned resistance of subjects to their inscription within a
designer socius, crude attempts must be made to keep the marketing strata-
gem imperceptible, a requirement that runs strictly counter to the very prin-
ciple of branding as such. At the limit however, viral marketing simply isn’t
viral enough: It draws back just at the point where what it could do would
become a pure set of means without ends.479

STRATAGEM 15: TAKE CARE OF THE SYMBOLS,
THE SENSE WILL FOLLOW

Attempts to model natural languages using computers have not, it is true to
say, been entirely successful. Experts have generally considered that it is the
incurably semantic quality of natural language that poses the principle
obstacle to developing convincing models of language—that and the way
that meaning is generally highly context-specific. In the world of digital
media, it is argued, the development of the semantic web, some versions of
which, it is imagined, will allow for infinite chains of association and for
relay from one subjectival perspective to another, would ostensibly go some
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way to resolving the apparent stupidity of a form of communication that
works on a “purely” syntactic basis. Yet it is not clear that a closer approx-
imation to the way that humans think and act will make digital communica-
tions processes any more intelligent—this is the anthropocentric conceit of
a good deal of artificial intelligence research. It is not in their resemblance to
humans that computers are intelligent. In a world in which the human is an
adjunct to the machine, it would be preferable either for humans to learn to
imitate machines, or for machines to bypass humans altogether. Bots, spi-
ders, and other relatively simple Web-based programs are exemplary in this
regard. Harvesting data from Web sites is a matter of using and then strip-
ping off the markup language by which web pages are rendered in order to
retrieve the data of interest and returning this to a database, ready for min-
ing. At this point, semantics is largely irrelevant.

STRATAGEM 16:
THE CREATIVITY OF MATTER

It is not insignificant that the persistent intractability of user interfaces to the
user’s presumed autonomous powers of thought so frequently ends in acts
of material violence. Studies of anger management frequently report the ten-
dency of computer users to attack their machines at moments of system
unavailability. For Jean-Francois Lyotard, the slippage between one phrase
regime and another, such as that which often—but doesn’t always—occur
when the user produces statements parsed as input, can result in a differend.
Differends arise, Lyotard argued, because there is no common regime into
which all phrases are translatable without remainder. In other words, they
testify to the fissures in language, its cracks, faults and disturbances. It is, he
said, “the unstable state and instant of language wherein something which
must be able to be put into phrases cannot yet be.”480 Information, in the
computing science sense of the term, on Lyotard’s account would belong to
a cognitive regime—it is always a matter of verifying the state of the refer-
ent. The treatment of enunciations as input not only implies a delicate shift
in the processing of language, it also, as the breakdown of the semiotic flow
from human to machine shows, produces affect. Although not necessarily
perceived, a differend can become manifest in the feeling that something
must be put into words but cannot be.

Of course, it is a mistake to think that material violence is only the end
result of the persistent translation of everything into data or an outcome of
blockages in the process of circulation of signs. The breaking down of the
machine and the sleek, personalized engendering of the simulation of total
control in the intermittent irruption of explosive affect is symptomatic of
the insistence of brute force as an elementary quality of the materiality of
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media as such. Technoscientific positivism produces an enforced materiali-
sation of cognitive processes that seeks to localize “thinking” in the “stuff”
of the brain. But it also translates into an extensive experimentation with the
physical aspects of media technologies as such. In this respect, material vio-
lence not only manifests itself in the fissures within language through which
affect bubbles up. Material violence can itself be actively employed for its
productive value within media forms, demonstrating something of a contin-
uum in evil media from the semiotic to the physical.

For the actual study of psychology, at least within the constraints of
working time scales, the stuff of consciousness remains “insoluble.” For
operational purposes, however, the question of stuff remains of limited
interest. There are certain obvious long-term advantages in being able to
trace the activity of the brain with increasing fineness and in the developing
ability of being able to match such mapping with coupled stimuli. Equally,
developing understanding of metabolic, developmental, neural and ecologi-
cal traits and inter-relations provide promising new grounds for new meth-
ods. However, pragmatism also requires that we move on with achievements
in the field. Media studies has historically involved a strand with a strong
emphasis on the understanding of the materiality of media.481 Unlike the
current standing of the knowledge of the brain, this is something that can
already be technically known and incorporated into the body of our work.
Where such work becomes most promising of new applications is in the
finding of new capacities in media systems that are blocked by their normal-
ized use within economies of consumption and the circulation of signs.
Nonrepresentational use of media systems designed to effect a direct and
nonmediated engagement with the target user are often to be found where
the constraints and mediocratizing effects of the market are least hegemon-
ic. One of the areas benefiting most strongly from such freedom is defense.

Although the area of the military most closely concerned with the
effects of media, units engaged in Psy-Ops operations on home and enemy-
embedded populations have often been laughably crude, other areas of mil-
itary developments of media systems may provide some promise. Psy-Ops
by Western forces is renowned for often acting with reverse intentionality.
It is assumed that the more dumbness and crudity exhibited in attempts to
cajole, bully, inform and seduce enemy-embedded populations the more
effective it is. Leaflets dropped by plane, or information formatted and
delivered by television stations aimed primarily at home audiences and sec-
ondarily at “leakage” viewers work not from any finesse but simply because
of the horror inspired at the thought of the dim-wittedness and crudity of
those who strategized and implemented such media. The sought-after effect
is to inspire in target users the imagination of what physical actions might be
undertaken by such senders.

If we can imagine the continuum stretching from the purely semiotic to
the purely material use of media systems, Psy-Ops stands largely at the for-
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mer end. Violence done to the capacity of the imagination inspires an under-
standing of the real physical violence that can be drawn to the target user by
noncompliance. The greater the semiotic debasement exhibited in Psy-Ops,
the less, by means of their own cogitational work, the need for physical
intervention.

A nonrepresentational theory of media would allow us to understand
the effectiveness of systems such as sonic weapons, microwave weapons, and
the physical end of the techniques of infowar. What is particularly interest-
ing is the military capacity to develop new capacities for becoming in media
systems. As an example, the standard understanding of a “loudspeaker” pro-
ducing sonic waves has historically been constrained by the semiotic end of
the continuum. Given the liberation of forces from such constraints allowed
for by the military we find here that new avenues for sound are opened up
in their direct interaction with human and nonhuman bodies. Flat-panel
speakers are a relatively recent technology in which dynamic surfaces are
agitated to produce audio waveforms. This technology is currently being
developed by weapons companies as a cladding surface for submarine ves-
sels. If the waveform pumped out by the speakers can be generated at suffi-
cient scale it can act both as a sound dampening technology and also as a
means of repelling attacks by torpedo. As with contemporary musical aid
ventures, sound acts directly to save lives. But more importantly, recogniz-
ing the material effectiveness of media, without constraint to merely semi-
otic registers or the interminable compulsion to communicate allows media
themselves to become fully expressive.

FURTHER EXERCISES

There is perhaps as little chance of providing a definitive catalogue of evil
media strategies as there is of coming to a well-regulated distinction between
good and evil. Cunning intelligence has, since Ancient Greece, slipped into
the interstices of publicly sanctioned knowledge, requiring an equivalently
wily intelligence to decipher. For Nietzsche, the breakdown of any self-evi-
dently discernible distinction between good and evil was precisely the
province occupied by sophistry: another good reason to take inspiration
from these maligned outsiders of Western intellectual history. The indis-
cernibility and secret antagonism of good and evil is not a cause for lamen-
tation or reproach: indeed requiring as it does that we rethink our approach
to media outside of the (largely tacit) morality of representation,482 it allows
us to explore digital or networked media forms without the categorical dis-
tinction between theory and practice.483

Of course it is not just the theory–practice distinction that finds itself
challenged within digital media. Distinctions between material and mental,
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between work and leisure, between the accidental and the necessary are
equally challenged. If there is anything approaching a theoretical claim to be
advanced here, it perhaps concerns what recent theories of work have called
the new revolutions of capitalism: The novel types of political subjectivity
that emerge from such analyzes need to consider the wisdom of passing over
into these paradoxical strategies of the object.
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