CHAPTER SIX

WE ARE ALL DYING

Is it possible that in their voluntary communication and expression, in
their blogging and social media practices, people are contributingto
instead of contesting repressive forces?

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Declamtioﬁ

Silicon Valley calculates with, and not against, the Apocalypse.
Its ever-implicit slogan is: ‘Bring it on’

Geert Lovink, Social Media Abyss
Humanity rocks!

Elon Musk to Sam Harris, Twitter.com
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¢Y'm going to kill all Muslims,’ he shouted, as almost a dozen

I worshippers and pedestrians lay injured and, in one case, dead.
Almost as quickly, he retreated to a more grimly realistic declaration:
Tdid my bit. ,

Darren Osborne killed one Muslim, fifty-oneyearold Makram
Ali. But he wanted to kill them all. He was psychologically fuelled
for genocide.

He had rented a van and driven it to Finsbury Park Mosque, in a
working<class north London community. He arrived at quarter past
midnight, on 19 June 2017, driving up Seven Sisters Road without much
of a plan other than to kill. The night before, he had bragged in a pub
that he was 5 ‘soldier’, and that he was going to ‘kill Muslims’. It is
unclear what he would have done, had he not happened on a group of

Uslims who had just performed night-time prayers and were attending
©a man who had collapsed at a bus stop.

Like other lone wolf attacks that had taken place over the previous

WO years, this one was chaotic,

low-tech, disorganized. He simply drove
Up the roaq

’ plOUEhing the van into the crowd. When the van struck, he

At 16 mph. In the moment of his supposed triumph, he was
eard saying' ‘klll me,'

Finsbu,y Park Mos
Indeeq

Called

Was driving

que is a hate symbol for the British far .right.
on the day after the attack, British fascist Tommy Robm.son
@ 'revenge attack’, blaming the mosque for producing terrorists.
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In fact, the mosqu«? hadn’t seen a jihadist cadre for almost f;
when the leadership of the Islamist preacher Aby Harn ifteer, ears
Even if Osborne was the ‘avenger’ that he desperately qu Was ousteq
no one at the mosque, or huddled at a bus stop outside i:mted to be,
given him anything to avenge. Nonetheless, Robinson’s Cl’:OUId have
Osborne’s own incoherent selfjustification, that the attack Wl;n
for an earlier massacre by jihadist militants on London Bridge )
It had taken only weeks for an unemployed man living in'W l
become an ideologically obsessed murderer. According to his re‘; ef to
and estranged partner, Osborne had never before exhibited Ay raitilves
He had been troubled, alcoholic, violent, abusive, depressed -s:.
had even attempted suicide, and made a failed attempt to get himse;’
committed. In fact, according to a neighbour, he had always been 4
‘complete cunt’, but never a racist. He was barely politically aware. He
wouldn’t even know who the Prime Minister was, according to his sister,
But then Osborne started consuming content made by fascist group
Britain First, and farright activist Tommy Robinson, chugging it like
antidepressants. From alcoholism and drug dependency, he went straight
to the ‘red pill’.* Only then was all of this misery politically weaponized.
Osborne had, a few weeks before the attack, seen a BBC docudrama
about a childgrooming scandal in the northern English town of
Rochdale. Like most such scandals, it involved middle-aged men, some
hitherto respected, taking advantage of underage girls. The girls were
often particularly vulnerable because of their class, or because they were
in care or in foster homes. In this case, the men were Muslim and tl“e
girls were white. And for Osborne, their being Muslim must explalﬁ
their evil. Indeed, it was as if he had concluded that [slam eXPlai“ed a
evil: a universal theodicy. Britain
Nor was Osborne arriving at this conclusion in isolation. In DI

in 2018, Islam had long been a punchin

€Ch0ed

g bag for politician

jcal
for the process of ideololg:w
ly entails making PP

e real promise ©

ng activists

4 The ‘red pill’ is a metaphor used by rightwi
it ostensib

conversion. Taken from the movie The Matrix, Y
aware of harsh, painful realities. As in the movie, however, t peginning
m a depressing life and the

the red pill is that it is both an escape fro
an adventure.
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press, the all.purpose bogey-scapegoat comparable only to those other
ami,nationals, immigrants. The psychoanalyst Octave Mannoni once
remarked on the surprising numbers of Europeans who, having never
been to the colonies or seen a colonial subject, dreamed of them. The
same could be said of many Britons who had encountered Islam only as
a manifestation of their own unconscious. The propaganda of Twitter
Nazis and YouTube fascists tuned into this dreamwork and turned the
volume up by several orders of magnitude. Tellingly, on the day after
the murder outside Finsbury Park Mosque, Tommy Robinson took
advantage of an ITV platform to say that the Quran was an incitement
to violence. For Robinson, having never demonstrated any expertise on
the Quran, this too was dreamwork.

Itis not difficult to imagine the compensatory, antidepressant effects
of consuming such racist propaganda. It puts a name to an otherwise
nameless misery and rage. It identifies a specific evil, points to a remedy
and a community to which one might belong. It tells its audience -
often white men younger than Osborne - that their seething sense
of resentment is rational and justified. And it is exciting, and briefly
¢mpowering. The eagerness with which the ‘red pill’ is swallowed, and-
cult figures made of manipulative fascists like Tommy Robinson, is not
in that sense hard to explain. Redpilling is, for many of its users, potent
seltmedication, better than any combination of cognitive behavioural
therapy and prescription drugs.

To that extent, fascist propaganda works well on the Twittering
Machine, which, among the many things it is, is a pharmacological

evice. Its economic model presupposes a surplus of misery which,

::s[:iizljti:zkiln-li'k'e, it spin's in-to gold. As e.ndless correct butdzaolif;:;

al critiques maintain, the social industry does not :

tm&?- Of course it doesn’t; it deals in addictive substances, which it
Ministers to the melancholic.

IL

at
Wﬂt are the politics of the simulacrum? In cvbCTSPaC:C'l ':‘e i::at
consensual hallucination’ as William Gibson called 1t
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we experience as social and political reality is j
representation of digital writing. Whoever maste
idioms of this system of writing has a share
virtual reality.
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Fascists have proven to be avid early adopters of new te
They were among the first to use email in order to o
being disrupted by the authorities. A 1993 march by Ge
in commemoration of Rudolf Hess eluded an officia
email communication. Throughout th
denying groups used bulletin board
ecology of ‘alt’ areas within Usenet.

This colonization of new technolo

chnologe,
ganize Without
'Man neo-Nayi

| ban by Using
e early 1990s, far-right, Holocaysg;,

systems and, later, the emerging

gies was not just an imperative
for such groups, weakly rooted, their supporters scattered, unlikely to

gain sympathetic coverage without subterfuge as to their politics, It was
a farsighted attempt to build a space for white-supremacist and Nazi
ideologies within the new mediascape almost before anyone noticed.
For example, Stormfront, a hub of farright activity, was launched by
neo-Nazi and former grand wizard of the Alabama Ku Klux Klan, Don
Black. He learned his computing skills while in prison for attempting a
coup in the Dominican Republic. What began in the early 1990s as a
small bulletin board was relaunched as a website in 1996, then evolved
into a web forum with roughly 300,000 users. Its ratings on Alexa, the
website ranking service, were comparable to commercial media outlets.
This is despite the fact that the forum is outmoded in its features and
appearance, having changed little since 2001. %
In the subsequent settling of the platforms, the far right has arguably
been most successful with YouTube. Altright broadcasters have been
‘monetizing’ like microcelebrities, and ‘influencing’ like beauty bloggers-
Fascists like Richard B. Spencer, Stefan Molyneux and Tommy RObif‘son
are celebrities of the ‘intellectual dark web’, helped along by outriders
such as the libertarian Joe Rogan and conservative Dave Rubin - and
often enough, broadcast media. . lebrity and
And they don’t merely leverage the techniques of microcele ness
‘influencing’. They benefit from specific features of the YouTu‘be bus "
model. Journalist Paul Lewis and academic Zeynep Tufekci have
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cone down the rabbit hole of YouTube’s ‘up next’ recommendations
algorithm. The algorithm is there to keep users glued to the screen with
“;ntent likely to be addictive. As with the other social industry platforms,
the priority is time on device or, in the case of YouTube, ‘watch time’.
Each found that no matter the viewing history of the dummy accounts
they used, the algorithms kept pointing them progressively towards more
‘extreme’ content: from Trump to neo-Nazis, from Hillary Clinton to
9/11 Truth.

But what is so addictive about ‘extreme’ content? Part of the answer is
that much of what is characterized as extreme in this context is conspiracy
infotainment: for example, in the run-up to the 2016 presidential
election, the algorithms were promoting anti-Clinton conspiracy stories.
When so many distrust the news, and find it frustrating and confusing,
infotainment seems to be less ‘hard work’. It offers what can feel like
critical thinking in a recognizably digestible and pleasurable way. In the
face of official agnotology - the practice of deliberately producing mass
ignorance on major issues - it can feel empowering. But it may also
be that the algorithms pick up on dark yearnings simmering below the
supposedly consensual surface of politics. :

So not only do far-right YouTubers network, collaborate and signal-
boost one another’s brands, driving their collective content up the
viewing charts. Not only are they careful enough to avoid trigger words
likely to be caught by an anti-hate speech algorithm. They can expect
the platform to promote them precisely because of how riveting their
contentis supposed, by the algorithms, to be. Zeynep Tufekci argues that
YouTube may be one of the most powerful radicalizing instruments of
the‘ZIst century’, )
Wan:dthe old days’, wrote Irish academic John Naughtt::: d‘i V_l‘_’\‘}
i, o 2E¢ & coup, the first thing 0 40 WA 1 SR v
oup C;f OwadaYs all you have to do is to weapon”;nd one which,
. Ye,t Course, is a very twentieth-century technology. ed fr right.

» would be beyond the wherewithal of the networke

impact of
Of\etheless’ it would be foolish to discount the aggregate uup.a he
Propaganda, | meone, otherwise ¢

‘ : . . . on 8O
ind ike advertising, it has to work when they

ustry would die, YouTube’s liberal critics have a point
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underline the reality-bending effects of this kind
former Google engineer Guillaume Ch
reality, but it is distorted to make you s
From Twitter revolutions
determinism is attractive because

if we succumb to the lure, we miss the real story. The ob
is, why should neo-Nazi material, or conspiracist infotainment, be o
riveting? When pundits complain of ‘radicalization’, the assumption
appears to be that it is sufficient to be exposed to farright materig] to
be conveyed along an escalator belt towards ‘extremism’. Yet, of course,
most of the pundits who have viewed this material don’t claim to have
been ‘radicalized’ by it. And YouTube isn’t deliberately promoting an
agenda. Rather, the platforms, by their nature, are magnetically drawn
to drama, whether political or personal. The user becomes, in China
Miéville’s term, a ‘dramaphage’.

of Simulacryp,

aslot put it, YouTube ‘looks'l'k
pend more time online’, h
to YouTube coups,

technolog;
of the way it simplifies o

Problems, By,

Vious question

The content agnosticism of computational capitalism has political
valences, but the algorithm’s effects go well beyond political content.
The artist James Bridle has written of the surprisingly outré and noir
YouTube content for kids, which involves erotic or violent content: Peppa
Pig eating her daddy or drinking bleach, for example. This material was
created to meet a demand identified by the algorithms - in other words,
it reflected data coming from users: searches, likes, clicks and Wat‘Ch
time. In this respect, it was not unlike the algorithm-driven merchandise
of previous years: tshirts with such slogans as ‘Keep Calm and Rape 2
Lot’, ‘Kiss Me I'm Abusive’ and ‘I Heart Boiling Girls'. And ?latfmomf
behaviour obeys what the ethnographer Jeffrey Juris calls a loil; :
aggregation’. It herds users together in temporary gro“pi‘?gs b:: -
this data. It establishes correlations over whole data populations it
certain types of content and certain behaviours: stimulus and l‘:;‘l’:g in
It works only because of the response. There has to be som: onding
some viewers waiting to be switched on. The algorithms, by ¢ ::ot even
to actual behaviour, are picking up on user desires, which may
be known to the user. They are digitalizing the unconscious.

The platforms thus listen intently to our desires, a8 !
them, and give them a numerical value. In the mathematic?

we con

[anguaé®
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e wants can be manipulated, engineered and
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¢ to individual dilemmas, but to the bigger crises and

colution. And new technologies have only been as

connect® ve been by positioning themselves as magical

successfu ‘
S
solutions: Not ju

Jysfunctions of lat

turn to
Jlism for ‘unfiltered” news. If you're underemployed, bid

e capitalism. If mass media is a one-way information

v the feed, the blog, the podcast. If the news fails, turn
monopo Yy

o citizen journ

for jobs on TaskRabbit. If you've got little money but own a car, use it to

nake some spare money on the side. If you're undervalued in life, bid
for a share in microcelebrity. If politicians let you down, hold them to
sccount on Twitter. If you suffer from a nameless hunger, keep scrolling.
The business model of the platforms presupposes not just the average

share of individual misery but a society reliably in crisis.
II1.

W’hy does the far right thrive on YouTube? Why, by the same token,
does Donald Trump win Twitter? Why is it that none of his clever
online interlocutors, though often more knowledgeable than he is, ever
laya glove on him? What about the Twittering Machine is so congenial to
Trump’s performance art? Isn’t trumping the enemy half the pleasure of
being on the machine? We should begin to take seriously the possibility
that something about the social industry is either incipiently fascistic, or
Particularly conducive to incipient fascism.
ma:::;‘n;t:f)rked irfdi\{idualism’ of the internet is both social and a
waoting to fbelrflrds social n.1tera.ctions to protocol. Information, far from
vants iegar e, as Call‘fom.lan folk wisdom has it, desires control.. It
on the o y aEd lnfallll?le instruction: the smack of firm leaders’hxp.
vay that i :bt:CCO are designed reflects social and cultu'ral values', m. a
¢ Alice Maufe'to users. And these values have a distinctly antisocial
showy, s e rwick, an academic and former Microsoft researcher, has
platt, culture of the Northern California tech scene where the
TS are based g deeply committed to competition, hierarchy and
. Patus, The most admired, cultlike fi ong the largely affluent
Men whe ‘mxre y Cult-like figures among gety
Predominate in the scene, are successful businessmen.
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In the 1990s, when the net was bein
Valley was essentially that of the R
Gingrich. Gingrich lobbied hard for an i
lines. The aim was that it would result in
tech geeks and bold venture-capitalist pio
lapped it up. So did the Clinton White gelist for
the globalization of the net. In practice, predictably, it resulted in gy
internet dominated by tech giants and Wal] Street. When Marwick
says that social media tools ‘materialize’ neo-liberal ideology, therefore,
she’s describing the way in which the tech teaches users to think of
themselves as the kinds of ‘entrepreneurs’ that tech geeks and Silicon
Valley businessmen idealize. The Twittering Machine, organized as
a competitive like-hunt, status-hungry and celebrity-obsessed, ideally
suited to marketing and commerce, is the technical version of 5 social
machine that preceded it: a stock market of status. This is one of the
things that cultural critic Jonathan Beller is getting at when he calls
the machinery of computational capital ‘formations of violence’, It is
the abstract technical expression of unequal relationships produced by
complex histories of political violence: racism and riots, class struggles
and countercultures, mobsters and McCarthyism. This violence was
coded into the machine; presupposed by it.

The machinery produces, industrially, a social life bent around the
imperatives of states and markets. As a technology, it is almost custom-
designed for a post-democratic age, for the rule of technocracy a“d’
cruelty. To that extent, it builds on existing patterns. The ‘if. . . t}fe"
logic of algorithms is not in itself a new machinery. It is used all the time
in policymaking, often without the aid of computing: if the passenf:'
has been to x country, then a further search will be carried out; if the
applicant has savings, then unemployment benefits will be docked. }‘3’;:;
forms of algorithmic control are too complex, thus far, to be han .
entirely by machine: border controls and immigration law, for cxamfbv.
However, what big data enables is an extension and depth of con"l(i)ents
protocol that has never before been seen. It enables the corporate :omi'e
of the platforms to algorithmically size up their targets and °ui° scale
each user’s experience. [t permits governments who use the data

g built, the Purview
epublican right-win
nternet run along ¢

innovation driven

of Silicon
ger) NCWt
free Markey

by startup,
neers, and the techno-idealim

House, an early evan
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tic action down to the most minute level of analysi ot
. bureaucra
their bu alysis, thu

_ their efficiency in everything from traffic control to aerial
impfOVlng
ent.
bOmbar:]jmmocracy was well advanced in most of Europe and North
Post<de

erica well before the digital platforms appeared. As the political
iri:ntist Colin Crouch defines it, a post-democratic society is one
that retains the institutions of mass democracy, but where these have
negligible effects on policymaking. It reduces elections to a spectacle of
stagemanaged debates and poll-driven simulations of ‘voter demand’.
Whereas mass democracy means that popular desires and interests
have to be taken seriously, postdemocracies are in the business of
population management. Like cybernetic systems, post-democracies
are far less interested in consent than in moderating the behaviour of
elements within the system. Like the algorithmic protocols of the digital
platforms, they hit below the intellect, working underneath the surface
of persuasion, building realities into our everyday experience. It doesn’t

fegotiate with our wants, it shapes what we are capable of wanting. And,
as the Italiap anarchist Errico Malatesta once p

18 quite different from what used to be called hegemony.
. a strategy of obtaining leadership of a broad civil society
Boupe ';ym:ﬁiﬂ':h pc.>lit.ical goals. It means building alliances with other
coetcing themni eir mterest.:s and desires seriously, rather than just

L. Means offering mera] leadership rather than simply
N explai:‘d;“:i\'e& At their most gy

. 5 In terms of an ‘historic mission’ for the
*0ciety, In the Cold

e the struggle against communism was
Wing ¢ e '8sion. While i surve

oy illed and repressed communists, left-
POpuly, consemnm and radical civilrighgs activists, it also won broad

Vhat g
T“"ttcring Platform have done s far more subterranean. The

orks o ¢ PrOposes nothing, declares nothing good or bad,

. .
%gemomc ¢ '“f‘astmcmtes of everyday life. It might be called a
Practice,
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This is clearly an emerging form of techno-

. o politicy] -
is not the participatory online democracy, Ot agor ilme.
o a
vaunted. But nor is it yet clear what that regime , that

Wl“ look ] ;
twenty years’ time. tke in tp or

As John Naughton has written, comparin
printing press, faced with world-changing tech
to overstate the short-term consequences and

term consequences. How could, for example, the early book readers
have known that the technologies they wielded would inspire the
Reformation, let alone forming an indispensable basis for the modern

industrial nation-state! The spontaneous assumption might instead have
been that the Catholic Church would be empowered. The first mass
market created by print was in standardized indulgences.

The values that have shaped the creation of the Twittering Machine
don’t necessarily determine its destiny. Skinner’s fantasy of a utopia
without conflict or human authority broke down. The early hoge‘of
cybernetics, to design a system of control by means of ofgm
communication, turned into its opposite. It helped create, as Justin
Joque put it, ‘a globally networked system so complex that no kn""“
model could ever describe it, let alone regulate it’. And by the same logi

) 1 ith the Obama
the neo-iberal values that aligned Silicon Valley bosses wi cal effects
White House are not necessarily the same as the real ideologll s
of the machine, We might say that if the machine has its CO“S‘;;"OM
it also has an unconscious. We feign omniscience at out ::;\g it all 0
the pleasures of the ‘backlash’ style is to be a Ca’ssandl‘a» i b on
clearly, yet so impotently. ‘I told you so’ is a dubious conissapprehe .
is more, hasty denunciations risk leaving us with the :: g
of knowing what we've got ourselves into, while inject :on-
nastiness, condescension and paranoia into the conversa n platitud“’
been a bonfire of digital vanities, bromides stacked :op;:ntionaries'
‘digital democracy’, ‘the networked citizen’, ‘Twitt;f :jd be scept
going up in smoke. We, who stand in its glare, 8 :)cainw'
provisional analyses being offered with too much ce

g the internet With the
nologies we always teng
underestimate the long

It
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d nonetheless take seriously the fascist potential of the
We should n its potential to intensify and accelerate proto-fascist
social in‘dUSTV' O{r, a‘t work. The forms of fascism that we see in the
remie'ﬂc_‘lest i :;:11‘/ may not resemble those of the past. The fascist
r\:\!:“n::ts of the interwar period were rooted in imperialist ideologies,
n wular militarism, paramilitary organizations and a world system
pOUbY colonial empires and menaced by socialist revolution. These
:::un:stances will not return. The colonies are dead, most armies are
professional and there isn’t an abundance of popular organization of any
kind, let alone paramilitary organization. Nonetheless, liberal capitalism
shows itself to be vulnerable, crisis-ridden and open to challenge by the
racist, nationalist far right. And what, in such circumstances, are the
cultural valences of the social industry that produces so much of our
social life now? Which tendencies would it select for, and which would -
it mute’ g :

There is something about the way in which we interact on the
platforms which, whatever else it does, magnifies our mobbishness, our
demand for conformity, our sadism, our crankish preoccupation with
being right on 4] subjects. Ironically, this despotic rectitude is allied with

exactly the kind of 'swarm’ propensities that were once idealized as the

basis for 4 new kind of grass-roots power. The ‘swarm’, which began as

a . . o i . .
ﬂllletaphor for conscientious citizens holding power to account, might
we . .

become 4 metaphor for the twenty-first century version of fascist
Street gangs,

mol};;f:fi:tak‘g would be to see this as someone else’s problen.l, a
ullies, T, ak: CFmg only obvious villains like trolls, hackers and al‘t-.rnght
bV’QUote we’etm;tead., something as simple and everyday as the crn‘nc.lue-
We mock o ¢ olding aloft a specimen of a really degenerate opinion,

having the quality of being an opinion, which is that it
g wrong, Inviting others

Htutive of gy society, b

. for
hot :mczt:; to join in, we treat disagreement,
ut as malevolence, idiocy or the
Orch‘*trau ¢t It is to be settled by group humiliation, sudden
in iy o Of mob fury, the stiletto-stab of sadism. This is the context
Mogt in":)le :Vorah Baum argues, it's suddenly as if being wrong is the

able thing in the world and being right is almost like a
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human right. The troll, the witch-hunter, the celebrity, the
who can't stand being disagreed with: this

are not all so, equally, but insofar as we
all involved.

Showflake

y day, We
atforms, we are

is all of us, ever
are on the p|

We are denizens, not citizens, of a machin
amid endless boring scrolling, with sudden v
adrenaline rushes of hate - ch
A machine that makes wann

worship those above us in t

e that keeps addicted,

olatile rages, excitements,
armingly euphemized as ‘variah|e rewards’

abe celebrities of all of us, enjoining ys ¢,

he status ecology while in the same move
harnessing our sadism and rage, and directing it with laser-

to the schmuck-of-the-day. A machine that reduces infor
meaningless stimuli which it jetsprays at us,
us with exclamation marks and block capitals.

us to being the manipulable conduits of info
in this, a fascist potential.

like focus
mation to
much as Trump bombards
A machine that habituates
rmational power. There is,

s

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. The new platform technologies were
supposed to be liberal, modern, participatory. The second wave of
cyber-utopianism had been much like the first, headlined at the zenith of

global power by a Democratic administration in Washington evangelizing
for tech, for the globalization of the
Valley,

‘free and open’ net built in Silicon
and for the ‘new economy’ as a modernizing upgrade.

If the Clinton administration sought to hardwire as the univetS«‘f\l
framework for online social interactions a very parochial and ecce:n.ﬂ'lc
Californian culture of rich white men, the Obama administration
wanted to bring tech into the White House. The digital giants were
essential, both for Obama and Hillary Clinton’s State Depa“meimﬂto
the modernizing of the government and the economy, and to achlev.::
USforeign policy objectives, The White House met Google represeﬂm‘f‘irst
more than once a week during Obama’s tenure, and he was theogle.
president to host a Twitter ‘town hall’ meeting. Eric Schmidt of G‘:)rt
Jack Dorsey of Twitter and Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook all supP
Obama and had close ties to the White House.

e |
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.. in a major 2010 speech, attacked the usual enemies like

lerﬂ“; repressive regimes, in defence of an ‘open’ internet. She
héckeT ;mlaﬁt dismal vestiges of Californian hippy idealism: alluding to
“““::a;veold\ sentiment that ‘information wants to be free’, as the hippy
j;;;re“‘eur and Silicon Valley legend Stewart Brand didn’t quite say.
She also took to task, as enemies of openness, those countries who didn’t
wrust the global regulatory oversight of ICANN, an industry-aligned
Californian non-profit. Championing an open net was, in addition to
being congruent with Washington’s liberal self-image, both a projection
of American power and a logical political alliance. Democrats had always

been close to telecommunications capital. The wave of monopolization

taking place in mass media, resulting in six corporations controlling

approximately 90 per cent of the flow of information, had been helped
along by Clinton’s 1996 Telecommunications Act. Wh
the old economy giants allied with the Bush admin

‘ Halliburton, these new economy giants were clean

at is more, unlike
istration, such as

-cut, had no coal

under their fingernails. They seemingly traded a mysterious substance -
) communication, the cloud -

of which everyone was in favour, and which
Was pristine and high-status.

However, it was also complicated. It was easy enough for the White
House to gloat about free information if it inconvenienced Iran. It was
€asy for the State Department to 1

obby Twitter to hold off maintenance
work during Jran’s Green Movement, telling them that a ‘Twitter
fevolution’ yag happening~ But when WikiLeaks shared a virtual library
;)tf ;ﬁsgd State Department documents, the results were embarrassing.
‘ ity mind-blowing that US diplomats fawned over dictators
in Tfist,s Hosni Mubarak. But these revelations came as. the re.gitTles
mOVemela and Egypt were about to fall to popular revolutlorTs. Stmllgr
nd gy, N WO,Uld then appear in Bahrain, Algeria, Yemen, Libya, Syria

en Saydj Arabia.

e US ;::de“ly information didn’t want to be free any more.. f’sb.rup't:((i
© defep, d ' conduct a series of foreign policy pivots? At first, ltB tl;
telling Taht. ¢ Egyptian dictatorship, with Vice Presndfent ]oeb l‘en
ally of & r,lr Square Protesters that Mubarak was no d.lctator ut ar;

%" This Proved unavailing; it tacked briefly in the wake o
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the demand for electoral democracy before swerving hehin
ehind 4
n

blood-bath-inaugurated coup led by General Sisi. The U5 o ,
)  SUpporteq
the

men, crushin

- - o » CTUshing bo

those uprisings. It used limited military force to intervene ip, the | :l of
| ¢ Libyan

disastrous results. ately
And amid its embarrassment and its perplexity, the administratjon
sought to indict everyone associated with the WikiLeaks revelations, This
for the old Washington establishment, exemplified the bad, irrespomibk'
side of the internet. It was the net as Assange or Pirate Party activiss
fantasized it could be: a stateless anarchy, without intellectual property
rights. The fact that they made leaking ‘sexy’, as security experts put it, and
that the enormously modish trolling group Anonymous had joined the
war on secrecy, raised the stakes and demanded examples be set. Private
Chelsea Manning, blamed for the leaks, was held in solitary confinement
at a supermax prison and subject to what the UN special rapporteur
on torture called cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment. The Justice
Department demanded access to the Twitter accounts of WikiLeaks
volunteers, dismissing privacy and free speech concerns as ‘absurd’.

h the White House had

Saudi invasion of Bahrain and aerial assault on Ye

uprising and to pilot a pro-US leadership to power, with y;
, m

It appeared, for a moment, as thoug
misunderstood the real potential of the social industry, skewered by
its own hype about ‘Twitter revolutions’ and the advantages of tech
Indeed, there was and is a tension here, and it revolved around the
politics of information management. The security state’s ancient d@
had been that it would monopolize the management of infOl'm.a"f'h"
The cutting edge of encryption, storage and control should be f“ g
gift of the National Security Agency. This twenty-first century Levia N
would have unique ‘back door’ access to any information svs':m
That is not how the tech giants see it. For them, their mono
content and over the management of user information fs p‘;:ati -
system of private property from which they profit. Usfr mfot‘if o
and data is itself valuable property, whose value diminishes
not secured.

Washington thus found itself in a n
tech giants. Twitter fought the Justice Departmen

e
umber of direct pattles wi i

¢ on its dema®
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8 ccount information of WikiLeaks volunteers, in a case brought
intly with the American Civil Liberties Union, which it ultimately
J . : ; .

ahoo fought the National Security Agency in a secret Foreign

7,

[ost. Y

Intelligence Surveillance Act court case over the latter’s demand for user

account Jetails under its PRISM program. Google resorted to internal
ryption tO evade surveillance when it was revealed that both the NSA
Q had wiretapped the firm'’s communications. Apple fought
a standstill over encryption on its phones. The FBI wanted
o force Apple to unlock an iPhone belonging to Rizwan Farook, one of
the shooters in the San Bernardino massacre in December 2015. Apple
resisted in the courts, and ultimately the FBI backed off when it used
third-party software to hack the phone, revealing nothing of pertinence.
FBI director James Comey complained that Apple allowed ‘people to
hold themselves beyond the law’. This was revealing, suggesting that he
expected there to be no area of life not potentially scrutable by the law. If
the internet was nothing but an elaborate surveillance mechanism, the
law should be the beneficiary. The American state had been a vigorous

champion of tech, its property regime and its global commercial success.
ing the security state’s fantasy

enC

and GCH
the FBI to

Yet their property claims were now disrupt
of omniscience.

Wiashington nonetheless continued to
Indeed, the government found that it was able to hijack the features
of the social media platforms to extend its surveillance, building the
biggest domestic spying programme in US history. It used Facebook to
launch cyberwar programmes aimed at enemies, implanting malware
and stealing files from personal hard drives. It was this attack on the
security of the platform that led to an incensed Mark Zuckerberg calling
the White House to complain about the lack of transparency in NSA
Programmes. He said that such secretive, counter-security measures
M0t only pu users at risk but would also incline them t© ‘believe the

Worst’ i threatening
and, he implied, disconnect. The security state was thr -
such tensions t

plat;nf"fmational property of the platforms. Despite battle over
val orms remained close to Washington. Theirs was not 3 a
188, but a turf seruggle over informational contro

Google, Facebook and Twitter which, in ¢

champion the tech giants.

|, It was platforms

he first places had crea
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this unprecedented surveillance, presenting ample |
for governm‘ent agencies to exploit the resultingpd(;t:gal " llea Wayy

The social industry monopolies have duly bée
to cooperate with the security state, suggesting linesn feVOIvi"g Wayy
fusion. This calls into question the cyber-futurist notion Ofr ‘a Potentia|
displacing sovereign power, breaking up sovereignty in(t) cloud’ foy
of data packets, dissipating it in networks crissrcrossingobto}lz s
territories. Rather than networked flows of information b;:“md
centralized bureaucracies, the flows are bureaucratically Tegim "
and organized in such a way as to augment the traditional pmem:
governments and corporations, at least in the short term. It also suggests
that the emancipatory hopes of the era of Occupy, Anonymous and
Pirate Parties pinned to such claims were at best wildly premature.
Networks, which were expected to outflank the old sovereigns, have also
extended their power. ,

And yet, as the philosopher Gilbert Simondon pointed out, we
learn most from a technology when it breaks down. It is breakdown that

stimulates scientific research and new knowledge. And the platforms

have induced a crisis in an older machinery of governance and control
al and technologial

The Washington establishment, in its globalizing ze

modernization drive, didn’t quite anticipate what it was embracing.
Whether it is Facebook’s notorious motto ‘Move Fast and‘ Break
Things’, or Google’s practice of never asking for permission, this was 3
force that could and would disturb the old, embedded alliancef of st
and media. That meant it could and would disrupt Washington s pows
VL

id Twitter make the “Twitter revolutions’, by
From the Iranian Green Movement in 2009 to e;

rkey in 2013, the social industry was report

f unrest. Twitter, Facebook and Yo

f the story. They were the story, the 10 )

i vents. They were ]
world-changing € et big ching:

youth, the new,

protests in Tu
was a primary driver 0
just the digital media o
vanguard of dramatic,
connotation, with progress,

|
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¢ would be impossible to quantify the commercial value of the

‘“Twitter
medium t0 massive
from the inception of the Green Movement to the end of the Gezi Park

protests, Twitter’s active user base had increased sevenfold from 30
million to over 220 million. Facebook’s already much larger user base
had increased from almost a quarter of a million to 1.2 billion users.
How much this was due to these earth-shaking events and how much
to other commercial strategies and ‘network effects’, is not clear. But
the growth was conditioned, and probably very strongly conditioned, by
the insertion of the platform brands into a captivating story of a global

revolutions’ for the social industry. It is in the nature of the
ly complicate causality. The bare data shows that

youth uprising.
The term ‘Twitter revolutions’ had, of course, always glossed over

salient realities. Whether in Iran or Tunisia, the numbers of users
connected to social media were a small and disproportionately middle-
class share of the total population. In Tunisia, there were just two hundred
active Twitter users. Most social industry users, still a minority of the
population, were on Facebook. In Egypt, where the social industry had
with 60 per cent of under-thirties using it, the
April 6 Youth Movement was able to use Facebook as communications
hub. Other activists, however, found that mobile texting was far more
important for organizing. Nonetheless, when the desperate Tunisian
market seller, Mohamed Bouazizi, set himself on fire after being harassed
by police, it became known only because the images were shared' on
Facebook and resonated with an existing mood of fury with the rf?glff\e-
When the Tahrir Square protesters flooded timelines with the rwetmgf
detail of their audacious actions, they not only increased the costs ©
‘ePression for the regime and weakened the position of its overseas

s, but gave confidence to others t0 join in. however,
Whatever the political purposes to which users put tl'fem, "l
most successful users are those who understand the mform::lished

Pohtics of the platform. The infamous Facebook experiment p? ¢ that
in 2914, on ‘emotional contagion's built on the well-known ::at pi
*timent g catching. By manipulating users’ M The

COntap; i
tagion can now be orchestrated on 2 massive

much deeper penetration,

oods, it found
scale by networks.
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virality and celerity of the information economy piggyh
tendency, aggregating and herding sentiment
alliances around a mood, building towards

acks op thi
v assembling makeghi

t
a euphoric climay and
then dissipating. The experiment also showed that it is possible for the

medium to fabricate and manipulate the mood of users, which of Course
Facebook already does on a molecular level through its Management of
feeds. But it doesn’t necessarily need to mass-produce emotiong| hype;
opportune sentiments will arise as a matter of course.

In 2011, what went viral was a model of protest. In Tahrir Square, 3
coalition of Islamists, liberals and Nasserists had built a citywithinaciy,
a mini-metropolis managing lighting, accommodation, waste disposal,
medicine, food, water, security checkpoints to guard against frequent
government attacks, and inter-communal protection for Christians and
Muslims at prayer. It would be tempting to say that, with opportunity
came competence in the techniques of self-government, cooperation
and mutuality. But the organizers of Tahrir Square were veterans of
past struggles, from anti-war protests to the 2008 general strike. They
had built coalitions and acquired their repertoires of protest and social
media publicity over the course of almost a decade. What is more, the
symbolically central revolt in Tahrir Square had to spread to other
parts of the country, including to armed sectors of the population, in
order for the dictatorship to be overthrown. In retrospect, even then it
bypassed huge swathes of the population which later became the popular
constituency for General Sisi’s armed coup.

Nonetheless, Egypt’s revolutionaries were giving other people 'd‘“
They suggested a format of protest that could be taken up by anti-austertty
and prodemocracy activists from New York to Nepal. It was not eveh
just a protest. Tahrir Square was also an organizing hub at which othe?
actions could be discussed and the diverse components of the movement
tentatively federated. More importantly, it prefigured the self-rule that
protesters wanted to achieve. It was, in embryo, an alternative W
organizing legitimate power. This gave rise to #Occupy, not ¢ ™
movement as a brand, a hashtagged franchise, a repertoire of sym

and tactics available to Indignados in Spain, labour activists in Nig®
democracy protesters in Malaysia,
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The digital swarms descended, from Puerta del Sol, Madrid to
Oakland The global core of this movement was Occupy Wall Street.
akland. '
oclite alliances of anarchists, Anonymous trolls, communists

There, heter
libertarians shot a populist arrow across the bow at the One percent.

;[;iy attempted new model communes, prefiguring a more democratic
and egalitarian social order - although with little agreement as to
what that might actually mean. Indeed, the absence of agreement was
regarded as a virtue. They emphasized consensus over ideology, in the
spirit of 1990s anti-capitalism and the Zapatista ethos: ‘Many Yeses,
One No'.
Organizationally, these protests looked very little like Tahrir Square.
In some cases, the #Occupy brand and repertoire was worked into an
existing social movement with its own tactics and traditions, as in Spain
and Greece. But most of the time, #Occupy involved small groups of
experienced activists setting up camp and relying on digital connections
to attract otherwise scattered, disconnected participants. In New York,
for example, the organizers of Occupy Wall Street were veterans of
another recent alliance, New Yorkers Against Budget Cuts. In London,
they were activists from the environmentalist movement Climate Camp.
These were the handfuls of activists with the skills, resources and free
time to organize. To their momentary advantage, they were tech-savvy
and could exploit ubiquitous smartphone and platform use. And for a
Period of time in 2010 to 2011, it seemed as if all that was needed was
‘0 set up an event on Facebook, share it across the platforms, hashtag it;
Meme it and wait: build it, and they will come. Activists were flush with
“Pparent Success, surfing the crest of a viral wave.
i dji?‘;?’ adopted the abstract schema of Tahrir Squ.are's li)r\surger}\:i::?ex
tiloiy . mg ab.le to emulate its substantial organized ase, \:to,y
POSsibtill?: to fit with cyberlibertarian ideologies abou‘t th.e em;t;:P -
embolde:zd?f the ‘network’ and horizontal orgam'zatlon-. ¥ fatic
i in this approach by a flurry of academic and j;:ur:;uced
Costs ocfelebratmg the networked individual, the s.warm and ther -
collective organizing entailed by digital democracy. =
fism recognized real tendencies but underestimated the fragility

an ek
Y Organization 80 cheaply had.
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The reduced costs of organizing also reduced the costs of quittip
well as the costs of infiltration and disruption. Moreover, the propri‘ as
algorithms were designed to advance individual networking tary
collective organization. At most, because of their surging to’war:(olt
hype, they could generate a quick, expedient aggregation of indivi du:l
sentiments. And, as Paolo Gerbaudo’s analysis in his book The Digital
Party recognizes, far from encouraging horizontal organization, digital
networking tends to promote charismatic leaders and shallow forms
of ‘participation’ and ‘feedback’ from within a largely passive layer of
supporters. Insofar as these structures do translate into more sustained
organization, as is arguably the case with Italy’s populist Five Star
Movement, they lend themselves less to democratic empowerment than
to a business model. The digital euphoria generally passed and was
replaced by demoralization. Occupy, emanating from a political mood
that was suspicious of parties, was, organizationally, the meatspace
equivalent of the shitstorm. It attracted giant bursts of feeling, energy
and confidence, galvanized moments of unity and conviction and
generated some impressive actions - most of which turned rapidly into
passive despair. oL idn

The state didn’t wither away; Occupy did. Beyond a few places
where #Occupy was linked to already powerful social movemens,
the protests proved impossible to sustain, being more steam than
piston, and not much steam at that. The enthusiasm for the _
vanished like a trending topic. The ‘movements of the squares” eithet
dissipated into parties aimed at taking electoral power, a5 in VT
and Spain, or melted away and empowered authoritarian Sta'e;"w:“;
Turkey after the Gezi Park protests. The fate of the ‘Arab Spring
soon demonstrate just how exceedingly difficult it is tO achiew. :
social and political change, even with much more sustained 0
behind it. | ‘ pilization of

And by 2014, a malevolent twist on the political m n i
hip young digital natives was about to appear. Benefiting fro rated
war in Iraq, and outright carnage escalating to & e to
Gétterdimmerung in Syria, it would add an obscene ironY

wholesome net-utopian cliché.
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ut down the chicken wings and come to jihad, bro.” This was
‘P the wry, sawvy voice of an ISIS recruiter on Twitter. On Ask.fm,
other recruiter answered questions about his favourite desert, his
;:ard, life in the battle. Images circulated of jihadists cuddling kittens,
eating Snickers, playing video games, beheading their enemies.

Five years after the Iranian Green Movement and three years after the
‘Arab Spring’ birthed such a brief reprise of cyber-utopianism, here was a
“Twitter revolution’ that was actually in the middle of taking power. Here
was a makeshift theocratic state, of all things, assembled with the logic of
the swarm, occupying and keeping public space. Here was a right-wing,
networked social movement, a reactionary guerrilla campaign, a band of
mercenary adventurers, a brand, a hashtag, which had fully mastered the
idiom of the platforms.

The Islamic State had emerged from a hard core of jihadist
combatants affiliated to the ‘AlQaeda’ franchise during the occupation
of Iraq and the ensuing civil war. At first dominated by ‘foreign fighters’,
in the years since 2006 they had developed social roots in parts of
Irag’s Sunni population. It had become a farright social movement,

armed and intent on challenging the territorial authority of the state
bequeathed by the occupation. By 2012, as Syria descended into civil
war, and jihadists, released from prison by Assad to sow chaos amid
the OPPosition, opened a new front in the civil war, it gained its first
tertitorial footprint, rebranding itself as the ‘Islamic State in Iraq and
S@) (ISIs). By 2014, as the Iraqi government suppressed Sunni protests
agjmm their political exclusion with the use of death squads, ISIS was
gaining politica] support even from hard-core secular Ba’athists. Indeed,
a0y ISIS recryits were former Ba’athist soldiers. Moreover, the Iraqi
:::, Z:Omd not haVle disintegrated so rapidly in the face of ISIS assault
N agent';Otfushered.m by a civilian uprising against the troops regarded

In " Ot'a sectarian regime.
eployede summer of 2014, as they began their invasion of Mosul, ISIS

asophisticated social industrystrategy. Far from trying to leverage

Surpr; ) .
Prise, they sought to inspire dread, broadcasting and live-tweeting
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their coming with the hashtag #AllEyesOnISIS. Through the Twitter.
linked app, Dawn of Glad Tidings, they used supporters’ smartphones ¢,
disseminate messages, carefully tailored to avoid triggering spam filters,
The app was downloaded ten thousand times, permitting sophisticated
Twitterstorming operations. As their forces marched towards Baghdad

the number one search result for ‘Baghdad’ on Twitter was an imagej
of a jihadist contemplating an ISIS flag flying over the city. They
successfully hijacked World Cup-related hashtags to spread links to their
propaganda video. By February 2015, it was estimated that there were
anything from 90,000 to 200,000 pro-ISIS tweets on Twitter every day.

By mid-2015, Twitter had come under pressure from the US government
to delete pro-ISIS accounts, and had to take down some 125,000 of
them. They shared slick videos aimed at Western millennials, some most

likely produced by the former German rapper turned jihadist, Denis

Cuspert. Jihad was being marketed, very efficiently, as the epitome of

masculine cool.

Sedimented into this barrage of self-publicity was a stream of snuff
videos, as members braggingly broadcast images of the beheadings and
war atrocities they had been party to. Although this initially alarmed the
ISIS leadership, worried about its effects on Muslim support and the
criticisms it was drawing from the AlQaeda leadership, it didn’t slow
down or reduce the flow of recruits. If anything, ISIS became known
for the extravagance of its displays of violence and its pointed refusal
to acknowledge limitations. It is even possible that these irruptions of
obscenity demonstrated for some supporters the authentic commitment
of these ‘lions’: their #nofilter reality, as opposed to the pervasive fakery
of online celebrity.
tlmllr:e;he first six months of the US-led bombing campai'gn FO Ou:ltolsstlj
them ﬁ:ioon fe‘lziorted 1?,000 new recruits to the organlzatlolr:,l‘\merica
and Austl'ali: ; ; the Ml(.i(.ﬂe East, 3,000 from EMIopS, N.O.rtus novices
- including at, lin . SUrprlsu?gly lasgenimber Of th?m rehgll(: jon
St & e ;:SI; one recruit whose entire training in the ré i sgts p

into training cary m for DuTnmzes. International co.n.iba'lt tO‘:{ i
enslaving Youidi is, ostensibly to avenge t.he humlllano?s o acke
omen and beheading infidels, perhaps just#

cameé
|cere
re bY
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¢ survivalist nirvana. The morbid fascination with the
-t of s

b\/’ the P
group, $aN¢
qkin t0 the

mplating a sC |
Con’tt;e:s of everything liberal modernity stood for.
antl D

Twitter did not create the sumps of misery from which recruits
could be found in small Welsh towns, among Swedish teenagers or
from putupon Muslim minorities in the suburbs of the fle-de-France.
No more than it had created the injustices giving rise to Occupy. Far
less did it create the sorts of feelings that would lead to surprisingly
widespread passive support for the group. At the height of the group’s
notoriety, it was more popular in Europe than in the Middle East.
Polling controversially suggested that 7 per cent of British citizens and
16 per cent of French citizens responded favourably to ISIS, a share
much larger than the entire Muslim population in each society. Nor
did Twitter create the patterns of state breakdown allowing ISIS to gain
territorial footholds, or induce the Iraqi government to unleash death
Squads to quell a restive Sunnj population, thus making them briefly
"eCeptive 1o ISIS rule. Nor did it build the torture chambers during the
a;:t)f:;\it;t insurgt‘-l'lc.y in. Iraq, or the television shows modelled on

ry show trials in which terrified and beaten ‘guests’ were

in
mz?z‘gmd for supposed terrorism offences, all of which had helped
ese hardboiled jihadists.

0 .
nents, and eXcitement am

. ed by lurid news coverage of the ISIS ‘way of life’, was
tiot . :

Nazi or satanic fixations of ostracized American teenagers
hool shooting. It self-consciously incarnated the

e ISIS spreading terror among its
social in, ong its members, so efficiently without
€ment o, By hTohe tens of thousands of demoralized Iraqi
Party bel'lef[:;; Who fled Mosul without a fight were prompted in
the invagio for L an overwhelming armed force was coming. In fact,
' " dces consisted of just two thousand jihadists, compared to
“ idﬂologiCa[; g,oven?me“t troops. And it afforded ISIS a new means
Mode| ‘sfsemmatlon» quite different from the hierarchical,
P0pagy ot AlQaeda communications. ISIS instead made short

cli
Ing Versiox:p:medelled on Hollywood fare, and games like its own
gran, and FaSemnd Theft Auto exploited the volatility of Twitter,

ook, deploying crowdsourcing, apps, bots and



Ty

188 ® RICHARD SEYMOUR

hashtag-hacking. It used the logic of the Twitte

rstorm to insinuate
short, digestible bites of prop

aganda into popular culture,

ISIS did not propose anything like the global, mille
philosophy of Al-Qaeda, but it disseminated a ready-to-hand Narrative
about emancipation from the ‘oppressive Tawaghit’ - the system of
regimes bequeathed by the colonial partition of the Middle East. [
leveraged the free labour of users of its app, in the congealed form of
smartphone data, the better to orchestrate its tweetstorms. It asked users
to participate in its propaganda by sharing hashtags, articles and videos,
At one stage, ISIS accounts asked followers to video themselves waving
the ISIS flag in a public place and share it on social media. It created a
sense of identity and belonging. Its promise - as the chicken wings tweet
showed - was that users would find greater meaning and value in life by
migrating to the sunny Wilaya of Ragqah and building the Islamic State.
It focused, to that end, on recruiting not just for military purposes, but

potential citizens for what they claimed was a flourishing earthly utopia
living as God intended.

ity

narian politic|

ISIS was a franchise with a central hierarchical structure, not an
autonomist collective. Its utopian fantasies were not cyberutopian. It
therefore exploited social media far more efficiently than the pl‘Ot‘esr
movements of 2011, without unconsciously mimicking or depending
on the model of association found on the platforms. It harnessed the

' : ctions 10
medium’s viral and swarming properties, using digital conne "
encourage unpredictable acts of terror beyond its territorial gmafr]\.nk
in Beirut and the Bataclan. But it didn't rely on networks to ou; ;\S .
centralized power. Centralized power was already collapsing, ““; o
was building a new regime in its place, taxing a P“Pulntwnilgelds. It |
seven or eight million subjects and controlling profitable ((‘dcnlnﬂici\ 1
was armed and disciplined, internally coercive and seeking o on th |
homogeneity. It tacitly recognized that the forms of nssocl“:;:nnatim\a
platform are not ‘horizontal’ but built around complex in
hierarchies that could be manipulated. ‘ ,pp(,rtunlstlt‘

US counter-insurgency, confronting ISIS, was kewise s placet
in its use of the medium. While the greatest emphasis Wt £

fbod
usands ©
coordinated aerial bombardment, racking up tens of tho

on

y
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- to the US Military, the Obama administration began to talk
according This was already in vogue in the administration. It had used
q’berwa}:orag‘; against North Korea’s nuclear weapons programme. It
Orber‘szted with \Israeli intelligence in writing code for the Stuxnet worm
fo:f:;l attack that shut down Iran’s nuclear power facilities in Natanz.
In 2015, State Department counterterrorism official Alberto Fernandez
argued that the US, in a break from the ‘marketplace of ideas’ thetoric,
needed its own ‘troll army’ to combat ISIS. Later the same year, the
US Air Force bombed a ‘command and control’ building discovered by
combing ISIS’s social media streams and associated metadata. By 2016,
they were vaunting their ability to use ‘cyberbombs’ to hack and disrupt
SIS computer networks. ISIS, for its part, allegedly responded by using
the social industry to accumulate background information on a hundred
US Military personnel and posting a ‘hit list’ for supporters to target.
But in an example of the mise en abyme of online trolling, wherein one
never knows for sure who the enemy is or what game they’re playing, the
Associated Press later suggested that the threat was actually the work of
Russian trolls, The logic of the online network thus superimposed itself
on the more conventional logic of asymmetrical war.

ISIS’s territorial control was ended by factors extrinsic to its use of
the social industry. Its brutality undercut its social basis and eroded the
“operation of notables in Iraqi, Syrian and Libyan territories that it
:li':: .&rly SUCG.SS'& had come easily, in a 1ightn.ing strefa.k, conferring
bley aw;“mgd‘; of divine omnipotence. The first serious mlllti.lry setbacks
of COursev hat aura énd recruitment slowed down dram.atlcally. An(li;
Conduqi’ ts fantastical project of building a theocratic state whi

astate[;g [a“ asYl'ﬂnTetrical war with the powers that had alrea:dy
More el raq, \\fas In its own terms a huge overrea‘ch. It lcc‘rt;ath
s dige, ly enexme.s than its tens of thousands of recruits could fight.

W0 believe thejr project was ever anything other than a
Yetoti\eedelusmn. ft
they Wi technolOgical basis of ISIS’ international recruitment still le

tn 017 an added weakness. Most of their recruits, as the UN report'.'ed
tboy thafter ISIS 1ost Raqqah, were either irreligious or knew nothing
* Mindamentals of Jglam, Seill less did they grasp the elaborate

T Al So
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political ideologies emanating from Islamist thinkers |
Egyptian theologian and Muslim Brotherhood member why g, strong}
influenced this strain of jihadism. They were largely young men, SOcijly
marginalized, economically and educationally disadvantaged, travellinz
to Syria or Iraq without really understanding what they were getting
into. Many of them, the study suggested, were criminalized mep seeking
redemption. Another study by George Washington University foungd a
recruit from Texas who moved to the Islamic State looking for a role g
an English teacher. The ideological thinness of the attraction to [S]S
among those reached by Twitterstorm and ha

shtag-hacking is likely
to be part of the reason for the rapid outflow of recruits as the war
turned harsher.

ike Syed Quth, ¢

The Islamic State has fallen, with fighters controlling just 4 per
cent of the territory they once did, but the organization known as ISIS
remains. It is, among other things, a form of twenty-first-century fascism.
Its use of the platforms shows us something about how new fascisms will
work, in terms of their culture, communications and ideology. It is, to
use Jonathan Beller’s phrase, a form of ‘fractal fascism’. If the spectacle
is a social relationship mediated by images, what Guy Debord called
the concentrated spectacle of Fiihrer celebrity worship has given way in
the social industry to the diffuse spectacle of commodity images. In the
social industry, it’s one, two, three, many Fiihrers.

From ISIS to the altright, new fascisms are emerging arofmd
microcelebrities, mini-patriarchs and the flow of homogeni?
messages. If classical fascism directed narcissistic libido inVesm::z
into the image of the leader, as the embodiment of the people ar tion
historical destiny, neofascism harvests the algorithmic accumul;‘ p
of sentiment in the form of’ identificatio“’by'TwmerSt,or:n' e view
image of the fascist mass was once best captured by the bird s«’::;lljtion
of aerial photography, it is now available in a much higher’resnization
bird’s eye view as metrics. And if classical fascism built its orgieteranS'
through recruitment from social organizations, such ociation®
clubs, germinal neo-fascism recruits from the loose at;srm:n
practices of the platforms. The networked social mOYe
acquired jackboots.

ﬁ
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s Donald Trump the future, or a transitional tremor? A great deal of
I alarm about the social industry has been concerned with its effects
on electoral systems: the dark arts of the algorithm propelling ‘populists’
(or, according to taste, ‘authoritarians’) to power.

The world’s first “Twitter president’ is indeed a natural social industry
star. And as a Twitter celebrity, he was constructing his political profile
from his first real tweet in 2011, when he signalled his participation in an
online campaign claiming that Obama was not born in the US and was
not eligible to be president. He has proven to be excellent at riding the
waves of aggregated sentiment, far more effective than his opponents. As
apresidential campaigner, Trump used digital media to orchestrate mass
media interest. The campaign’s tactic, according to one of his former
digital strategists, was to keep saying ‘off the cuff apparently crazy things,
that would compel the media to give him coverage. He succeeded, gaining
15 per cent more coverage than Clinton, despite the media being largely
hostile to him. | |

Twitter also enabled him to shape the campaign as an exciting
duel with his enemies. An analysis of Trump’s tweets during the
election found that they effectively substituted for campaign position
Statements. Most of his tweets attacked the Washington establishment,
blaming it for uncontrolled migration, terror and job losses, rather t§an
advocating a policy position. He limited public access to his goverm.ng
%enda. Clintop’s online campaign struggled, by contrast, to build
hashtagged enthusiasm with #ImWithHer and such memes as the
*pantsuie, soliciting the enthusiasm of upwardly mobile career womex
*Mugeling agajngy sexism, Some of her tactics downright failed, mcludl.“:i
#listcle ide“tifving her with ‘your abuela’, where ‘abuela’ is the Spbamsn
Hord for ‘erandmother’. Latin voters, far from being impressed’. =
to .., ’ L, tI'Ols wtth the
hasp%t criticisms of her support for militarized border con

htag #NotMyAbuela quickly going viral.
resident, encircled by a hostile media and
. tefition and hamstrung by intelli.gence leaks,
g of uncompromised sovereignty. There,

Congress, subject t©
he could announce

"vestjg
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policy, denounce his enemies, praise his own record and
legacy media (with the exception of the sunny, far-right Morning g},
Fox and Friends) as #fakenews and #fraudnews. It is clear that Trun;p EW’
been able to use the platforms to consolidate a political hage in 4 Was
that would not have been possible if the old se
mass media and the liberal state remained intact,
Nonetheless, as with such figures as Narendr
Duterte of the Philippines and Jair Bolsona
benefited mainly from the political weaknesse
Modi, Duterte, Bolsonaro and Trump have a
and messaging services effectively to bypass le
benefited from the (perceived and actual) ¢
the political establishment.
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attack the

t of relations between

a Modi of India, Rodrig,
10 of Brazil, Trump hes
s of his opponents, While
Il used the social indus

gacy media, they have each
orruption and stalemate of

In office, Trump has thus far mainly demonstrated the weakness
of the nationalist right. On trade, despite repudiating the potentially
lucrative Trans-Pacific Partnership, he has been unable to propose a
serious alternative to the institutions of liberal globalization. On foreign
policy, despite his public deference to Putin, he has largely acceded to
the lines of action demanded by the Pentagon in Syria and North Korea,
albeit that he has freed them to pursue that agenda in a more radicz.ll
way than they were able to under Obama’s micromanagement. On his
promised massive structural investment, he got nowhere. On his traﬁie
war with China, he has raised tariffs, but the total levels still r.ema“‘
historically low. Much of what he has achieved required the conmvanlc;
of Congressional Republicans, such as the standard Republican. tax cto
for the rich, or the promotion of a hard-right Federalist Society ’llfldiip's
the Supreme Court. Unsurprisingly, by the summer of 2017, frurighf
ousted ally Steve Bannon lamented that the presidency the faf
‘fought for, and won, is over’, frun i

'ig'he difficulty faced by the far right is that political .success hsfc(::
social and political organization. Historically, the far ."ght f}:asm fraternd
by building roots in thick networks of civic associatIOﬂs’b (i)n German
organizations in the US South to veteran and military Clu : presenc® ©
It has, in this context, developed a ‘grass-toots’ Patamlhtaryhy and thi®
control the streets. Such civic organization is far more pate
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ochnological harvesting of sentiment can briefly aggregate
n a crisis of the establishment. But it is

roday- The ¢t

ficient crowds, give

[ly suf
lectorally ute for the kind of organized and armed power that could

bsti
2 poot YouTube coup that Naughton describes. And if this was

acmalize the

the sole basis ' ' )
al governing centre would reassert its dominance. The latter’s

for fascism in the future, it is more than likely that the
radition
entitled cry of protest in the face of failure - per Wilde, the rage of
Caliban not seeing his own face in a glass - would, and will, give way to
2 hard‘headed and resourceful campaign to stabilize the relationship of
the medium to political power.

The fascist potential of the social industry doesn’t necessarily lie in its
shortterm electoral consequences, ominous and damaging as these may
be. Rather, far more lethally, it may be indicated by the phenomenon
fashionably known as ‘stochastic terror’. This concept, anonymously
minted in 2011, refers to the way that communications can be used to
incite random violence and terror. The violence, though statistically
predictable within a given population, is individually unpredictable.
The Twittering Machine is designed for just this kind of stochastic
Zi:relzizrg\- thmz use of algmjithms to custorr?ize user experience
o 2 behotns Se idea thi.it, statlstlcall'y, x content will generate y number
i some way, g Z"tef a g;lven -populatlon. Thom.lgh someone must choc?se,
of iﬂdividua’l o c On' tt).l.e stlmulus,. tl}e m.achmery bypasses the question

urtengly p::n;l }1 ity by administering a data set. | |

mediy Campa:‘lgns tz the l:trategy of the rump I'SIS grf)uP is to use s.oc1al
———— wor -('m and put to motion e)‘ustmg reservoirs of
UPporters 1 wavegt;aplasclltles for' murder. Just as it once e.ncoura.ged
teach ang i viole S flag, it IIO\'V asks them to extend its physical

ol nt;nce into f)therwme unreachable states. Most.of the
forces. But qa f‘\fghamstan, where the jihadists have their own
Canada’ an dm s‘f‘bblngs in Marseille, Westminster and Edmonton
S ol andvehlde attacks in New York, Nice, Barcelona, Ohio,
ISig lai London, to shootings in Toronto, Paris and Orlando,
ﬁanchke mo m;:d a global body count. It has used its hashtagged
M appey €110 motivate disparate, random attacks by lending them

t of global coherence, direction and belonging.
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The networked far right, from its ‘gendertrolling’ MRA wip,
overt white supremacists, has generated its own share of ‘lone wolp
desperadoes: far more, in the United States, than the jihadists, p, the
decade from 2008 to 2017, according to the Anti-Defamatiop League,
71 per cent of fatalities from individual terror attacks were caused by
the farright. The tactical repertoire ranges from disorganized and |ow.
tech, such as the neo-Nazi James Fields’ vehicular assault on antj-

g to lts

fascist
protesters in Charlottesville resulting in the death of Heather Heyer, ¢,

more planned armed assaults, such as the mass shootings at the Quebec
City Mosque and the Tree of Life Synagogue. Media commentary has
begun to argue that the internet is partly to blame. For example, the
Quebec shooter Alexandre Bissonnette avidly consumed racist content
from right-wing activist Ben Shapiro and neo-fascist Richard Spencer.
Robert Bowers, who shot up the Tree of Life Synagogue during a
Shabbat service, was an active user of the alt-right Twitter epigone, Gab.
The so-called ‘MAGA bomber’, who tried to bomb George Soros, Hillary
Clinton and Barack Obama, had recently threatened a Twitter user with
death: Twitter’s moderator had declined to take action, explaining that
the tweet didn’t violate Twitter’s community standards.

Blaming social media activity for the actions of these murderers
in any direct and individualized way would simply beg the convoluted
question of cause and effect. To what extent, for example, was Alexandre
Bissonnette a fan of Ben Shapiro’s content because he was already on
the road to becoming a racist killer! How much did whatever he saw
on Gab enable Robert Bowers’ belief that the Hebrew Immigrant Aid
Society, by helping settle refugees, was bringing ‘invaders’ that ‘kill ot
People’? In what way, if at all, did it tip him over the edge, leading hizs
re: ‘T can’t sit by and watch my people get slaughtered. Scre:r’
Your optics, I'm going i There could, by definition, be no ax.\s.w
to this. The effects of content in the social industry, as with advertisiné
are Collectivizing, they are designed to work across a population.

€ are, o some extent, Working in the dark. At present

no single dominang far-right brand or franchise capable of sé5%
and shaping these artq
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. rs: no fascist answer to Occupy. Fascism, in most cases, dares not
warriors:

speak its name. Fas . .
\h armed shitstorm, a material possibility of the medium every bit as
the

much as the meatspace troll, has yet to materialize. But these are early
days for the networked fascism of the twenty-first century.

cist terror is ‘stochastic’ because fascism is still fractal:



